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The Happy Return
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OR, BEAT TO QUARTERS

Published in Britain in 1937 by Michael Joseph Ltd, this novel was entitled Beat to Quarters in Little, Brown & Cos American edition. Happy Return is chronologically the fifth book in the Hornblower series, but the first to be written. The Hornblower series evolved from Foresters lifelong interest in naval history, in particular, naval battles from the early decades of the nineteenth century. Notable historical figures from the time, such as Wellington and Nelson, provided some of Hornblowers finer characteristics. Appropriately, the character was first developed during a long sea voyage taken by Forester in 1937, during an unsettled period in the authors life, when he was already largely living in California and working for the film industry; he had decided to take a long sea voyage to Central America to think through his career. Hornblowers name was inspired by a film producer Forester worked with briefly  Arthur Hornblow. The fictional sea captains first name, Horatio, was derived from the character in Hamlet, not, as might reasonably be assumed, from Admiral Nelsons first name. It has been suggested that Hornblower is a partly autobiographical character and certainly in his tall, thin physique, he closely resembles his creator.

The story covers the events of one year in Hornblowers life. In June 1808, Hornblower is in command of the 36-gun frigate HMS Lydia, with orders to sail to the Pacific coast of Nicaragua. We join the voyage after the ship has been at sea for seven months and from the first, the reader is immersed in the sights, sounds and naval terminology of the times: we read of quarterdecks being holystoned and sanded, carronades and ringbolts and witness the morning routine aboard the vessel, giving an authentic feel to the narrative. We learn quickly that Hornblower, a man of pleasing but not overly handsome or striking appearance, is an alert and attentive ships master, keen to monitor the wellbeing of his crew (which includes a dislike of gratuitous or inappropriate punishments); he is also acutely aware that so many months into the voyage, supplies of water, tobacco, lemon juice and  worst of all  grog (rum)  are running low. Apart from watching his crew carefully, he has a good captains instinctive awareness of the minutiae of the weather and rules his ship with a firm, but fair hand; he is a decent and hard working man. Land is eventually sighted and the crew are elated; an end to short rations is literally in sight, with the added thrill that Lydia is to be the first British ship of war to penetrate the Pacific coast of Spanish America for a long time. 

Hornblowers mission is to supply a prominent local citizen, Don Julian Alvarado, with muskets and powder, so that Don Julian can go ahead with his rebellion against the Spanish. Once Don Julian has been successful in his own mission, Hornblower has permission to target any treasure ships he finds and take their precious cargo. This, along with other instructions in Hornblowers briefing document from the Admiralty, are, in Hornblowers experience, the usual combination of the barely possible and the quite Quixotic, even though they fulfil a long held British desire to stir up trouble in that part of the world; despite Lydia being outclassed as a fighting vessel by a key target, the impressive fifty gun, two decker enemy ship Natividad, should Hornblower fail in his mission, his career would be over and his wife would despise him. 

Hornblower eventually meets Don Julian and is dismayed to discover that the would-be rebel is a deranged, power-driven individual who calls himself El Supremo (the Almighty) and sees himself as the god-like descendant, amongst others, of Moctezuma, a deity-like figure of the Aztecs. El Supremo treats his people with great cruelty  especially when they do not wholeheartedly adopt his own aggrandised view of himself.

Hornblower successfully captures the Natividad by using a strategy that compensates for the inferior size and power of Lydia, but El Supremo demands that he have control of the ship for his rebellion and reluctantly, Hornblower agrees, only to be told some time later that England is now an ally of Spain  the original enemy  and he must take steps to wrest control of Natividad from El Supremo!

Another more captivating complication comes aboard the Lydia  the beautiful Lady Barbara Wellesley, a fictional character created by Forester, who is apparently related to the future Duke of Wellington. She is fleeing peril and an outbreak of yellow fever and she and her maid Hebe urgently seek passage back to England. Hornblower is reluctant, not wanting the additional responsibility and warns Lady Barbara that he must fulfil his duty as naval commander before he can take her anywhere; he and his crew  and his passengers  must face many perils before they set sail for England and Hornblower has to also confront another challenge  his growing attraction to Lady Barbara…

In 1951, the film Captain Horatio Hornblower RN was made, using this and two other novels in the series as source material; it starred Gregory Peck as Hornblower and Virginia Mayo as the object of the Captains romantic attentions, Lady Barbara. There are some anomalies in Hornblowers life story as described in The Happy Return compared to Foresters later works, which filled in some of the story prior to the events in this novel. 

The Happy Return is a strong introduction both to the genre of historical naval adventures and to the character of Captain Hornblower. Told in a straightforward style as befits the down to earth hero of the story, it is a gem that will appeal to any admirer of naval stories and it reflects Foresters detailed knowledge of seafaring and that time of history. Even to readers not particularly interested in the minutiae of naval history, there is enough here to carry the story along and leave one looking forward to the next instalment.
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The first edition
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The novel was first serialised in six parts in America in the magazine The Argosy.
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The 36-gun Bristol-built frigate HMS Melampus painted by Bristol artist Chris Woodhouse, similar to the HMS Lydia
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Horatio, Hamlet, and the ghost by Henry Fuseli, 1789. The character Hornblowers Christian name was inspired by the name of Hamlets close friend in the 1602 Shakespeare play.
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Captain Horatio Hornblower, the 1951 film adaptation


Chapter I
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IT WAS NOT long after dawn that Captain Hornblower came up on the quarterdeck of the Lydia. Bush, the first lieutenant, was officer of the watch, and touched his hat but did not speak to him; in a voyage which had by now lasted seven months without touching land he had learned something of his captains likes and dislikes. During this first hour of the day the captain was not to be spoken to, nor his train of thought interrupted.

In accordance with standing orders  hallowed by now with the tradition which is likely to accumulate during a voyage of such incredible length  Brown, the captains coxswain, had seen to it that the weather side of the quarterdeck had been holystoned and sanded at the first peep of daylight. Bush and the midshipman with him withdrew to the lee side at Hornblowers first appearance, and Hornblower immediately began his daily hours walk up and down, up and down the twenty one feet of deck which had been sanded for him. On one hand his walk was limited by the slides of the quarterdeck carronades; on the other by the row of ringbolts in the deck for the attachment of the carronade train tackles; the space of deck on which Captain Hornblower was accustomed to exercise himself for an hour each morning was thus five feet wide and twenty one feet long.

Up and down, up and down, paced Captain Hornblower. Although he was entirely lost in thought, his subordinates knew by experience that his sailors instinct was quite alert; subconsciously his mind took note of the shadow of the main rigging across the deck, and of the feel of the breeze on his cheek, so that the slightest inattention on the part of the quartermaster at the wheel called forth a bitter rebuke from the captain  the more bitter in that he had been disturbed in this, the most important hour of his day. In the same way he was aware, without having taken special note, of all the salient facts of the prevailing conditions. On his awakening in his cot he had seen (without willing it) from the telltale compass in the deck over his head that the course was northeast, as it had been for the last three days. At the moment of his arrival on deck he had subconsciously noted that the wind was from the west, and just strong enough to give the ship steerage way, with all sail set to the royals, that the sky was of its perennial blue, and that the sea was almost flat calm, with a long peaceful swell over which the Lydia soared and swooped with profound regularity.

The first thing Captain Hornblower was aware of thinking was that the Pacific in the morning, deep blue overside and changing to silver towards the horizon, was like some heraldic blazon of argent and azure  and then he almost smiled to himself because that simile had come up in his mind every morning for the last fortnight. With the thought and the smile his mind was instantly working smoothly and rapidly. He looked down the gangways at the men at work holystoning; down on the main deck, as he came forward, he could see another party engaged on the same task. They were talking in ordinary tones. Twice he heard a laugh. That was well. Men who could talk and laugh in that fashion were not likely to be plotting mutiny  and Captain Hornblower had that possibility much in mind lately. Seven months at sea had almost consumed the ships stores. A week ago he had cut the daily ration of water to three pints a day, and three pints a day was hardly sufficient for men living on salt meat and biscuit in ten degrees north latitude, especially as water seven months in cask was half solid with green living things.

A week ago, too, the very last of the lemon juice had been served out, and there would be scurvy to reckon with within a month and no surgeon on board. Hankey the surgeon had died of all the complications of drink and syphilis off the Horn. For a month now tobacco had been doled out in half ounces weekly  Hornblower congratulated himself now on having taken the tobacco under his sole charge. If he had not done so the thoughtless fools would have used up their whole store, and men deprived of tobacco were men who could not be relied upon. He knew that the men were more concerned about the shortage of tobacco than about the shortage of fuel for the galley which caused them each day to be given their salt pork only just brought to the boil in seawater.

The shortage of tobacco, of water and of wood was nothing nearly as important, however, as the imminent shortage of grog. He had not dared to cut that daily issue, and there was only rum for ten more days in the ship. Not the finest crew in the world could be relied on if deprived of their ration of rum. Here they were in the South Sea, with no other Kings ship within two thousand miles of them. Somewhere to the westward were islands of romance, with beautiful women, and food to be got without labour. A life of happy idleness was within their reach. Some knave among the crew, better informed than the rest, would give the hint. It would not be attended to at present, but in the future, with no blessed interval of grog at noon, the men would be ready to listen. Ever since the crew of the Bounty had mutinied, seduced by the charms of the Pacific, the captain of every ship of His Britannic Majesty whose duty took him there was haunted by this fear.

Hornblower, pacing the deck, looked sharply once more at the crew. Seven months at sea without once touching land had given an admirable opportunity for training the gang of jailbirds and pressed men into seamen, but it was too long without distraction. The sooner now that he could reach the coast of Nicaragua, the better. A run ashore would distract the men, and there would be water and fresh food and tobacco and spirits to be got. Hornblowers mind began to run back through his recent calculations of the ships position. He was certain about his latitude, and last nights lunar observations had seemed to confirm the chronometers indication of the longitude  even though it seemed incredible that chronometers could be relied upon at all after a seven months voyage. Probably less than one hundred miles ahead, at most three hundred, lay the Pacific coast of Central America. Crystal, the master, had shaken his head in doubt at Hornblowers positiveness, but Crystal was an old fool, and of no use as a navigator. Anyway, two or three more days would see who was right.

At once Hornblowers mind shifted to the problem of how to spend the next two or three days. The men must be kept busy. There was nothing like long idle days to breed mutiny  Hornblower never feared mutiny during the wild ten weeks of beating round the Horn. In the forenoon watch he would clear for action and practise the men at the guns, five rounds from each. The concussion might kill the wind for a space, but that could not be helped. It would be the last opportunity, perhaps, before the guns would be in action in earnest.

Another calculation came up in Hornblowers mind. Five rounds from the guns would consume over a ton weight of powder and shot. The Lydia was riding light already with her stores nearly all consumed. Hornblower called up before his mental eye a picture of the frigates hold and the positions of the storerooms. It was time that he paid attention to the trim of the ship again. After the men had had their dinner he would put off in the quarter boat and pull round the ship. She would be by the stern a little by now, he expected. That could be put right tomorrow by shifting the two No. 1 carronades on the forecastle forward to their original positions. And as the ship would have to shorten sail while he was in the quarter boat he might as well do the job properly and give Bush a free hand in exercising the crew aloft. Bush had a passion for that kind of seamanship, as a first lieutenant quite rightly should. Today the crew might beat their previous record of eleven minutes fifty one seconds for sending up topmasts, and of twenty four minutes seven seconds for setting all sail starting with topmasts housed. Neither of those times, Hornblower agreed with Bush, was nearly as good as it might be; plenty of ships had set up better figures  at least so their captains had said.

Hornblower became aware that the wind had increased a tiny amount, sufficiently to call forth a faint whispering from the rigging. From the feel of it upon his neck and cheek he deduced it must have shifted aft a point or perhaps two, as well, and even as his mind registered these observations, and began to wonder how soon Bush would take notice of it, he heard the call for the watch. Clay, the midshipman on the quarterdeck, was bellowing like a bull for the afterguard. That boys voice had broken since they left England; he was learning to use it properly now, instead of alternately squeaking and croaking. Still without taking visual notice of what was going on, Hornblower as he continued pacing the quarterdeck listened to the familiar sequence of sounds as the watch came tumbling aft to the braces. A crack and a yelp told him that Harrison the boatswain had landed with his cane on the stern of some laggardly or unlucky sailor. Harrison was a fine seaman, but with a weakness for using his cane on well-rounded sterns. Any man who filled his trousers out tight was likely to get a welt across the seat of them solely for that reason, especially if he was unluckily engaged as Harrison came by in some occupation which necessitated bending forward.

Hornblowers meditations regarding Harrisons weakness had occupied nearly all the time necessary for the trimming of the sails; as they came to an end Harrison roared Belay! and the watch trooped back to their previous duties. Ting-ting, ting-ting, ting-ting, ting went the bell. Seven bells in the morning watch. Hornblower had been walking for well over his covenanted hour, and he was aware of a gratifying prickle of sweat under his shirt. He walked over to where Bush was standing by the wheel.

Good morning, Mr. Bush, said Captain Hornblower.

Good morning, sir, said Bush, exactly as if Captain Hornblower had not been walking up and down within four yards of him for the last hour and a quarter.

Hornblower looked at the slate which bore the rough log of the last twenty four hours; there was nothing of special note  the hourly casting of the log had given speeds of three knots, four and a half knots, four knots, and so on, while the traverse board showed that the ship had contrived to hold to her northeasterly course throughout the day. The captain was aware of a keen scrutiny from his first lieutenant, and he knew that internally the lieutenant seethed with questions. There was only one man on board who knew whither the Lydia was bound, and that was the captain. He had sailed with sealed orders, and when he had opened and read them, in accordance with his instructions, in 30° N. 20° W., he had not seen fit to tell even his second in command what they contained. For seven months Lieutenant Bush had contrived to refrain from asking questions, but the strain was visibly telling on him.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, clearing his throat noncommittally. Without a word he hung up the slate and went down the companion and entered his sleeping cabin.

It was unlucky for Bush that he should be kept in the dark in this fashion, but Hornblower had refrained from discussing his orders with him not through any fear of Bushs garrulity, but through fear of his own. When he had first sailed as captain five years ago he had allowed his natural talkativeness full play, and his first lieutenant of that time had come to presume upon the license allowed him until Hornblower had been unable to give an order without having it discussed. Last commission he had tried to limit discussion with his first lieutenant within the ordinary bounds of politeness, and had found that he had been unable to keep himself within those limits  he was always opening his mouth and letting fall one word too many to his subsequent regret. This voyage he had started with the firm resolve (like a drinker who cannot trust himself to drink only in moderation) to say nothing whatever to his officers except what was necessitated by routine, and his resolution had been hardened by the stress which his orders laid upon the need for extreme secrecy. For seven months he had held to it, growing more and more silent every day as the unnatural state of affairs took a firmer grip upon him. In the Atlantic he had sometimes discussed the weather with Mr. Bush. Round in the Pacific he only condescended to clear his throat.

His sleeping cabin was a tiny morsel of space bulkheaded off from the main cabin. Half the room was occupied by an eighteen pounder; the remainder was almost filled by his cot, his desk, and his chest. His steward Polwheal was putting out his razor and lather bowl on a bracket under a strip of mirror on the bulkhead  there was just room for the two of them to stand. Polwheal squeezed himself against the desk to allow his captain to enter; he said nothing, for Polwheal was a man of gratifyingly few words  Hornblower had picked him for that reason, because he had to guard against his besetting sin of garrulity even with servants.

Hornblower stripped off his wet shirt and trousers and shaved standing naked before the mirror. The face he regarded in the glass was neither handsome nor ugly, neither old nor young. There was a pair of melancholy brown eyes, a forehead sufficiently high, a nose sufficiently straight; a good mouth set with all the firmness acquired during twenty years at sea. The tousled curly brown hair was just beginning to recede and leave the forehead a little higher still, which was a source of irritation to Captain Hornblower, because he hated the thought of going bald. Noticing it, he was reminded of his other trouble, and glanced down his naked body. He was slender and well muscled; quite a prepossessing figure, in fact, when he drew himself to his full six feet. But down there where his ribs ended there was no denying the presence of a rounded belly, just beginning to protrude beyond the line of his ribs and of his iliac bones. Hornblower hated the thought of growing fat with an intensity rare in his generation; he hated to think of his slender smooth-skinned body being disfigured by an unsightly bulge in the middle, which was the reason why he, a naturally indolent individual who hated routine, forced himself to take that regular morning walk on the quarterdeck.

When he had finished shaving he put down razor and brush for Polwheal to wash and put away, and stood while Polwheal hung a ragged serge dressing gown over his shoulders. Polwheal followed him along the deck to the head-pump, removed the dressing gown, and then pumped up seawater from overside while his captain solemnly rotated under the stream. When the bath was finished Polwheal hung the dressing gown again over his dripping shoulders and followed him back to the cabin. A clean linen shirt  worn, but neatly mended  and white trousers were laid out on the cot. Hornblower dressed himself, and Polwheal helped him into the worn blue coat with its faded lace, and handed him his hat. All this was without a word being spoken, so well by now had Hornblower trained himself into his self-imposed system of silence. And he who hated routine had by now so fully called in routine to save himself from speech that exactly as he stepped out again on the quarterdeck eight bells rang, just as happened every single morning.

Hands to punishment, sir? asked Bush, touching his hat.

Hornblower nodded. The pipes of the boatswains mates began to twitter.

All hands to witness punishment, roared Harrison on the main deck, and from all parts of the ship men began to pour up and toe their lines in their allotted positions.

Hornblower stood rigid by the quarterdeck rail, setting his face like stone. He was ashamed of the fact that he looked upon punishment as a beastly business, that he hated ordering it and dreaded witnessing it. The two or three thousand floggings he had witnessed in the last twenty years had not succeeded in hardening him  in fact he was much softer now (as he was painfully aware) than as a seventeen year old midshipman. But there had been no avoiding the punishment of this mornings victim. He was a Welshman called Owen who could somehow never refrain from spitting on the decks. Bush, without referring to his captain, had sworn that he would have him flogged for every offence, and Hornblower had necessarily to endorse the decision and back up his officer in the name of discipline, although Hornblower had the gravest doubts as to whether a man who was fool enough not to be deterred from spitting on the decks by the fear of a flogging would benefit by receiving it.

Happily the business was got over quickly. The boatswains mates triced Owen, naked to the waist, up to the main rigging, and laid into him as the drum rolled. Owen, unlike the usual run of seamen, howled with pain as the cat of ninetails bit into his shoulders, and danced grotesquely, his bare feet flapping on the deck until at the end of his two dozen he hung from his bound wrists motionless and silent. Someone soused him with water and he was hustled below.

Hands to breakfast, Mr. Bush, snapped Hornblower; he hoped that the tan of the tropics saved him from looking as white as he felt. Flogging a half-witted man was not to his taste as a before breakfast diversion and he was sick with disgust at himself at neither being strong enough to stop it nor ingenious enough to devise a way out of the dilemma Bushs decision had forced him into.

The row of officers on the quarterdeck broke up as each turned away. Gerard, the second lieutenant, took over the deck from Bush. The ship was like a magic tessellated pavement. It presented a geometrical pattern; someone shook it up into confusion, and at once it settled itself into a new and orderly fashion.

Hornblower went below to where Polwheal had his breakfast awaiting him.

Coffee, sir, said Polwheal. Burgoo.

Hornblower sat down at table; in the seven months voyage every luxury had long since been consumed. The coffee was a black extract of burnt-read, and all that could be said in its favour was that it was sweet and hot. The burgoo was a savoury mess of unspeakable appearance compounded of mashed biscuit crumbs and minced salt beef. Hornblower ate absentmindedly. With his left hand he tapped a biscuit on the table so that the weevils would all be induced to have left it by the time he had finished his burgoo.

There were ship-noises all round him as he ate. Every time the Lydia rolled and pitched a trifle as she reached the crest of the swell which was lifting her, the woodwork all creaked gently in unison. Overhead came the sound of Gerards shod feet as he paced the quarterdeck, and sometimes the pattering of horny bare feet as some member of the crew trotted by. From forward came a monotonous steady clanking as the pumps were put to the daily task of pumping out the ships bilge. But these noises were all transient and interrupted; there was one sound which went on all the time so steadily that the ear grew accustomed to it and only noticed it when the attention was specially directed to it  the sound of the breeze in the innumerable ropes of the rigging. It was just the faintest singing, a harmony of a thousand high-pitched tones and overtones, but it could be heard in every part of the ship, transmitted from the chains through the timbers along with the slow, periodic creaking.

Hornblower finished his burgoo, and was turning his attention to the biscuit he had been rapping on the table. He contemplated it with calm disfavour; it was poor food for a man, and in the absence of butter  the last cask had gone rancid a month back  he would have to wash down the dry mouthfuls with sips of burnt-bread coffee. But before he could take his first bite a wild cry from above caused him to sit still with the biscuit half way to his mouth.

Land ho! he heard. Deck there! Land two points on the larboard bow, sir.

That was the lookout in the foretop hailing the deck. Hornblower, as he sat with his biscuit in midair, heard the rush and bustle on deck; everyone would be wildly excited at the sight of land, the first for three months, on this voyage to an unknown destination. He was excited himself. There was not merely the imminent thrill of discovering whether he had made a good landfall; there was also the thought that perhaps within twenty four hours he would be in the thick of the dangerous and difficult mission upon which my lords of the Admiralty had despatched him. He was conscious of a more rapid beating of his heart in his breast. He wanted passionately to rush out on deck as his first instinct dictated, but he restrained himself. He wanted still more to appear in the eyes of his officers and crew to be a man of complete self-confidence and imperturbability  and this was only partially to gratify himself. The more respect in which a captain was held, the better for his ship. He forced himself into an attitude of complete composure, crossing his knees and sipping his coffee in entire unconcern as Mr. Midshipman Savage knocked at the cabin door and came bouncing in.

Mr. Gerard sent me to tell you lands in sight on the larboard bow, sir, said Savage, hardly able to stand still in the prevailing infection of excitement. Hornblower made himself take another sip of coffee before he spoke, and he made his words come slowly and calmly.

Tell Mr. Gerard I shall come on deck in a few minutes when I have finished my breakfast, he said.

Aye aye, sir.

Savage bolted out of the cabin; his large clumsy feet clattered on the companion.

Mr. Savage! Mr. Savage! yelled Hornblower. Savages large moonlike face reappeared in the doorway.

You forgot to close the door, said Hornblower, coldly. And please dont make so much noise on the companionway.

Aye aye, sir, said the crestfallen Savage.

Hornblower was pleased with himself for that. He pulled at his chin in self congratulation. He sipped again at his coffee, but found himself quite unable to eat his biscuit. He drummed with his fingers on the table in an effort to make the time pass more rapidly.

He heard young Clay bellowing from the masthead, where presumably Gerard had sent him with the glass.

Looks like a burning mountain, sir. Two burning mountains. Volcanoes, sir.

Instantly Hornblower began to call up before his minds eye his memory of the chart which he had so often studied in the privacy of this cabin. There were volcanoes all along the coast; the presence of two on the larboard bow was no sure indication of the ships position. And yet  and yet  the entrance to the Gulf of Fonseca would undoubtedly be marked by two volcanoes to larboard. It was quite possible that he had made a perfect landfall, after eleven weeks out of sight of land. Hornblower could sit still no longer. He got up from the table, and, remembering just in time to go slowly and with an air of complete unconcern, he walked up on deck.


Chapter II
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THE QUARTERDECK WAS thronged with officers, all the four lieutenants, Crystal the master, Simmonds of the marines, Wood the purser, the midshipmen of the watch. The rigging swarmed with petty officers and ratings, and every glass in the ship appeared to be in use. Hornblower realised that a stern cold-blooded disciplinarian would take exception to this perfectly natural behaviour, and so he did the same.

Whats all this? he snapped. Has no one in this ship anything to do? Mr. Wood, Ill trouble you to send for the cooper and arrange with him for the filling of the water casks. Get the royals and the stunsails off her, Mr. Gerard.

The ship burst into activity again with the twittering of the pipes, and Harrisons bellowing of All hands shorten sail and the orders which Gerard called from the quarterdeck. Under plain sail the Lydia rolled smoothly over the quartering swell.

I think I can see the smoke from the deck, sir, now, said Gerard, apologetically raising the subject of land again to his captain. He proffered his glass and pointed forward. Low on the horizon, greyish under a wisp of white cloud, Hornblower could see something through the telescope which might be smoke.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, as he had trained himself to say instead of something more conversational. He went forward and began to climb the weather foremast shrouds. He was nothing of an athlete, and he felt a faint dislike for this task, but it had to be done  and he was uncomfortably aware that every idle eye on board was turned on him. Because of this he was morally compelled, although he was hampered by the telescope, to refrain from going through the lubbers hole and instead to make the difficult outward climb up the futtock shrouds. Nor could he pause for breath  not when there were midshipmen under his command who in their follow-my-leader games thought nothing of running without a stop from the hold to the main royal truck.

The climb hand over hand up the foretop gallant shrouds tried him severely; breathing heavily, he reached the foretop gallant masthead, and settled himself to point the telescope as steadily as his heaving chest and sudden nervousness would allow. Clay was sitting nonchalantly astride the yard-arm fifteen feet away, but Hornblower ignored him. The slight corkscrew roll of the ship was sweeping him in a vast circle, up, forward, sideways, and down; at first he could only fix the distant mountains in snatches, but after a time he was able to keep them under fairly continuous observation. It was a strange landscape which the telescope revealed to him. There were the sharp peaks of several volcanoes; two very tall ones to larboard, a host of smaller ones both to starboard and to port. As he looked he saw a puff of grey steam emerge from one peak  not from the summit, but from a vent in the side  and ascend lazily to join the strip of white cloud which hung over it. Besides these cones there was a long mountain range of which the peaks appeared to be spurs, but the range itself seemed to be made up of a chain of old volcanoes, truncated and weathered down by the passage of centuries; that strip of coast must have been a hells kitchen when they were all in eruption together. The upper parts of the peaks and of the mountains were a warm grey  grey with a hint of pink  lower he could see what looked like green cataracts which must be vegetation stretching up along gullies in the mountain sides. Hornblower noted the relative heights and positions of the volcanoes, and from these data he drew a map in his mind and compared it with the section of the chart which he also carried in his minds eye. There was no doubting their similarity.

I thought I saw breakers just then, sir, said Clay. Hornblower changed the direction of his gaze from the tops of the peaks to their feet.

Here there was a solid belt of green, unbroken save where lesser volcanoes jutted out from it. Hornblower swept his glass along it, along the very edge of the horizon, and then back again. He thought he saw a tiny flash of white, sought for the place again, experienced a moment of doubt, and then saw it again  a speck of white which appeared and disappeared as he watched.

Quite right. Those are breakers sure enough, he said, and instantly regretted it. There had been no need to make any reply to Clay at all. By that much was his reputation for immobility diminished.

The Lydia held her course steadily towards the coast. Looking down, Hornblower could see the curiously foreshortened figures of the men on the forecastle a hundred and forty feet below, and round the bows a hint of a bow wave which told him the ship must be making four knots or very nearly. They would be up with the shore long before nightfall, especially as the breeze would freshen as the day went on. He eased himself out of his cramped position and stared again at the shore. As time went on he could see more breakers stretching on each side of where he had originally seen them. That must be a place where the incoming swell broke straight against a vertical wall of rock and flung its white foam upwards into sight. His belief that he had made a perfect landfall was growing stronger. On each side of the breakers was a stretch of clear water on the horizon, and beyond that again, on each side, was a medium-sized volcano. A wide bay, an island in the middle of the entrance, and two flanking volcanoes. That was exactly how the Gulf of Fonseca appeared in the chart, but Hornblower was painfully aware that no very great error in his navigation would have brought them anything up to two hundred miles from where he thought he was, and he realised that on a coast like this, littered with volcanoes, one section would appear very like another. Even the appearance of a bay and an island might be simulated by some other formation of the coast. Besides, he could not rely on his charts. They had been drawn from those Anson had captured in these very waters sixty years ago, and everyone knew about Dago charts  and Dago charts submitted to the revision of useless Admiralty draftsmen might be completely unreliable.

But as he watched his doubts were gradually set at rest. The bay opening before him was enormous  there could be no other of that size on that coast which could have escaped even Dago cartographers. Hornblowers eye estimated the width of the entrance at something over ten miles including the islands. Farther up the bay was a big island of a shape typical of the landscape  a steep circular cone rising sheer from the water. He could not see the far end of the bay, not even now when the ship was ten miles nearer than when he first saw the entrance.

Mr. Clay, he said, not condescending to take his eye from the telescope. You can go down now. Give Mr. Gerard my compliments and ask him please to send all hands to dinner.

Aye aye, sir, said Clay.

The ship would know now that something unusual was imminent, with dinner advanced by half an hour. In British ships the officers were always careful to see that the men had full bellies before being called upon to exert themselves more than usual.

Hornblower resumed his watch from the masthead. There could be no possible doubt now that the Lydia was heading into the Gulf of Fonseca. He had performed a most notable feat of navigation, of which anyone might be justifiably proud, in bringing the ship straight here after eleven weeks without sighting land. But he felt no elation about it. It was Hornblowers nature to find no pleasure in achieving things he could do; his ambition was always yearning after the impossible, to appear a strong silent capable man, unmoved by emotion.

At present there was no sign of life in the gulf, no boats, no smoke. It might be an uninhabited shore that he was approaching, a second Columbus. He could count on at least one hour more without further action being called for. He shut his telescope, descended to the deck, and walked with self-conscious slowness aft to the quarterdeck.

Crystal and Gerard were talking animatedly beside the rail. Obviously they had moved out of earshot of the man at the wheel and had sent the midshipman as far away as possible; obviously also, as indicated by the way they looked towards Hornblower as he approached, they were talking about him. And it was only natural that they should be excited, because the Lydia was the first British ship of war to penetrate to the Pacific coast of Spanish America since Ansons time. They were in waters furrowed by the famous Acapulco galleon which carried a million sterling in treasure on each of her annual trips; along this coast crept the coasting ships bearing the silver of Potosi to Panama. It seemed as if the fortune of every man on board might be assured if only those unknown orders of the captain permitted it. What the captain intended to do next was of intense importance to them all.

Send a reliable man with a good glass to the fore tgallant masthead, Mr. Gerard, was all Hornblower said as he went below.


Chapter III
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POLWHEAL WAS WAITING with his dinner in the cabin. Hornblower meditated for a moment upon the desirability of a dinner of fat salt pork at noontide in the tropics. He was not in the least hungry, but the desire to appear a hero in the eyes of his steward overrode his excited lack of appetite. He sat down and ate rapidly for ten minutes, forcing himself to gulp down the distasteful mouthfuls. Polwheal, too, was watching every movement he made with desperate interest. Under his avid gaze he rose and walked through, stooping his head under the low deck, to his sleeping cabin and unlocked his desk.

Polwheal! he called.

Sir! said Polwheal, instantly appearing at the door.

Get out my best coat and put the new epaulettes on it. Clean white trousers  no, the breeches and the best white silk stockings. The buckled shoes, and see that the buckles shine. And the sword with the gold hilt.

Aye aye, sir, said Polwheal.

Back in the main cabin Hornblower stretched himself on the locker below the stern window and once more unfolded his secret Admiralty orders. He had read them so often that he almost knew them by heart, but it was prudent to make certain that he understood every word of them. They were comprehensive enough, in all conscience. Some Admiralty clerk had given his imagination loose rein in the wording of them. The first ten paragraphs covered the voyage up to the present; firstly the need for acting with the utmost possible secrecy so that no hint could reach Spain of the approach of a British frigate to the Pacific shores of her possessions. You are therefore requested and required to sight land as little as possible on the voyage, and you are hereby entirely prohibited from coming within sight of land at all in the Pacific until the moment of his arrival at the mouth of the Gulf of Fonseca. He had obeyed these orders to the letter, although there were few enough captains in the service who could have done and who would have done. He had brought his ship here all the way from England without seeing any land save for a glimpse of Cape Horn, and if he had allowed Crystal to have his way regarding the course to be set a week ago, the ship would have gone sailing into the gulf of Panama, completely forfeiting all possibility of secrecy.

Hornblower wrenched his mind away from the argument regarding the amount of compass-variation to be allowed for in these waters and forced himself to concentrate on a further study of his orders. You are hereby requested and required to form an alliance as soon as he reached the Gulf of Fonseca with Don Julian Alvarado, who was a large landowner with estates along the western shore of the bay. Don Julian intended, with the help of the British, to rise in rebellion against the Spanish monarchy. Hornblower was to hand over to him the five hundred muskets and bayonets, the five hundred pouch-belts, and the million rounds of small arm ammunition which were to be provided at Portsmouth, and he was to do everything which his discretion dictated to ensure the success of the rebellion. If he were to think it necessary, he could present to the rebels one or more of the guns of his ship, but the fifty thousand guineas in gold which were entrusted to him as well were only to be disbursed if the rebellion would fail without them, on pain of his being brought to a courtmartial. He was to succour the rebels to the utmost of his power, even to the extent of recognising Don Julian Alvarados sovereignty over any territory that he might conquer, provided that in return Don Julian would enter into commercial treaties with His Britannic Majesty.

This mention of commercial treaties apparently had acted as an inspiration to the Admiralty clerk, for the next ten paragraphs dealt in highflown detail with the pressing necessity for opening Spanish possessions to British commerce. Peruvian balsam and logwood, cochineal and gold, were awaiting exchange for British manufactures. The clerks quill had fairly dripped with excitement as it penned these details in a fair round hand. Furthermore, there was an arm of the bay of Fonseca, called, it was believed, the Estero Real, which approached closely to the inland lake of Managua, which was thought to communicate with the lake of Nicaragua, which drained to the Caribbean by the river San Juan. Captain Hornblower was requested and required to do his utmost to open up this route across the isthmus to British commerce, and he was to guide Don Julians efforts in this direction.

It was only after Don Julians rebellion should be successful and all this accomplished that the orders went on to give Captain Hornblower permission to attack the treasure ships to be found in the Pacific, and moreover no shipping was to be interfered with if doing so should give offence to those inhabitants who might otherwise be favourable to the rebellion. For Captain Hornblowers information it was noted that the Spaniards were believed to maintain in these waters a two decked ship of fifty guns, by name the Natividad, for the enforcement of the royal authority. Captain Hornblower was therefore requested and required to take, sink, burn or destroy this ship at the first opportunity.

Lastly, Captain Hornblower was ordered to open communication as soon as might be convenient, with the Rear Admiral commanding the Leeward Islands station for the purpose of receiving further orders.

Captain Hornblower folded up the crackling paper again and fell into contemplation. Those orders were the usual combination of the barely possible and quite Quixotic, which a captain on detached service might expect to receive. Only a landsman would have given those opening orders to sail to the Gulf of Fonseca without sighting other land in the Pacific  only a succession of miracles (Hornblower gave himself no credit for sound judgment and good seamanship) had permitted of their being carried out.

Starting a rebellion in the Spanish-American colonies had long been a dream of the British government  a dream which had been a nightmare to the British officers ordered to make it a reality. Admiral Popham and Admiral Stirling, General Beresford and General Whitelocke, had, during the last three years, all lost in honour and reputation in repeated efforts to raise rebellion on the river Plate.

Opening up a channel to British trade across the Isthmus of Darien had long been a similar dream cherished by Admiralty clerks with small scale maps before them and no practical experience. Thirty years ago Nelson himself, as a young captain, had nearly lost his life in command of an expedition up that very river San Juan which Hornblower was ordered to clear from its source.

And to crown it all was the casual mention of the presence of a fifty-gun ship of the enemy. It was typical of Whitehall to send a thirty-six-gun frigate so lightly to attack an enemy of nearly double the force. The British navy had been so successful in single ship duels during these wars that by now victory was expected of its ships against any odds. If by any chance the Natividad should overwhelm the Lydia no excuse would be accepted. Hornblowers career would be wrecked. Even if the inevitable courtmartial did not break him, he would be left to languish on half-pay for the rest of his life. Failure to capture the Natividad, failure to start a successful rebellion, failure to open the isthmus to trade  any one of these quite probable failures would mean a loss of reputation, of employment, of having to face his wife on his return condemned as a man inferior to his fellows.

Having contemplated all these gloomy possibilities Hornblower thrust them aside with determined optimism. First and foremost he must make contact with this Don Julian Alvarado, which seemed to be a duty involving some little interest and only small difficulty. Later there would be treasure ships to capture and prize money to be won. He would not allow himself to worry about the rest of the future. He heaved himself off the locker and strode back to his sleeping cabin.

Ten minutes later he stepped up on the quarterdeck; he noted with sardonic amusement how his officers tried without success to appear not to notice his splendid best coat with the epaulettes, his silk stockings, his shoes with the cut steel buckles, his cocked hat and his gold-hilted sword. Hornblower cast a glance at the fast-nearing shore.

Beat to quarters, Mr. Bush, he said. Clear for action.

The roll of the drum set the ship into a wild flurry as the watch below came tumbling up. Urged on by the cries and blows of the petty officers the crew flung themselves into the business of getting the ship ready for action. The decks were soused with water and strewn with sand; the bulkheads were knocked away; the fire parties took their places at the pumps; the boys ran breathless with cartridges for the guns; down below the pursers steward who had been appointed acting-surgeon was dragging together the midshipmens chests in the cockpit to make an operating table.

Well have the guns loaded and run out, if you please, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower.

That was only a sensible precaution to take, seeing that the ship was about to sail before the wind straight into Spanish territory. The guns crews cast off the frappings of the breeches, tugged desperately at the train tackles to drag the guns inboard, rammed home the powder and the shot, depressed the gun muzzles, strained madly at the gun tackles, and ran the guns out through the opened ports.

Ship cleared for action. Ten minutes twenty one seconds, sir, said Bush as the last rumble died away. For the life of him he still could not tell whether this was an exercise or in earnest, and it gratified Hornblowers vanity to leave him in doubt.

Very good, Mr. Bush. Send a good man with the lead into the main chains, and make ready to anchor.

The breeze off the sea was strengthening every minute now, and the Lydias speed was steadily increasing. With his glass from the quarterdeck Hornblower could see every detail of the entrance to the bay, and the broad westerly channel between Conchaquita Island and the westerly mainland which the chart assured him afforded twenty fathoms for five miles inland. But there was no trusting these Spanish charts.

What have you in the chains, there? called Hornblower.

No ground with this line, sir.

How many fathom have you out? Pass along the deep sea line.

Aye aye, sir.

A dead hush descended on the ship, save for the eternal harping of the rigging and the chatter of the water under the stern.

No ground, sir, within a hundred fathom.

The shore must be very steep-to, then, because they were within two miles of land now. But there was no purpose in risking running aground under full sail.

Get the courses in, said Hornblower. Keep that lead going in the chains, there.

Under topsails alone the Lydia crept in towards land. Soon a cry from the chains announced that bottom had been reached in a hundred fathoms, and the depth diminished steadily at every cast. Hornblower would have been glad to know what was the state of the tide  if he was going aground at all it would be far better to do so on the flow than on the ebb  but there was no possible means of calculating that. He went half way up the mizzen rigging to get a better view; everyone else in the ship save for the man in the chains was standing rigid in the blinding heat. They were almost in the entrance channel now. Hornblower sighted some driftwood afloat on the near side, and training his glass on it, he saw that it was floating in up the bay. The tide was making, then; better and better.

By the deep nine, chanted the leadsman.

So much for the Dago chart which indicated ten fathoms.

And a half eight.

The channel was shoaling fast. They would have to anchor soon in this case.

And a half eight.

Plenty of water still for the present. Hornblower called down to the helmsman, and the Lydia swung to starboard round the slight bend.

And a half eight.

Well enough still. The Lydia steadied on her new course.

By the mark seven.

Hornblowers eyes searched the channel in an attempt to determine the line of deepest water.

By the mark seven.

An order from Hornblower edged the Lydia towards the further side. Bush quietly sent the men to the braces to trim the yards on the new course.

And a half eight.

That was better.

By the deep nine.

Better still. The Lydia was well up the bay now, and Hornblower could see that the tide was still making. They crept on over the glassy water, with the leadsman chanting monotonously, and the steep conical mountain in the middle of the bay drawing nearer.

Quarter less eight, called the leadsman.

Are the anchors clear? asked Hornblower.

All clear, sir.

By the mark seven.

No useful object could be served in going in farther.

Let go the anchor.

The cable roared through the hawsehole while the watch sprang to furl the topsails, and the Lydia swung round to wind and tide while Hornblower descended to the quarterdeck.

Bush blinked at him as at a miracle worker. Seven weeks after sighting the Horn, Hornblower had brought the Lydia straight in to her destination; he had arrived in the afternoon with the sea breeze and a flowing tide to bring him in, and if there were danger for them here nightfall would soon bring them the ebb tide and the land breeze to take them out again. How much was fluke and how much was calculation Bush could not guess, but as his opinion of Hornblowers professional merit was far higher than Hornblower himself cherished he was inclined to give him more credit than was really his due.

Keep the watch at quarters, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Dismiss the watch below.

With the ship a mile from any possible danger and cleared for action there was no need to keep every man at his station. The ship broke into a cheerful buzz as the watch below lined the rails to stare out at this land of green jungle and grey rock, but Hornblower was puzzled for a moment, wondering what to do next. The excitement of bringing the ship into an unknown harbour had prohibited his usual careful planning of his next step. His mind was made up for him by a hail from the lookout.

Deck there! Boat putting out from shore. Two points abaft the starboard beam.

A double speck of white was creeping out towards them; Hornblowers glass resolved it into an open boat under two tiny lateen sails, and as she drew nearer he could see that she was manned by half a dozen swarthy men wearing wide straw hats. She hove-to fifty yards away, and someone stood up in the stern sheets and shouted across the water with hands cupped round his mouth. It was Spanish that he spoke.

Is that an English ship? he asked.

Yes. Come on board, replied Hornblower. Two years as a prisoner of Spain had given him the opportunity of learning the language  he had long before decided that it was merely on account of this accomplishment that he had been selected for this special service.

The boat ran alongside and the man who had hailed scrambled lightly up the ladder to the deck. He stopped at the side and looked round him with a certain curiosity at the spotless decks and the rigid order which prevailed on every hand. He wore a sleeveless black waistcoat aflame with gold embroidery; beneath it a dirty white shirt, and on his legs dirty white trousers terminating raggedly just below the knees. His feet were bare, and in a red sash round his waist he carried two pistols and a short heavy sword. He spoke Spanish as his native tongue, but he did not look like a Spaniard; the black hair which hung over his ears was long, lustreless, and lank; there was a tinge of red in his brown complexion and a tinge of yellow in the whites of his eyes. A long thin moustache drooped from his upper lip. His eyes at once picked out the captain, gorgeous in his best coat and cocked hat, and he advanced towards him. It was in anticipation of just such a meeting that Hornblower had donned his best, and he was pleased with his foresight now.

You are the captain, sir? asked the visitor.

Yes. Captain Horatio Hornblower of His Britannic Majestys frigate Lydia, at your service. And whom have I the pleasure of welcoming?

Manuel Hernandez, lieutenant general of El Supremo.

El Supremo? asked Hornblower, puzzled. The name was a little difficult to render into English. Perhaps The Almighty might be the nearest translation.

Yes, of El Supremo. You were expected here four months, six months back.

Hornblower thought quickly. He dared not disclose the reason of his coming to any unauthorised person, but the fact that this man knew he was expected seemed to indicate that he was a member of Alvarados conspiracy.

It is not to El Supremo that I am ordered to address myself, he temporised. Hernandez made a gesture of impatience.

Our lord El Supremo was known to men until lately as His Excellency Don Julian María de Jesús de Alvarado y Moctezuma, he said.

Ah! said Hornblower. It is Don Julian that I want to see.

Hernandez was clearly annoyed by this casual mention of Don Julian.

El Supremo, he said, laying grave accent on the name, has sent me to bring you into his presence.

And where is he?

He is in his house.

And where is his house?

Surely it is enough, Captain, that you should know that El Supremo requires your attendance.

Do you think so? I would have you know, señor, that a captain of one of His Britannic Majestys ships is not accustomed to being at anyones beck and call. You can go, if you like, and tell Don Julian so.

Hornblowers attitude indicated that the interview was at an end. Hernandez went through an internal struggle, but the prospect of returning to face El Supremo without bringing the captain with him was not alluring.

The house is there, he said sullenly, at last, pointing across the bay. On the side of the mountain. We must go through the town which is hidden behind the point to get there.

Then I shall come. Pardon me for a moment, General.

Hornblower turned to Bush, who was standing by with the half puzzled, half admiring expression on his face so frequently to be seen when a man is listening to a fellow countryman talking fluently in an unknown language.

Mr. Bush, he said, I am going ashore, and I hope I shall return soon. If I do not, if I am not back nor have written to you by midnight, you must take steps to ensure the safety of the ship. Here is the key of my desk. You have my orders that at midnight you are to read the governments secret orders to me, and to act on them as you think proper.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush. There was anxiety in his face, and Hornblower realised with a thrill of pleasure that Bush was actually worried about his captains well being. Do you think  is it safe for you on shore alone, sir?

I dont know, said Hornblower, with honest indifference. I must go, that is all.

Well bring you off, sir, safe and sound, if there is any hanky-panky.

Youll see after the safety of the ship first, snapped Hornblower, visualising a mental picture of Bush with a valuable landing party blundering about in the fever-haunted jungles of Central America. Then he turned to Hernandez. I am at your service, señor.


Chapter IV
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THE BOAT RAN softly aground on a beach of golden sand round the point, and her swarthy crew sprang out and hauled the boat up so that Hornblower and Hernandez could step ashore dry shod. Hornblower looked keenly about him. The town came down to the edge of the sand; it was a collection of a few hundred houses of palmetto leaves, only a few of them roofed with tiles. Hernandez led the way up towards it.

Agua, agua, croaked a voice as they approached. Water, for the love of God, water.

A man was bound upright to a six foot stake beside the path; his hands were free and his arms thrashed about frantically. His eyes were protruding from his head and it seemed as if his tongue were too big for his mouth, like an idiots. A circle of vultures crouched and fluttered round him.

Who is that? asked Hornblower, shocked.

A man whom El Supremo has ordered to die for want of water, said Hernandez. He is one of the unenlightened.

He is being tortured to death?

This is his second day. He will die when the noontide sun shines on him tomorrow, said Hernandez casually. They always do.

But what is his crime?

He is one of the unenlightened, as I said, Captain.

Hornblower resisted the temptation to ask what constituted enlightenment; from the fact that Alvarado had adopted the name of El Supremo he could fairly well guess. And he was weak enough to allow Hernandez to guide him past the unhappy wretch without a protest  he surmised that no expostulation on his part would override the orders given by El Supremo, and an unavailing protest would only be bad for his prestige. He would postpone action until he was face to face with the leader.

Little miry lanes, filthy and stinking, wound between the palmetto huts. Vultures perched on the roof ridges and squabbled with the mongrel dogs in the lanes. The Indian population were going about their usual avocations without regard for the man dying of thirst within fifty yards of them. They were all brown with a tinge of red, like Hernandez himself; the children ran naked, the women were dressed either in black or in dirty white; the few men to be seen wore only short white trousers to the knee and were naked from the waist up. Half the houses appeared to be shops  open on one side, where were displayed for sale a few handfuls of fruits, or three or four eggs. At one place a black robed woman was bargaining to make a purchase.

Tethered in the little square in the centre of the town some diminutive horses warred with the flies. Hernandez escort made haste to untether two of them and stood at their heads for them to mount. It was a difficult moment for Hornblower; he was not a good horseman, as he knew, and he was wearing his best silk stockings, and he felt he would not cut a dignified figure on horseback with his cocked hat and his sword. There was no help for it, however. He was so clearly expected to mount and ride that he could not draw back. He got his foot into his stirrup and swung up into the saddle, and was relieved to find that the tiny horse was submissive and quiet. He trotted alongside Hernandez, bumping awkwardly. The sweat ran down his face, and every few seconds he had to reach up hurriedly and adjust his cocked hat. A path wound steeply up the hillside out of the town, only wide enough for one horseman at a time, so that Hernandez, with a courteous gesture, preceded him. The escort clattered along fifty yards behind them.

The narrow path was stifling hot, hemmed by trees and bush on either hand. Insects buzzed round them, biting viciously. Half a mile up the path some lounging sentries came awkwardly to attention, and beyond this point there were other men to be seen  men like the first one Hornblower had encountered, bound to stakes and dying of thirst. There were dead men, too  mere stinking masses of corruption with a cloud of flies which buzzed more wildly as the horses brushed by them. The stench was horrible; gorged vultures, hideous with their naked necks, flopped along the path ahead of the horses, unable to fly, seeking escape into the forest.

Hornblower was about to say, More of the unenlightened, General? when he realised the uselessness of comment. It was better to say nothing than to say anything ineffectual. He rode silently through the stink and the flies, and tried to estimate the mentality of a man who would allow rotting corpses to remain, so to speak, on his doorstep.

The path rose over a shoulder of the mountain, and for a moment Hornblower had a glimpse of the bay below, blue and silver and gold under the evening sun, with the Lydia riding to her anchor in the midst of it. Then suddenly the forest at each side changed as if by magic into cultivated land. Orange groves, the trees laden with fruit, bordered the path, and through the trees Hornblower could gain a glimpse of fields bearing crops. The sun, sinking fast to the horizon, illuminated the golden fruit, and then, as they turned a corner, shone full on a vast white building, stretching low and wide on either hand, before them.

The house of El Supremo, said Hernandez.

In the patio servants came and took their horses, while Hornblower stiffly dismounted and contemplated the ruin which riding had caused to his best silk stockings. The superior servants who conducted them into the house were dressed in clothes similar in their blend of rags and finery to those Hernandez wore  scarlet and gold above, bare feet and rags below. The most gorgeous of all, whose features seemed to indicate a strong dash of negro blood in his ancestry along with the Indian and the slight trace of European, came up with a worried look on his face.

El Supremo has been kept waiting, he said. Please come this way as quickly as you can.

He almost ran before them down a corridor to a door studded with brass. On this he knocked loudly, waited a moment, knocked again, and then threw open the door, bending himself double as he did so. Hornblower, at Hernandez gesture, strode into the room, Hernandez behind him, and the major-domo closed the door. It was a long room, limewashed to a glittering white, whose ceiling was supported by thick wooden beams, painted and carved. Towards the farther end, solitary in the bleak bareness of the room, stood a treble dais, and in a canopied chair on the dais sat the man Hornblower had been sent half round the world to see.

He did not seem very impressive or dignified; a small swarthy man, restless and fidgety, with piercing black eyes and lank black hair beginning to turn grey. From his appearance one might have guessed at only a small admixture of Indian blood in his European ancestry, and he was dressed in European fashion, in a red coat laced with gold, a white stock, and white breeches and stockings; there were gold buckles on his shoes. Hernandez cringed before him.

You have been a long time, snapped Alvarado. Eleven men have been flogged during your absence.

Supremo, sighed Hernandez  his teeth were chattering with fright the captain came instantly on hearing your summons.

Alvarado turned his piercing eyes upon Hornblower, who bowed stiffly. His mind was playing with the suspicion that the eleven men who had been flogged had suffered, unaccountably, because of the length of time it took to ride a horse from the beach to the house.

Captain Horatio Hornblower, of His Britannic Majestys frigate Lydia, at your service, sir, he said.

You have brought me arms and powder?

They are in the ship.

That is well. You will make arrangements with General Hernandez here for landing them.

Hornblower thought of his frigates almost empty storerooms; and he had three hundred and eighty men to feed. Moreover, as with every ships captain, he was already feeling irritation at dependence on the shore. He would be restless and uncomfortable until the Lydia was fully charged again with food and water and wood and every other necessary, sufficient to take her back round the Horn at least as far as the West Indies or St. Helena, if not home.

I can hand nothing over, sir, until my ships needs are satisfied, he said. He heard Hernandez draw in his breath sharply at this sacrilegious temporising in the face of orders from El Supremo. The latters eyebrows came together; for a moment it seemed likely that he would attempt to impose his imperious will upon the captain, but immediately afterwards his expression cleared as he realised the folly of quarrelling with his new ally.

Certainly, he said. Please make known to General Hernandez what you require, and he will supply you.

Hornblower had had dealings with officers of the Spanish services, and he knew what they could accomplish in the way of fair promises not carried out, of procrastination and shiftiness and doubledealing. He guessed that Spanish-American rebel officers would be proportionately less trustworthy. He decided to make known his wants now, so that there might be a fair chance of seeing a part at least of his demands satisfied in the near future.

My water casks must be refilled tomorrow, he said.

Hernandez nodded.

There is a spring close to where we landed. If you wish, I will have men to help you.

Thank you, but that will not be necessary. My ships crew will attend to it all. Besides water I need

Hornblowers mind began to total up all the multifarious wants of a frigate seven months at sea.

Yes, señor?

I shall need two hundred bullocks. Two hundred and fifty if they are thin and small. Five hundred pigs. One hundred quintals of salt. Forty tons of ships bread, and if biscuit is unobtainable I shall need the equivalent amount of flour, with ovens and fuel provided to bake it. The juice of forty thousand lemons, oranges or limes  I can supply the casks to contain it. Ten tons of sugar. Five tons of tobacco. A ton of coffee. You grow potatoes on this coast, do you not? Then twenty tons of potatoes will suffice.

Hernandez face had grown longer and longer during this formidable recital.

But, Captain he ventured to protest, but Hornblower cut him short.

Then for our current needs, while we are in harbour, he went on, I shall need five bullocks a day, two dozen chickens, as many eggs as you can provide, and sufficient fresh vegetables for the daily consumption of my ships company.

By nature Hornblower was the mildest of men, but in any matter regarding his ship fear of being deemed a failure drove him into unexpected hardness and temerity.

Two hundred bullocks! said the wretched Hernandez. Five hundred pigs?

That is what I said, replied Hornblower, inexorably. Two hundred fat bullocks.

At this point El Supremo intervened.

See that the captains wants are satisfied, he said, with an impatient wave of his hand. Start now.

Hernandez only hesitated for a further tenth of a second, and then retired. The big brass bound door closed silently behind him.

That is the only way to deal with these people, said El Supremo, lightly. They are no better than beasts. Any kind of refinement is wasted upon them. Doubtless you saw on your way here various criminals suffering punishment?

I did.

My ancestors on earth, said El Supremo, went to much trouble in arranging elaborate punishments. They burned people to death with elaborate ceremonial. They cut out their hearts to the accompaniment of music and dances, or pressed them to death in wrappings of raw hide exposed to the sun. I find all that quite unnecessary. A simple order to have the man tied up to die of thirst is sufficient. The man dies, and there is an end of him.

Yes, said Hornblower.

They are incapable of absorbing even the simplest of conceptions. There are some who to this very day cannot understand the very obvious principle that the blood of Alvarado and Moctezuma must be divine. They still cling to their absurd Christs and Virgins.

Indeed? said Hornblower.

One of my earliest lieutenants could not shake himself free from the influence of early education. When I announced my divinity he actually made suggestions that missionaries should be sent out to preach to the tribes so as to convert them, as though I were putting forward a new religion. He could never realise that it was not a matter of opinion but a matter of fact. He was of course one of the first to die of thirst.

Of course.

Hornblower was utterly bewildered by all this. But he clung to the fact that he had to ally himself to this madman. The revictualling of the Lydia depended upon his acting in concert with him, if nothing else did  and that was a matter of the most vital primary importance.

Your King George must have been delighted to hear that I had decided to act in concert with him, continued El Supremo.

He charged me with messages to you assuring you of his friendship, said Hornblower, cautiously.

Of course, said El Supremo, he would not venture to push himself forward beyond that point. The blood of the family of Guelph naturally cannot compare with that of Alvarado.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. He found that noncommittal noise as useful in conversation with El Supremo as with Lieutenant Bush.

El Supremos brows approached each other a trifle.

I suppose you are aware, he said, a little sternly, of the history of the family of Alvarado? You know who was the first of that name to reach this country?

He was Cortez lieutenant began Hornblower.

Lieutenant? Nothing of the sort. I am surprised that you should believe such lies. He was the leader of the Conquistadores; it is only by the falsification of history that Cortez is represented as in command. Alvarado conquered Mexico, and from Mexico he descended upon this coast and conquered it all, as far as the Isthmus. He married the daughter of Moctezuma, the last of the Emperors; and as a direct descendant from that union I have chosen to select from my family names those of Alvarado and Moctezuma. But in Europe, long before the head of the house came to the Americas, the name of Alvarado can be traced back, beyond the Hapsburgs and the Visigoths, beyond the Romans and the empire of Alexander, to the ultimate sources of time. It is only natural, therefore, that in this present generation the family should have attained to the divine state in my person. I find it satisfactory that you agree with me, Captain  Captain  

Hornblower.

I thank you. And now I think we had better, Captain Hornblower, discuss the plans for the extension of my Empire.

As you please, said Hornblower. He felt he must at least agree with this madman until the Lydia was revictualled, although his already faint hope of heading a successful insurrection in this country was fast becoming fainter.

The Bourbon who calls himself King of Spain, said El Supremo, maintains in this country an official who calls himself Captain General of Nicaragua. I sent to this gentleman some time ago a message ordering him to announce his fealty to me. This he had not done, and he was even misguided enough to hang my messenger publicly in Managua. Of the insolent men whom he subsequently sent to secure my divine person some were killed on the road and some died while attached to stakes, while a few were fortunate enough to see the light and are now included in my army. The Captain General is now, I hear, at the head of an army of three hundred men in the city of El Salvador. When you have landed the weapons consigned to me I propose to move on this town, which I shall burn, along with the Captain General and the unenlightened among his men. Perhaps, Captain, you will accompany me? A burning town is worth seeing.

My ship must be revictualled first, said Hornblower, sturdily.

I have given the orders for that, replied El Supremo with a trace of impatience.

And further, continued Hornblower, it will be my duty first to ascertain the whereabouts of a Spanish ship of war, the Natividad, which I believe to be on this station. Before I can engage in any operations on land I must see that she can do no harm to my ship. I must either capture her or know for certain that she is too distant to interfere.

Then you had better capture her, Captain. I expect, from the information I have received, that she will be sailing into the bay here at any moment.

Then I must go back to my ship immediately, said Hornblower, all agitation. The possibility that his frigate might be attacked in his absence by a fifty-gun ship threw him into a seething panic. What would the Lords of the Admiralty say if the Lydia were lost while her captain was on shore?

There is food being brought in. Behold! said El Supremo.

The door at the end of the hall was flung open as he spoke. A crowd of attendants began to walk slowly in, carrying a large table covered with silver dishes, and bearing four large silver candelabra each supporting five lighted candles.

Your pardon, but I cannot wait for food. I must not, said Hornblower.

As you will, said El Supremo indifferently. Alfonso!

The negroid major-domo came forward, bowing.

See that Captain Hornblower goes back to his ship.

El Supremo had no sooner spoken the words than he relapsed into an attitude of contemplation. The bustle attendant upon the bringing in of the banquet he allowed to pass unheeded. He did not bestow another glance on Hornblower, who stood before him, regretting already his precipitation in deciding to rejoin his ship, anxious to cause no offence by a breach of good manners, worried by the need to revictual the Lydia, and acutely conscious that his present attitude of uncertainty before a man who was paying him no attention whatever was quite undignified.

This way, señor, said Alfonso, at his elbow, while El Supremo still gazed blankly over his head. Hornblower yielded, and followed the major-domo out to the patio.

Two men and three horses awaited him there, in the half light. Without a word, bewildered by this sudden turn of events, Hornblower set his foot in the linked hands of a half-naked slave who knelt at his horses side and swung himself up into the saddle. The escort clattered before him out through the gates, and he followed them; night was falling fast.

At the corner of the path the wide bay opened before them. A young moon was fast fading down the sky. A shadowy shape in the centre of the silver water showed where the Lydia swung to her anchor  she, at least, was something solid and matter-of-fact in this mad world. Eastward a mountain top suddenly glowed red, illumining the clouds above it, and then died away into darkness. They rode at a sharp trot down the steep path, past the moaning men tied to the stakes, past the stinking corpses, and into the little town. Here there was neither light nor movement; Hornblower had to leave his horse to the task of following the escort round the corners. The sound of the horses hoofs ceased as they reached the soft sand of the beach; and simultaneously he heard the pitiful moaning of the first man he had seen tied to a stake and saw the faint phosphorescence of the edge of the sea.

He felt his way in the darkness into the waiting boat, and sat on a thwart while to the accompaniment of an explosion of orders the unseen crew pushed off. There was not a breath of wind  the sea breeze had died with the sunset and the land breeze had not yet sprung up. The unseen crew tugged at six oars, and the water sprang into view, the foam faintly visible as each stroke waked the phosphorescence. Slowly they made their way out into the bay to the rhythmical sound of the oars. Far out across the water he could see the faint loom of the Lydia, and a minute later he heard the welcome sound of Bushs voice as he hailed.

Boat ahoy!

Hornblower made a speaking trumpet of his hands and hailed back, Lydia!

The Captain of a Kings ship calls himself by the name of that ship when he is on board a small boat.

Hornblower could hear all the expected noises now, could see all the expected sights; the bustle and clatter as boatswains mates and sideboys ran to the gangway, the measured tramp of the marines, the flickering of lanterns. The boat ran alongside and he sprang to the ladder. It was good to feel solid oak under his feet again. The pipes of the boatswains mates twittered in chorus; the marines brought their muskets to the present, and Bush was at the gangway to receive him, with all the pomp and ceremony due to a Captain arriving on board.

Hornblower saw, by the lantern light, the relief in Bushs honest face. He glanced round the decks; one watch, wrapped in blankets, was lying on the bare boards of the deck, while the other squatted by the guns ready for action. Bush had very properly maintained all precautions while thus at anchor in a presumably hostile port.

Very good, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Then he became conscious that his white breeches were stained by the dirty saddle, and that his best silk stockings were in threads about his calves. He felt discontented with his appearance; he was ashamed of the fact that he had come back to his ship in this undignified fashion, and without, as far as he knew, having settled anything for the future. He was angry with himself; he feared lest Bush should have a worse opinion of him should he come to know the facts. He felt his cheeks go hot with self-consciousness, and he took refuge, as ever, in uncommunicativeness.

Ha  hm, he rasped. Call me if there is anything unusual to justify it.

With that, and with no other word, he turned and went below to his cabin, where canvas screens replaced the torn down bulkheads.

Bush stared at his disappearing form. The volcanoes flickered and glowed round the bay. The crew, excited at their arrival in this strange land, and anxious to hear about the future, saw themselves doomed to disappointment, just like the officers, who watched with dropped jaws their captain descending the companion ladder.

For one brief instant Hornblower felt that his dramatic appearance and exit compensated him for his consciousness of failure, but it was only for an instant. Seated on his cot, having sent away Polwheal, he felt his spirits fall again. His weary mind set itself vaguely again to debate the question of whether he would be able to obtain stores on the morrow. He fretted about whether he would be able to raise a rebellion successful enough to satisfy the Admiralty. He fretted about the approaching duel with the Natividad.

And throughout these considerations he continually found himself blushing again at the recollection of his abrupt dismissal by El Supremo. He felt that there were few captains in His Britannic Majestys service who would have submitted so meekly to such cavalier treatment.

But what the devil could I have done? he asked himself pathetically.

Without turning out his lantern he lay on his cot sweating in the still tropical night while his mind raced back and forth through past and future.

And then the canvas screen flapped. A little breath of wind came stealing along the decks. His sailors instincts kept him informed of how the Lydia was swinging to her anchor. He felt the tiny tremor which ran through the ship as she brought up short to her anchor cable in a new direction. The land breeze had begun at last. The ship was cooler at once. Hornblower wriggled over on to his side, and slept.


Chapter V
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THOSE DOUBTS AND fears which encompassed Hornblower while he was trying to go to sleep the night before vanished with the day. Hornblower felt a new strength running through his veins when he woke. His mind was teeming with plans as he drank the coffee which Polwheal brought him at dawn, and for the first time for weeks he dispensed with his morning walk on the quarterdeck. He had decided as he stepped on the deck that at least he could fill the water casks and restock with fuel, and his first orders sent parties of men hurriedly to the tackles to hoist out the launch and lower the quarter boats. Soon they were off for the shore, charged with the empty casks and manned by crews of excited chattering men; in the bow of each boat sat two marines in their red coats with their muskets loaded and bayonets fixed, and in their ears echoing their final orders from their sergeant, to the effect that if a single sailor succeeded in deserting while on shore every man among them would have his back well scratched with the cat.

An hour later the launch came back under sail, deep laden with her water casks full, and while the casks were being swayed out of her and lowered into the hold Mr. Midshipman Hooker came running up to Hornblower and touched his hat.

The beef cattle are coming down to the shore, sir, he said.

Hornblower had to struggle hard to keep his face immobile and to receive the news as if he expected it.

How many? he snapped; it seemed a useful question to ask in order to waste time, but the answer was more surprising still.

Hundreds, sir. Theres a Dago in charge with a lot to say, but theres no one ashore who can speak his lingo.

Send him out to me when you go ashore again, said Hornblower.

Hornblower spent the interval granted him in making up his mind. He hailed the outlook at the main royal masthead to ensure that a careful watch was kept to seaward. On the one hand there was the chance that the Natividad might come sailing in from the Pacific, in which case the Lydia, caught with half her crew ashore, would have no time to clear from the bay and would have to fight in confined waters and with the odds necessarily against her. On the other hand there was the opportunity of filling up completely with stores and regaining entire independence of the shore. From what Hornblower had seen of conditions prevailing there he judged that to postpone regaining that independence would be dangerous in the extreme; at any moment Don Julian Alvarados rebellion might come to a hurried and bloody ending.

It was Hernandez who came out to him, in the same boat with the two tiny lateen sails in which Hornblower had been ferried across last night. They exchanged salutes on the quarterdeck.

There are four hundred cattle awaiting your orders, Captain, said Hernandez. My men are driving them down to the beach.

Good, said Hornblower, his mind still not made up.

I am afraid it will take longer to assemble the pigs, went on Hernandez. My men are sweeping the country for them, but pigs are slow animals to drive.

Yes, said Hornblower.

With regard to the salt, it will not be easy to collect the hundred quintals you asked for. Until our lord declared his divinity salt was a royal monopoly and scarce in consequence, but I have sent a party to the salt pans at Jiquilisio and hope to find sufficient there.

Yes, said Hornblower. He remembered demanding salt, but he had no distinct recollection of the quantity he had asked for.

The women are out collecting the lemons, oranges, and limes which you ordered, continued Hernandez, but I am afraid it will be two days before we shall have them all ready.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower.

The sugar is ready at El Supremos mill, however. And with regard to the tobacco, señor, there is a good deal in store. What special kind do you prefer? For some time we have only been rolling cigars for our own consumption, but I can set the women to work again after the fruit has been collected.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower again, suppressing just in time the cry of delight which nearly escaped him involuntarily at the mention of cigars  it was three months since he had last smoked one. Virginia pigtail twist was what his men used, but that, of course, would be unobtainable on this coast. However, he had often seen British sailors chewing and enjoying the half cured native leaf.

Send as many cigars as will be convenient to you, he said, lightly. For the rest, it is of no importance what you send.

Hernandez bowed.

Thank you, señor. The coffee, the vegetables, and the eggs will of course be easy to supply. But with regard to the bread  

Well?

Hernandez was obviously nervous about what he was going to say next.

Your Excellency will forgive me, but in this country we have only maize. There is a little wheat grown in the tierra templeda, but it rests still in the hands of the unenlightened. Would maize flour suffice?

Hernandez face was working with anxiety as he gazed at Hornblower. It was only then that Hornblower realised that Hernandez was in terror of his life, and that El Supremos light-hearted endorsement of the requisitions he had made was far more potent than any stamped and sealed order addressed to a Spanish official.

This is very serious, said Hornblower sternly. My English sailors are unaccustomed to maize flour.

I know that, said Hernandez, his interlocked fingers working galvanically. But I assure Your Excellency that I can only obtain wheat flour for them by fighting for it, and I know that El Supremo would not like me to fight at present. El Supremo will be angry.

Hornblower remembered the abject fright with which Hernandez had regarded El Supremo the night before. The man was in terror lest he should be denounced as having failed to execute his orders. And then, suddenly, Hornblower remembered something he had unaccountably forgotten to ask for  something more important, if possible, than tobacco or fruit, and certainly far more important than the difference between maize flour and wheat.

Very well, he said. I will agree to use maize flour. But in consequence of this deficiency there is something else I must ask for.

Certainly, Captain. I will supply whatever you ask. You have only to name it.

I want drink for my men, said Hornblower. Is there wine to be had here? Ardent spirits?

There is a little wine, Your Excellency. Only a little. The people on this coast drink an ardent spirit with which you are perhaps not acquainted. It is good when of good quality. It is distilled from the waste of the sugar mills, from the treacle, Your Excellency.

Rum, by God! exclaimed Hornblower.

Yes, señor, rum. Would that be of any use to Your Excellency?

I shall accept it in lieu of anything better, said Hornblower sternly.

His heart was leaping with joy. It would appear like a miracle to his officers that he should conjure rum and tobacco from this volcano-riddled coast.

Thank you, Captain. And shall we begin to slaughter the cattle now?

That was the question on which Hornblower had been postponing a decision ever since he had heard about the arrival of the cattle on the beach. Hornblower looked up at the lookout at the masthead. He tested the strength of the wind. He gazed out to sea before he took the plunge.

Very well, he said at length. We will start now.

The sea breeze was not nearly as strong as yesterday, and the weaker the breeze the less chance there was of the Natividad coming in to interrupt the Lydias revictualling. And as events turned out the Lydia completed the work undisturbed. For two days the boats plied back and forth between the beach and the ship. They came back piled high with bloody joints of meat; the sand of the shore ran red with the blood of the slaughtered animals, while the half-tame vultures gorged themselves into coma on the piled offal. On board the ship the purser and his crew toiled like slaves in the roasting heat, cramming the brine barrels with the meat and tugging them into position in the storerooms. The cooper and his mates worked for two days with hardly a break, making and repairing casks. Sacks of flour, ankers of rum, bales of tobacco  the hands at the tackles sweated as they swayed these up from the boats. The Lydia was gorging herself full.

So obvious were the good intentions of those on shore that Hornblower was able to give orders that the cargo consigned to this coast should be released, and so the boats which bore the meat and flour to the ship returned laden with cases of muskets and kegs of powder and shot. Hornblower had his gig hoisted out, and was rowed periodically round his ship inspecting her trim, in the anticipation lest at any moment he would have to hoist up his anchor and beat out to sea to fight the Natividad.

The work proceeded by night as well as by day; in fifteen years at sea  every one a year of warfare  Hornblower had seen many opportunities lost as a result of some trivial lack of energy, some omission to drive a crew into exerting the last ounce of its strength. He had lost opportunities himself like that, for that matter. He still felt a revulsion of shame at the recollection of how he had missed that privateer off the Azores, for example. For fear of standing condemned again in his own eyes he drove his men to work until they dropped.

There was no time for enjoyment of the pleasures of land at the moment. The shore party did indeed cook their rations before a huge bonfire, and revel in roast fresh meat after seven months of boiled salt meat, but with the characteristic contrariness of British sailors they turned with revulsion from the delicious fruit which was offered them  bananas and paw-paws, pineapples and guavas, and considered themselves the victims of sharp practice because these were substituted for their regulation ration of boiled dried peas.

And then, on the second evening, as Hornblower walked the quarterdeck enjoying the sea breeze at its freshest, and revelling in the thought that he was free of the land if necessary for another six months, and looking forward with the sheerest joy to his imminent dinner of roast fowl, there came the sound of firing from the beach. A scattering volley at first; a few dropping shots, and then another ragged volley. Hornblower forgot his dinner, his feeling of well-being, everything. Trouble on the mainland, of whatever sort, meant that the success of his mission was being imperilled. In hot haste he called for his gig, and he was pulled to the shore by a crew who made the stout oars bend as they flung their weight on the handles in response to the profane urgings of Coxswain Brown.

The scene that greeted his eyes as he rounded the point excited his worst apprehensions. The whole landing party was clubbed together on the beach; the dozen marines were in line on one flank, reloading their muskets; the sailors were bunched beside them armed with whatever weapons had come to their hands. In a wide semicircle round them were the inhabitants, brandishing swords and muskets, and in the no mans land between the two parties lay one or two corpses. At the waters edge, behind the sailors, lay one of the hands with two of his mates bending over him. He was propped up on his elbow and he was vomiting floods of blood.

Hornblower sprang into the shallows; he paid no attention to the wounded sailor, but pushed his way through the mob before him. As he emerged into the open there came a puff of smoke from the half circle up the beach and a bullet sang over his head. He paid no attention to that either.

Put those muskets down! he roared at the marines, and he turned towards the gesticulating inhabitants and held up his hand, palm forward, in the universal and instinctive gesture of peace. There was no room in his mind for thought of personal danger, so hot was he with anger at the thought that someone was botching his chance of success.

Whats the meaning of this? he demanded.

Galbraith was in command. He was about to speak, but he was given no opportunity. One of the sailors who had been attending to the dying man came pushing forward, discipline forgotten in the blind whirl of sentimental indignation which Hornblower instantly recognised as characteristic of the lower deck  and which he despised and distrusted.

They been torturing a pore devil up there, sir, he said. Lashed him to a spar and left him to die of thirst.

Silence! bellowed Hornblower, beside himself with rage not merely at this breach of discipline but at realising the difficulties ahead of him. Mr. Galbraith!

Galbraith was slow of speech and of mind.

I dont know how it started, sir, he began; although he had been at sea since childhood there was still a trace of Scotch in his accent. A party came running back from up there. They had Smith with them, wounded.

Hes dead now, put in a voice.

Silence! roared Hornblower again.

I saw they were going to attack us, and so I had the marines fire, sir, went on Galbraith.

Ill speak to you later, Mr. Galbraith, snapped Hornblower. You, Jenkins. And you, Poole. What were you doing up there?

Well, sir, it was like this, sir   began Jenkins. He was sheepish and crestfallen now. Hornblower had pricked the bubble of his indignation and he was being publicly convicted of a breach of orders.

You knew the order that no one was to go beyond the creek?

Yessir.

Tomorrow morning Ill show you what orders mean. And you, too, Poole. Wheres the sergeant of marines?

Here, sir.

A fine guard you keep, sergeant, to let these men get by. What were your pickets about?

The sergeant could say nothing; he could only stand rigidly at attention in face of this incontrovertible proof of his being found wanting.

Mr. Simmonds will speak to you in the morning, went on Hornblower. I dont expect youll keep those stripes on your arm much longer.

Hornblower glowered round at the landing party. His fierce rebukes had them all cowed and subservient now, and he felt his anger ebbing away as he realised that he had managed this without having to say a word in extenuation of Spanish-American justice. He turned to greet Hernandez, who had come riding up as fast as his little horse would gallop, reining up on his haunches in a shower of sand.

Did El Supremo give orders for this attack on my men? asked Hornblower, getting in the first broadside.

No, Captain, said Hernandez, and Hornblower rejoiced to see how he winced at the mention of El Supremos name.

I think he will not be too pleased with you when I tell him about this, went on Hornblower.

Your men tried to release a man condemned to death, said Hernandez, half sullenly, half apologetically. He was clearly not too sure of his ground, and was nervous about what would be Alvarados attitude towards this incident. Hornblower kept a rasp in his voice as he went on speaking. None of the Englishmen round him, as far as he knew, could speak Spanish, but he was anxious for his crew to believe (now that discipline was restored) that he was wholeheartedly on their side.

That does not permit your men to kill mine, he said.

They are angry and discontented, said Hernandez. The whole country has been swept to find food for you. The man your men tried to save was condemned for driving his pigs into the bush to keep them from being taken and given to you.

Hernandez made this last speech reproachfully and with a hint of anger; Hornblower was anxious to be conciliatory if that were possible without exasperating his own men. Hornblower had in mind the plan of leading Hernandez out of earshot of the Englishmen and then softening his tone, but before he could act upon it his attention was caught by the sight of a horseman galloping down the beach at full speed, waving his wide straw hat. Every eye turned towards this new arrival  a peon of the ordinary Indian type. Breathlessly he announced his news.

A ship  a ship coming!

He was so excited that he lapsed into the Indian speech, and Hornblower could not understand his further explanations. Hernandez had to interpret for him.

This man has been keeping watch on the top of the mountain up there, he said. He says that from there he could see the sails of a ship coming towards the bay.

He addressed several more questions rapidly, one after the other, to the lookout, and was answered with nods and gesticulations and a torrent of Indian speech.

He says, went on Hernandez, that he has often seen the Natividad before, and he is sure this is the same ship, and she is undoubtedly coming in here.

How far off is she? asked Hornblower, and Hernandez translated the answer.

A long way, seven leagues or more, he said. She is coming from the southeastward  from Panama.

Hornblower pulled at his chin, deep in thought.

Shell carry the sea breeze down with her until sunset, he muttered to himself, and glanced up at the sun. That will be another hour. An hour after that shell get the land breeze. Shell be able to hold her course, close-hauled. She could be here in the bay by midnight.

A stream of plans and ideas was flooding into his mind. Against the possibility of the ships arrival in the dark must be balanced what he knew of the Spanish habit at sea of snugging down for the night, and of attempting no piece of seamanship at all complicated save under the best possible conditions. He wished he knew more about the Spanish captain.

Has this ship, the Natividad, often come into this bay? he asked.

Yes, Captain, often.

Is her captain a good seaman?

Oh, yes, Captain, very good.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. A landsmans opinion of the seamanship of a frigate captain might not be worth much, but still it was an indication.

Hornblower tugged at his chin again. He had fought in ten single ship actions. If he took the Lydia to sea and engaged the Natividad on open water the two ships might well batter each other into wrecks. Rigging and spars and hulls and sails would be shot to pieces. The Lydia would have a good many casualties which would be quite irreplaceable here in the Pacific. She would expend her priceless ammunition. On the other hand, if he stayed in the bay and yet the plan he had in mind did not succeed  if the Natividad waited off shore until the morning  he would have to beat his way out of the bay against the sea breeze, presenting the Spaniards with every possible advantage as he came out to fight them. The Natividads superiority of force was already such that it was rash to oppose the Lydia to her. Could he dare to risk increasing the odds? But the possible gains were so enormous that he made up his mind to run the risk.


Chapter VI
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GHOSTLIKE IN THE moonlight, with the first puffs of the land breeze, the Lydia glided across the bay. Hornblower had not ventured to hoist sail, lest a gleam of canvas might be visible to the distant ship at sea. The launch and the cutter towed the ship, sounding as they went, into the deep water at the foot of the island at the entrance of the bay  Manguera Island, Hernandez called it when Hornblower had cautiously sketched out his plan to him. For an hour the men laboured at the oars, although Hornblower did his best to aid them, standing by the wheel and making as much use as possible of the leeway acquired by the ship through the force of the puffs of wind on the Lydias rigging. They reached the new anchorage at last, and the anchor splashed into the water.

Have that cable buoyed and ready to slip, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

Call the boats alongside. I want the men to rest.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr. Gerard, you have charge of the deck. See that the lookouts keep awake. I want Mr. Bush and Mr. Galbraith to come below with me.

Aye aye, sir.

The ship was seething quietly with excitement. Everyone on board had guessed the captains plan, even though the details of its execution, which he was now explaining to his lieutenants, were still unknown. In the two hours which had elapsed since the arrival of the news of the Natividads approach Hornblowers mind had worked busily at the perfection of his plan. Nothing must go wrong. Everything that could possibly contribute to success must be done.

That is all understood? he asked, finally; he stood, stooping under the deck beams in his screened off cabin while his lieutenants fiddled awkwardly with their hats.

Aye aye, sir.

Very good, said Hornblower, dismissing them.

But within five minutes impatience and anxiety drove him up on deck again.

Masthead, there? What can you see of the enemy?

Shes just come up over the island, sir. Shes more than hull down. I can only see her torpsls, sir, below her tgarns.

Whats her course?

Shes holding her wind, sir. She ought to make the bay on this tack.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, and went below again.

It would be four hours at least before the Natividad reached the entrance, and before he could take any further action. He found himself pacing, stoopshouldered, up and down the tiny limits of his cabin, and checked himself furiously. The iron-nerved captain of his dreams would not allow himself to work himself into this sort of fever, even though his professional reputation was to be at stake in four hours time. He must show the ship that he, too, could face uncertainty with indifference.

Pass the word for Polwheal, he snapped, coming out through the screen and addressing a group by a maindeck gun; and when Polwheal appeared he went on, My compliments to Mr. Bush, and tell him that if he can spare Mr. Galbraith and Mr. Clay and Mr. Savage from their duties I would be glad if they would sup with me and have a hand of whist.

Galbraith was nervous, too. Not merely was he anticipating a battle, but hanging over his head there was still the promised reprimand for his part in the skirmish of the afternoon. His rawboned Scotch figure moved restlessly, and his face was flushed over his high cheek bones. Even the two midshipmen were subdued as well as fidgety.

Hornblower compelled himself to play the part of the courtly host, while every word he uttered was designed to increase his reputation for imperturbability. He apologised for his shortcomings of the supper  the ship being cleared for action involved the extinction of all fires and the consequent necessity for serving cold food. But the sight of the cold roast chickens, the cold roast pork, the golden cakes of maize, the dishes of fruit, roused Mr. Midshipman Savages sixteen year old appetite and caused him to forget his embarrassment.

This is better than rats, sir, he said, rubbing his hands.

Rats? asked Hornblower, vaguely. For all his appearance of attention his thoughts were up on deck, and not in the cabin.

Yes, sir. Until we made this harbour rats had become a favourite dish in the midshipmens berth.

That they had, echoed Clay. He carved himself substantial slices of cold pork, with plenty of crackling, and added them to the half chicken on his plate. I was paying that thief Bailey threepence apiece for prime rats.

Desperately Hornblower jerked his mind away from the approaching Natividad and delved back into the past when he had been a half starved midshipman, homesick and seasick. His seniors then had eaten rats with gusto, and maintained that a biscuit-fed rat was far more delicate a dish than beef two years in cask. He had never been able to stomach them himself, but he would not admit it to these boys.

Threepence apiece for rats seems a trifle dear, he said. I cant remember paying as much as that when I was a midshipman.

Why, sir, did you ever eat them yourself? asked Savage, amazed.

In reply to this direct question Hornblower could only lie.

Of course, he said. Midshipmens berths were much the same twenty years ago as now. I always maintained that a rat who had had the run of the bread-locker all his life made a dish fit for a king, let alone a midshipman.

God bless my soul! gasped Clay, laying down his knife and fork. He had never thought for a moment that this stern and inflexible captain of his had once been a rat-eating midshipman.

The two boys blinked at their captain with admiration. This little human touch had won their hearts completely, as Hornblower had known it would. At the end of the table Galbraith sighed audibly. He had been eating rats himself only three days ago, but he knew full well that to admit it would not increase the boys respect for him, but would rather diminish it, for he was that sort of officer. Hornblower had to make Galbraith feel at home, too.

A glass of wine with you, Mr. Galbraith, he said, raising his glass. I must apologise because this is not my best Madeira, but I am keeping the last two bottles for when I entertain the Spanish captain as our prisoner tomorrow. To our victories of the future!

The glasses were drained, and constraint dwindled. Hornblower had spoken of our prisoner when most captains would have said my prisoner. And he had said our victories. The strict cold captain, the stern disciplinarian, had for a moment revealed human characteristics and had admitted his inferiors to his fellowship. Any one of the three junior officers would at that moment have laid down his life for his captain  and Hornblower, looking round at their flushed faces, was aware of it. It gratified him at the same moment as it irritated him; but with a battle in the immediate future which might well be an affair of the utmost desperation he knew that he must have behind him a crew not merely loyal but enthusiastic.

Another midshipman, young Knyvett, came into the cabin.

Mr. Bushs compliments, sir, and the enemy is hull up from the masthead now, sir.

Is she holding her course for the bay?

Yes, sir. Mr. Bush says two hours ought to see her within range.

Thank you, Mr. Knyvett, said Hornblower, dismissing him. The reminder that in two hours he would be at grips with a fifty-gun ship set his heart beating faster again. It took a convulsive effort to maintain an unmoved countenance.

We still have ample time for our rubber, gentlemen, said Hornblower.

The weekly evening of whist which Captain Hornblower played with his officers was for these latter  especially the midshipmen  a sore trial. Hornblower himself was a keen good player; his close observation and his acute study of the psychology of his juniors were of great help to him. But to some of his officers, without card sense, and floundering helplessly with no memory for the cards that had been played, Hornblowers card evenings were periods of torment.

Polwheal cleared the table, spread the green tablecloth and brought the cards. When play began Hornblower found it easier to forget about the approaching battle. Whist was enough of a passion with him to claim most of his attention whatever the distraction. It was only during the intervals of play, during the deals and while marking the score, that he found his heart beating faster again and felt the blood surging up in his throat. He marked the fall of the cards with close attention, making allowance for Savages schoolboy tendency to dash out his aces, and for the fact that Galbraith invariably forgot, until it was too late, to signal a short suit. One rubber ended quickly; there was almost dismay on the faces of the other three as Hornblower proffered the cards for cutting for a second one. He kept his face expressionless.

You really must remember, Clay, he said, to lead the king from a sequence of king, queen, knave. The whole art of leading is based upon that principle.

Aye aye, sir, said Clay, rolling his eyes drolly at Savage, but Hornblower looked up sharply and Clay hurriedly composed his expression. Play continued  and to all of them seemed interminable. It came to an end at last, however.

Rubber, announced Hornblower, marking up the score. I think, gentlemen, that it is almost time that we went on deck.

There was a general sigh of relief and a scraping of feet on the deck. But at all costs Hornblower felt that he must consolidate his reputation for imperturbability.

The rubber would not be over, he said, dryly, if Mr. Savage had paid attention to the score. It being nine, Mr. Savage and Mr. Galbraith had only to win the odd trick to secure the rubber. Hence Mr. Savage, at the eighth trick, should have played his ace of hearts instead of risking the finesse. I grant that if the finesse had been successful he would have won two more tricks, but  

Hornblower droned on, while the other three writhed in their chairs. Yet they glanced at each other with admiration for him in their eyes as he preceded them up the companion ladder.

Up on deck everything was deathly still as the crew lay at their posts. The moon was setting fast, but there was ample light still as soon as the eye grew accustomed to it. Bush touched his hat to the captain.

The enemy is still heading for the bay, sir, he said hoarsely.

Send the crews into the launch and cutter again, replied Hornblower. He climbed the mizzen rigging to the mizzen top gallant yard. From here he could just see over the island; a mile away, with the setting moon behind her, he could see the white canvas of the Natividad as she stood in, close hauled, across the entrance. He struggled with his agitation as he endeavoured to predict her movements. There was small chance of her noticing, against the dark sky, the topgallant masts of the Lydia; and it was on the assumption that she would not that all his plans were based. She must go about soon, and her new course would bring her directly to the island. Perhaps she would weather it, but not likely. She would have to go about again to enter the bay, and that would be his opportunity. As he watched, he saw her canvas gleam brighter for a space and then darken again as she came round. She was heading for the middle of the entrance, but her leeway and the beginning of the ebb tide would carry back to the island. He went down again to the deck.

Mr. Bush, he said, send the hands aloft ready to set sail.

The ship was filled with gentle noises as bare feet padded over the deck and up the rigging. Hornblower brought the silver whistle out of his pocket. He did not trouble to ask whether everyone was ready for the signal and properly instructed in the part he had to play; Bush and Gerard were efficient officers.

I am going forrard, now, Mr. Bush, he said. I shall try and get back to the quarterdeck in time, but you know my orders if I do not.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower hurried forward along the gangway, past the forecastle carronades with their crews crouching round them, and swung himself over onto the bowsprit. From the sprit sail yard he could see round the corner of the island; the Natividad was heading straight for him. He could see the glimmer of phosphorescence foam about her cut water. He could almost hear the sound of her passage through the water. He swallowed hard, and then all his excitement vanished and he was left deadly cool. He had forgotten about himself, and his mind was making calculations of time and space like a machine. Now he could hear the voice of a man at the lead on board the Natividad, although he could distinguish no word. The Spaniard was coming very close. By now he could hear the babble of the Spanish crew, everyone busy talking, like every Spaniard, and no one looking out sufficiently well to catch sight of the Lydias bare spars. Then he heard orders being shouted from the Natividads deck; she was going about. At the very first sound he put the whistle to his lips and blew, and the whole of the Lydia sprang into activity. Sail was loosed from every yard simultaneously. The cable was slipped, the boats were cast off. Hornblower, racing aft again, collided with the hands at the braces as the ship paid off. He picked himself off the deck and ran on, while the Lydia gathered way and surged forward. He reached the wheel in time.

Steady! he called to the quartermaster. Port a little! A little more! Now, hard-a-starboard!

So quickly had it all happened that the Spaniard had only just gone about and had gathered no way on her new course when the Lydia came leaping upon her out of the blackness behind the island and rasped alongside. Months of drill bore their fruit in the English ship. The guns crashed out in a single shattering broadside as the ships touched, sweeping the deck of the Natividad with grape. Overhead the topmen ran out along the yards and lashed the ships together. On deck the cheering boarders came rushing to the portside gangway.

On board the Spaniard there was utter surprise. One moment all hands had been engrossed with the work of the ship, and the next, seemingly, an unknown enemy had come crashing alongside; the night had been torn to shreds with the flare of hostile guns; on every hand men had been struck down by the hurtling shot, and now an armed host, yelling like fiends from the pit, came pouring onto the deck. Not the most disciplined and experienced crew could have withstood the shock of that surprise. During the twenty years the Natividad had sailed the Pacific coast no enemy had been nearer to her than four thousand miles of sea.

Yet even then there were some stout hearts who attempted resistance. These were officers who drew their swords; on the high quarterdeck there was an armed detachment who had been served out with weapons in consequence of the rumours of rebellion on shore; there were a few men who grasped capstan bars and belaying pins; but the upper deck was swept clear immediately by the wave of boarders with their pikes and cutlasses. A single pistol flashed and exploded. The Spaniards who offered resistance were struck down or chased below; the others were herded together under guard.

And on the lower deck the men sought blindly round for leaders, for means of resistance. They were gathering together in the darkness ready to oppose the enemy above them, and to defend the hatchways, when suddenly a new yelling burst out behind them. Gerards two boats crews had reached the Natividads port side, and prising open the lower deck ports, came swarming in, yelling like fiends as their orders bid them do  Hornblower had foreseen that the moral effect of a surprise attack would be intensified, especially against undisciplined Spaniards, if the attackers made as much noise as possible. At this new surprise the resistance of the lower deck broke down completely, and Hornblowers prescience in detaching the two boats crews to make this diversion was justified.


Chapter VII
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THE CAPTAIN OF the Lydia was taking his usual morning walk on the quarterdeck of his ship. Half a dozen Spanish officers had attempted, on his first appearance, to greet him with formal courtesy, but they had been hustled away by the Lydias crew, indignant that their Captains walk, sacrosanct after so many months, should be disturbed by mere prisoners.

The Captain had a good deal to think about, too  so much, in fact, that he could spare no time to rejoice in the knowledge that his frigate last night, in capturing a two-decker without losing a man, had accomplished a feat without precedent in the long annals of British naval history. He wanted instead to think about his next move. With the capture of the Natividad he was lord of the South Sea. He knew well enough that the communications by land were so difficult that the whole trade  the whole life, it might be said  of the country depended upon the coastwise traffic; and now not a boat could move without his license. In fifteen years of warfare he had learned the lessons of sea power. There was at least a chance now that with Alvarados aid he might set the whole of Central America into such a flame that the Spanish Government would rue the day when they had decided to throw in their lot with Bonaparte.

Hornblower paced up and down the sanded deck. There were other possibilities, too. Northwestward along the coast lay Acapulco, whither came and whence departed yearly galleons bearing a million sterling in treasure. The capture of a galleon would at a stroke make him a wealthy man  he could buy an estate in England then; could buy a whole village and be a squire, with the country folk touching their hats to him as he drove by in his coach. Maria would like that, although he could not imagine Maria playing the part of a great lady with any grace.

Hornblower tore his mind away from the contemplation of Maria snatched from her Southsea lodgings and settled in a country home. To the east was Panama, with its stored silver from Peru, its pearling fleet, its whitewashed golden altar which had escaped Morgan but would not escape him. A blow there, at the central knot of the transcontinental communications, would be the best strategy perhaps, as well as being potentially profitable. He tried to think about Panama.

Forward, Sullivan, the red-haired Irish vagabond, was perched on a carronade slide with his fiddle, and round him a dozen sailors, their horny feet flapping on the deck, were setting to partners. Twenty five guineas apiece, at least, the men would get as prize money for the capture of the Natividad, and they were already spending it in imagination. He looked across to where the Natividad swung at anchor. Her waist was black with her crew, crammed on her upper deck. On her old fashioned poop and quarterdeck he could see the red coats and shakoes of his marines, and he could see, too, the carronades pointing down into the waist and the men posted beside them with lighted matches. Gerard, whom he had left on board as prizemaster, had served in a Liverpool slaver in his day and knew well how to keep a ship full of hostile humanity in subjection  although, parted from their officers, Hornblower for one did not anticipate trouble from that crew.

Hornblower knew that he must make up his mind about what to do with the Natividad, and more especially with his prisoners. He could not hand them over to the tender mercies of El Supremo; his own crew would hardly permit that. He tried to think about the problem. A long line of pelicans came flying by, more rigid in their formation than the Channel fleet at drill. A frigate bird, superb with its forked tail, came wheeling above them with motionless wings, and having obviously decided that they were not worth plundering, swooped away again towards the island where the cormorants were fishing industriously. The sun was already hot and the water of the bay was as blue as the sky above.

Hornblower cursed sun and pelicans and frigate birds as he tried to concentrate on the problems before him. He paced moodily up and down the deck another half-dozen times. Then Midshipman Knyvett barred his way, touching his hat.

What the devil is it now? snapped Hornblower.

Boat coming alongside, sir. Mr.  Mr. Hernandez on board.

That was only to be expected.

Very good, said Hornblower, and went down the gangway to greet Hernandez as he came up the side. Hernandez wasted no time on felicitations for the late victory. In the service of El Supremo apparently even Spanish-Americans grew abrupt and businesslike.

El Supremo wishes to see you at once, Captain, said Hernandez. My boat is waiting.

Indeed, said Hornblower. He knew well that dozens of his brother captains in the British service would be infuriated at such a cavalier message. He toyed with the idea of sending back to tell El Supremo to come out to the ship himself if he wanted to interview her captain. But he knew that it would be foolish to imperil his cordial relations with the shore, upon which so much of his success depended, upon a mere question of dignity. The captor of the Natividad could afford to overlook the presumption of others.

A compromise suggested itself to him; he could keep Hernandez waiting for an hour or two so as to bolster up his own dignity. But his commonsense rejected the notion. Hornblower hated compromises, and this one would only (like most compromises) irritate one side and do no good to the other. Far better to put his pride in his pocket and to come at once.

Certainly, he said. My duties leave me free at the moment.

But this time, at least, there was no need to dress up for the occasion. There was no call to put on his best silk stockings and his buckled shoes. The capture of the Natividad was a clearer proof of his bonafides than any gold-hilted sword.

It was only while giving final orders to Bush that Hornblower remembered that last nights success gave him adequate grounds for not flogging the erring Jenkins and Poole, and for not reprimanding Galbraith. That was an enormous relief, anyway. It helped to clear away the clouds of depression which always tended to settle on him after every success. It cheered him up as he mounted the minute horse which awaited him on shore, and rode past the mountain of stinking animal intestines, and along the avenue of dead men, up to El Supremos house.

The appearance of El Supremo, sitting in his canopied chair on his dais, seemed for all the world to indicate that he had been sitting there, immobile, since the occasion four days ago (it seemed more like a month) when Hornblower had left him.

So you have already done what I wished you to do, Captain? were his opening words.

I captured the Natividad last night, said Hornblower.

And the provisioning of your ship, is, I understand, complete?

Yes.

Then, said El Supremo, you have done what I wanted. That is what I said before.

In the face of such sublime self assurance there was no point in arguing.

This afternoon, said El Supremo, I shall proceed with my plan for the capture of the city of El Salvador and the man who calls himself Captain General of Nicaragua.

Yes? said Hornblower.

There are fewer difficulties before me now, Captain. You may not be aware that the roads between here and El Salvador are not as good as roads might be. At one place the path goes up one hundred and twenty seven steps cut in the lava between two precipices. It is difficult for a mule, to say nothing of a horse, to make the journey, and an evilly disposed person armed with a musket could cause much trouble.

I expect he could, said Hornblower.

However, said El Supremo, El Salvador lies less than ten miles from the sea, and there is a good road from the city to its port of La Libertad. This afternoon I shall sail with five hundred men in the two ships to La Libertad. As this town is no more than a hundred miles away I shall reach there at dawn tomorrow. Tomorrow evening I shall dine in El Salvador.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. He was wondering how best to present in argument the difficulties he could see ahead.

You killed very few of the crew of the Natividad, Captain? asked El Supremo, and thereby approached directly some of the very difficulties Hornblower had in mind.

Eleven killed, said Hornblower. And eighteen wounded, of whom four seem unlikely to recover.

So you left enough to work the ship?

Ample, señor, if  

That is what I wanted. And, Captain, human beings in addressing me do not use the expression señor. That is insufficiently honorific. I am El Supremo.

Hornblower could only bow in reply. El Supremos marvellous manner was like a stone wall.

The navigating officers are still alive? went on El Supremo.

Yes, said Hornblower; and, because he could see trouble close ahead and was anxious to keep it to a minimum, he added, with a gulp, Supremo.

Then, said El Supremo, I will take the Natividad into my service. I will kill the executive officers and replace them with men of my own. The others and the common sailors will serve me.

There was nothing intrinsically impossible in what El Supremo suggested; Hornblower knew from experience that the Spanish navy, old fashioned as always, maintained a rigid distinction (such as was fast dying out in his own service) between the officers who worked the ship and the gentlemen who commanded it. And Hornblower had no doubt whatever as to what choice the seamen and sailing master would make if asked to choose between death by torture and serving El Supremo.

Nor could it be denied that El Supremos suggestion was in many ways a good one; to transport five hundred men in the Lydia alone would be difficult, to say the least, while the Lydia by herself would find it impossible to blockade completely all the thousand miles of coast  two ships would cause far more than twice as much trouble to the enemy in that way. Yet to hand over the Natividad meant starting an endless and probably unsuccessful argument with the lords of the Admiralty on the question of prize money. And he could not in honour hand over the Spanish officers to the death El Supremo had in mind for them. He had to think quickly.

The Natividad is the prize of my King, he said. Perhaps he would not be pleased if I let her go.

He certainly would be displeased if he knew you had offended me, said El Supremo. His eyebrows came closer together, and Hornblower heard Hernandez beside him take a quick breath. I have noticed before, Captain Hornblower, that you have verged upon disrespect towards me, and I have been mild enough to attribute it to your foreign breeding.

Hornblower was still thinking hurriedly. A little more opposition would cause this madman to order him out for execution, and if her captain were killed the Lydia would certainly not fight for El Supremo. There would indeed be a complicated situation in the Pacific, and the Lydia, with friends neither among the rebels nor among the government, would probably never reach home again  especially with the unimaginative Bush in command. England would lose a fine frigate and a fine opportunity. He must sacrifice his prize money, the thousand pounds or so with which he had wanted to dazzle Marias eyes. But at all costs he must keep his prisoners alive.

I am sure it is my foreign breeding which is to blame, Supremo, he said. It is difficult for me to express in a foreign tongue all the delicate shades of meaning which it is necessary to convey. How could it possibly be imagined that I could be lacking in respect to El Supremo?

El Supremo nodded. It was satisfactory to see that a madman who attributed almightiness to himself was naturally inclined to accept the grossest flattery at its face value.

The ship is yours, Supremo, went on Hornblower, she has been yours since my men first set foot on her deck last night. And when in the future a vast Armada sails the Pacific under El Supremos direction I only wish it to be remembered that the first ship of that fleet was taken from the Spaniards by Captain Hornblower at El Supremos orders.

El Supremo nodded again, and then turned to Hernandez.

General, he said, make arrangements for five hundred men to go on board the ships at noon. I will sail with them and so will you.

Hernandez bowed and departed; it was easy to see that there was no chance of El Supremo doubting his own divinity as a result of disrespect or hesitation on the part of his subordinates. His lightest order, whether it dealt with a thousand pigs or five hundred men, was obeyed instantly. Hornblower made his next move at once.

Is the Lydia, he asked, to have the honour of carrying El Supremo to La Libertad? My crew would greatly appreciate the distinction.

I am sure they would, said El Supremo.

I hardly venture to ask it, said Hornblower, but could my officers and I aspire to the honour of your dining with us before our departure?

El Supremo considered for a moment.

Yes, he said, and Hornblower had to suppress the sigh of relief he was on the point of drawing. Once El Supremo was on board the Lydia it might be possible to deal with him with less difficulty.

El Supremo clapped his hands, and instantly, as though by clockwork, a knocking at the brass studded door heralded the arrival of the swarthy major-domo. He received in a single sentence orders for the transfer of El Supremos household to the Lydia.

Perhaps, said Hornblower, you will permit me to return to my ship now to make arrangements for your reception, Supremo.

He received another nod in reply.

At what time shall I be at the beach to receive you?

At eleven.

Hornblower, as he came out into the patio, thought with sympathy of the oriental vizier who never came out of the royal presence without feeling to see if his head were still on his shoulders. And on the Lydias deck, the moment the twittering of the pipes had died away, Hornblower was giving his orders.

Have those men taken below at once, he said to Bush, pointing to the Spanish prisoners. Put them in the cable tier under guard. Call the armourer and have them put in irons.

Bush made no attempt to conceal his surprise, but Hornblower wasted no time on explanations to him.

Señores, he said, as the officers came by him, you are going to be harshly treated. But believe me, if you are as much as seen during the next few days you will be killed. I am saving your lives for you.

Next Hornblower turned back to his first lieutenant.

Call all hands, Mr. Bush.

The ship was filled with the sound of horny feet pattering over pine boards.

Men! said Hornblower, there is coming aboard today a prince of this country who is in alliance with our own gracious King. Whatever happens  mark my words, whatever happens  he is to be treated with respect. I will flog the man who laughs, or the man who does not behave towards Señor El Supremo as he would to me. And we shall be sailing tonight with this gentlemans troops on board. You will look after them as if they were Englishmen. And better than that. You would play tricks on English soldiers. The first man to play a trick on any of these men I shall flog within the hour. Forget their colour. Forget their clothes. Forget that they cannot speak English, and remember only what I say to you. You can pipe down now, Mr. Bush.

Down in the cabin Polwheal was waiting faithfully with the dressing gown and towel for his captains bath, which ought according to time-table to have been taken two hours back.

Put out my best uniform again, snapped Hornblower. And I want the after cabin ready for a state dinner for eight at six bells. Go forrard and bring my cook to me.

There was plenty to do. Bush and Rayner, the first and fourth lieutenants, and Simmonds the marine officer, and Crystal the master, had to be invited to the dinner and warned to be ready in full dress. Plans had to be made for the accommodation of five hundred men on board the two frigates.

Hornblower was just looking across to the Natividad, where she swung with her white ensign over the red and gold of Spain, wondering what steps he should take with regard to her, when a boat came running gaily out to him from the shore. The leader of the party which came on board was a youngish man of less than middle height, slight of figure and lithe as a monkey, with a mobile smile and an expression of indefeatable good humour. He looked more Spanish than American. Bush brought him up to where Hornblower impatiently trod his quarterdeck. Making a cordial bow, the newcomer introduced himself.

I am Vice Admiral Don Cristobal de Crespo, he said. Hornblower could not help but look him up and down. The Vice Admiral wore gold earrings, and his gold embroidered coat did not conceal the raggedness of the grey shirt beneath. At least he wore boots, of soft brown leather, into which were tucked his patched white trousers.

Of El Supremos service? asked Hornblower.

Of course. May I introduce my officers. Ship captain Andrade. Frigate-captain Castro. Corvette-captain Carrera. Lieutenants Barrios and Barillas and Cerna. Aspirants Diaz  

The dozen officers introduced under these resounding titles were barefooted Indians, the red sashes round their waists stuck full of pistols and knives. They bowed awkwardly to Hornblower; one or two of them wore expressions of brutish cruelty.

I have come, said Crespo, amiably, to hoist my flag in my new ship Natividad. It is El Supremos wish that you should salute it with the eleven guns due to a vice admiral.

Hornblowers jaw dropped a little at that. His years of service had grained into him despite himself a deep respect for the details of naval pageantry, and he was irked by the prospect of giving this ragged-shirted rascal as many guns as Nelson ever had. With an effort he swallowed his resentment. He knew he had to go through with the farce to the bitter end if he was to glean any success. With an empire at stake it would be foolish to strain at points of ceremony.

Certainly, Admiral, he said. It gives me great happiness to be one of the first to congratulate you upon your appointment.

Thank you, Captain. There will be one or two details to attend to first, said the Vice Admiral. May I ask if the executive officers of the Natividad are on board here or are still in the Natividad?

I greatly regret, said Hornblower, that I dropped them overboard this morning after courtmartial.

That is indeed a pity, said Crespo. I have El Supremos orders to hang them at the Natividads yardarms. You did not leave even one?

Not one, Admiral. I am sorry that I received no orders from El Supremo on the subject.

There is no help for it, then. Doubtless there will be others. I will go on board my ship, then. Perhaps you will be good enough to accompany me so as to give orders to your prize crew?

Certainly, Admiral.

Hornblower was curious to see how El Supremos subordinates would deal with the problem of changing the allegiance of a whole ships crew. He gave hurried orders to the gunner for the saluting of the flag when it should be hoisted in the Natividad, and went down into the boat with the new officers.

On board the Natividad Crespo swaggered on to the quarterdeck. The Spanish sailing master and his mates were grouped there, and under their startled eyes he walked up to the image of the Virgin and Child beside the taffrail and tossed it overboard. At a sign from him one of the aspirants hauled down the Spanish and British ensigns from the peak. Then he turned upon the navigating officers. It was a dramatic scene on that crowded quarterdeck in the brilliant sunshine. The British marines stood in rigid line in their red coats, with ordered arms. The British seamen stood by their carronades, matches smouldering, for no orders had yet relieved them of their duty. Gerard came over and stood beside Hornblower.

Which is the sailing master? demanded Crespo.

I am, quavered one of the Spaniards.

Are you his mates? rasped Crespo, and received frightened nods in reply.

All trace of humour had disappeared from Crespos expression. He seemed to expand and dilate with cold anger.

You, he said, pointing at the youngest. You will now hold up your hand and declare your faith in our lord El Supremo. Hold up your hand.

The boy obeyed as if in a trance.

Now repeat after me. I swear   

The boys face was white. He tried to look round at his superior officer, but his gaze was held by Crespos glaring eyes.

 I swear,  said Crespo, more menacingly. The boys mouth opened and shut without a sound. Then convulsively he freed himself from the hypnotic stare. His hand wavered and came down, and he looked away from Crespos pointing right forefinger. Instantly Crespos left hand shot out; so quick was the motion that no one could see until afterwards that it held a pistol from his sash. The shot rang out, and the boy, with a pistol ball in his stomach, fell to the deck writhing in agony. Crespo disregarded his convulsions and turned to the next man.

You will now swear, he said.

He swore at once, repeating Crespos words in quavering tones. The half-dozen sentences were very much to the point; they declared the omnipotence of El Supremo, testified to the speakers faith, and in a single sweeping blasphemy denied the existence of God and the virginity of the Mother of God. The others followed his example, repeating the words of the oath one after the other, while no one paid any attention to the dying boy at their feet. Crespo only condescended to notice him after the conclusion of the ceremony.

Throw that overboard, he said curtly. The officers only hesitated a moment under his gaze, and then one stooped and lifted the boy by his shoulders, another by his feet, and they flung the still living body over the rail.

Crespo waited for the splash, and then walked forward to the quarterdeck rail with its peeling gilt. The herded crew in the waist listened dumbly to his uplifted voice. Hornblower, gazing down at them, saw that there would be small resistance to Crespos missionary efforts. To a man the crew were of non-European blood; presumably during the many years of the Natividads commission in the Pacific the original European crew had quite died out. Only officers had been replaced from Spain; fresh hands had been recruited from the native races. There were Chinese among them, as Hornblower recognised, and negroes, and some whose physiognomy was unfamiliar to him  Filipinos.

In five minutes of brilliant speaking Crespo had won them all over. He made no more attempt to enunciate the divinity of El Supremo than was involved in the mention of his name. El Supremo, he said, was at the head of a movement which was sweeping the Spaniards from the dominion of America. Within the year the whole of the New World from Mexico to Peru would be at his feet. There would be an end of Spanish misrule, of brutal domination, of slavery in mine and field. There would be land for the asking for everybody, freedom and happiness under the benign supervision of El Supremo. Who would follow him?

They all would seemingly. Crespo had them all cheering wildly at the end of his speech. Crespo came back to Hornblower.

Thank you, Captain, he said. I think there is no more need for the presence of your prize crew. My officers and I will be able to attend to any insubordination which may arise later.

I think you will be quite able to, said Hornblower, a little bitterly.

Some of them may not easily be enlightened when the time comes for that, said Crespo, grinning.

Pulling back to the Lydia Hornblower thought bitterly about the murder of the Spanish masters mate. It was a crime which he ought to have prevented  he had gone on board the Natividad expressly to prevent cruelty and he had failed. Yet he realised that that kind of cruelty would not have the bad effect on his own men that a cold-blooded hanging of the officers would have done. The crew of the Natividad was being forced to serve a new master against their will  but the pressgang had done the same for three-quarters of the crew of the Lydia. Flogging and death were the punishments meted out to Englishmen who refused to obey the orders of officers who had arbitrarily assumed command over them  English sailors were not likely to fret unduly over Dagoes in the same position, even though with English lower-class lack of logic they would have been moved to protest against a formal hanging of officers.

His train of thought was suddenly interrupted by the sound of a gun from the Natividad, instantly answered by another from the Lydia. He almost sprang to his feet in the sternsheets of the launch, but a glance over his shoulder reassured him. A new flag was flying now from the Natividads peak. Blue with a yellow star in the middle, he saw. The sound of the saluting guns rolled slowly round the bay; the salute was still being fired as he went up the Lydias side. Mr. Marsh, the gunner, was pacing up and down the foredeck mumbling to himself  Hornblower guessed at the jargon.

If I hadnt been a born bloody fool I shouldnt be here. Fire seven. Ive left my wife, Ive left my home and everything thats dear. Fire eight.

Half an hour later Hornblower was at the beach to meet El Supremo, who came riding down, punctual to the minute, a ragged retinue of a dozen riding with him. El Supremo did not condescend to present his suite to the captain, but bowed and stepped straight into the launch; his suite introduced themselves, in a string of meaningless names, in turn as they came up to Hornblower. They were all nearly pure Indians; they were all Generals save for one or two Colonels, and they were all clearly most devotedly attached to their master. Their whole bearing, every little action of theirs, indicated not merely their fear of him but their admiration  their love, it might be said.

At the gangway sideboys and boatswains mates and marines were ready to receive El Supremo with distinguished military formality, but El Supremo astonished Hornblower as he was about to go up the ladder, with the casual words  

The correct salute for me, Captain, is twenty three guns.

That was two more guns than His Majesty King George himself would receive. Hornblower stared for a moment, thought wildly of how he could refuse, and finally salved his conscience with the notion that a salute of that number of guns would be entirely meaningless. He sent a message hurriedly to Mr. Marsh ordering twenty three guns  it was odd, the way in which the ships boy almost reduplicated Hornblowers reactions, by staring, composing his features, and hurrying off comforted by the thought that it was the captains responsibility and not his own. And Hornblower could hardly repress a grin as he thought of Marshs certain astonishment, and the boiling exasperation in his voice when he reached If I hadnt been a born bloody fool I shouldnt be here. Fire twenty three.

El Supremo stepped on to the quarterdeck with a keen glance round him, and then, while Hornblower looked at him, the interest faded from his face and he lapsed into the condition of abstracted indifference in which Hornblower had seen him before. He seemed to listen, but he looked over the heads of Bush and Gerard and the others as Hornblower presented them. He shook his head without a word when Hornblower suggested that he might care to inspect the ship. There was a little awkward pause, which was broken by Bush addressing his captain.

Natividad hoisting another flag to the main yard-arm, sir. No its not, its  

It was the body of a man, black against the blue sky, rising slowly, jerking and twisting as it rose. A moment later another body rose at the other end of the yard. All eyes instinctively turned towards El Supremo. He was still gazing away into the distance, his eyes focussed on nothing, yet everyone knew he had seen. The English officers cast a hasty glance at their captain for guidance, and followed his lead in lapsing into an uncomfortable pose of having noticed nothing. Disciplinary measures in a ship of another nation could be no affair of theirs.

Dinner will be served shortly, Supremo, said Hornblower with a gulp. Would you care to come below?

Still without a word El Supremo walked over to the companion and led the way. Down below his lack of stature was made apparent by the fact that he could walk upright. As a matter of fact, his head just brushed the deck beams above him, but the nearness of the beams did nothing to make him stoop as he walked. Hornblower became conscious of a ridiculous feeling that El Supremo would never need to stoop, that the deck beams would raise themselves as he passed rather than commit the sacrilege of bumping his head  that was how El Supremos quiet dignity of carriage affected him.

Polwheal and the stewards assisting him, in their best clothes, held aside the screens which still took the place of the discarded bulkheads, but at the entrance to the cabin El Supremo stopped for a moment and said the first words which had passed his lips since he came on board.

I will dine alone here, he said. Let the food be brought to me.

None of his suite saw anything in the least odd about his request  Hornblower, watching their expressions, was quite sure that their unconcern was in no way assumed. El Supremo might have been merely blowing his nose for all the surprise they evinced.

It was all a horrible nuisance, of course. Hornblower and his other guests had to dine in makeshift fashion in the gunroom mess, and his one linen tablecloth and his one set of linen napkins, and the two last bottles of his old Madeira remained in the after cabin for El Supremos use. Nor was the meal improved by the silence that prevailed most of the time; El Supremos suite were not in the least talkative, and Hornblower was the only Englishman with conversational Spanish. Bush tried twice, valiantly, to make polite speeches to his neighbours, putting a terminal o on the ends of his English words in the hope that so they might be transmuted into Spanish, but the blank stares of the men he addressed reduced him quickly to stammering inarticulation.

Dinner was hardly finished; everyone had hardly lighted the loose brown cigars which had been part of the stores handed over to the Lydia when a new messenger arrived from the shore and was brought in by the bewildered officer of the watch who could not understand his jabbering talk. The troops were ready to come on board. With relief Hornblower put away his napkin and went on deck, followed by the others.

The men whom the launch and the cutter, plying steadily between ship and shore, brought out, were typical Central American soldiers, barefooted and ragged, swarthy and lank-haired. Each man carried a bright new musket and a bulging cartridge pouch, but these were merely what Hornblower had brought for them; most of the men carried in their hands cotton bags presumably filled with provisions  some bore melons and bunches of bananas in addition. The crew herded them onto the main deck; they looked about them curiously and chattered volubly, but they were amenable enough, squatting in gossiping groups between the guns where the grinning crew pushed them. They sat on the planking and most of them incontinently began to eat; Hornblower suspected them to be half starved and to be devouring the rations which were expected to last them for several days.

When the last man was on board Hornblower looked across to the Natividad; it appeared as if her share of the expeditionary force was already embarked. Suddenly the babble on the main deck died away completely, to be succeeded by a silence surprising in its intensity. Next moment El Supremo came on the quarterdeck  it must have been his appearance from the after cabin which had quelled the noise.

We shall sail for La Libertad, Captain, he said.

Yes, Supremo, replied Hornblower. He was glad that El Supremo had made his appearance when he did; a few seconds later and the ships officers would have seen that their captain was awaiting his orders, and that would never have done.

We will weigh anchor, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower.


Chapter VIII
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THE VOYAGE UP the coast was completed, La Libertad had fallen, and El Supremo and his men had vanished into the tangle of volcanoes surrounding the city of the Holy Saviour. Once again in the early morning Captain Hornblower was pacing the quarterdeck of His Britannic Majestys 36-gun frigate Lydia, and Lieutenant Bush as officer of the watch was standing by the wheel rigidly taking no notice of him.

Hornblower was gazing round him, and filling his lungs deep with air at every respiration as he walked. He noticed that he was doing this, and grinned to himself at the realisation that what he was doing was to savour the sweet air of liberty. For a space he was free from the nightmare influence of El Supremo and his cut-throat methods, and the feeling of relief was inexpressible. He was his own master again, free to walk his quarterdeck undisturbed. The sky was blue, the sea was blue and silver  Hornblower caught himself making the old comparison with heraldic argent and azure, and knew that he was himself again; he smiled once more out of sheer high spirits, looking out to sea, nevertheless, so that his subordinates should not see that their captain was walking the deck grinning like a Cheshire cat.

There was just the gentlest wind abeam pushing the Lydia along at three or four knots; peeping over the horizon on the port side were the tops of the interminable volcanoes which formed the backbone of this benighted country. Perhaps after all El Supremo might accomplish his wild dream of conquering Central America; perhaps after all there might be some solid foundation in the hope that good communications might be opened across the Isthmus  by Panama if the Nicaraguan scheme proved impracticable. That would make a profound difference to the world. It would bring Van Diemens Land and the Moluccas into a closer relation to the civilised world. It would open the Pacific to England by evading the difficulties of the journey round the Horn or by the Cape of Good Hope and India, and in that case the Pacific might see squadrons of ships of the line cruising where hardly a frigate had penetrated up to that moment. The Spanish Empire of Mexico and California might acquire a new importance.

Hornblower told himself hastily that all this was only a wild dream at present. As a kind of punishment for dreaming he began to take himself to task regarding his present movements, and to subject himself to a severe examination regarding the motives which had brought him southwards towards Panama. He knew full well that the main one was to shake himself free from El Supremo, but he tried to justify his action in face of his self-accusation.

If El Supremos attempt upon San Salvador should fail, the Natividad would suffice to bring off what few might survive of his army. The presence of the Lydia could in no way influence the land operations. If El Supremo should succeed, it might be as well that while he was conquering Nicaragua there should be a diversion in Panama to distract the Spaniards and to prevent them from concentrating their whole strength upon him. It was only right that the Lydias crew should be given a chance of winning some prize money among the pearl fishers of the Gulf of Panama; that would compensate them for their probable loss of the prize money already gained  there would be no screwing money out of the Admiralty for the Natividad. The presence of the Lydia in the Gulf would hamper the transport of Spanish forces from Peru. Besides, the Admiralty would be glad of a survey of the Gulf and the Pearl Islands; Ansons charts were wanting in this respect. Yet for all these plausible arguments Hornblower knew quite well that why he had come this way was to get away from El Supremo.

A large flat ray, the size of a table top, suddenly leaped clear of the water close overside and fell flat upon the surface again with a loud smack, leaped clear again, and then vanished below, its pinky brown gleaming wet for a moment as the blue water closed over it. There were flying fish skimming the water in all directions, each leaving behind it a momentary dark furrow. Hornblower watched it all, carefree, delighted that he could allow his thoughts to wander and not feel constrained to keep them concentrated on a single subject. With a ship full of stores and a crew contented by their recent adventures he had no real care in the world. The Spanish prisoners whose lives he had saved from El Supremo were sunning themselves lazily on the forecastle.

Sail ho! came echoing down from the masthead.

The idlers thronged the bulwark, gazing over the hammock nettings; the seamen holystoning the deck surreptitiously worked more slowly in order to hear what was going on.

Where away? called Hornblower.

On the port bow, sir. Lugger, sir, I think, an standing straight for us, but shes right in the eye of the sun  

Yes, a lugger, sir, squeaked midshipman Hooker from the fore-topgallant masthead. Two masted. Shes right to windward, running down to us, under all sail, sir.

Running down to us? said Hornblower, mystified. He jumped up on the slide of the quarterdeck carronade nearest him, and stared into the sun and the wind under his hand, but at present there was still nothing to be seen from that low altitude.

Shes still holding her course, sir, squeaked Hooker.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Back the mizzen topsl.

A pearling lugger from the Gulf of Panama, perhaps, and still ignorant of the presence of a British frigate in those waters; on the other hand she might be bearing a message from El Supremo  her course made that unlikely, but that might be explained. Then as the ship lifted, Hornblower saw a gleaming square of white rise for a second over the distant horizon and vanish again. As the minutes passed by the sails were more and more frequently to be seen, until at last from the deck the lugger was in plain view, nearly hull up, running goose-winged before the wind with her bow pointed straight at the Lydia.

Shes flying Spanish colours at the main, sir, said Bush from behind his levelled telescope. Hornblower had suspected so for some time back, but had not been able to trust his eyesight.

Shes hauling em down, all the same, he retorted, glad to be the first to notice it.

So she is, sir, said Bush, a little puzzled, and then There they go again, sir. No! What do you make of that, sir?

White flag over Spanish colours now, said Hornblower. Thatll mean a parley. No, I dont trust em. Hoist the colours, Mr. Bush, and send the hands to quarters. Run out the guns and send the prisoners below under guard again.

He was not going to be caught unawares by any Spanish tricks. That lugger might be as full of men as an egg is of meat, and might spew up a host of boarders over the side of an unprepared ship. As the Lydias gun ports opened and she showed her teeth the lugger rounded-to just out of gunshot, and lay wallowing, hove to.

Shes sending a boat, sir, said Bush.

So I see, snapped Hornblower.

Two oars rowed a dinghy jerkily across the dancing water, and a man came scrambling up the ladder to the gangway  so many strange figures had mounted that ladder lately. This new arrival, Hornblower saw, wore the full dress of the Spanish royal navy, his epaulettes gleaming in the sun. He bowed and came forward.

Captain Hornblower? he asked.

I am Captain Hornblower.

I have to welcome you as the new ally of Spain.

Hornblower swallowed hard. This might be a ruse, but the moment he heard the words he felt instinctively that the man was speaking the truth. The whole happy world by which he had been encompassed up to that moment suddenly became dark with trouble. He could foresee endless worries piled upon him by some heedless action of the politicians.

We have had the news of the last four days, went on the Spanish officer. Last month Bonaparte stole our King Ferdinand from us and has named his brother Joseph King of Spain. The Junta of Government has signed a treaty of perpetual alliance and friendship with His Majesty of England. It is with great pleasure, Captain, that I have to inform you that all ports in the dominions of His Most Catholic Majesty are open to you after your most arduous voyage.

Hornblower still stood dumb. It might all be lies, a ruse to lure the Lydia under the guns of Spanish shore batteries. Hornblower almost hoped it might be  better that than all the complications which would hem him in if it were the truth. The Spaniard interpreted his expression as implying disbelief.

I have letters here, he said, producing them from his breast. One from your admiral in the Leeward Islands, sent overland from Porto Bello, one from His Excellency the Viceroy of Peru, and one from the English lady in Panama.

He tendered them with a further bow, and Hornblower, muttering an apology  his fluent Spanish had deserted him along with his wits  began to open them. Then he pulled himself up; on this deck under the eye of the Spanish officer was no place to study these documents. With another muttered apology he fled below to the privacy of his cabin.

The stout canvas wrapper of the naval orders was genuine enough. He scrutinised the two seals carefully, and they showed no signs of having been tampered with; and the wrapper was correctly addressed in English script. He cut the wrapper open carefully and read the orders enclosed. They could leave him in no doubt. There was the signature  Thomas Troubridge, Rear Admiral, Bart. Hornblower had seen Troubridges signature before, and recognised it. The orders were brief, as one would expect from Troubridge  an alliance having been concluded between His Majestys Government and that of Spain, Captain Hornblower was directed and required to refrain from hostilities towards the Spanish possessions, and, having drawn upon the Spanish authorities for necessary stores to proceed with all dispatch to England for further orders. It was a genuine document without any doubt at all. It was marked Copy No. 2; presumably other copies had been distributed to other parts of the Spanish possessions to ensure that he received one.

The next letter was flamboyantly sealed and addressed  it was a letter of welcome from the Viceroy of Peru assuring him that all Spanish America was at his disposal, and hoping that he would make full use of all facilities so that he would speedily be ready to help the Spanish nation in its sacred mission of sweeping the French usurper back to his kennel.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower  the Spanish viceroy did not know yet about the fate of the Natividad, nor about the new enterprise of El Supremo. He might not be so cordial when he heard about the Lydias part in these occurrences.

The third letter was sealed merely with a wafer and was addressed in a feminine hand. The Spanish officer had spoken about a letter from the English lady in Panama  what in the world was an English lady doing there? Hornblower slit open the letter and read it.

The Citadel,

Panama. 

Lady Barbara Wellesley presents her compliments to the captain of the English frigate. She requests that he will be so good as to convey her and her maid to Europe, because Lady Barbara finds that owing to an outbreak of yellow fever on the Spanish Main she cannot return home the way she would desire.

Hornblower folded the letter and tapped it on his thumb nail in meditation. The woman was asking an impossibility, of course. A crowded frigate sailing round the Horn was no place for females. She seemed to have no doubt about it, all the same; on the contrary, she seemed to assume that her request would be instantly granted. That name Wellesley, of course, gave the clue to that. It had been much before the public of late. Presumably the lady was a sister or an aunt of the two well-known Wellesleys  the Most Hon. the Marquis Wellesley, K.P., late Governor-General of India and now a member of the Cabinet, and General the Hon. Sir Arthur Wellesley, K.B., the victor of Assaye and now pointed at as Englands greatest soldier after Sir John Moore. Hornblower had seen him once, and had noticed the high arched arrogant nose and the imperious eye. If the woman had that blood in her she would be of the sort to take things for granted. So she might, too. An impecunious frigate captain with no influence at all would be glad to render a service to a member of that family. Maria would be pleased as well as suspicious when she heard that he had been in correspondence with the daughter of an Earl, the sister of a Marquis.

But this was no time to stop and think about women. Hornblower locked the letters in his desk and ran up on deck; forcing a smile he approached the Spanish captain.

Greeting to the new allies, he said. Señor, I am proud to be serving with Spain against the Corsican tyrant.

The Spaniard bowed.

We were very much afraid, Captain, he said, lest you should fall in with the Natividad before you heard the news, because she has not heard it either. In that case your fine frigate would have come to serious harm.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. This was more embarrassing than ever; he turned and snapped out an order to the midshipman of the watch. Bring the prisoners up from the cable tier. Quickly!

The boy ran, and Hornblower turned back again to the Spanish officer.

I regret to have to tell you, señor, that by evil chance the Lydia met the Natividad a week ago.

The Spanish captain looked his surprise. He stared round the ship, at the meticulous good order, the well set up rigging. Even a Spanish frigate captain could see that the frigate had not been engaged in a desperate action lately.

But you did not fight her, Captain? he said. Perhaps  

The words died away on his lips as he caught sight of a melancholy procession approaching them along the gangway. He recognised the captain and the lieutenants of the Natividad. Hornblower plunged feverishly into an explanation of their presence; but it was not easy to tell a Spanish captain that the Lydia had captured a Spanish ship of twice her force without receiving a shot or a casualty  it was harder still to go on and explain that the ship was now sailing under the flag of rebels who had determined to destroy the Spanish power in the new world. The Spaniard turned white with rage and injured pride. He turned upon the captain of the Natividad and received confirmation of Hornblowers story from that wretched mans lips; his shoulders were bowed with sorrow as he told the story which would lead inevitably to his courtmartial and his ruin.

Bit by bit the newcomer from the lugger heard the truth about recent events, about the capture of the Natividad, and the success of El Supremos rebellion. He realised that the whole of the Spanish overlordship of the Americas was in jeopardy, and as he realised that, a fresh and harassing aspect of the situation broke in upon him.

The Manila galleon is at sea! he exclaimed. She is due to arrive at Acapulco next month. The Natividad will intercept her.

One ship a year crossed the wide Pacific from the Philippines, never bearing less than a million sterling in treasure. Her loss would cripple the bankrupt Spanish government hopelessly. The three captains exchanged glances  Hornblower was telling himself that this was why El Supremo had agreed so readily to the Lydias sailing southwestward; he had doubtless been pleased at the thought of the Natividad to the northeastward acquiring this wealth for him. It would take the Spaniards months to bring round the Horn a ship capable of dealing with the Natividad, and in the interval El Supremo would enjoy all those advantages of sea power which Hornblower had foreseen for the Lydia. The rebellion would be so firmly rooted that nothing would put it down, especially as, apparently, the Spaniards of Spain were engaged in a life-and-death struggle with Bonaparte and would have neither ships nor men to spare for America. Hornblower could see where lay his duty.

Very well, he announced abruptly. I will take my ship back to fight the Natividad.

All the Spanish officers looked their relief at that.

Thank you, Captain, said the officer of the lugger. You will call in at Panama to consult the Viceroy first?

Yes, snapped Hornblower.

In a world where news took months to travel, and where complete upheavals of international relationships were not merely possible but likely, he had learned now by bitter experience to keep in the closest contact with the shore; his misery was in no way allayed by the knowledge that the present difficulties were occasioned merely by his strict obedience to orders  and he knew, too, that the Lords of the Admiralty would not allow that point to influence them in their opinion of a captain who could cause such terrible trouble.

Then, said the captain of the lugger, I will bid you goodbye for the time. If I reach Panama first, I will be able to arrange a welcome for you. Perhaps you will allow my compatriots to accompany me?

No, I wont, rasped Hornblower. And you, sir, will keep under my lee until we drop anchor.

The Spaniard shrugged and yielded. At sea one can hardly argue with a captain whose guns are run out and whose broadside could blow ones ship out of the water, especially as all Englishmen were as mad and as domineering as El Supremo. The Spaniard had not enough intuition to enable him to guess that Hornblower still had a lurking fear that the whole business might be a ruse to inveigle the Lydia helpless under the guns of Panama.


Chapter IX
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IT WAS NOT a ruse at all. In the morning when the Lydia came stealing before a three knot breeze into the roadstead of Panama the only guns fired were the salutes. Boatloads of rejoicing Spaniards came out to greet her, but the rejoicing was soon turned to wailing at the news that the Natividad now flew El Supremos flag, that San Salvador had fallen, and that all Nicaragua was in a flame of rebellion. With cocked hat and gold-hilted sword (a sword of the value of fifty guineas, the gift of the Patriotic Fund for Lieutenant Hornblowers part in the capture of the Castilla six years ago) Hornblower had made himself ready to go ashore and call upon the Governor and the Viceroy, when the arrival of yet one more boat was announced to him.

There is a lady on board, sir, said Gray, one of the masters mates, who brought the news.

A lady?

Looks like an English lady, sir, explained Gray. She seems to want to come aboard.

Hornblower went on deck; close alongside a large rowing boat tossed and rolled; at the six oars sat swarthy Spanish-Americans, bare armed and straw hatted, while another in the bows, boat hook in hand, stood waiting, face upturned, for permission to hook onto the chains. In the stern sat a negress with a flaming red handkerchief over her shoulders, and beside her sat the English lady Gray had spoken about. Even as Hornblower looked, the bowman hooked on, and the boat closed in alongside, two men fending off. Somebody caught the rope ladder, and the next moment the lady, timing the movement perfectly, swung onto it and two seconds later came on deck.

Clearly she was an Englishwoman. She wore a wide shady hat trimmed with roses, in place of the eternal mantilla, and her grey-blue silk dress was far finer than any Spanish black. Her skin was fair despite its golden tan, and her eyes were grey-blue, of just the same evasive shade as her silk dress. Her face was too long for beauty, and her nose too high arched, to say nothing of her sunburn. Hornblower saw her at that moment as one of the horsefaced mannish women whom he particularly disliked; he told himself that all his inclinations were towards clinging incompetence. Any woman who could transfer herself in that fashion from boat to ship in an open roadstead, and could ascend a rope ladder unassisted, must be too masculine for his taste. Besides, an Englishwoman must be unsexed to be in Panama without a male escort  the phrase globe trotting, with all its disparaging implications, had not yet been invented, but it expressed exactly Hornblowers feeling about her.

Hornblower held himself aloof as the visitor looked about her. He was going to do nothing to help her. A wild squawk from overside told that the negress had not been as handy with the ladder, and directly afterwards this was confirmed by her appearance on deck wet from the waist down, water streaming from her black gown onto the deck. The lady paid no attention to the mishap to her maid; Gray was nearest to her and she turned to him.

Please be so good, sir, she said, as to have my baggage brought up out of the boat.

Gray hesitated, and looked round over his shoulder at Hornblower, stiff and unbending on the quarterdeck.

The captains here, maam, he said.

Yes, said the lady. Please have my baggage brought up while I speak to him.

Hornblower was conscious of an internal struggle. He disliked the aristocracy  it hurt him nowadays to remember that as the doctors son he had had to touch his cap to the squire. He felt unhappy and awkward in the presence of the self-confident arrogance of blue blood and wealth. It irritated him to think that if he offended this woman he might forfeit his career. Not even his gold lace nor his presentation sword gave him confidence as she approached him. He took refuge in an icy formality.

Are you the captain of this ship, sir? she asked, as she came up. Her eyes looked boldly and frankly into his with no trace of downcast modesty.

Captain Hornblower, at your service, maam, he replied, with a stiff jerk of his neck which might charitably be thought a bow.

Lady Barbara Wellesley, was the reply, accompanied by a curtsey only just deep enough to keep the interview formal. I wrote you a note, Captain Hornblower, requesting a passage to England. I trust that you received it.

I did, maam. But I do not think it is wise for your ladyship to join this ship.

The unhappy double mention of the word ship in this sentence did nothing to make Hornblower feel less awkward.

Please tell me why, sir.

Because, maam, we shall be clearing shortly to seek out an enemy and fight him. And after that, maam, we shall have to return to England round Cape Horn. Your ladyship would be well advised to make your way across the Isthmus. From Porto Bello you can easily reach Jamaica and engage a berth in the West India packet which is accustomed to female passengers.

Lady Barbaras eyebrows arched themselves higher.

In my letter, she said, I informed you that there was yellow fever in Porto Bello. A thousand persons died there of it last week. It was on the outbreak of the disease that I removed from Porto Bello to Panama. At any day it may appear here as well.

May I ask why your ladyship was in Porto Bello, then?

Because, sir, the West India packet in which I was a female passenger was captured by a Spanish privateer and brought there. I regret, sir, that I cannot tell you the name of my grandmothers cook, but I shall be glad to answer any further questions which a gentleman of breeding would ask.

Hornblower winced and then to his annoyance found himself blushing furiously. His dislike for arrogant blue blood was if anything intensified. But there was no denying that the womans explanations were satisfactory enough  a visit to the West Indies could be made by any woman without unsexing herself, and she had clearly come to Porto Bello and Panama against her will. He was far more inclined now to grant her request  in fact he was about to do so, having strangely quite forgotten the approaching duel with the Natividad and the voyage round the Horn. He recalled them just as he was about to speak, so that he changed at a moments notice what he was going to say and stammered and stuttered in consequence.

B-but we are going out in this ship to fight, he said. Natividads got twice our force. It will be d-dangerous.

Lady Barbara laughed at that  Hornblower noted the pleasing colour contrast between her white teeth and her golden sunburn; his own teeth were stained and ugly.

I would far rather, she said, be on board your ship, whomever you have to fight, than be in Panama with the vomito negro.

But Cape Horn, maam?

I have no knowledge of this Cape Horn of yours. But I have twice rounded the Cape of Good Hope during my brothers Governor-Generalship, and I assure you, Captain, I have never yet been seasick.

Still Hornblower stammered and hesitated. He resented the presence of a woman on board his ship. Lady Barbara exactly voiced his thoughts  and as she did so her arched eyebrows came close together in a fashion oddly reminiscent of El Supremo although her eyes still laughed straight into his.

Soon, Captain, she said, I will come to think that I shall be unwelcome on board. I can hardly imagine that a gentleman holding the Kings commission would be discourteous to a woman, especially to a woman with my name.

That was just the difficulty. No captain of small influence could afford to offend a Wellesley. Hornblower knew that if he did he might never command a ship again, and that he and Maria would rot on the beach on half-pay for the rest of their lives. At thirty seven he still was not more than one eighth the way up the captains list  and the goodwill of the Wellesleys could easily keep him in employment until he attained flag rank. There was nothing for it but to swallow his resentment and to do all he could to earn that goodwill, diplomatically wringing advantage from his difficulties. He groped for a suitable speech.

I was only doing my duty, maam, he said, in pointing out the dangers to which you might be exposed. For myself there would be nothing that would give me greater pleasure than your presence on board my ship.

Lady Barbara went down in a curtsey far deeper than her first, and at this moment Gray came up and touched his cap.

Your baggage is all on board, maam, he said.

They had hove the stuff up with a whip from the main yardarm, and now it littered the gangway  leather cases, ironbound wooden boxes, dome-topped trunks.

Thank you, sir. Lady Barbara brought out a flat leather purse from her pocket, and took from it a gold coin. Would you be so kind as to give this to the boats crew?

Lord love you, maam, you dont need to give those Dago niggers gold. Silvers all they deserve.

Give them this, then, and thank you for your kindness.

Gray hurried off, and Hornblower heard him bargaining in English with a boats crew who knew no tongue but Spanish. The threat of heaving a cold shot hove down into the boat compelled it at length to shove off still spattering expostulations. A new little wave of irritation rose in Hornblowers mind. He disliked seeing his warrant officers running to do a womans bidding, and his responsibilities were heavy, and he had been standing in a hot sun for half an hour.

There will be no room in your cabin for a tenth of that baggage, maam, he snapped.

Lady Barbara nodded gravely.

I have dwelt in a cabin before this, sir. That sea chest there holds everything I shall need on board. The rest can be put where you will  until we reach England.

Hornblower almost stamped on the deck with rage. He was unused to a woman who could display practical commonsense like this. It was infuriating that he could find no way of discomposing her  and then he saw her smiling, guessed that she was smiling at the evident struggle on his face, and blushed hotly again. He turned on his heel and led the way below without a word.

Lady Barbara looked round the captains cabin with a whimsical smile, but she made no comment, not even when she surveyed the grim discomfort of the after-cabin.

A frigate has few of the luxuries of an Indiaman you see, maam, said Hornblower, bitterly. He was bitter because his poverty at the time when he commissioned the Lydia had allowed him to purchase none of the minor comforts which many frigate captains could afford.

I was thinking just when you spoke, said Lady Barbara, gently, that it was scandalous that a Kings officer should be treated worse than a fat John Company man. But I have only one thing to ask for which I do not see.

And that is, maam?  

A key for the lock on the cabin door.

I will have the armourer make you a key, maam. But there will be a sentry at this door night and day.

The implications which Hornblower read into this request of Lady Barbaras angered him again. She was slandering both him and his ship.

Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? said Lady Barbara. It is not on my account, Captain, that I need a key. It is Hebe here whom I have to lock in unless she is directly under my eye. She can no more keep from the men than a moth from a candle.

The little negress grinned widely at this last speech, showing no resentment and a good deal of pride. She rolled her eyes at Polwheal, who was standing silently by.

Where will she sleep, then? asked Hornblower, disconcerted once more.

On the floor of my cabin. And mark my words, Hebe, the first time I find you not there during the night Ill lace you so that you have to sleep on your face.

Hebe still grinned, although it was evident that she knew her mistress would carry out her threat. What mollified Hornblower was Lady Barbaras little slip in speaking of the floor of her cabin instead of the deck. It showed that she was only a feeble woman after all.

Very good, he said. Polwheal, take my things into Mr. Bushs cabin. Give Mr. Bush my apologies and tell him he will have to berth in the wardroom. See that Lady Barbara has all that she wants, and ask Mr. Gray with my compliments to attend to putting the baggage in my storeroom. You will forgive me, Lady Barbara, but I am already late in paying my call upon the Viceroy.


Chapter X
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THE CAPTAIN OF the Lydia came on board again to the accompaniment of the usual twitterings of the pipes and the presenting of arms by the marine guard. He walked very carefully, for good news just arrived from Europe had made the Viceroy pressingly hospitable while the notification of the first case of yellow fever in Panama had made him apprehensive so that Hornblower had been compelled to drink one glass of wine too much. A naturally abstemious man, he hated the feeling of not being quite master of himself.

As always, he looked sharply round the deck as soon as his feet were on it. Lady Barbara was sitting in a hammock chair on the quarterdeck  someone must have had that chair made for her during the day; and someone had rigged for her a scrap of awning in the mizzen rigging so that she sat in the shade with Hebe crouching at her feet. She looked cool and comfortable, and smiled readily at him as he approached, but he looked away from her. He would not speak to her until his head was clearer.

Call all hands to weigh anchor and make sail, he said to Bush. We leave at once.

He went below, checked himself with a gesture of annoyance at finding that habit had led him to the wrong cabin, and as he turned on his heel he hit his head a shattering crash on a deck beam. His new cabin from which Bush had been evicted was even smaller than the old one. Polwheal was waiting to help him change his clothes, and the sight of him reminded Hornblower of fresh troubles. He had been wearing his best gold-laced coat and white breeches when Lady Barbara came on board, but he could not afford to continue to wear them lest they should grow too shabby for use on ceremonial occasions. He would have to appear before this woman in future in his old patched coats and cheap duck trousers. She would sneer at his shabbiness and poverty.

He cursed the woman as he stripped off his clothes, all wet with sweat. Then a new trouble came into his mind. He had to leave Polwheal to keep watch while he had his shower bath under the pump lest she should surprise him there naked. He would have to issue orders to the crew so as to make sure that her fastidious eyes would not be offended by the state of undress which they habitually affected in the tropics. He combed his hair and cursed its curliness as drawing additional attention to the way his hair was receding from his forehead.

Then he hurried on deck; he was glad that the need for looking after the ship saved him from meeting Lady Barbaras eyes and seeing her reaction to his shabby clothes. He felt her gaze upon him, all the same, as he stood with his back to her attending to the business of getting under weigh. Half of one watch were at the capstan with all their weight upon the bars, their bare feet seeking holds on the smooth deck while Harrison bellowed encouragement and threats, and stimulated the laggards with cuts from his cane. Sullivan the mad fiddler, the two Marine fifers and the two drummers were playing some lively tune  to Hornblower one tune was much the same as another  on the forecastle.

The cable came steadily in, the ships boys with their nippers following it to the hatch-coamings and scuttling back immediately to take a fresh hold on cable and messenger. But the measured clank-clank of the capstan grew slower and slower and then came to a dead stop.

Heave, you bastards! Heave! bellowed Harrison. Here, you focsle men, bear a hand! Now, heave!

There were twenty more men thrusting at the bars now. Their added strength brought one more solemn clank from the capstan.

Heave! Christ damn you, heave!

Harrisons cane was falling briskly first here and then there.

Heave!

A shudder ran through the ship, the capstan swung round so sharply that the hands at the bars fell in a tumbling heap to the deck.

Messengers parted, sir, hailed Gerard from the forecastle. The anchors foul, I think, sir.

Hell fire! said Hornblower to himself. He was certain that the woman in the hammock chair behind him was laughing at his predicament, with a foul anchor and the eyes of all Spanish America on him. But he was not going to abandon an anchor and cable to the Spaniards.

Pass the small bower cable for a messenger, he shouted.

That meant unbearably hot and unpleasant work for a score of men down in the cable tier rousing out the small bower cable and manhandling it up to the capstan. The calls and curses of the boatswains mates came echoing back to the quarterdeck  the warrant officers were as acutely conscious of the indignity of the ships position as was their captain. Hornblower could not pace the deck as he wished to do, for fear of meeting Lady Barbaras eyes. He could only stand and fume, wiping the sweat with his handkerchief from his face and neck.

Messengers ready, sir! hailed Gerard.

Put every man to the bars that theres place for. Mr. Harrison, see that they heave!

Aye aye, sir!

Br-r-r-rm. Boom! Br-r-r-rm. Boom! The drum rolled.

Heave, you sons of bitches, said Harrison, his cane going crack-crack-crack on the straining backs.

Clank! went the capstan. Clank-clank-clank.

Hornblower felt the deck inclining a trifle under his feet. The strain was dragging down the ships bows, not bringing home the anchor.

God   began Hornblower to himself, and then left the sentence uncompleted. Of the fifty-five oaths he had ready to employ not one was adequate to the occasion.

Avast heaving! he roared, and the sweating seamen eased their aching backs.

Hornblower tugged at his chin as though he wanted to pull it off. He would have to sail the anchor out of the ground  a delicate manœuvre involving peril to masts and rigging, and which might end in a ridiculous fiasco. Up to the moment only a few knowing people in Panama could have guessed at the ships predicament, but the moment sail was set telescopes would be trained upon her from the city walls and if the operation failed everyone would know and would be amused  and the Lydia might be delayed for hours repairing damage. But he was not going to abandon that anchor and cable.

He looked up at the vane at the masthead, and overside at the water; the wind was across the tide, which gave them a chance, at least. He issued his orders quietly, taking the utmost precaution to conceal his trepidation, and steadily keeping his back to Lady Barbara. The topmen raced aloft to set the fore-topsail; with that and the driver he could get sternway upon the ship. Harrison stood by the capstan ready first to let the cable go with a run and then second to have it hove in like lightning when the ship came forward again. Bush had his men ready at the braces, and every idle hand was gathered round the capstan.

The cable roared out as the ship gathered sternway; Hornblower stood rooted to the quarterdeck feeling that he would give a week of his life for the chance to pace up and down without meeting Lady Barbaras eyes. With narrowed eyes he watched the progress of the ship, his mind juggling with a dozen factors at once  the drag of the cable on the bows, the pressure of the wind on the driver and the backed fore-topsail, the set of the tide, the increasing sternway, the amount of cable still to run out. He picked his moment.

Hard-a-starboard, he rasped at the quartermaster at the wheel, and then to the hands forward, Smartly with the braces now!

With the rudder hard across the ship came round a trifle. The fore-topsail came round. The jibs and fore staysails were set like lightning. There was a shuddering moment before the ship paid off. Her sternway checked, the ship hesitated, and then, joyfully, began slowly to move forward close hauled. Up aloft every sail that could draw was being set as Hornblower barked his orders. The capstan clanked ecstatically as Harrisons men raced round with the bars gathering the cable again.

Hornblower had a moment to think now, with the ship gathering forward way. The drag of the cable would throw her all aback if he gave her the least chance. He was conscious of the rapid beating of his heart as he watched the main topsail for the first signs of flapping. It took all his force of will to keep his voice from shaking as he gave his orders to the helmsman. The cable was coming in fast; the next crisis was at hand, which would see the anchor out of the ground or the Lydia dismasted. He nerved himself for it, judged his moment, and then shouted for all sail to be got in.

All the long and painful drill to which Bush had subjected the crew bore its fruit now. Courses, topsails and topgallants were got in during the few seconds which were left, and as the last shred of canvas disappeared a fresh order from Hornblower brought the ship round, pointing straight into the wind and towards the hidden anchor, the way she had gathered carrying her slowly forward. Hornblower strained his ears to listen to the capstan.

Clank-clank-clank-clank.

Harrison was driving his men round and round the capstan like madmen.

Clank-clank-clank.

The ship was moving perceptibly slower. He could not tell yet if all this effort was to end ignominiously in failure.

Clank-clank.

There came a wild yell from Harrison.

Anchors free, sir!

Set all sail, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower; Bush was making no attempt to conceal his admiration for a brilliant piece of seamanship, and Hornblower had to struggle hard to keep his voice at the hard mechanical pitch which would hide his elation and convince everyone that he had had no doubt from the very start of the success of his manœuvre.

He set a compass course, and as the ship came round and steadied upon it he gave one final glance of inspection round the deck.

Ha  hm, he rasped, and dived below, to where he could relax and recover, out of Bushs sight  and out of Lady Barbaras, too.


Chapter XI
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STRETCHED FLAT ON his back in his cabin, blowing thick greasy wreaths of smoke from one of General Hernandez cigars towards the deck above him where sat Lady Barbara, Hornblower began slowly to recover from the strain of a very trying day. It had begun with the approach to Panama, with every nerve keyed up lest an ambush had been laid, and it had ended so far with this trying business of the fouled anchor. Between the two had come Lady Barbaras arrival and the interview with the Viceroy of New Granada.

The Viceroy had been a typical Spanish gentleman of the old school  Hornblower decided that he would rather have dealings with El Supremo any day of the week. El Supremo might have an unpleasant habit of barbarously putting men to death, but he found no difficulty in making up his mind and one could be confident that orders issued by him would be obeyed with equal promptitude. The Viceroy, on the other hand, while full of approval of Hornblowers suggestion that instant action against the rebels was necessary, had not been ready to act on it. He was obviously surprised at Hornblowers decision to sail from Panama on the same day as his arrival  he had expected the Lydia to stay for at least a week of fêtings and junketings and idleness. He had agreed that at least a thousand soldiers must be transported to the Nicaraguan coast  although a thousand soldiers constituted practically the whole of his command  but he had clearly intended to postpone until the morrow the issuing of the orders for that concentration.

Hornblower had had to use all his tact to persuade him to do it at once, to give his instructions from his very banqueting table, and to put his favourite aides de camp to the pain of riding with messages under a hot sun during the sacred hours of the siesta. The banquet had in itself been trying; Hornblower felt as if there were no skin left on his palate, so highly peppered had been every dish. Both because of the spiciness of the food and the pressing hospitality of the Viceroy it had been hard to avoid drinking too much; in an age of hard drinking Hornblower stood almost alone in his abstemiousness, from no conscientious motive but solely because he actively disliked the feeling of not having complete control of his judgment.

But he could not refuse that last glass of wine, seeing what news had just come in. He sat up on his cot with a jerk. That business with the anchor had driven the recollection out of his mind. Good manners compelled him to go and communicate the news to Lady Barbara, seeing how closely it concerned her. He ran up on deck, pitched his cigar overboard, and went towards her. Gerard, the officer of the watch, was in close conversation with her; Hornblower smiled grimly to himself when he saw Gerard hurriedly break off the conversation and move away.

She was still seated aft by the taffrail in her hammock chair, the negress at her feet. She seemed to be drinking in the cool wind against which the Lydia was standing out of the gulf close hauled. On the starboard beam the sun was nearly at the horizon, a disc of orange fire in the clear blue of the sky, and she was exposing her face to its level beams with a total disregard for her complexion which accounted for her sunburn and, presumably, for the fact that she was now twenty seven and still unmarried despite a trip to India. Yet there was a serenity in her expression which seemed to show that at the moment at least she was not worrying about being an old maid.

She acknowledged his bow with a smile.

It is heavenly to be at sea again, Captain, she said. You have given me no opportunity so far to tell you how grateful I am to you for taking me away from Panama. To be a prisoner was bad enough, but to be free and yet to be confined there by force of circumstances would have driven me out of my mind. Believe me, Captain, you have won my eternal gratitude.

Hornblower bowed again.

I trust the Dons treated your ladyship with all respect?

She shrugged her shoulders.

Well enough. But Spanish manners can grow trying. I was in the charge of Her Excellency  an admirable woman, but insupportably dull. In Spanish America women are treated like Mohammedans. And Spanish-American food  

The words recalled to Hornblower the banquet he had just endured, and the expression on his face made Lady Barbara break off her sentence to laugh, so infectiously that Hornblower could not help but join in.

Will you not sit down, Captain?

Hornblower resented the suggestion. He had never once during this commission sat in a chair on his own deck, and he disliked innovations in his habits.

Thank you, your ladyship, but I prefer to stand if I may. I came to give you good news.

Indeed? Then your company is doubly pleasant. I am all eagerness to hear.

Your brother, Sir Arthur, has won a great victory in Portugal over the French. Under the terms of a convention the French are evacuating the whole country and are handing over Lisbon to the English army.

That is very good news. I have always been proud of Arthur  this makes me prouder still.

It gives me great pleasure to be the first to congratulate his sister.

Lady Barbara contrived miraculously to bow although seated in her hammock chair  Hornblower was conscious of the difficulty of the feat and grudgingly admitted to himself that it was well done.

How did the news come?

It was announced to the Viceroy while I was at dinner with him. A ship has reached Porto Bello from Cadiz, and a messenger rode express by the waggon road. There were other news as well  how true is more than I can say.

To what effect, Captain?

The Spaniards claim a victory, too. They say a whole army of Bonapartes has surrendered to them in Andalusia. They are already looking forward to an invasion of France in company with the English army.

And how true do you think it is?

I distrust it. They may have cut off a detachment by good luck. But it will need more than a Spanish army to beat Bonaparte. I can foresee no speedy end to the war.

Lady Barbara nodded a grave approval. She looked out to where the sun was sinking into the sea, and Hornblower looked with her. To him the disappearance of the sun each evening into those placid waters was a daily miracle of beauty. The line of the horizon cut the disc now. They watched silently, as the sun sank farther and farther. Soon only a tiny edge was left; it vanished, reappeared for a second like a glint of gold as the Lydia heaved up over the swell, and then faded once more. The sky glowed red in the west, but overhead it grew perceptibly darker with the approach of night.

Beautiful! Exquisite! said Lady Barbara; her hands were tightly clasped together. She was silent for a moment before she spoke again, returning to the last subject of conversation. Yes. One gleam of success and the Spaniards will look on the war as good as over. And in England the herd will be expecting my brother to lead the army into Paris by Christmas. And if he does not they will forget his victories and clamour for his head.

Hornblower resented the word herd  by birth and by blood he was one of the herd himself  but he was aware of the profound truth of Lady Barbaras remarks. She had summed up for him his opinion both of the Spanish national temperament and of the British mob. Along with that went her appreciation of the sunset and her opinion of Spanish-American food. He actually felt well disposed towards her.

I hope, he said, ponderously, that your ladyship was provided today during my absence with everything necessary? A ship is poorly provided with comforts for women, but I hope that my officers did their best for your ladyship.

Thank you, Captain, they did indeed. There is only one more thing that I wish for, which I should like to ask as a favour.

Yes, your ladyship?

And that is that you do not call me your ladyship. Call me Lady Barbara, if you will.

Certainly, your  Lady Barbara. Ha  hm.

Ghosts of dimples appeared in the thin cheeks, and the bright eyes sparkled.

And if Lady Barbara does not come easily to you, Captain, and you wish to attract my attention, you can always say ha  hm. 

Hornblower stiffened with anger at this impertinence. He was about to turn on his heel, drawing a deep breath as he did so, and he was about to exhale that breath and clear his throat when he realised that he would never again, or at least until he had reached some port where he could get rid of this woman, be able to make use of that useful and noncommittal sound. But Lady Barbara checked him with outstretched hand; even at that moment he noticed her long slender fingers.

I am sorry, Captain, she said, all contrition, please accept my apologies, although I know now that it was quite unforgivable.

She looked positively pretty as she pleaded. Hornblower stood hesitating, looking down at her. He realised that why he was angry was not because of the impertinence, but because this sharp-witted woman had already guessed at the use he made of this sound to hide his feelings, and with that realisation his anger changed into his usual contempt for himself.

There is nothing to forgive, maam, he said, heavily. And now, if you will forgive me in your turn, I will attend to my duties in the ship.

He left her there in the fast falling night. A ships boy had just come aft and lighted the binnacle lamps, and he stopped and read on the slate and traverse board the record of the afternoons run. He wrote in his painstaking hand the instructions with regard to calling him  because some time that night they would round Cape Mala and have to change course to the northward  and then he went below again to his cabin.

He felt oddly disturbed and ill at ease and not merely because of the upsetting of all his habits. It was annoying that his own private water closet was barred to him now so that he had to use the wardroom one, but it was not just because of this. Not even was it merely because he was on his way to fight the Natividad again in the certain knowledge that with Vice Admiral Cristobal de Crespo in command it would be a hard battle. That was part of what was troubling him  and then he realised with a shock that his disquiet was due to the added responsibility of Lady Barbaras presence on board.

He knew quite well what would be the fate of himself and his crew if the Lydia were beaten by the Natividad. They would be hanged or drowned or tortured to death  El Supremo would show no mercy to the Englishman who had turned against him. That possibility left him unmoved at present, because it was so entirely inevitable that he should fight the Natividad. But it was far different in Lady Barbaras case. He would have to see that she did not fall alive into Crespos hands.

This brief wording of his difficulty brought him a sudden spasm of irritation. He cursed the yellow fever which had driven her on board; he cursed his own slavish obedience to orders which had resulted in the Natividads fighting on the rebels side. He found himself clenching his hands and gritting his teeth with rage. If he won his fight public opinion would censure him (with all public opinions usual ignorance of circumstances) for risking the life of a lady  of a Wellesley. If he lost it  but he could not bear to think about that. He cursed his own weakness for allowing her to come on board; for a moment he even dallied with the notion of putting back to Panama and setting her on shore. But he put that notion aside. The Natividad might take the Manila galleon. His crew, already discomposed by all the recent changes of plan, would fret still more if he went back and then went to sea again. And Lady Barbara might refuse  and with yellow fever raging in Panama she would be justified in refusing. He could not exercise his authority so brutally as to force a woman to land in a fever-stricken town. He swore to himself again, senselessly, making use of all the filthy oaths and frantic blasphemies acquired during his sea experience.

From the deck came a shrilling of pipes and a shouting of orders and a clatter of feet; apparently the wind had backed round now with the fall of night. As the sound died away the feeling of oppression in the tiny cabin overcame him. It was hot and stuffy; the oil lamp swinging over his head stank horribly. He plunged up on deck again. Aft from the taffrail he heard a merry laugh from Lady Barbara, instantly followed by a chorus of guffaws. The dark mass there must be at least half a dozen officers, all grouped round Lady Barbaras chair. It was only to be expected that after seven months  eight, nearly, now  without seeing an Englishwoman they would cluster round her like bees round a hive.

His first instinct was to drive them away, but he checked himself. He could not dictate to his officers how they spent their watch below, and they would attribute his action to his desire to monopolise her society to himself  and that was not in the least the case. He went down again, unobserved by the group, to the stuffy cabin and the stinking lamp. It was the beginning of a sleepless and restless night for him.


Chapter XII
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MORNING FOUND THE Lydia heaving and swooping lightly over a quartering sea. On the starboard beam, just jutting over the horizon, were the greyish-pink summits of the volcanoes of that tormented country; by ranging along just in sight of the coast the Lydia stood her best chance of discovering the Natividad. The captain was already afoot  indeed, his coxswain Brown had had apologetically to sand the captains portion of the quarterdeck while he paced up and down it.

Far away on the port side the black shape of a whale broke surface in a flurry of foam  dazzling white against the blue sea  and a thin plume of white smoke was visible as the whale emptied its lungs. Hornblower liked whales for some reason or other; the sight of this one, in fact, led him on his first step back towards good temper. With the imminent prospect of his cold shower bath before him the prickle of sweat under his shirt was gratifying now instead of irritating. Two hours ago he had been telling himself that he loathed this Pacific coast, its blue sea and its hideous volcanoes  even its freedom from navigational difficulties. He had felt himself homesick for the rocks and shoals and fogs and tides of the Channel, but now, bathed in sunshine, his opinion changed once more. There was something to be said in favour of the Pacific after all. Perhaps this new alliance between Spain and England would induce the Dons to relax some of their selfish laws prohibiting trade with America; they might even go so far as to try to exploit the possibility of that canal across Nicaragua which the British Admiralty had in mind, and in that case this blue Pacific would come into its own. El Supremo would have to be suppressed first, of course, but on this pleasant morning Hornblower foresaw less difficulty in that.

Gray, the masters mate, had come aft to heave the log. Hornblower checked in his walk to watch the operation. Gray tossed the little triangle of wood over the stern, and, log line in hand, he gazed fixedly with his boyish blue eyes at the dancing bit of wood.

Turn! he cried sharply to the hand with the sand glass, while the line ran out freely over the rail.

Stop! called the man with the glass.

Gray nipped the line with his fingers and checked its progress, and then read off the length run out. A sharp jerk at the thin cord which had run out with the line freed the peg so that the log now floated with its edge towards the ship, enabling Gray to pull the log in hand over hand.

How much? called Hornblower to Gray.

Seven an nigh on a half, sir.

The Lydia was a good ship to reel off seven and a half knots in that breeze, even though her best point of sailing was with the wind on her quarter. It would not take long if the wind held to reach waters where the Natividad might be expected to be found. The Natividad was a slow sailer, as nearly all those two-decker fifty-gun ships were, and as Hornblower had noticed when he had sailed in her company ten days back  it might as well be ten years, so long did it seem  from the Gulf of Fonseca to La Libertad.

If he met her in the open sea he could trust to the handiness of his ship and the experience of his crew to out-manœuvre her and discount her superior weight of metal. If the ships once closed and the rebels boarded their superior numbers would overwhelm his crew. He must keep clear, slip across her stern and rake her half a dozen times. Hornblowers busy mind, as he paced up and down the deck, began to visualise the battle, and to make plans for the possible eventualities  whether or not he might hold the weather gage, whether or not there might be a high sea running, whether or not the battle began close inshore.

The little negress Hebe came picking her way across the deck, her red handkerchief brilliant in the sunshine, and before the scandalised crew could prevent her she had interrupted the captain in his sacred morning walk.

Milady says would the captain breakfast with her, she lisped.

Eh  whats that? asked Hornblower, taken by surprise and coming out of his day dream with a jerk, and then, as he realised the triviality for which he had been interrupted, No no no! Tell her ladyship I will not breakfast with her. Tell her that I will never breakfast with her. Tell her that on no account am I to be sent messages during the morning. Tell her you are not allowed and neither is she on this deck before eight bells. Get below!

Even then the little negress did not seem to realise how enormous had been her offence. She nodded and smiled as she backed away without a sign of contrition. Apparently she was used to white gentlemen who were irascible before breakfast and attributed little importance to the symptoms. The open skylight of the after cabin was close beside him as he walked, and through it he could hear, now that his reverie had been broken into, the clatter of crockery, and then first Hebes and then Lady Barbaras voice.

The sound of the men scrubbing the decks, the harping of the rigging and the creaking of the timbers were noises to which he was used. From forward came the thunderous beat of a sledgehammer as the armourer and his mate worked upon the fluke of the anchor which had been bent in yesterdays misadventure. He could tolerate all the ships noises, but this clack-clack-clack of womens tongues through the open skylight would drive him mad. He stamped off the deck in a rage again. He did not enjoy his bath after all, and he cursed Polwheal for clumsiness in handing him his dressing gown, and he tore the threadbare shirt which Polwheal had put out for him and cursed again. It was intolerable that he should be driven in this fashion off his own deck. Even the excellent coffee, sweetened (as he liked it) to a syrup with sugar, did not relieve his fresh ill temper. Nor, most assuredly, did the necessity of having to explain to Bush that the Lydia was now sailing to seek out and to capture the Natividad, having already been to enormous pains to capture her and hand her over to the rebels who were now their foes.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush gravely, having heard the new development. He was being so obviously tactful, and he so pointedly refrained from comment, that Hornblower swore at him.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush again, knowing perfectly well why he was being sworn at, and also knowing that he would be sworn at far worse if he said anything beyond aye aye, sir. Really what he wanted to utter was some expression of sympathy for Hornblower in his present situation, but he knew he dared not sympathise with his queer-tempered captain.

As the day wore on Hornblower came to repent of his ill humour. The saw-edged volcanic coast was slipping past them steadily, and ahead of them somewhere lay the Natividad. There was a desperate battle awaiting them, and before they should fight it would be tactful for him to entertain his officers to dinner. And he knew that any captain with an eye to his professional advancement would be careful not to treat a Wellesley in the cavalier fashion he had employed up to the present. And ordinary politeness dictated that he should at this, the earliest opportunity, arrange that his guest should meet his officers formally at dinner, even though he knew full well that she had already, in her emancipated manner, conversed with half of them in the darkness of the quarterdeck.

He sent Polwheal across to Lady Barbara with a politely worded request that Lady Barbara would be so kind as to allow Captain Hornblower and his officers to dine with her in the after cabin and Polwheal returned with a politely worded message to the effect that Lady Barbara would be delighted. Six was the maximum number that could sit round the after cabin table; and superstitiously Hornblower remembered that on the eve of his last encounter with the Natividad Galbraith, Clay, and Savage had been his guests. He would never have admitted to himself that it was for this reason that he invited them again in the hope of encountering similar good fortune, but it was the case nevertheless. He invited Bush as the sixth  the other possible choice was Gerard, and Gerard was so handsome and had acquired somehow such a knowledge of the world that Hornblower did not want to bring him into too frequent contact with Lady Barbara  solely, he hastened to assure himself, for the sake of peace and quiet in his ship. And when that was all settled he could go on deck again to take his noon sights and pace his quarterdeck in his consuming restlessness, feeling that he could (after this exchange of polite messages) meet Lady Barbaras eye without the embarrassment that would previously have prevented him, unreasoningly.

The dinner at three oclock was a success. Clay and Savage passed through the stages of behaviour that might have been expected of boys their age. At first they were brusque and shy in Lady Barbaras presence, and then, when the novelty had worn off and they had a glass of wine inside them, they moved towards the other extreme of over-familiarity. Even the hard-bitten Bush, surprisingly, showed the same symptoms in the same order, while poor Galbraith was of course shy all the time.

But Hornblower was astonished at the ease with which Lady Barbara handled them. His own Maria would have been too gauche ever to have pulled that party together, and in a world where he knew few women Hornblower was prone to measure the ones he met by Marias standard. Lady Barbara laughed away Clays bumptiousness, listened appreciatively to Bushs account of Trafalgar (when he had been a junior lieutenant in the Téméraire) and then won Galbraiths heart completely by displaying a close knowledge of a remarkable poem called The Lay of the Last Minstrel by an Edinburgh lawyer  every line of which Galbraith knew by heart, and which Galbraith thought was the greatest poem in the English language. His cheeks glowed with pleasure as they discussed it.

Hornblower kept his opinion of the work to himself. His model author was Gibbon, whose Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire was to be found in the very locker on which he sat, and he was surprised that a woman who could quote Juvenal with ease should be so interested in a barbaric romantic poem with no polish about it whatever. He contented himself with sitting back and watching the faces round the table  Galbraith tense and pleased, Clay and Savage and Bush a little out of their depth but interested in spite of themselves, and Lady Barbara completely at ease, conversing with a fearless self-confidence which nevertheless (as Hornblower grudgingly admitted to himself) seemed to owe nothing to her great position.

She made no use of her sex, either, Hornblower realised, and yet she was, marvellously, neither cold nor masculine. She might have been Savages aunt or Galbraiths sister. She could talk to men as an equal, and yet could keep from her manner both invitation and hostility. She was very different from Maria. And when dinner was over and the officers rose to drink the health of the King, stooping under the deck beams (not until twenty five more years had passed would a King who had been a sailor himself give permission to the Navy to drink his health sitting) she echoed God bless him! and finished her single glass of wine with exactly the right touch of light-hearted solemnity which befitted the occasion. Hornblower suddenly realised that he was passionately anxious for the evening not to end.

Do you play whist, Lady Barbara? he asked.

Why, yes, she said, are there whist players on board this ship?

There are some who are not too enthusiastic, replied Hornblower, grinning at his juniors.

But nobody had nearly as much objection to playing in a four with Lady Barbara, the more so as her presence might moderate the captains dry strictness. The cut allotted Lady Barbara as the captains partner against Clay and Galbraith. Clay dealt and turned up a heart as trump; it was Lady Barbaras lead. She led the king of hearts, and Hornblower writhed uneasily in his seat. This might well be the play of a mere tyro, and somehow it hurt him to think that Lady Barbara was a bad whist player. But the king of hearts was followed by the king of diamonds, which also took the trick, and that by the ace of hearts, followed by the seven. Hornblower took the trick with the queen  his last heart, making a total of eleven played, and returned a diamond. Down came Lady Barbaras queen. Next came the ace of diamonds, and then two small ones to follow. At his first discard Hornblower dropped the seven from his suit of four clubs headed by king and knave. His opponents each discarded small spades on that remorseless string of diamonds. From doubt Hornblower changed instantly to complete confidence in his partner, which was entirely justified. She led the ace of clubs followed by the three, Hornblower finessed his knave, played his king, on which his partner discarded her singleton spade and then claimed the last two tricks with her remaining trumps. They had made a slam even though their opponents held every trick in spades.

Lady Barbara had shown that she could play a good hand well; later she proved that she could fight out a losing hand with equal brilliance. She watched every discard, noted every signal, finessed boldly when there was a chance of profit, returned her partners leads and yet resolutely ignored them if her hand justified the risk; she played low from a sequence and led high. Not since the Lydia had left England had Hornblower had such a good partner. In his pleasure at this discovery Hornblower quite forgot to have any qualms at the fact that here was a woman who could do something well.

And the next evening she displayed another accomplishment, when she brought out a guitar onto the quarterdeck and accompanied herself in the songs which she sang in a sweet soprano  so sweet that the crew came creeping aft and crouched to listen under the gangways and coughed and fidgeted sentimentally at the close of each song. Galbraith was her slave, and she could play on his musical heartstrings as on her guitar. The midshipmen loved her. Even the barnacle-encrusted officers like Bush and Crystal softened towards her, and Gerard flashed his brilliant smile at her and made play with his good looks and told her stories of his privateering days and of his slaving adventures up the African rivers. Hornblower watched Gerard anxiously during that voyage up the Nicaraguan coast, and cursed his own tone deafness which made Lady Barbaras singing not merely indifferent to him but almost painful.


Chapter XIII
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THE LONG VOLCANIC coast line slid past them day after day. Every day brought its eternal panorama of blue sea and blue sky, of slaty-pink volcanic peaks and a fringing coast line of vivid green. With decks cleared for action and every man at his post they ran once more into the Gulf of Fonseca and sailed round the island of Manguera in search of the Natividad, but they did not find her. They saw no sign of life on the shores of the bay, either. Someone fired a musket at the ship from the cliffs of Manguera  the spent bullet thudded into the main-chains  but they did not see the man who fired it. Bush steered the Lydia out of the gulf again and northeastward in his search for the Natividad.

The Natividad was not to be found in the roadstead of La Libertad, nor in any of the little ports farther along. There was much smoke to be seen at Champerico, and Hornblower, training his glass upon it, could see that for once it was not volcanic. Champerico was in flames, so that presumably El Supremos men had come there spreading enlightenment, but there was no sign of the Natividad.

Storms awaited them in the Gulf of Tehuantepec, for that corner of the Pacific is always stormy, lashed by the wind which blows hither from the Gulf of Mexico through a gap in the sierras. Hornblower was made aware of the change by an increase in the motion of the ship. She was rising and swooping more violently than usual and a gusty wind was heeling her sharply over. It was just eight bells, and the watch was being called; he could hear the bellowings of the masters mates Show a leg! Show a leg! Lash up and stow! Lash up and stow!  as he ran up to the quarterdeck. The sky was still blue overhead and the sun was hot, but the sea was grey, now, and running high, and the Lydia was beginning to labour under her press of sail.

I was just sending down to you, sir, for permission to shorten sail, said Bush.

Hornblower glanced up at the canvas, and over towards the clouds towards the coast.

Yes. Get the courses and tgallants off her, he said.

The Lydia plunged heavily as he spoke, and then rose again, labouring, the water creaming under her bows. The whole ship was alive with the creaking of timber and the harping of the rigging. Under shortened sail she rode more easily, but the wind on her beam was growing stronger, and she was bowing down to it as she crashed over the waves. Looking round, Hornblower saw Lady Barbara standing with one hand on the taffrail. The wind was whipping her skirts about her, and with her other hand she was trying to restrain the curls that streamed round her head. Her cheeks were pink under their tan, and her eyes sparkled.

You ought to be below, Lady Barbara, he said.

Oh, no, Captain. This is too delicious after the heat we have been enduring.

A shower of spray came rattling over the bulwarks and wetted them both.

It is your health, maam, about which I am anxious.

If salt water was harmful sailors would die young.

Her cheeks were as bright as if she had been using cosmetics. Hornblower could refuse her nothing, even though he bitterly remembered how last evening she had sat in the shadow of the mizzen rigging talking so animatedly to Gerard that no one else had been able to profit by her society.

Then you may stay on deck, maam, since you wish it, unless this gale increases  and I fancy it will.

Thank you, Captain, she replied. There was a look in her eye which seemed to indicate that the question as to what would happen if the gale increased was not nearly as decided as the captain appeared to think  but like her great brother she crossed no bridges until she came to them.

Hornblower turned away; he would clearly have liked to have stayed there talking, with the spray pattering about them, but his duty was with his ship. As he reached the wheel there came a hail from the masthead.

Sail ho! Deck, there, a sail right ahead. Looks like Natividad, sir.

Hornblower gazed up. The lookout was clinging to his perch, being swung round and round in dizzy circles as the ship pitched and swooped over the waves.

Up you go, Knyvett, he snapped to the midshipman beside him. Take a glass with you and tell me what you can see. He knew that he himself would be of no use as a lookout in that wild weather  he was ashamed of it, but he had to admit it to himself. Soon Knyvetts boyish voice came calling down to him through the gale.

Shes the Natividad, sir. I can see the cut of her topsls.

Hows she heading?

On the starboard tack, sir, same course as us. Her masts are in one line. Now shes altering course, sir. Shes wearing round. She must have seen us, sir. Now shes on the port tack, sir, heading up to windard of us, close-hauled, sir.

Oh, is she, said Hornblower to himself, grimly. It was an unusual experience to have a Spanish ship face about and challenge action  but he remembered that she was a Spanish ship no longer. He would not allow her to get the weather gage of him, come what might.

Man the braces, there! he shouted, and then to the man at the wheel, Port your helm. And mark ye, fellow, keep her as near the wind as shell lie. Mr. Bush, beat to quarters, if you please, and clear for action.

As the drum rolled and the hands came pouring up he remembered the woman aft by the taffrail, and his stolid fatalism changed to anxiety.

Your place is below, Lady Barbara, he said. Take your maid with you. You must stay in the cockpit until the action is over  no, not the cockpit. Go to the cable tier.

Captain   she began, but Hornblower was not in the mood for argument  if indeed she had argument in mind.

Mr. Clay! he rasped. Conduct her ladyship and her maid to the cable tier. See that she is safe before you leave her. Those are my orders, Mr. Clay. Ha  hm.

A cowardly way out, perhaps, to throw on Clay the responsibility of seeing his orders carried out. He knew it, but he was angry with the woman because of the sick feeling of worry which she was occasioning him. She left him, nevertheless, with a smile and a wave of the hand, Clay trotting before her.

For several minutes the ship was a turmoil of industry as the men went through the well learned drill. The guns were run out, the decks sanded, the hoses rigged to the pumps, the fires extinguished, the bulkheads torn down. The Natividad could be seen from the deck now, sailing on the opposite tack towards her, obviously clawing her hardest up to windward to get the weather gage. Hornblower looked up at the sails to mark the least shiver.

Steer small, blast you, he growled at the quartermaster.

The Lydia lay over before the gale, the waves crashing and hissing overside, the rigging playing a wild symphony. Last night she had been stealing peacefully over a calm and moonlit sea, and now here she was twelve hours later thrashing through a storm with a battle awaiting her. The wind was undoubtedly increasing, a wilder puff almost took her aback, and she staggered and rolled until the helmsman allowed her to pay off.

Natividad wont be able to open her lower deck ports! gloated Bush beside him. Hornblower stared across the grey sea at the enemy. He saw a cloud of spray break over her bows.

No, he said, heavily. He would not discuss the possibilities of the approaching action for fear lest he might be too talkative. Ill trouble you, Mr. Bush, to have two reefs taken in those topsls.

On opposite tacks the ships were nearing each other along the sides of an obtuse angle. Look as closely as he would, he could not decide which ship would be to windward when they met at the apex.

Mr. Gerard, he called down to the lieutenant in charge of the port side main deck battery. See that the matches in your tubs are alight.

Aye aye, sir.

With all this spray breaking aboard the flint lock trigger mechanism could not be relied upon until the guns grew hot and the old fashioned method of ignition might have to be used  in the tubs on deck were coils of slow-match to meet this emergency. He stared across again at the Natividad. She, too, had reefed her topsails now, and was staggering along, close-hauled, under storm canvas. She was flying the blue flag with the yellow star; Hornblower glanced up overhead to where the dingy white ensign fluttered from the peak.

Shes opened fire, sir, said Bush beside him.

Hornblower looked back at the Natividad just in time to see the last of a puff of smoke blown to shreds by the wind. The sound of the shot did not reach them, and where the ball went no one could say  the jet of water which it struck up somewhere was hidden in the tossing waves.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower.

It was bad policy, even with a well-drilled crew, to open fire at long range. That first broadside, discharged from guns loaded carefully and at leisure, and aimed by crews with time to think, was too precious a thing to be dissipated lightly. It should be saved up for use at the moment when it would do maximum harm, however great might be the strain of waiting inactive.

Well be passing mighty close, sir, said Bush.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower.

Still there was no means of telling which ship would hold the weather gage when they met. It appeared as if they would meet bow to bow in collision if both captains held rigidly to their present courses. Hornblower had to exert all his will power to keep himself standing still and apparently unemotional as the tension increased.

Another puff of smoke from the Natividads starboard bow, and this time they heard the sound of the shot as it passed overhead between the masts.

Closer! said Bush.

Another puff, and simultaneously a crash from the waist told where the shot had struck.

Two men down at number four gun, said Bush, stooping to look forward under the gangway, and then, eyeing the distance between the two ships, Christ! Its going to be a near thing.

It was a situation which Hornblower had visualised several times in his solitary walks on the quarterdeck. He took a last glance up at the weathervane, and at the topsails on the point of shivering as the ship tossed on the heaving sea.

Stand by, Mr. Rayner. Fire as your guns bear, he called. Rayner was in command of the starboard side main deck battery. Then, from the corner of his mouth to the men at the wheel Put your helm a-weather. Catch her! Hold her so!

The Lydia spun round and shot down the lee side of the Natividad and her starboard side guns went off almost simultaneously in a rolling crash that shook the ship to her keel. The billow of smoke that enveloped her momentarily was blown away instantly by the gale. Every shot crashed into the Natividads side; the wind brought to their ears the screams of the wounded. So unexpected had the manœuvre been that only one single shot was fired from the Natividad, and that did no damage  her lower deck ports on this, her lee side, were closed because of the high sea.

Grand! Oh, grand! said Bush. He sniffed at the bitter powder smoke eddying round him as if it had been sweet incense.

Stand by to go about, rasped Hornblower.

A well-drilled crew, trained in months of storms under Bushs eagle eye, was ready at sheets and braces. The Lydia tacked about, turning like a machine, before the Natividad could offer any counter to this unexpected attack, and Gerard fired his battery into her helpless stern. The ships boys were cheering aimlessly in high piping trebles as they came running up from below with new charges for the guns. On the starboard side the guns were already loaded; on the port side the guns crews were thrusting wet swabs down the bore to extinguish any residual fragments of smouldering cartridge, ramming in the charges and shot, and heaving the guns up into firing position again. Hornblower stared across the tossing water at the Natividad. He could see Crespo up on her poop; the fellow actually had the insolence to wave his hand to him, airily, while in the midst of bellowing orders at his unhandy crew.

The Lydia had wrung the utmost advantage out of her manœuvre; she had fired her two broadsides at close range and had only received a single shot in reply, but now she had to pay for it. By her possession of the weather gage the Natividad could force close action for a space if resolutely handled. Hornblower could just see her rudder from where he stood. He saw it kick over, and next moment the two-decker had swung round and was hurtling down upon them. Gerard stood in the midst of his battery gazing with narrowed eyes into the wind at the impressive bulk close overside. His swarthy beauty was accentuated by the tenseness of the moment and the fierce concentration of his expression, but for once he was quite unconscious of his good looks.

Cock your locks! he ordered. Take your aim! Fire!

The roar of the broadside coincided exactly with that of the Natividads. The ship was enveloped in smoke, through which could be heard the rattling of splinters, the sound of cut rigging tumbling to the deck, and through it all Gerards voice continuing with his drill Stop your vents! The quicker the touch holes of the muzzle loaders were plugged after firing the less would be the wear caused by the rush of the acid gases through them.

The guns crews strained at the tackles as the heave of the ship bade fair to send them surging back against the ships sides. They sponged and they rammed.

Fire as you will, boys! shouted Gerard. He was up on the hammock-netting now, gazing through the smoke wreaths at the Natividad rising and swooping alongside. The next broadside crashed out raggedly, and the next more raggedly still, as the more expert gun crews got off their shots more quickly than the others; soon the sound of firing was continuous, and the Lydia was constantly a-tremble. At intervals through the roar of her cannon came the thunderous crash of the Natividads broadside  Crespo evidently could not trust his crew to fire independently with efficiency, and was working them to the word of command. He was doing it well, too; at intervals, as the sea permitted, her lower deck ports were opening like clockwork and the big twenty four pounders were vomiting flame and smoke.

Hot work, this, sir, said Bush.

The iron hail was sweeping the Lydias decks. There were dead men piled round the masts, whither they had been hastily dragged so as not to encumber the guns crews. Wounded men were being dragged along the deck and down the hatchways to where the horrors of the cockpit awaited them. As Hornblower looked he saw a powder boy flung across the deck, dissolved into a red inhuman mass as a twenty four pounder ball hit him.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, but the sound was drowned in the roar of the quarterdeck carronade beside him. It was hot work indeed, too hot. This five minutes of close firing was sufficient to convince him that the Natividads guns were too well worked for the Lydia to have any chance against her overpowering strength broadside to broadside, despite the damage done in the first few minutes of the action. He would have to win by craft if he was to win at all.

Hands to the braces! he yelled, his voice, high-pitched, cutting through the din of the guns. He stared narrow-eyed at the Natividad with the smoke pouring from her sides, he estimated the force of the wind and the speeds of the ships. His mind was making calculations with delirious rapidity, keyed up by the excitement, as he began the new manœuvre. Throwing the main topsail aback a trifle allowed the Natividad to shoot ahead without taking so much way off the Lydia as to make her unhandy, and then the next moment Hornblower tacked his ship about so that his waiting starboard battery was able to fire into the Natividads stern. The Natividad came up into the wind in the endeavour to follow her opponent round and keep broadside to broadside with her, but the frigate was far quicker in stays than the clumsy, stumpy two-decker. Hornblower, watching his enemy with his keen gaze, tacked once more, instantly, and shot past the Natividads stern on the opposite tack while Gerard, running from gun to gun, sent every shot crashing into the shattered timbers.

Glorious! Damme! Damn my eyes! Damn my soul! Glorious! spluttered Bush, thumping his right fist into his left hand and leaping up and down on the quarterdeck.

Hornblower had no attention to spare for Bush nor for Bushs good opinion, although later he was to remember hearing the words and find warm comfort in them. As the ships diverged he shouted for the Lydia to go about again, but even as the sheets were handed and the helm put over the Natividad wore round to pass her to leeward. So much the better. At the cost of a single exchange of broadsides he would be able to assail that vulnerable stern again, and if the Natividad attempted to circle, his was the handier ship and he could rely on getting in at least two effective shots to his opponents one. He watched the Natividad come foaming up; her bulwarks were riddled with shot and there was a trickle of blood from her scuppers. He caught a glimpse of Crespo on the poop  he had hoped that he might have been killed in the last two broadsides, for that would mean, almost for certain, a slackening in the attack. But her guns were run out ready, and on this, her weather side, her lower deck ports were open.

For what we are about to receive   said Bush repeating the hackneyed old blasphemy quoted in every ship awaiting a broadside.

Seconds seemed as long as minutes as the two ships neared. They were passing within a dozen yards of each other. Bow overlapped bow, foremast passed foremast and then foremast passed mainmast. Rayner was looking aft, and as soon as he saw that the aftermost gun bore on the target he shouted the order to fire. The Lydia lifted to the recoil of the guns, the ears were split with the sound of the discharge, and then, even before the gale had time to blow away the smoke, came the Natividads crashing reply.

It seemed to Hornblower as if the heavens were falling round him. The wind of a shot made him reel; he found at his feet a palpitating red mass which represented half the starboard side carronades crew, and then with a thunderous crackling the mizzenmast gave way beside him. The weather mizzen rigging entangled him and flung him down into the blood on the deck, and while he struggled to free himself he felt the Lydia swing round as she paid off despite the efforts of the men at the wheel.

He got to his feet, dizzy and shaken, to find ruin all round him. The mizzenmast was gone, snapped off nine feet from the deck, taking the maintop gallant mast with it, and masts and yards and sails and rigging trailed alongside and astern by the unparted shrouds. With the loss of the balancing pressure of the mizzen-topsail the Lydia had been unable to keep her course on the wind and was now drifting helplessly dead before the gale. And at that very moment he saw the Natividad going about to cross his stern and repay, with a crushing broadside the several unanswered salvoes to which earlier she had been forced to submit. His whole world seemed to be shattered. He gulped convulsively, with a sudden sick fear of defeat at the pit of his stomach.


Chapter XIV
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BUT HE KNEW, and he told himself, at the moment of his getting to his feet, that he must not delay an instant in making the Lydia ready for action again.

Afterguard! he roared  his voice sounding unnatural to himself as he spoke Mr. Clay! Benskin! Axes here! Cut that wreckage away!

Clay came pounding aft at the head of a rush of men with axes and cutlasses. As they were chopping at the mizzen shrouds he noticed Bush sitting up on the deck with his face in his hands  apparently a falling block had struck him down, but there was no time to spare for Bush. The Natividad was coming down remorselessly on them; he could see exultant figures on her deck waving their hats in triumph. To his strained senses it seemed to him that even through the din on board the Lydia he could hear the creaking of the Natividads rigging and the rumble of her reloaded guns being run out. She was steering to pass as close as possible. Hornblower saw her bowsprit go by, felt her reefed fore topsail loom over him, and then her broadside crashed out as gun after gun bore on the Lydias stern. The wind caught the smoke and whipped it round Hornblower, blinding him. He felt the deck leap as the shots struck home, heard a scream from Clays party beside him, felt a splinter scream past his cheek, and then, just as annihilation seemed about to engulf him, the frightful succession of shots ended, the smoke was borne away, the Natividad had gone by, and he was still alive and could look round him. The slide of the aftermost carronade had been smashed, and one of Clays men was lying screaming on the deck with the gun across his thighs and two or three of his mates striving futilely to prize it off him.

Stop that! screamed Hornblower  the necessity of having to give such an order sent his voice up to the same pitch as that of the miserable wretch in his agony Cut that bloody wreckage away! Mr. Clay, keep them at work!

A cables length away, over the grey topped waves the Natividad was slowly wearing round to return and deal a fresh blow at her helpless opponent. It was lucky that the Natividad was an unhandy ship, like all those stumpy fourth rates  it gave Hornblower more time between the broadsides to try and get the Lydia into a condition so that she could face her enemy again.

Foretop, there! Mr. Galbraith! Get the headsails in.

Aye aye, sir.

The absence of the fore-topmast-staysail and storm jib would balance to some extent the loss of the mizzen-topsail and driver. He might, by juggling with the helm, get the Lydia to lie to the wind a trifle then, and hit back at his big opponent. But there was no hope of doing so while all this wreckage was trailing astern like a vast sea anchor. Until that was cut away she could only lie helpless, dead before the wind, suffering her enemys blows in silence. A glance showed him that the Natividad had worn round now, and was heading to cross their stern again.

Hurry up! he screamed to the axe men. You, there, Holroyd, Tooms, get down into the mizzen chains.

He suddenly realised how high-pitched and hysterical his voice had become. At all costs he must preserve before Clay and the men his reputation for imperturbability. He forced himself, convulsively, to look casually at the Natividad as she came plunging down on them again, wicked with menace; he made himself grin, and shrug his shoulders, and speak in his normal voice.

Dont mind about her, my lads. One thing at a time. Cut this wreckage away first, and well give the Dagoes their bellyful after.

The men hacked with renewed force at the tough tangles of cordage. Something gave way, and a new extravagant plunge on the part of the Lydia, as a huge wave lifted her stern, caused the wreckage to run out a little farther before catching again, this time on the mizzen stay, which, sweeping the deck, tumbled three men off their feet. Hornblower seized one of the fallen axes, and fell desperately on the rope as it sawed back and forth with the roll of the ship. From the tail of his eye he saw the Natividad looming up, but he could spare no attention for her. For the moment she represented merely a tiresome interruption to his work, not a menace to his life.

Then once more he was engulfed in the smoke and din of the Natividads broadside. He felt the wind of shot round him, and heard the scream of splinters. The cries of the man under the carronade ceased abruptly, and beneath his feet he could feel the crash as the shot struck home in the Lydias vitals. But he was mesmerised by the necessity of completing his task. The mizzen stay parted under his axe; he saw another rope draw up taut, and cut that as well  the pattern of the seams of the deck planking at that point caught his notice  felt another severed and flick past him, and then knew that the Lydia was free from the wreckage. Almost at his feet lay young Clay, sprawled upon the deck, but Clay had no head. He noted that as an interesting phenomenon, like the pattern of the deck seams.

A sudden breaking wave drenched him with spray; he swept the water from his eyes and looked about him. Most of the men who had been on the quarterdeck with him were dead, marines, seamen, officers. Simmonds had what was left of the marines lined up against the taffrail, ready to reply with musketry to the Natividads twenty-four pounders. Bush was in the maintop, and Hornblower suddenly realised that to him was due the cutting of the mizzen-topmast stay which had finally freed the ship. At the wheel stood the two quartermasters, rigid, unmoving, gazing straight ahead; they were not the same as the men who had stood there when the action began, but the iron discipline of the Navy and its unbending routine had kept the wheel manned through the vicissitudes of the battle.

Out on the starboard quarter the Natividad was wearing round again. Hornblower realised with a little thrill that this time he need not submit meekly to the punishment she was determined to administer. It called for an effort to make himself work out the problem of how to work the ship round, but he forced his mind to concentrate on it, comparing the proportional leverages of the fore and main topsails, and visualising in his mind the relative positions of the centre of the ship and the mainmast  luckily this latter was stepped a little aft.

Man the braces, there! he called. Mr. Bush, well try and bring her to the wind.

Aye aye, sir.

He looked back at the Natividad, plunging and heaving towards them.

Hard-a-starboard! he snapped at the quartermasters. Stand to your guns, men.

The crew of the Natividad, looking along their guns, suddenly saw the Lydias battered stern slowly turn from them. For a fleeting half minute, while the English frigate held her way, the quartermasters straining at her wheel were able to bring the wind abeam of her as the Natividad swept by.

Fire! yelled Gerard  his voice, too, was cracking with excitement.

The Lydia heaved again with the recoil of the guns, and the smoke billowed over her deck, and through the smoke came the iron hail of the Natividads broadside.

Give it her again, lads! screamed Gerard. There goes her foremast! Well done, lads.

The guns crews cheered madly, even though their two hundred voices sounded feeble against the gale. In that sudden flurry of action the enemy had been hard hit. Through the smoke Hornblower saw the Natividads foremast shrouds suddenly slacken, tauten again, slacken once more, and then her whole foremast bowed forward; her maintopmast whipped and then followed it, and the whole vanished over the side. The Natividad turned, turned instantly up into the wind, while at the same time the Lydias head fell off as she turned downward despite the efforts of the men at the wheel. The gale screamed past Hornblowers ears as the strip of grey sea which divided the ships widened more and more. One last gun went off on the main deck, and then the two ships lay pitching upon the turbulent sea, each unable to harm the other.

Hornblower wiped the spray slowly from his eyes again. This battle was like some long drawn nightmare, where one situation of fantastic unreality merged into the next. He felt as if he were in a nightmare, too  he could think clearly, but only by compelling himself to do so, as though it were unnatural to him.

The gap between the ships had widened to a full half mile, and was widening further. Through his glass he could see the Natividads forecastle black with men struggling with the wreck of the foremast. The ship which was first ready for action again would win. He snapped the glass shut and turned to face all the problems which he knew were awaiting his immediate solution.


Chapter XV
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THE CAPTAIN OF the Lydia stood on his quarterdeck while his ship, hove to under main staysail and three-reefed main topsail, pitched and wallowed in the fantastic sea. It was raining now, with such violence that nothing could be seen a hundred yards away, and there were deluges of spray sweeping the deck, too, so that he and his clothes were as wet as if he had been swimming in the sea, but he was not aware of it. Everyone was appealing to him for orders  first lieutenant, gunner, boatswain, carpenter, surgeon, purser. The ship had to be made fit to fight again, even though there was every doubt as to whether she would even live through the storm which shrieked round her. It was the acting-surgeon who was appealing to him at the moment.

But what am I to do, sir? he said pathetically, white-faced, wringing his hands. This was Laurie, the pursers steward who had been appointed acting-surgeon when Hankey the surgeon died. He had fifty wounded down in the grim, dark cockpit, maddened with pain, some with limbs torn off, and all of them begging for the assistance which he had no idea of how to give.

What are you to do, sir? mimicked Hornblower scornfully, beside himself with exasperation at this incompetence. After two months in which to study your duties you have to ask what to do!

Laurie only blenched a little more at this, and Hornblower had to make himself be a little helpful and put some heart in this lily-livered incompetent.

See here, Laurie, he said, in more kindly fashion. Nobody expects miracles of you. Do what you can. Those who are going to die you must make easy. You have my orders to reckon every man who has lost a limb as one of those. Give them laudanum  twenty five drops a man, or more if that wont ease them. Pretend to bandage em. Tell em theyre certain to get better and draw a pension for the next fifty years. As for the others, surely your mother wit can guide you. Bandage em until the bleeding stops. You have rags enough to bandage the whole ships crew. Put splints on the broken bones. Dont move any man more than is necessary. Keep every man quiet. A tot of rum to every wounded man, and promise em another at eight bells if they lie still. I never knew a Jack yet who wouldnt go through hell fire for a tot of rum. Get below, man, and see to it.

Aye aye, sir.

Laurie could only think of his own responsibility and duty; he scuttled away below without a thought for the hell-turned-loose on the main deck. Here one of the twelve pounders had come adrift, its breechings shot away by the Natividads last broadside. With every roll of the ship it was rumbling back and forth across the deck, a ton and a half of insensate weight, threatening at any moment to burst through the ships side. Galbraith with twenty men trailing ropes, and fifty men carrying mats and hammocks, was trailing it cautiously from point to point in the hope of tying it or smothering it into helplessness. As Hornblower watched them, a fresh heave of the ship canted it round and sent it thundering in a mad charge straight at them. They parted wildly before it, and it charged through them, its trucks squealing like a forest of pigs, and brought up with a shattering crash against the mainmast.

Nows your chance, lads! Jump to it! yelled Hornblower.

Galbraith, running forward, risked limb and life to pass a ropes end through an eye tackle. Yet he had no sooner done it than a new movement of the ship swung the gun round and threatened to waste his effort.

Hammocks, there! shouted Hornblower. Pile them quick! Mr. Galbraith, take a turn with that line round the mainmast. Whipple, put your rope through the breeching ring. Quick, man! Now take a turn!

Hornblower had accomplished what Galbraith had failed to do  had correlated the efforts of the men in the nick of time so that now the gun was bound and helpless. There only remained the ticklish job of manœuvring it back to its gunport and securing it with fresh breechings. Howell the carpenter was at his elbow now, waiting until he could spare a moments attention from this business with the gun.

Four feet an more in the well, sir, said Howell, knuckling his forehead. Nearer five, an making fast as well as I could tell. Can I have some more men for the pumps, sir?

Not until that guns in place, said Hornblower, grimly. What damage have you found?

Seven shot holes, sir, below water line. Theres no pluggin of em, not with this sea runnin, sir.

I know that, snapped Hornblower. Where are they?

All of em forrard, somehow, sir. One clean through the third frame timber, starboard side. Two more  

Ill have a sail fothered under the bottom as soon as there are enough men to spare. Your men at the pumps will have to continue pumping. Report to the first lieutenants party with your mates now.

The first lieutenant and the boatswain were busily engaged upon the duty of erecting a jury mizzenmast. Already the boatswain had come ruefully to the captain with the information that half the spare spars secured between the gangways had been damaged by shot, but there was a main topsail yard left which would serve. But to sway up its fifty-five foot length into a vertical position was going to be a tricky business  hard enough in a smooth sea, dangerous and prolonged out here with the Pacific running mad. In harbour an old ship  a sheer hulk  would be brought alongside, and would employ the two immense spars which constituted her sheers as a crane in which to lift the new mast vertically into the ship. Here there was nothing of the sort available, and the problem of raising the spar might seem insoluble, but Bush and Harrison between them were tackling it with all the resource and energy the Navy could display.

Happily there was that stump of the old mizzenmast left  its nine feet of length relieved them of the tiresome complication of stepping the new mast, which they proposed instead merely to fish to the stump. The after part of the ship was alive with working parties each intent on its own contribution to the work in hand. With tackles and rollers the spar had been eased aft until its butt was solidly against the stump of the mizzenmast. Harrison was now supervising the task of noosing shrouds to the new masthead; after that he would have to prepare the masthead to receive the cap and the trussel trees which the carpenter and his mates would now have to make.

In the mizzen chains on either side Harrisons mates were supervising the efforts of two other parties engaged upon attaching the other ends of the shrouds to the channels, where with dead eyes and lanyards the shrouds could be kept taut as the mast rose. Bush was attending to the preparation of the jears and tackle at the mainmast which would help to accomplish a great part of the lift; the sailmaker and his mates were rousing out and adapting sails to fit the new mast, gaff, and yards. Another party of men under the gunner was engaged on the difficult task of remounting the dismounted quarterdeck carronade, while Gerard was aloft with the topmen attending to the repair of the damage done to the standing and running rigging of the remaining masts. All this was in the rain, with the wind shrieking round them; and yet the rain and the wind seemed warm to the touch, so oppressively hot was it. The half-naked seamen, slaving at their task, were running wet with sweat as well as with rainwater and spray. The ship was a nightmare of insane yet ordered activity.

A sudden flurry of rain heralded the arrival of a clear spell. Braced upon the heaving deck Hornblower set his glass to his eye; the Natividad was visible again, hull down now, across the tossing grey flecked sea. She was hove-to as well, looking queerly lopsided in her partially dismasted condition. Hornblowers glass could discover no sign of any immediate replacement of the missing spars; he thought it extremely probable that there was nothing left in the ship to serve as jury masts. In that case as soon as the Lydia could carry enough sail aft to enable her to beat to windward he would have the Natividad at his mercy  as long as the sea was not running high enough to make gunnery impossible.

He glowered round the horizon; at present there was no sign of the storm abating, and it was long past noon. With the coming of night he might lose the Natividad altogether, and nightfall would give his enemy a further respite in which to achieve repairs.

How much longer, Mr. Harrison? he rasped.

Not long now, sir. Nearly ready, sir.

Youve had long enough and to spare for a simple piece of work like that. Keep the men moving, there.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower knew that the men were cursing him under their breath; he did not know they admired him as well, as men will admire a hard master despite themselves.

Now it was the cook come to report to him  the cook and his mates had been the only men in the ship who could be spared for the grisly work allotted to them.

All ready, sir, he said.

Without a word Hornblower strode forward down the starboard side gangway, taking his prayer book from his pocket. The fourteen dead were there, shrouded in their hammocks, two to a grating, a roundshot sewn into the foot of each hammock. Hornblower blew a long blast upon his silver whistle, and activity ceased on board while he read, compromising between haste and solemnity, the office for the burial of the dead at sea.

We therefore commit their bodies to the deep  

The cook and his mates tilted each grating in turn, and the bodies fell with sullen splashes overside while Hornblower read the concluding words of the service. As soon as the last words were said he blew his whistle again and all the bustle and activity recommenced. He grudged those few minutes taken from the work bitterly, but he knew that any unceremonious pitching overboard of the dead would be resented by his men, who set all the store by forms and ceremonies to be expected of the uneducated.

And now there was something else to plague him. Picking her way across the main deck below him came Lady Barbara, the little negress clinging to her skirts.

My orders were for you to stay below, maam, he shouted to her. This deck is no place for you.

Lady Barbara looked round the seething deck and then tilted her chin to answer him.

I can see that without having it pointed out to me, she said, and then, softening her manner, I have no intention of obstructing, Captain. I was going to shut myself in my cabin.

Your cabin?

Hornblower laughed. Four broadsides from the Natividad had blasted their way through that cabin. The idea of Lady Barbara shutting herself up there struck him as being intensely funny. He laughed again, and then again, before checking himself in hurried mistrust as an abyss of hysteria opened itself before him. He controlled himself.

There is no cabin left for you, maam. I regret that the only course open to you is to go back whence you have come. There is no other place in the ship that can accommodate you at present.

Lady Barbara, looking up at him, thought of the cable tier she had just left. Pitch dark, with only room to sit hunched up on the slimy cable, rats squeaking and scampering over her legs; the ship pitching and rolling madly, and Hebe howling with fright beside her; the tremendous din of the guns, and the thunderous rumble of the gun trucks immediately over her head as the guns were run in and out; the tearing crash which had echoed through the ship when the mizzenmast fell; the ignorance of how the battle was progressing  at this very moment she was still unaware whether it had been lost or won or merely suspended; the stench of the bilge, the hunger and the thirst.

The thought of going back there appalled her. But she saw the captains face, white with fatigue and strain under its tan, and she had noted that laugh with its hysterical pitch, abruptly cut off, and the grim effort that had been made to speak to her reasonably. The captains coat was torn across the breast, and his white trousers were stained  with blood, she suddenly realised. She felt pity for him, then. She knew now that to speak to him of rats and stinks and baseless fears would be ridiculous.

Very good, Captain, she said quietly, and turned to retrace her steps.

The little negress set up a howl, and was promptly shaken into silence as Lady Barbara dragged her along.


Chapter XVI
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READY NOW, SIR, said Bush.

The crew of the Lydia had worked marvellously. The guns were all secured now, and the main deck cleared of most of the traces of the fight. A sail stretched over the bottom of the ship had done much to check the inflow of water, so that now only twenty men were at work upon the pumps and the level in the well was measurably sinking. The sailmaster had his new sails ready, the boatswain his rigging, the carpenter his accessories. Already Harrison had his men at the windlass, and the mast lay ready for hoisting.

Hornblower looked round him. All the mad effort put into the work to get it done speedily was wasted, for the gale still showed no signs of abating and with this present wind blowing it would be hopeless to try to beat over to the Natividad. He had driven his men hard  overdriven them  to lose no time, and now it was obvious that they might have done it all at their leisure. But the work might as well be completed now. He ran his eye over the waiting groups of men; each knew their duty, and there was an officer at each strategic point to see that orders were carried out.

Very good, Mr. Bush, he said.

Hoist away, there! yelled Bush to the windlass crew.

The windlass began to turn, the rope began to groan through the jears, and the mast rose, little by little, watched by every eye. The mad plunges of the ship threatened to ruin everything. There was danger of the masthead escaping from the ropes that held it; there was danger of the butt slipping away from the stump of the mizzenmast against which it rested. Everything had to be watched, every precaution taken, to see that neither of these possibilities developed. Bush watched the jears, while Gerard at the main masthead attended to the slings. Galbraith was in the mizzen chains on one side, Rayner on the other. Boatswain and carpenter stood with ropes and spars at the butt end of the mast, but it was the captain, leaning on the quarterdeck rail, whose duty it was to see that every part of the cumbrous machine did its work in its proper relation to the others. It was he whom the crew would blame for failure.

He knew it, too. He watched the dizzy heave and pitch of the ship, and the masthead wavering in the slings, and he heard the butt end grinding upon the deck as it moved uneasily between the two spars lashed as buttresses against the stump of the mizzenmast. It was an effort to think clearly, and he could only compel his mind to it by an exertion of all his will. He was sick and tired and nervous.

It was of vital importance that the hands at the shrouds and backstays only took up as much slack as was won for them by the jears, and refrained from tightening up when a roll of the ship swung the mast over on their side a trifle. Yet this was just what they persisted in doing, maddeningly, so obsessed were they with the necessity of keeping all taut to prevent the swaying mast from taking charge. Twice the grip of the slings on the masthead was imperilled in this way, and Hornblower had to key himself up to his highest pitch for several seconds, watching the roll of the ship, so as to time precisely the next heave which would obviate the danger. His voice was hoarse with shouting.

Slowly the mast left the horizontal and swayed up towards the perpendicular. Hornblowers calculating eye, measuring stresses and reactions, saw that the crisis was now come  the moment when the jears could raise the masthead no more and the final lifting must be accomplished by the pull of the backstays aft. The next few moments were tricky ones, because the masthead would now be deprived of the positive support of the slings. The jears had to be disconnected from the windlass and their work done by the backstays. Two lengths of cable had to be passed round the sloping jury mast and the vertical stump, with gangs of men ready to tighten them, tourniquet fashion, with capstan bars as each gain was made. Yet in these first seconds the backstays were at a mechanical disadvantage and would certainly not bear the strain which would be imposed on them if the windlass were employed in an endeavour to drag the mast upright by brute force.

The motion of the ship must be utilised to help. Hornblower had to watch the motion carefully, calling to the men to wait as the ship rolled and plunged, and then, as the bow slowly emerged from the creaming sea and climbed steadily skywards, he had to set windlass men and tourniquet men and lanyard men all in action at once, and then check them all instantly as the bow, began to sink again and full strain came onto the rigging. Twice he managed it successfully, and then three times  although the third time an unexpected wave lifted the Lydias stern at the wrong moment and nearly wrecked everything.

Then the fourth heave settled it all. The mast was now so nearly vertical that shrouds and backstays were at a mechanical advantage, and everything could be hove taut regardless of the ships motion. Shrouds and backstays could be set up now in normal fashion, the jury mast adequately fished to the stump  in fact all the difficult part of the work was completed. Hornblower leaned against the rail, sick with weariness, wondering dully how these iron-framed men of his could find the strength to cheer as they put the finishing touches to their work.

He found Bush beside him  Bush had a rag round his head, bloodstained because of the cut in his forehead inflicted by the falling block.

A magnificent piece of work, if I may say so, sir, he said.

Hornblower eyed him sharply, suspicious as ever of congratulation, knowing his own weakness so well. But Bush, surprisingly, seemed to mean in all sincerity what he said.

Thank you, said Hornblower, grudgingly.

Shall I send up the topmast and yards, sir?

Hornblower looked round the horizon once more. The gale was blowing as madly as ever, and only a grey smudge on the distant horizon marked where the Natividad was battling with it. Hornblower could see that there was no chance of showing any more canvas at present, no chance of renewing the fight while the Natividad was still unprepared. It was a bitter pill to swallow. He could imagine what would be said in service circles when he sent in his report to the Admiralty. His statement that the weather was too bad to renew the action, after having received such a severe handling, would be received with pitying smiles and knowing wags of the head. It was a hackneyed excuse, like the uncharted rock which explained faulty navigation. Cowardice, moral or even perhaps physical, would be the unspoken comment on every side  at ten thousand miles distance no one could judge of the strength of a storm. He could divest himself of some of his responsibility by asking Bush his opinion, and requesting him to go through the formality of putting it in writing; but he turned irritably from the thought of displaying weakness before his inferior.

No, he said, without expression. We shall stay hove-to until the weather moderates.

There was a gleam of admiration in Bushs bloodshot eyes  Bush could well admire a captain who could make with such small debate a decision so nearly touching his professional reputation. Hornblower noticed it, but his cursed temperament forbade him to interpret it correctly.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush, warned by the scowl on his captains forehead not to enlarge on the subject. But his affection for his captain compelled him to open a fresh one. If thats the case, sir, why not take a rest? You look mortally tired, sir, indeed you do. Let me send and have a berth screened off for you in the wardroom.

Bush found his hand twitching  he had been about to commit the enormity of patting his captains shoulder, and restrained himself just in time.

Fiddlesticks! snapped Hornblower. As if a captain of a frigate could publicly admit that he was tired! And Hornblower could not trust himself to show any weakness at all  he always remembered how on his first commission his second-in-command had taken advantage of lapses on his part.

It is rather you who need a rest, said Hornblower. Dismiss the starboard watch, and go below and turn in. Have someone attend to that forehead of yours, first. With the enemy in sight I shall stay on deck.

After that it was Polwheal who came to plague him  Hornblower wondered ineffectively whether he came of his own initiative or whether Bush sent him up.

Ive been to attend to the lady, sir, said Polwheal; Hornblowers tired mind was just beginning to grapple with the problem of what to do with Lady Barbara in a damaged ship cleared for action. Ive screened off a bit of the orlop for her, sir. The woundeds mostly quiet by now, sir. I slung a ammock for her  nipped into it like a bird, she did, sir. Shes taken food, too, sir  what was left of that cold chicken an a glass of wine. Not that she wanted to, sir, but I persuaded her, like.

Very good, Polwheal, said Hornblower. It was an enormous relief to hear that one responsibility at least was lifted from his shoulders.

An now about you, sir, went on Polwheal. Ive got you up some dry clothes from your chest in your storeroom, sir  Im afraid that last broadside spoilt everything in your cabin, sir. An Ive got your boat cloak, sir, all warm an dry. Do you care to shift your clothes up here or down below, sir?

Polwheal could take much for granted and could wheedle the rest. Hornblower had anticipated dragging his weary form in his water logged clothes up and down the quarterdeck all through the night, his nervous irritation not permitting him to contemplate any other course. Polwheal unearthed Lady Barbaras hammock chair from somewhere and lashed it to the rail and persuaded Hornblower to sit in it and consume a supper of biscuit and rum. Polwheal wrapped the boat cloak about him and airily took it for granted that he would continue to sit there, since his determination was fixed not to turn in while the enemy was still close at hand.

And marvellously, as he sat there, with the spray wetting his face and the ship leaping and rolling under him, his head drooped upon his breast and he slept. It was only a broken and fitful sleep, but astonishingly restorative. He woke every few minutes. Twice it was the sound of his own snores which roused him. At other times he woke with a start to see whether the weather was moderating; at other times still the thoughts which went running on through his mind despite his dozing called him out of his unconsciousness when they reached some fresh startling conclusion regarding what opinion England and his crew would hold of him after this battle.

Soon after midnight his sailors instincts called him definitely into complete wakefulness. Something was happening to the weather. He scrambled stiffly to his feet. The ship was rolling more wildly than ever, but as he sniffed round him he knew that there was an improvement. He walked across to the binnacle, and Bush loomed vastly out of the darkness beside him.

Winds shifting southerly an moderating, sir, said Bush.

The shift of the wind was breaking up the long Pacific waves into steeper seas, as the Lydias antics displayed well enough.

Black as the Earl of Hells riding boots, all the same, sir, grumbled Bush, peering into the darkness.

Somewhere, perhaps twenty miles from them, perhaps only two hundred yards, the Natividad was combating the same gale. If the moon were to break through the scurrying clouds they might be at grips with her at any moment, yet while they were talking it was so dark that they could hardly make out the loom of the main topsail from the quarterdeck.

She was going away to leeward much faster than us when we saw her last, said Bush meditatively.

I happened to notice that myself, snapped Hornblower.

In this present darkness, however much the gale might moderate, there was nothing they could do. Hornblower could foresee, awaiting them, another of those long intervals of time with nothing to do and everything ready which punctuate the life of a naval officer and which were so liable to irritate him if he allowed them to. He realised that here was another opportunity to show himself as an iron-nerved man whom no tension could disturb. He yawned elaborately.

I think I shall go to sleep again, he said, speaking with the utmost unconcern. See that the lookouts keep awake, if you please, Mr. Bush. And have me called as soon as it grows lighter.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush, and Hornblower went back to his boat cloak and his hammock chair.

He lay there for the rest of the night, unsleeping, and yet staying rigidly still so that the quarterdeck officers might think him asleep and admire the steadiness of his nerves. His mind was busy on the task of guessing what Crespo might be planning in the Natividad.

The latter was so badly crippled that probably he would be able to make no effective repairs while at sea. It would be much to his advantage to make for the Gulf of Fonseca again. There he could step a new foremast and send up a new maintopmast. If the Lydia tried to interfere with her there she could overwhelm her by her superior weight in those confined waters; and besides, she would have the assistance of shore boats and possibly even of shore batteries. Moreover he could land his wounded and refill the gaps in his crew caused by the recent action  even landsmen would be of use in a fight to a finish. Crespo was a man of sufficient flexibility of mind not to scorn a retreat if it were to his advantage. The doubtful point was whether Crespo would dare to face El Supremo after an unsuccessful action.

Hornblower lay considering the matter, balancing his estimate of Crespos character against what he knew of El Supremo. He remembered Crespos glibness of tongue; that man would be able to convince even El Supremo that his return to his base with the Lydia undefeated was all part of a cunning plan for the more certain destruction of the enemy. Certainly his best course would be to return, and probably that would be the course he would adopt, and that course implied an attempted evasion of the Lydia. In that case he would  Hornblowers mind began feverish calculations of the Natividads present position and future course. In consequence of her bigger bulk, and her two decks, she would have made far more leeway during the night  she was far to leeward at nightfall, for that matter. With the wind shifting and moderating as it was doing at present she would soon be able to make what sail her crippled condition would permit. The wind would be nearly foul for a run to the Gulf of Fonseca. Making for the mainland would be dangerous in Crespos opinion, for the Lydia could hem her in between sea and shore and compel her to fight. Most likely he would reach far out to sea, clawing southward at the same time as much as he could, and make for the Gulf of Fonseca by a long detour out of sight of land. In that case Hornblower must guess at what would be his position at dawn. He plunged into further tortuous mental calculations.

Eight bells sounded; the watch was called; he heard Gerard come to take over the deck from Bush. The wind was dropping fast, although the sea showed no sign of moderating as yet. The sky as he looked up at it was perceptibly lighter  here and there he could see stars between the clouds. Crespo would certainly be able to make sail now and attempt his escape. It was time for Hornblower to come to a decision. He climbed out of the hammock chair and walked across to the wheel.

We will make sail, if you please, Mr. Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower gave the course, and he knew as he gave it that it might be quite the wrong one. He might have completely miscalculated. Every yard that the Lydia was sailing now might be in a direction away from the Natividad. Crespo might at this very moment be heading past him to safety. He might never destroy the Natividad at all if she fortified herself in the Gulf of Fonseca. There would be some who would attribute his failure to incompetence, and there would be not a few who would call it cowardice.


Chapter XVII
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FROM THE LYDIAS masthead, in the clear daylight of the Pacific, a ship might be seen at a distance of as much as twenty miles, perhaps. A circle of twenty miles radius, therefore, covered the extent of sea over which she had observation. It kept Hornblower occupied, during the remaining hours of darkness, to calculate the size of the circle in which the Natividad would necessarily be found next morning. She might be close at hand; she might be as much as a hundred and fifty miles away. That meant that if pure chance dictated the positions of the ships at dawn, it was almost exactly fifty to one against the Natividad being in sight; fifty to one on the ruin of Hornblowers professional reputation and only his professional abilities to counterbalance those odds. Only if he had guessed his enemys plans correctly would he stand justified, and his officers knew it as well as he. Hornblower was conscious that Gerard was looking at him with interest through the darkness, and that consciousness caused him to hold himself rigid and immobile on the deck, neither walking up and down nor fidgeting, even though he could feel his heart beating faster each time he realised that dawn was approaching.

The blackness turned to grey. Now the outlines of the ship could be ascertained. The main topsail could be seen clearly. So could the fore-topsail. Astern of them now the faintest hint of pink began to show in the greyness of the sky. Now the bulk of the grey waves overside could be seen as well as their white edges. Overhead by now the stars were invisible. The accustomed eye could pierce the greyness for a mile about the ship. And then astern, to the eastward, as the Lydia lifted on a wave, a grain of gold showed over the horizon, vanished, returned, and grew. Soon it became a great slice of the sun, sucking up greedily the faint mist which hung over the sea. Then the whole disc lifted clear, and the miracle of the dawn was accomplished.

Sail ho! came pealing down from the masthead; Hornblower had calculated aright.

Dead ahead, and ten miles distant, she was wallowing along, her appearance oddly at contrast with the one she had presented yesterday morning. Something had been done to give her a jury rig. A stumpy topmast had been erected where her foremast had stood, raked far back in clumsy fashion; her main topmast had been replaced by a slight spar  a royal mast, presumably  and on this jury rig she carried a queer collection of jibs and foresails and spritsails all badly set Like old Mother Browns washing on the line, said Bush  to enable her to keep away from the wind with main course and mizzen-topsail and driver set.

At sight of the Lydia she put her helm over and came round until her masts were in line, heading away from the frigate.

Making a stern chase of it, said Gerard, his glass to his eye. He had enough yesterday, I fancy.

Hornblower heard the remark. He could understand Crespos psychology better than that. If it were profitable to him to postpone action, and it undoubtedly was, he was quite right to continue doing so, even at the eleventh hour. At sea nothing was certain. Something might prevent the Lydias coming into action; a squall of wind, the accidental carrying away of a spar, an opportune descent of mist  any one of the myriad things which might happen at sea. There was still a chance that the Natividad might get clear away, and Crespo was exploiting that chance to the last of his ability. That was logical though unheroic, exactly as one might expect of Crespo.

It was Hornblowers duty to see that the chance did not occur. He examined the Natividad closely, ran his eyes over the Lydias sails to see that every one was drawing, and bethought himself of his crew.

Send the hands to breakfast, he said  every captain of a Kings ship took his men into action with full bellies if possible.

He remained, pacing up and down the quarterdeck, unable to keep himself still any longer. The Natividad might be running away, but he knew well that she would fight hard enough when he caught her up. Those smashing twenty-four pounders which she carried on her lower deck were heavy metal against which to oppose the frail timbers of a frigate. They had wrought enough damage yesterday  he could hear the melancholy clanking of the pumps keeping down the water which leaked through the holes they had made; that clanking sound had continued without a break since yesterday. With a jury mizzenmast, and leaking like a sieve despite the sail under her bottom, with sixty four of her attenuated crew hors de combat, the Lydia was in no condition to fight a severe battle. Defeat for her and death for him might be awaiting them across that strip of blue sea.

Polwheal suddenly appeared beside him on the quarterdeck, a tray in his hand.

Your breakfast, sir, he said, seeing as how well be in action when your usual time comes.

As he proffered the tray Hornblower suddenly realised how much he wanted that steaming cup of coffee. He took it eagerly and drank thirstily before he remembered that he must not display human weakness of appetite before his servant.

Thank you, Polwheal, he said, sipping discreetly.

An er laships compliments, sir, an please may she stay where she is in the orlop when the action is renooed.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, staring at him, thrown out of his stride by this unexpected question. All through the night he had been trying to forget the problem of Lady Barbara, as a man tries to forget an aching tooth. The orlop meant that Lady Barbara would be next to the wounded, separated from them only by a canvas screen  no place for a woman. But for that matter neither was the cable tier. The obvious truth was that there was no place for a woman in a frigate about to fight a battle.

Put her wherever you like as long as she is out of reach of shot, he said, irritably.

Aye aye, sir. An er laship told me to say that she wished you the best of good fortune today, sir, an  an  she was confident that you would meet with the success you  you deserve, sir.

Polwheal stumbled over this long speech in a manner which revealed that he had not been quite as successful in learning it fluently as he wished.

Thank you, Polwheal, said Hornblower, gravely. He remembered Lady Barbaras face as she looked up at him from the main deck yesterday. It was clean cut and eager  like a sword, was the absurd simile which came up in his mind.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower angrily. He was aware that his expression had softened, and he feared lest Polwheal should have noticed it, at a moment when he knew about whom he was thinking. Get below and see that her ladyship is comfortable.

The hands were pouring up from breakfast now; the pumps were clanking with a faster rhythm now that a fresh crew was at work upon them. The guns crews were gathered about their guns, and the few idlers were crowded on the forecastle eagerly watching the progress of the chase.

Do you think the winds going to hold, sir? asked Bush, coming onto the quarterdeck like a bird of ill omen. Seems to me as if the suns swallowing it.

There was no doubting the fact that as the sun climbed higher in the sky the wind was diminishing in force. The sea was still short, steep, and rough, but the Lydias motion over it was no longer light and graceful. She was pitching and jerking inelegantly, deprived of the steady pressure of a good sailing wind. The sky overhead was fast becoming of a hard metallic blue.

Were overhauling em fast, said Hornblower, staring fixedly at the chase so as to ignore these portents of the elements.

Three hours and were up to em, said Bush. If the wind only holds.

It was fast growing hot. The heat which the sun was pouring down on them was intensified by its contrast with the comparative coolness of the night before. The crew had begun to seek the strips of shade under the gangways, and were lying there wearily. The steady clanging of the pumps seemed to sound louder now that the wind was losing its force. Hornblower suddenly realised that he would feel intensely weary if he permitted himself to think about it. He stood stubborn on the quarterdeck with the sun beating on his back, every few moments raising his telescope to stare at the Natividad, while Bush fussed about the trimming of the sails as the breeze began to waver.

Steer small, blast you, he growled at the quartermaster at the wheel as the ships head fell away in the trough of a wave.

I cant, sir, begging your pardon, was the reply. There arent enough wind.

It was true enough. The wind had died away so that the Lydia could not maintain the two knot speed which was sufficient to give her rudder power to act.

Well have to wet the sails. Mr. Bush, see to it, if you please, said Hornblower.

One division of one watch was roused up to this duty. A soaking wet sail will hold air which would escape it if it were dry. Whips were rove through the blocks on the yards, and seawater hoisted up and poured over the canvas. So hot was the sun and so rapid the evaporation that the buckets had to be kept continually in action. To the clanging of the pumps was now added the shrilling of the sheaves in the blocks. The Lydia crept, still plunging madly, over the tossing sea and under the glaring sky.

Shes boxing the compass now, said Bush with a jerk of his thumb at the distant Natividad. She cant compare with this beauty. She wont find that new rig of hers any help, neither.

The Natividad was turning idly backwards and forwards on the waves, showing sometimes her broadside and sometimes her three masts in line, unable to steer any course in the light air prevailing. Bush looked complacently up at his new mizzenmast, a pyramid of canvas, and then across at the swaying Natividad, less than five miles away. The minutes crept by, their passage marked only by the monotonous noises of the ship. Hornblower stood in the scorching sunlight, fingering his telescope.

Here comes the wind again, by God! said Bush, suddenly. It was sufficient wind to make the ship heel a little, and to summon a faint harping from the rigging.  Vast heaving with those buckets, there.

The Lydia crept steadily forward, heaving and plunging to the music of the water under her bows, while the Natividad grew perceptibly nearer.

It will reach him quickly enough. There! What did I say?

The Natividads sails filled as the breeze came down to her. She straightened upon her course.

 Twont help him as much as it helps us. God, if it only holds! commented Bush.

The breeze wavered and then renewed itself. The Natividad was hull up now across the water when a wave lifted her. Another hour  less than an hour  and she would be in range.

Well be trying long shots at her soon, said Bush.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower, spitefully, I can judge of the situation without the assistance of your comments, profound though they be.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Bush, hurt. He flushed angrily for a moment until he noticed the anxiety in Hornblowers tired eyes, and then stumped away to the opposite rail to forget his rage.

As if by way of comment the big main-course flapped loudly, once, like a gun. The breeze was dying away as motivelessly as it had begun. And the Natividad still held it; she was holding her course steadily, drawing away once more, helped by the fluky wind. Here in the tropical Pacific one ship can have a fair wind while another two miles away lies becalmed, just as the heavy sea in which they were rolling indicated that last nights gale was still blowing, over the horizon, at the farther side of the Gulf of Tehuantepec. Hornblower stirred uneasily in the blazing sun. He feared lest he should see the Natividad sail clean away from him; the wind had died away so much that there was no point in wetting the sails, and the Lydia was rolling and sagging about aimlessly now to the send of the waves. Ten minutes passed before he was reassured by the sight of the Natividads similar behaviour.

There was not a breath of wind now. The Lydia rolled wildly, to the accompaniment of a spasmodic creaking of woodwork, flapping of sails, and clattering of blocks. Only the clangour of the pumps sounded steadily through the hot air. The Natividad was four miles away now  a mile and a half beyond the farthest range of any of the Lydias guns.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. We will tow with the boats. Have the launch and the cutter hoisted out.

Bush looked doubtful for a moment. He feared that two could play at that game. But he realised  as Hornblower had realised before him  that the Lydias graceful hull would be more amenable to towing than the Natividads ungainly bulk, even without counting the possibility that yesterdays action might have left her with no boat left that would swim. It was Hornblowers duty to try every course that might bring his ship into action with the enemy.

Boats away! roared Harrison. Cutters crew, launchs crew.

The pipes of his mates endorsed the orders. The hands tailed on to the tackles, and each boat in turn was swayed up into the air, and lowered outboard, the boats crews fending off as the Lydia rolled in the swell.

There began for the boats crews a period of the most exhausting and exasperating labour. They would tug and strain at the oars, moving the ponderous boats over the heaving waves, until the tow ropes tightened with a jerk as the strain came upon them. Then, tug as they would, they would seem to make no progress at all, the oar blades foaming impotently through the blue water, until the Lydia consented to crawl forward a little and the whole operation could be repeated. The heaving waves were a hindrance to them  sometimes every man on one side of a boat would catch a simultaneous crab so that the boat would spin round and become a nuisance to the other one  and the Lydia, so graceful and willing when under sail, was a perfect bitch when being towed.

She yawed and she sagged, falling away in the trough on occasions so much that the launch and the cutter were dragged, with much splashing from the oars, stern first after her wavering bows, and then changing her mind and heaving forward so fast after the two ropes that the men, flinging their weight upon the oar looms in expectation of a profitless pull, were precipitated backwards with the ease of progression while in imminent danger of being run down.

They sat naked on the thwarts while the sweat ran in streams down their faces and chests, unable  unlike their comrades at the pumps  to forget their fatigues in the numbness of monotonous work when every moment called for vigilance and attention, tugging painfully away, their agonies of thirst hardly relieved by the allowance of water doled out to them by the petty officers in the sternsheets, tugging away until even hands calloused by years of pulling and hauling cracked and blistered so that the oars were agony to touch.

Hornblower knew well enough the hardship they were undergoing. He went forward and looked down at the toiling seamen, knowing perfectly well that his own body would not be able to endure that labour for more than half an hour at most. He gave orders for an hourly relief at the oars, and he did his best to cheer the men on. He felt an uneasy sympathy for them  three quarters of them had never been sailors until this commission, and had no desire to be sailors either, but had been swept up by the all-embracing press seven months ago. Hornblower was always able (rather against his will) to do what most of his officers failed to do  he saw his crew not as topmen or hands, but as what they had been before the press caught them, stevedores, wherry men, porters.

He had waggoners and potters  he had even two drapers assistants and a printer among his crew; men snatched without notice from their families and their employment and forced into this sort of labour, on wretched food, in hideous working conditions, haunted always by the fear of the cat or of Harrisons rattan, and with the chance of death by drowning or by hostile action to seal the bargain. So imaginative an individualist as Hornblower was bound to feel sympathy with them even when he felt he ought not, especially as he (in common with a few other liberals) found himself growing more and more liberal minded with the progress of years. But to counterbalance this weakness of his there was his restless nervous anxiety to finish off well any task he had set himself to do. With the Natividad in sight he could not rest until he had engaged her, and when a captain of a ship cannot rest his crew certainly cannot  aching backs or bleeding hands notwithstanding.

By careful measurement with his sextant of the subtended angles he was able to say with certainty at the end of an hour that the efforts of the boats crews had dragged the Lydia a little nearer to the Natividad, and Bush, who had taken the same measurements, was in agreement. The sun rose higher and the Lydia crept inch by inch towards her enemy.

Natividads hoisting out a boat, sir, hailed Knyvett from the foretop.

How many oars?

Twelve, sir, I think. Theyre taking the ship in tow.

And theyre welcome, scoffed Bush. Twelve oars wont move that old tub of a Natividad very far.

Hornblower glared at him and Bush retired to his own side of the quarterdeck again; he had forgotten his captain was in this unconversational mood. Hornblower was fretting himself into a fever. He stood in the glaring sun while the heat was reflected up into his face from the deck under his feet. His shirt chafed him where he sweated. He felt caged, like a captive beast, within the limitations of practical details. The endless clanking of the pumps, the rolling of the ship, the rattle of the rigging, the noise of the oars in the rowlocks, were driving him mad, as though he could scream (or weep) at the slightest additional provocation.

At noon he changed the men at the oars and pumps, and sent the crew to dinner  he remembered bitterly that he had already made them breakfast in anticipation of immediate action. At two bells he began to wonder whether the Natividad might be within extreme long range, but the mere fact of wondering told him that it was not the case  he knew his own sanguine temperament too well, and he fought down the temptation to waste powder and shot. And then, as he looked for the thousandth time through his telescope, he suddenly saw a disc of white appear on the high stern of the Natividad. The disc spread and expanded into a thin cloud, and six seconds after its first appearance the dull thud of the shot reached his ears. The Natividad was evidently willing to try the range.

Natividad carries two long eighteens aft on the quarterdeck, said Gerard to Bush in Hornblowers hearing. Heavy metal for stern chasers.

Hornblower knew it already. He would have to run the gauntlet of those two guns for an hour, possibly, before he could bring the brass nine-pounder on his forecastle into action. Another puff of smoke from the Natividad, and this time Hornblower saw a spout of water rise from the breast of a wave half a mile ahead. But at that long range and on that tossing sea it did not mean that the Lydia was still half a mile beyond the Natividads reach. Hornblower heard the next shot arrive, and saw a brief fountain of water rise no more than fifty yards from the Lydias starboard quarter.

Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower. Send for Mr. Marsh and see what he can do with the long nine forward.

It would cheer the men up to have a gun banging away occasionally instead of being merely shot at without making any reply. Marsh came waddling up from the darkness of the magazine, and blinked in the blinding sunshine. He shook his head doubtfully as he eyed the distance between the ships, but he had the gun cleared away, and he loaded it with his own hands, lovingly. He measured out the powder charge on the fullest scale, and he spent several seconds selecting the roundest and truest shot from the locker. He trained the gun with care, and then stood aside, lanyard in hand, watching the heave of the ship and the send of the bows, while a dozen telescopes were trained on the Natividad and every eye watched for the fall of the shot. Suddenly he jerked the lanyard and the cannon roared out, its report sounding flat in the heated motionless air.

Two cables lengths astern of her! yelled Knyvett from the foretop. Hornblower had missed the splash  another proof, to his mind, of his own incompetence, but he concealed the fact under a mask of imperturbability.

Try again, Mr. Marsh, he said.

The Natividad was firing both stern chasers together now. As Hornblower spoke there came a crash forward as one of the eighteen-pounder balls struck home close above the water line. Hornblower could hear young Savage, down in the launch, hurling shrill blasphemies at the men at the oars to urge them on  that shot must have passed just over his head. Marsh stroked his beard and addressed himself to the task of reloading the long nine-pounder. While he was so engaged, Hornblower was deep in the calculation of the chances of battle.

That long nine, although of smaller calibre, was of longer range than his shorter main deck guns, while the carronades which comprised half of the Lydias armament were useless at anything longer than close range. The Lydia would have to draw up close to her enemy before she could attack her with effect. There would be a long and damaging interval between the moment when the Natividad should be able to bring all her guns into action and the moment when the Lydia could hit back at her. There would be casualties, guns dismounted perhaps, serious losses. Hornblower balanced the arguments for and against continuing to try and close with the enemy while Mr. Marsh was squinting along the sights of the nine-pounder. Then Hornblower scowled to himself, and ceased tugging at his chin, his mind made up. He had started the action; he would go through it to the end, cost what it might. His flexibility of mind could crystallise into sullen obstinacy.

The nine-pounder went off as though to signal this decision.

Just alongside her! screamed Knyvett triumphantly from the foretop.

Well done, Mr. Marsh, said Hornblower, and Marsh wagged his beard complacently.

The Natividad was firing faster now. Three times a splintering crash told of a shot which had been aimed true. Then suddenly a thrust as if from an invisible hand made Hornblower reel on the quarterdeck, and his ears were filled with a brief rending noise. A skimming shot had ploughed a channel along the planking of the quarterdeck. A marine was sitting near the taffrail stupidly contemplating his left leg, which no longer had a foot on the end of it; another marine dropped his musket with a clatter and clapped his hands to his face, which a splinter had torn open, with blood spouting between his fingers.

Are you hurt, sir? cried Bush, leaping across to Hornblower.

No.

Hornblower turned back to stare through his glass at the Natividad while the wounded were being dragged away. He saw a dark dot appear alongside the Natividad, and lengthen and diverge. It was the boat with which they had been trying to tow  perhaps they were giving up the attempt. But the boat was not being hoisted in. For a second Hornblower was puzzled. The Natividads stumpy foremast and mainmast came into view. The boat was pulling the ship laboriously round so that her whole broadside would bear. Not two, but twenty five guns would soon be opening their fire on the Lydia.

Hornblower felt his breath come a little quicker, unexpectedly, so that he had to swallow in order to regulate things again. His pulse was faster, too. He made himself keep the glass to his eye until he was certain of the enemys manœuvre, and then walked forward leisurely to the gangway. He was compelling himself to appear lighthearted and carefree; he knew that the fools of men whom he commanded would fight more diligently for a captain like that.

Theyre waiting for us now, lads, he said. We shall have some pebbles about our ears before long. Lets show em that Englishmen dont care.

They cheered him for that, as he expected and hoped they would do. He looked through his glass again at the Natividad. She was still turning, very slowly  it was a lengthy process to turn a clumsy two-decker in a dead calm. But her three masts were fully separate from each other now, and he could see a hint of the broad white stripes which ornamented her side.

Ha  hm, he said.

Forward he could hear the oars grinding away as the men in the boats laboured to drag the Lydia to grips with her enemy. Across the deck a little group of officers  Bush and Crystal among them  were academically discussing what percentage of hits might be expected from a Spanish broadside at a range of a mile. They were cold-blooded about it in a fashion he could never hope to imitate with sincerity. He did not fear death so much  not nearly as much  as defeat and the pitying contempt of his colleagues. The chiefest dread at the back of his mind was the fear of mutilation. An ex-naval officer stumping about on two wooden legs might be an object of condolence, might receive lip service as one of Britains heroic defenders, but he was a figure of fun nevertheless. Hornblower dreaded the thought of being a figure of fun. He might lose his nose or his cheek and be so mutilated that people would not be able to bear to look at him. It was a horrible thought which set him shuddering while he looked through the telescope, so horrible that he did not stop to think of the associated details, of the agonies he would have to bear down there in the dark cockpit at the mercy of Lauries incompetence.

The Natividad was suddenly engulfed in smoke, and some seconds later the air and the water around the Lydia, and the ship herself, were torn by the hurtling broadside.

Not more than two hits, said Bush, gleefully.

Just what I said, said Crystal. That captain of theirs ought to go round and train every gun himself.

How do you know he did not? argued Bush.

As punctuation the nine-pounder forward banged out its defiance. Hornblower fancied that his straining eyes saw splinters fly amidships of the Natividad, unlikely though it was at that distance.

Well aimed, Mr. Marsh! he called. You hit him squarely.

Another broadside came from the Natividad, and another followed it, and another after that. Time after time the Lydias decks were swept from end to end with shot. There were dead men laid out again on the deck, and the groaning wounded were dragged below.

It is obvious to anyone of a mathematical turn of mind, said Crystal, that those guns are all laid by different hands. The shots are too scattered for it to be otherwise.

Nonsense! maintained Bush sturdily. See how long it is between broadsides. Time enough for one man to train each gun. What would they be doing in that time otherwise?

A Dago crew   began Crystal, but a sudden shriek of cannon balls over his head silenced him for a moment.

Mr. Galbraith! shouted Bush. Have that main tgallant stay spliced directly. Then he turned triumphantly on Crystal. Did you notice, he asked, how every shot from that broadside went high? How does the mathematical mind explain that?

They fired on the upward roll, Mr. Bush. Really, Mr. Bush, I think that after Trafalgar  

Hornblower longed to order them to cease the argument which was lacerating his nerves, but he could not be such a tyrant as that.

In the still air the smoke from the Natividads firing had banked up round about her so that she showed ghostly through the cloud, her solitary mizzen topmast protruding above it into the clear air.

Mr. Bush, he asked, at what distance do you think she is now?

Bush gauged the distance carefully.

Three parts of a mile, I should say, sir.

Two thirds, more likely, sir, said Crystal.

Your opinion was not asked, Mr. Crystal, snapped Hornblower.

At three-quarters of a mile, even at two thirds, the Lydias carronades would be ineffective. She must continue running the gauntlet. Bush was evidently of the same opinion, to judge by his next orders.

Time for the men at the oars to be relieved, he said, and went forward to attend to it. Hornblower heard him bustling the new crews down into the boats, anxious that the pulling should be resumed before the Lydia had time to lose what little way she carried.

It was terribly hot under the blazing sun, even though it was now long past noon. The smell of the blood which had been spilt on the decks mingled with the smell of the hot deck seams and of the powder smoke from the nine-pounder with which Marsh was still steadily bombarding the enemy. Hornblower felt sick  so sick that he began to fear lest he should disgrace himself eternally by vomiting in full view of his men. When fatigue and anxiety had weakened him thus he was far more conscious of the pitching and rolling of the ship under his feet. The men at the guns were silent now, he noticed  for long they had laughed and joked at their posts, but now they were beginning to sulk under the punishment. That was a bad sign.

Pass the word for Sullivan and his fiddle, he ordered.

The red-haired Irish madman came aft, and knuckled his forehead, his fiddle and bow under his arm.

Give us a tune, Sullivan, he ordered. Hey there, men, who is there among you who dances the best hornpipe?

There was a difference of opinion about that apparently.

Benskin, sir, said some voices.

Hall, sir, said others.

No, MacEvoy, sir.

Then well have a tournament, said Hornblower. Here, Benskin, Hall, MacEvoy. A hornpipe from each of you, and a guinea for the man who does it best.

In later years it was a tale told and retold, how the Lydia towed into action with hornpipes being danced on her main deck. It was quoted as an example of Hornblowers cool courage, and only Hornblower knew how little truth there was in the attribution. It kept the men happy, which was why he did it. No one guessed how nearly he came to vomiting when a shot came in through a forward gunport and spattered Hall with a seamans brains without causing him to miss a step.

Then later in that dreadful afternoon there came a crash from forward, followed by a chorus of shouts and screams overside.

Launch sunk, sir! hailed Galbraith from the forecastle, but Hornblower was there as soon as he had uttered the words.

A roundshot had dashed the launch practically into its component planks, and the men were scrambling in the water, leaping up for the bobstay or struggling to climb into the cutter, all of them who survived wild with the fear of sharks.

The Dagoes have saved us the trouble of hoisting her in, he said, loudly. Were close enough now for them to feel our teeth.

The men who heard him cheered.

Mr. Hooker! he called to the midshipman in the cutter. When you have picked up those men, kindly starboard your helm. We are going to open fire.

He came aft to the quarterdeck again.

Hard a-starboard, he growled at the quartermaster. Mr. Gerard, you may open fire when your guns bear.

Very slowly the Lydia swung round. Another broadside from the Natividad came crashing into her before she had completed the turn, but Hornblower actually did not notice it. The period of inaction was over now. He had brought his ship within four hundred yards of the enemy, and all his duty now was to walk the deck as an example to his men. There were no more decisions to make.

Cock your locks! shouted Gerard in the waist.

Easy, Mr. Hooker. Way enough! roared Hornblower.

The Lydia turned, inch by inch, with Gerard squinting along one of the starboard guns to judge of the moment when it would first bear.

Take your aim! he yelled, and stood back, timing the roll of the ship in the heavy swell. Fire!

The smoke billowed out amid the thunder of the discharge, and the Lydia heaved to the recoil of the guns.

Give him another, lads! shouted Hornblower through the din. Now that action was joined he found himself exalted and happy, the dreadful fears of mutilation forgotten. In thirty seconds the guns were reloaded, run out, and fired. Again and again and again, with Gerard watching the roll of the ship and giving the word. Counting back in his mind, Hornblower reckoned five broadsides from the Lydia, and he could only remember two from the Natividad in that time. At that rate of firing the Natividads superiority in numbers of guns and weight of metal would be more than counterbalanced. At the sixth broadside a gun went off prematurely, a second before Gerard gave the word. Hornblower sprang forward to detect the guilty crew  it was easy enough from their furtive look and suspicious appearance of busyness. He shook his finger at them.

Steady, there! he shouted. Ill flog the next man who fires out of turn.

It was very necessary to keep the men in hand while the range was as long as at present, because in the heat and excitement of the action the gun captains could not be trusted to judge the motion of the ship while preoccupied with loading and laying.

Good old Horny! piped up some unknown voice forward, and there was a burst of laughter and cheering, cut short by Gerards next order to fire.

The smoke was banked thick about the ship already  as thick as a London fog, so that from the quarterdeck it was impossible to see individuals on the forecastle, and in the unnatural darkness which it brought with it one could see the long orange flashes of the guns despite the vivid sunshine outside. Of the Natividad all that could be seen was her high smoke cloud and the single topmast jutting out from it. The thick smoke, trailing about the ship in greasy wreaths, made the eyes smart and irritated the lungs, and affected the skin like thundery weather until it pricked uncomfortably.

Hornblower found Bush beside him.

Natividads feeling our fire, sir, he roared through the racket. Shes firing very wild. Look at that, sir.

Of the broadside fired only one or two shots struck home. Half a dozen plunged together into the sea astern of the Lydia so that the spray from the fountains which they struck up splashed round them on the quarterdeck. Hornblower nodded happily. This was his justification for closing to that range and for running the risks involved in the approach. To maintain a rapid fire, well aimed, amid the din and the smoke and the losses and the confusion of a naval battle called for discipline and practice of a sort that he knew the Natividads crew could not boast.

He looked down through the smoke at the Lydias main deck. The inexperienced eye, observing the hurry and bustle of the boys with the cartridge buckets, the mad efforts of the gun crews, the dead and the wounded, the darkness and the din, might well think it a scene of confusion, but Hornblower knew better. Everything that was being done there, every single action, was part of the scheme worked out by Hornblower seven months before when he commissioned the Lydia, and grained into the minds of all on board during the long and painful drills since. He could see Gerard standing by the mainmast, looking almost saintly in his ecstasy  gunnery was as much Gerards ruling passion as women; he could see the midshipmen and other warrant officers each by his sub-division of guns, each looking to Gerard for his orders and keeping his guns working rhythmically, the loaders with their rammers, the cleaners with their sponges, the gun captains crouching over the breeches, right hands raised.

The port side battery was already depleted of most of its men; there were only two men to a gun there, standing idle yet ready to spring into action if a shift of the fight should bring their guns to bear. The remainder were on duty round the ship  replacing casualties on the starboard side, manning the pumps whose doleful clanking continued steadily through the fearful din, resting on their oars in the cutter, hard at work aloft repairing damages. Hornblower found time to be thankful that he had been granted seven months in which to bring his crew into its present state of training and discipline.

Something  the concussion of the guns, a faint breath of air, or the send of the sea  was causing the Lydia to turn away a trifle from her enemy. Hornblower could see that the guns were having to be trained round farther and farther so that the rate of firing was being slowed down. He raced forward, running out along the bowsprit until he was over the cutter where Hooker and his men sat staring at the fight.

Mr. Hooker, bring her head round two points to starboard.

Aye aye, sir.

The men bent to their oars and headed their boat towards the Natividad; the towrope tightened while another badly aimed broadside tore the water all round them into foam. Tugging and straining at the oars they would work the ship round in time. Hornblower left them and ran back to the quarterdeck. There was a white-faced ships boy seeking him there.

Mr. Howell sent me, sir. Starboard side chain pumps knocked all to pieces.

Yes? Hornblower knew that Howell the ships carpenter would not merely send a message of despair.

Hes rigging another one, sir, but it will be an hour before it works, sir. He told me to tell you the waters gaining a little, sir.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. The infant addressing him grew round-eyed and confidential now that the first strangeness of speaking to his captain had worn off.

There was fourteen men all knocked into smash at the pump, sir. Orrible, sir.

Very good. Run back to Mr. Howell and tell him the captain is sure he will do his best to get the new pump rigged.

Aye aye, sir.

The boy dived down to the main deck, and Hornblower watched him running forward, dodging the hurrying individuals in the crowded space there. He had to explain himself to the marine sentry at the fore hatchway  no one could go below without being able to show that it was his duty which was calling him there. Hornblower felt as if the message Howell had sent did not matter at all. It called for no decision on his part. All there was to do was to go on fighting, whether the ship was sinking under their feet or not. There was a comfort in being free of all responsibility in this way.

One hour and a half already, said Bush, coming up rubbing his hands. Glorious, sir. Glorious.

It might have been no more than ten minutes for all Hornblower could tell, but Bush had in duty bound been watching the sand glass by the binnacle.

Ive never known Dagoes stick to their guns like this before, commented Bush. Their aims poor, but theyre firing as fast as ever. And its my belief weve hit them hard, sir.

He tried to look through the eddying smoke, even fanning ridiculously with his hands in the attempt  a gesture which, by showing that he was not quite as calm as he appeared to be, gave Hornblower an absurd pleasure. Crystal came up as well as he spoke.

The smokes thinning a little, sir. Its my belief that theres a light air of wind blowing.

He held up a wetted finger.

There is indeed, sir. A trifle of breeze over the port quarter. Ah!

There came a stronger puff as he spoke, which rolled away the smoke in a solid mass over the starboard bow and revealed the scene as if a theatre curtain had been raised. There was the Natividad, looking like a wreck. Her jury foremast had gone the way of its predecessor, and her mainmast had followed it. Only her mizzenmast stood now, and she was rolling wildly in the swell with a huge tangle of rigging trailing over her disengaged side. Abreast her foremast three ports had been battered into one; the gap looked like a missing tooth.

Shes low in the water, said Bush, but on the instant a fresh broadside vomited smoke from her battered side, and this time by some chance every shot told in the Lydia, as the crash below well indicated. The smoke billowed round the Natividad, and as it cleared the watchers saw her swinging round head to wind, helpless in the light air. The Lydia had felt the breeze. Hornblower could tell by the feel of her that she had steerage way again; the quartermaster at the wheel was twirling the spokes to hold her steady. He saw his chance on the instant.

Starboard a point, he ordered. Forward, there! Cast off the cutter.

The Lydia steadied across her enemys bows and raked her with thunder and flame.

Back the main topsl, ordered Hornblower.

The men were cheering again on the main deck through the roar of the guns. Astern the red sun was dipping to the waters edge in a glory of scarlet and gold. Soon it would be night.

She must strike soon. Christ! Why dont she strike? Bush was saying, as at close range the broadsides tore into the helpless enemy, raking her from bow to stern. Hornblower knew better. No ship under Crespos command and flying El Supremos flag would strike her colours. He could see the golden star on a blue ground fluttering through the smoke.

Pound him, lads, pound him! shouted Gerard.

With the shortening range he could rely on his gun captains to fire independently now. Every guns crew was loading and firing as rapidly as possible. So hot were the guns that at each discharge they leaped high in their carriages, and the dripping sponges thrust down their bores sizzled and steamed at the touch of the scorching hot metal. It was growing darker, too. The flashes of the guns could be seen again now, leaping in long orange tongues from the gun muzzles. High above the fast fading sunset could be seen the first star, shining out brilliantly.

The Natividads bowsprit was gone, splintered and broken and hanging under her forefoot, and then in the dwindling light the mizzenmast fell as well, cut through by shots which had ripped their way down the whole length of the ship.

She must strike now, by God! said Bush.

At Trafalgar Bush had been sent as prize master into a captured Spanish ship, and his mind was full of busy memories of what a beaten ship looked like  the dismounted guns, the dead and wounded heaped on the deck and rolling back and forth as the dismasted ship rolled on the swell, the misery, the pain, the helplessness. As if in reply to him there came a sudden flash and report from the Natividads bows. Some devoted souls with tackles and hand-spikes had contrived to slew a gun round so that it would bear right forward, and were firing into the looming bulk of the Lydia.

Pound him, lads, pound him! screamed Gerard, half mad with fatigue and strain.

The Lydia by virtue of her top hamper was going down to leeward fast upon the rolling hulk. At every second the range was shortening. Through the darkness, when their eyes were not blinded with gun flashes, Hornblower and Bush could see figures moving about on the Natividads deck. They were firing muskets now, as well. The flashes pricked the darkness and Hornblower heard a bullet thud into the rail beside him. He did not care. He was conscious now of his overmastering weariness.

The wind was fluky, coming in sudden puffs and veering unexpectedly. It was hard, especially in the darkness, to judge exactly how the two ships were nearing each other.

The closer we are, the quicker well finish it, said Bush.

Yes, but well run on board of her soon, said Hornblower.

He roused himself for a further effort.

Call the hands to stand by to repel boarders, he said, and he walked across to where the two starboard side quarterdeck carronades were thundering away. So intent were their crews on their work, so hypnotised by the monotony of loading and firing, that it took him several seconds to attract their notice. Then they stood still, sweating, while Hornblower gave his orders. The two carronades were loaded with canister brought from the reserve locker beside the taffrail. They waited, crouching beside the guns, while the two ships drifted closer and closer together, the Lydias main deck guns still blazing away. There were shouts and yells of defiance from the Natividad, and the musket flashes from her bows showed a dark mass of men crowding there waiting for the ships to come together. Yet the actual contact was unexpected, as a sudden combination of wind and sea closed the gap with a rush. The Natividads bow hit the Lydia amidships, just forward of the mizzenmast, with a jarring crash. There was a pandemonium of yells from the Natividad as they swarmed forward to board, and the captains of the carronades sprang to their lanyards.

Wait! shouted Hornblower.

His mind was like a calculating machine, judging wind and sea, time and distance, as the Lydia slowly swung round. With hand spikes and the brute strength of the men he trained one carronade round and the other followed his example, while the mob on the Natividads forecastle surged along the bulwarks waiting for the moment to board. The two carronades came right up against them.

Fire!

A thousand musket balls were vomited from the carronades straight into the packed crowd. There was a moment of silence, and then the pandemonium of shouts and cheers was replaced by a thin chorus of screams and cries  the blast of musket balls had swept the Natividads forecastle clear from side to side.

For a space the two ships clung together in this position; the Lydia still had a dozen guns that would bear, and these pounded away with their muzzles almost touching the Natividads bow. Then wind and sea parted them again, the Lydia to leeward now, drifting away from the rolling hulk; in the English ship every gun was in action, while from the Natividad came not a gun, not even a musket shot.

Hornblower fought off his weariness again.

Cease firing, he shouted to Gerard on the main deck, and the guns fell silent.

Hornblower stared through the darkness at the vague mass of the Natividad, wallowing in the waves.

Surrender! he shouted.

Never! came the reply  Crespos voice, he could have sworn to it, thin and high-pitched. It added two or three words of obscene insult.

Hornblower could afford to smile at that, even through his weariness. He had fought his battle and won it.

You have done all that brave men could do, he shouted.

Not all, yet, Captain, wailed the voice in the darkness.

Then something caught Hornblowers eye  a wavering glow of red round about the Natividads vague bows.

Crespo, you fool! he shouted. Your ships on fire! Surrender, while you can.

Never!

The Lydias guns, hard against the Natividads side, had flung their flaming wads in amongst the splintered timbers. The tinder-dry wood of the old ship had taken fire from them, and the fire was spreading fast. It was brighter already than when Hornblower had noticed it; the ship would be a mass of flames soon. Hornblowers first duty was to his own ship  when the fire should reach the powder charges on the Natividads decks, or when it should attain the magazine, the ship would become a volcano of flaming fragments, imperilling the Lydia.

We must haul off from her, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower, speaking formally to conceal the tremor in his voice. Man the braces, there.

The Lydia swung away, close-hauled, clawing her way up to windward of the flaming wreck. Bush and Hornblower gazed back at her. There were bright flames now to be seen, spouting from the shattered bows  the red glow was reflected in the heaving sea around her. And then, as they looked, they saw the flames vanish abruptly, like an extinguished candle. There was nothing to be seen at all, nothing save darkness and the faint glimmer of the wave crests. The sea had swallowed the Natividad before the flames could destroy her.

Sunk, by God! exclaimed Bush, leaning out over the rail.



Hornblower still seemed to hear that last wailing Never! during the seconds of silence that followed. Yet he was perhaps the first of all his ships company to recover from the shock. He put his ship about and ran down to the scene of the Natividads sinking. He sent off Hooker and the cutter to search for survivors  the cutter was the only boat left, for gig and jolly boat had been shattered by the Natividads fire, and the planks of the launch were floating five miles away. They picked up a few men  two were hauled out of the water by men in the Lydias chains, and the cutter found half a dozen swimmers; that was all. The Lydias crew tried to be kind to them, as they stood on her deck in the lantern light with the water streaming from their ragged clothes and their lank black hair, but they were sullen and silent; there was even one who struggled for a moment, as if to continue the battle which the Natividad had fought so desperately.

Never mind, well make topmen of them yet, said Hornblower, trying to speak lightly.

Fatigue had reached such a pitch now that he was speaking as if out of a dream, as if all these solid surroundings of his, the ship, her guns and masts and sails, Bushs burly figure, were unreal and ghostlike, and only his weariness and the ache inside his skull were existing things. He heard his voice as though he were speaking from a yard away.

Aye aye, sir, said the boatswain.

Anything was grist that came to the Royal Navys mill  Harrison was prepared to make seamen out of the strangest human material; he had done so all his life, for that matter.

What course shall I set, sir? asked Bush, as Hornblower turned back to the quarterdeck.

Course? said Hornblower, vaguely. Course?

It was terribly hard to realise that the battle was over, the Natividad sunk, that there was no enemy afloat within thousands of miles of sea. It was hard to realise that the Lydia was in acute danger, too; that the pumps, clanking away monotonously, were not quite able to keep the leaks under, that the Lydia still had a sail stretched under her bottom, and stood in the acutest need of a complete refit.

Hornblower came by degrees to realise that now he had to start a new chapter in the history of the Lydia, to make fresh plans. And there was a long line of people waiting for immediate orders, too  Bush, here, and the boatswain and the carpenter and the gunner and that fool Laurie. He had to force his tired brain to think again. He estimated the winds force and direction, as though it were an academic exercise and not a mental process which for twenty years had been second nature to him. He went wearily down to his cabin and found the shattered chart cases amid the indescribable wreckage, and he pored over the torn chart.

He must report his success at Panama as soon as he could; that was obvious to him now. Perhaps he could refit there, although he saw small chance of it in that inhospitable roadstead, especially with yellow fever in the town. So he must carry the shattered Lydia to Panama. He laid off a course for Cape Mala, by a supreme effort compelled his mind to realise that he had a fair wind, and came up again with his orders to find that the mass of people who were clamouring for his attention had miraculously vanished. Bush had chased them all away, although he never discovered it. He gave the course to Bush, and then Polwheal materialised himself at his elbow, with boat cloak and hammock chair. Hornblower had no protest left in him. He allowed himself to be wrapped in the cloak, and he fell half fainting into the chair. It was twenty one hours since he had last sat down. Polwheal had brought food, too, but he merely ignored that. He wanted no food; all he wanted was rest.

Then for a second he was wide awake again. He had remembered Lady Barbara, battened down below with the wounded in the dark and stifling bowels of the ship. But he relaxed at once. The blasted woman could look after herself  she was quite capable of doing so. Nothing mattered now. His head sank on his breast again. The next thing to disturb him was the sound of his own snores, and that did not disturb him long. He slept and he snored through all the din which the crew made in their endeavour to get the Lydia shipshape again.


Chapter XVIII
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WHAT AWOKE HORNBLOWER was the sun, which lifted itself over the horizon and shone straight into his eyes. He stirred and blinked, and for a space he tried, like a child, to shield his eyes with his hands and to return to sleep. He did not know where he was, and for that time he did not care. Then he began to remember the events of yesterday, and he ceased trying to sleep and instead tried to wake up. Oddly, at first he remembered the details of the fighting and could not recall the sinking of the Natividad. When that recollection shot into his brain he was fully awake.

He rose from his chair, stretching himself painfully, for all his joints ached with the fatigues of yesterday. Bush was standing by the wheel, his face grey and lined and strangely old in the hard light. Hornblower nodded to him and received his salute in return; Bush was wearing his cocked hat over the dirty white bandage round his forehead. Hornblower would have spoken to him, but all his attention was caught up immediately in looking round the ship. There was a good breeze blowing which must have backed round during the night, for the Lydia could only just hold her course close-hauled. She was under all plain sail; Hornblowers rapid inspection revealed to him innumerable splices both in standing and running rigging; the jury mizzenmast seemed to be standing up well to its work, but every sail that was spread seemed to have at least one shot-hole in it  some of them a dozen or more. They gave the ship a little of the appearance of a tattered vagabond. The first part of todays work would be spreading a new suit of sails; new rigging could wait for a space.

It was only then, after weather and course and sail set had been noted, that Hornblowers sailors eye came down to the decks. From forward came the monotonous clangour of the pumps; the clear white water which was gushing from them was the surest indication that the ship was making so much water that it could only just be kept in check. On the lee side gangway was a long, long row of corpses, each in its hammock. Hornblower flinched when he saw the length of the row, and it called for all his will to count them. There were twenty four dead men along the gangway; and fourteen had been buried yesterday. Some of these dead might be  probably were  the mortally wounded of yesterday, but thirty eight dead seemed certainly to indicate at least seventy wounded down below. Rather more than one third of the Lydias company were casualties, then. He wondered who they were, wondered whose distorted faces were concealed beneath those hammocks.

The dead on deck outnumbered the living. Bush seemed to have sent below every man save for a dozen men to hand and steer, which was sensible of him, seeing that everyone must be worn out with yesterdays toil while one man out of every seven on board would have to be employed at the pumps until the shot holes could be got at and plugged. The rest of the crew, at first glance, were all asleep, sprawled on the main deck under the gangways. Hardly anyone had had the strength to sling a hammock (if their hammocks had survived the battle); all the rest lay as they had dropped, lying tangled here and there, heads pillowed on each other or on more unsympathetic objects like ringbolts and the hind axletrees of the guns.

There were still evident many signs of yesterdays battle, quite apart from the sheeted corpses and the dark stains, not thoroughly swabbed, which disfigured the white planking. The decks were furrowed and grooved in all directions, with jagged splinters still standing up here and there. There were shot holes in the ships sides with canvas roughly stretched over them. The port sills were stained black with powder; on one of them an eighteen-pounder shot stood out, half buried in the tough oak. But on the other hand an immense amount of work had been done, from laying out the dead to securing the guns and frapping the breechings. Apart from the weariness of her crew, the Lydia was ready to fight another battle at two minutes notice.

Hornblower felt a prick of shame that so much should have been done while he slept lazily in his hammock chair. He forced himself to feel no illwill on that account. Although to praise Bushs work was to admit his own deficiencies he felt that he must be generous.

Very good indeed, Mr. Bush, he said, walking over to him; yet his natural shyness combined with his feeling of shame to make his speech stilted. I am both astonished and pleased at the work you have accomplished.

Today is Sunday, sir, said Bush, simply.

So it was. Sunday was the day of the captains inspection, when he went round every part of the ship examining everything, to see that the first lieutenant was doing his duty in keeping the ship efficient. On Sunday the ship had to be swept and garnished, all the falls of rope flemished down, the hands fallen in by divisions in their best clothes, divine service held, the Articles of War read  Sunday was the day when the professional ability of every first lieutenant in His Britannic Majestys Navy was tried in the balance.

Hornblower could not fight down a smile at this ingenuous explanation.

Sunday or no Sunday, he said, you have done magnificently, Mr. Bush.

Thank you, sir.

And I shall remember to say so in my report to the Admiralty.

I know youll do that, sir.

Bushs weary face was illuminated by a gleam of pleasure. A successful single ship action was usually rewarded by promotion to Commander of the first lieutenant, and for a man like Bush, with no family and no connections, it was his only hope of making that vitally important step. But a captain who was anxious to enhance his own glory could word his report so that it appeared that he had won his victory despite of, instead of by the aid of, his first lieutenant  instances were known.

They may make much of this in England, when eventually they hear about it, said Hornblower.

Im certain of it, sir. It isnt every day of the week that a frigate sinks a ship of the line.

It was stretching a point to call the Natividad that  sixty years ago when she was built she may have been considered just fit to lie in the line, but times had changed since then. But it was a very notable feat that the Lydia had accomplished, all the same. It was only now that Hornblower began to appreciate how notable it was, and his spirits rose in proportion. There was another criterion which the British public was prone to apply in estimating the merit of a naval action, and the Board of Admiralty itself not infrequently used the same standard.

Whats the butchers bill? demanded Hornblower, brutally, voicing the thoughts of both of them  brutally because otherwise he might be thought guilty of sentiment.

Thirty eight killed, sir, said Bush, taking a dirty scrap of paper from his pocket. Seventy five wounded. Four missing. The missing are Harper, Dauson, North, and Chump the negro, sir  they were lost when the launch was sunk. Clay was killed in the first days action  

Hornblower nodded; he remembered Clays headless body sprawled on the quarterdeck.

  and John Summers, masters mate, Henry Vincent and James Clifton, boatswains mates, killed yesterday, and Donald Scott Galbraith, third lieutenant, Lieutenant Samuel Simmonds of the Marines, Midshipman Howard Savage, and four other warrant officers wounded.

Galbraith? said Hornblower. That piece of news prevented him from beginning to wonder what would be the reward of a casualty list of a hundred and seventeen, when frigate captains had been knighted before this for a total of eighty killed and wounded.

Badly, sir. Both legs smashed below the knees.

Galbraith had met the fate which Hornblower had dreaded for himself. The shock recalled Hornblower to his duty.

I shall go down and visit the wounded at once, he said, and checked himself and looked searchingly at his first lieutenant. What about you, Bush? You dont look fit for duty.

I am perfectly fit, sir, protested Bush. I shall take an hours rest when Gerard comes up to take over the deck from me.

As you will, then.

Down below decks in the orlop it was like some canto in the Inferno. It was dark; the four oil lamps whose flickering, reddish yellow glimmer wavered from the deck beams above seemed to serve only to cast shadows. The atmosphere was stifling. To the normal stenches of bilge and of ships stores was added the stinks of sick men crowded together, of the sooty lamps, of the bitter powder smell which had drifted in yesterday and had not yet succeeded in making its way out again. It was appallingly hot; the heat and the stink hit Hornblower in the face as he entered, and within five seconds of his entry his face was as wet as if it had been dipped in water, so hot was it and so laden was the atmosphere with moisture.

As complex as the air was the noise. There were the ordinary ship-noises  the creaking and groaning of timber, the vibration of the rigging transmitted downward from the chains, the sound of the sea outside, the wash of the bilge below, and the monotonous clangour of the pumps forward intensified by the ship-timbers acting as sounding boards. But all the noises acted only as accompaniment to the din in the cockpit, where seventy five wounded men, crammed together, were groaning and sobbing and screaming, blaspheming and vomiting. Lost souls in hell could hardly have had a more hideous environment, or be suffering more.

Hornblower found Laurie, standing aimlessly in the gloom.

Thank God youve come, sir, he said. His tone implied that he cast all responsibility, gladly, from that moment on the shoulders of his captain.

Come round with me and make your report, snapped Hornblower. He hated this business, and yet, although he was completely omnipotent on board, he could not turn and fly as his instincts told him to do. The work had to be done, and Hornblower knew that now Laurie had proved his incompetence he himself was the best man to deal with it. He approached the last man in the row, and drew back with a start of surprise. Lady Barbara was there; the wavering light caught her classic features as she knelt beside the wounded man. She was sponging his face and his throat as he writhed on the deck.

It was a shock to Hornblower to see her engaged thus. The day was yet to come when Florence Nightingale was to make nursing a profession in which women could engage. No man of taste could bear the thought of a woman occupied with the filthy work of a hospital. Sisters of Mercy might labour there for the good of their souls; boozy old women might attend to women in labour and occasionally take a hand at sick nursing, but to look after wounded men was entirely mens work  the work of men who deserved nothing better, either, and who were ordered to it on account of their incapacity or their bad record like men ordered to clean out latrines. Hornblowers stomach revolted at the sight of Lady Barbara here in contact with dirty bodies, with blood and pus and vomit.

Dont do that! he said, hoarsely. Go away from here. Go on deck.

I have begun this work now, said Lady Barbara, indifferently. I am not going to leave it unfinished.

Her tone admitted no possibility of argument; she was apparently talking of the inevitable  much as she might say that she had caught a cold and would have to bear with it until it had run its course.

The gentleman in charge here, she went on, knows nothing of his duties.

Lady Barbara had no belief in the nobility of nursing; to her mind it was a more degrading occupation than cooking or mending clothes (work which had only occasionally, when the exigencies of travel demanded it, engaged her capable fingers) but she had found a job which was being inefficiently done when there was no one save herself to do it better, at a time when the Kings service depended in part on its being done well. She had set herself to the work with the same wholehearted attention to detail and neglect of personal comfort with which one of her brothers had governed India and another had fought the Mahrattas.

This man, went on Lady Barbara, has a splinter of wood under his skin here. It ought to be extracted at once.

She displayed the mans bare chest, hairy and tattooed. Under the tattooing there was a horrible black bruise, stretching from the breast bone to the right armpit, and in the muscles of the armpit was a jagged projection under the skin; when Lady Barbara laid her fingers on it the man writhed and groaned with pain. In fighting between wooden ships splinter wounds constituted a high proportion of the casualties, and the hurtling pieces of wood could never be extracted by the route by which they entered, because their shape gave them natural barbs. In this case the splinter had been deflected by the ribs so as to pass round under the skin, bruising and lacerating, to its present place in the armpit.

Are you ready to do it now? asked Lady Barbara of the unhappy Laurie.

Well, madam  

If you will not, then I will. Dont be a fool, man.

I will see that it is done, Lady Barbara, interposed Hornblower. He would promise anything to get this finished and done with.

Very well, then, Captain.

Lady Barbara rose from her knees, but she showed no sign of any intention of retiring in a decent female fashion. Hornblower and Laurie looked at each other.

Now, Laurie, said Hornblower, harshly. Where are your instruments? Here, you, Wilcox, Hudson. Bring him a good stiff tot of rum. Now, Williams, were going to get that splinter out of you. It is going to hurt you.

Hornblower had to struggle hard to keep his face from writhing in disgust and fear of the task before him. He spoke harshly to stop his voice from trembling; he hated the whole business. And it was a painful and bloody business, too. Although Williams tried hard to show no weakness, he writhed as the incision was made, and Wilcox and Hudson had to catch his hands and force his shoulders back. He gave a horrible cry as the long dark strip of wood was dragged out, and then fell limp, fainting, so that he uttered no protest at the prick of the needle as the edges of the wound were clumsily sewn together.

Lady Barbaras lips were firmly compressed. She watched Lauries muddled attempts at bandaging, and then she stooped without a word and took the rags from him. The men watched her fascinated as with one hand firmly behind Williams spine she passed the roll dexterously round his body and bound the fast-reddening waste firmly to the wound.

He will do now, said Lady Barbara, rising.

Hornblower spent two stifling hours down there in the cockpit going the round with Laurie and Lady Barbara, but they were not nearly such agonising hours as they might have been. One of the main reasons for his feeling so unhappy regarding the care of the wounded had been his consciousness of his own incompetence. Insensibly he came to shift some of his responsibility onto Lady Barbaras shoulders; she was so obviously capable and so unintimidated that she was the person most fitted of all in the ship to be given the supervision of the wounded. When Hornblower had gone round every bed, when the five newly dead men had been dragged out, he faced her under the wavering light of the last lamp in the row.

I dont know how I can thank you, maam, he said. I am as grateful to you as any of these wounded men.

There is no gratitude needed, said Lady Barbara, shrugging her slim shoulders, for work which had to be done.

A good many years later her ducal brother was to say The Kings government must be carried on in exactly the same tone. The man in the bed beside them waved a bandaged arm.

Three cheers for her leddyship! he croaked. Hip hip, hurrah!

Some of the shattered invalids joined him in his cheers  a melancholy chorus, blended with the wheezing and groaning of the delirious men around them. Lady Barbara waved a deprecating hand and turned back to the captain.

We must have air down here, she said. Can that be arranged? I remember my brother telling me how the mortality in the hospital at Bombay declined as soon as they began to give the patients air. Perhaps those men who can be moved can be brought on deck?

I will arrange it, maam, said Hornblower.

Lady Barbaras request was strongly accented by the contrast which Hornblower noticed when he went on deck  the fresh Pacific air, despite the scorching sunshine, was like champagne after the solid stink of the orlop. He gave orders for the immediate reestablishment of the canvas ventilating shafts which had been removed when the decks were cleared for action.

And there are certain of the wounded, Mr. Rayner, he went on, who would do better if brought up on deck. You must find Lady Barbara Wellesley and ask her which men are to be moved.

Lady Barbara Wellesley, sir? said Rayner, surprised and tactless, because he knew nothing of the last development.

You heard what I said, snapped Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir, said Rayner hurriedly, and dived away below in fear lest he should say anything further to annoy his captain.

So that on board H.M.S. Lydia that morning divisions were held and divine service conducted a little late, after the burial of the dead, with a row of wounded swaying in hammocks on each side of the main deck, and with the faint echo of the horrible sounds below floating up through the air shafts.


Chapter XIX
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ONCE MORE THE Lydia held her course along the Pacific coast of Central America. The grey volcanic peaks, tinged with pink, slid past her to the eastward, with the lush green of the coastal strip sometimes just visible at their feet. The sea was blue and the sky was blue; the flying fish skimmed the surface, leaving their fleeting furrows behind them. But every minute of the day and night twenty men toiled at the pumps to keep her from sinking, and the rest of the able bodied crew worked all their waking hours at the task of refitting.

The fortnight which elapsed before she rounded Cape Mala went far to reduce her list of wounded. Some of the men were by then already convalescent  the hard physical condition which they had enjoyed, thanks to months of heavy work at sea, enabled them to make light of wounds which would have been fatal to men of soft physique. Shock and exhaustion had relieved the ship of others, and now gangrene, the grim Nemesis which awaited so many men with open wounds in those pre-antiseptic days, was relieving her of still more. Every morning there was the same ceremony at the ships side, when two or three or six hammock-wrapped bundles were slid over into the blue Pacific.

Galbraith went that way. He had borne the shock of his wound, he had even survived the torture to which Laurie submitted him when, goaded by Lady Barbaras urgent representations, he had set to work with knife and saw upon the smashed tangles of flesh and bone which had been his legs. He had bade fair to make a good recovery, lying blanched and feeble in his cot, so that Laurie had been heard to boast of his surgical skill and of the fine stumps he had made and of the neatness with which he had tied the arteries. Then, suddenly, the fatal symptoms had shown themselves, and Galbraith had died five days later after a fortunate delirium.

Hornblower and Lady Barbara drew nearer to each other during these days. Lady Barbara had fought a losing battle for Galbraiths life to the very end, had fought hard and without sparing herself, and yet seemingly without emotion as if she were merely applying herself to a job which had to be done. Hornblower would have thought this was the case if he had not seen her face on the occasion when Galbraith was holding her hands and talking to her under the impression that she was his mother. The dying boy was babbling feverishly in the broad Scots into which he had lapsed as soon as delirium overcame him, clutching her hands and refusing to let her go, while she sat with him talking calmly and quietly in an effort to soothe him. So still was her voice, so calm and unmoved was her attitude, that Hornblower would have been deceived had he not seen the torment in her face.

And for Hornblower it was unexpectedly painful when Galbraith died. Hornblower always looked upon himself as a man content to make use of others, pleasingly devoid of human weaknesses. It was a surprise to him to find how hurt and sorry he was at Galbraiths death, and to find his voice trembling and tears in his eyes as he read the service, and to feel a shudder of distress at the thought of what the sharks were doing to Galbraiths body, down there below the blue surface of the Pacific. He told himself that he was being weak, and then hastened to assure himself that he was merely annoyed at the loss of a useful subordinate, but he could not convince himself. In a fury of reaction he flung himself into the business of driving his men harder in their task of refitting the Lydia, and yet now when his eyes met Lady Barbaras, on deck or across the dinner table, it was not with the complete lack of sympathy which had previously prevailed. There was a hint of understanding between them now.

Hornblower saw little enough of Lady Barbara. They dined together on some afternoons, always with at least one other officer present, but for the most part he was busy with his professional duties and she with her care of the sick. They neither of them had the time, and he at least had not the superfluous energy to spare for the flirtations that those mild tropic nights should have brought in their train. And Hornblower, as soon as they entered the Gulf of Panama, had sufficient additional worries for the moment to drive away all possibility of a flirtation.

The Pearl Islands were just in view over the port bow, and the Lydia, close-hauled, was heading for Panama one days sail ahead when the guarda-costa lugger which had encountered them before hove up over the horizon to windward. At sight of the Lydia she altered course and came running down wind towards her, while Hornblower kept steadily on his course. He was a little elated with the prospect of making even such a fever-ridden port as badly equipped as Panama, because the strain of keeping the Lydia afloat was beginning to tell on him.

The lugger hove-to a couple of cables lengths away, and a few minutes later the same smart officer in the brilliant uniform came clambering up onto the Lydias deck as had boarded from her once before.

Good morning, Captain, he said, bowing profoundly. I trust Your Excellency is enjoying the best of health?

Thank you, said Hornblower.

The Spanish officer was looking curiously about him; the Lydia still bore many marks of her recent battle  the row of wounded in hammocks told a good part of the story. Hornblower saw that the Spaniard seemed to be on his guard, as though determined to be noncommittal at present until something unknown had revealed itself.

I see, said the Spaniard, that your fine ship has been recently in action. I hope that Your Excellency had good fortune in the encounter?

We sank the Natividad if that is what you mean, said Hornblower, brutally.

You sank her, Captain?

I did.

She is destroyed?

She is.

The Spaniards expression hardened  Hornblower was led for a moment to think that it was a bitter blow to him to hear that for the second time the Spanish ship had been beaten by an English ship of half her force.

Then, sir, said the Spaniard, I have a letter to give you.

He felt in his breast pocket, but with a curious gesture of hesitation  Hornblower realised later that he must have had two letters, one in one pocket and one in another, of different import, one to be delivered if the Natividad were destroyed and the other if she were still able to do damage. The letter which he handed over when he was quite certain which was which was not very brief, but was worded with a terseness that implied (having regard to the ornateness of the Spanish official style) absolute rudeness, as Hornblower was quick to realise when he tore open the wrapper and read the contents.

It was a formal prohibition from the Viceroy of Peru for the Lydia to drop anchor in, or to enter into, any port of Spanish America, in the Viceroyalty of Peru, or the Viceroyalty of Mexico, or the Captain-Generalcy of New Granada.

Hornblower re-read the letter, and while he did so the dismal clangour of the pumps, drifting aft to his ears, made more acute the worries which instantly leaped upon him. He thought of his battered, leaking ship, his sick and wounded, his weary crew and his attenuated stores, of the rounding of the Horn and the four thousand miles of the Atlantic which lay between him and England. And more than that; he remembered the supplementary orders which had been given him when he left England, regarding the effort he was to make to open Spanish America to British trade and to establish an Isthmian canal.

You are aware of the contents of this letter, sir? he asked.

Yes, sir.

The Spaniard was haughty, even brazen about it.

Can you explain this most unfriendly behaviour on the part of the Viceroy?

I would not presume to explain my masters actions, sir.

And yet they are in sore need of explanation. I cannot understand how any civilised man could abandon an ally who has fought his battles for him and is in need of help solely because of those battles.

You came unasked into these seas, sir. There would have been no battle for you to fight if you had stayed in those parts of the world where your King rules. The South Sea is the property of His Most Catholic Majesty, who will tolerate no intruder upon it.

I understand, said Hornblower.

He guessed that new orders had come out to Spanish America now that the government of Spain had heard of the presence of an English frigate in the Pacific. The retention of the American monopoly was to the Spanish mind as dear as life itself. There was no length to which the Spanish government would not go to retain it, even though it meant offending an ally while in the midst of a life and death struggle with the most powerful despot in Europe. To the Spaniards in Madrid the Lydias presence in the Pacific hinted at the coming of a flood of British traders, at the drying up of the constant stream of gold and silver on which the Spanish government depended, at  worse still  the introduction of heresy into a part of the world which had been kept faithful to the Pope through three centuries. It did not matter if Spanish America were poor, misgoverned, disease ridden, nor if the rest of the world felt the pinch of being shut out at a time when the Continental System had ruined European trade.

In a clear-sighted moment Hornblower foresaw that the world could not long tolerate selfishness carried to these lengths, and that soon, amid general approval, Spanish-America would throw off the Spanish yoke. Later, if neither Spain nor New Granada would cut that canal, someone else would step in and do it for them. He was minded to say so, but his innate caution restrained him. However badly he had been treated, there was nothing to be gained by causing an open breach. There was a sweeter revenge in keeping his thoughts to himself.

Very good, sir, he said. My compliments to your master. I will call at no port on the Spanish Main. Please convey His Excellency my lively sense of gratitude at the courtesy with which I have been treated, and my pleasure at this further proof of the good relations between the governments of which we have the good fortune to be subjects.

The Spanish officer looked at him sharply, but Hornblower kept his face immobile while bending his spine with studied courtesy.

And now, sir, went on Hornblower dryly, I must, much to my regret, wish you goodday and a pleasant journey. I have much to attend to.

It was irksome to the Spaniard to be dismissed in this cavalier fashion, but he could take no open exception to anything Hornblower had said. He could only return Hornblowers bow and walk back to the ships side. No sooner was he back in his boat than Hornblower turned to Bush.

Keep the ship hove-to, if you please, Mr. Bush, he said.

The Lydia rolled heavily, hove-to, on the swell, while her captain resumed his interrupted pacing of the quarterdeck, eyed furtively by those officers and men who had guessed at the bad news this latest despatch contained. Up and down, up and down, walked Hornblower, between the carronade slides on the one hand and the ringbolts on the other, while the clanking of the pumps, floating drearily on the heavy air, told him at every second how urgent it was that he should form some new decision.

First of all, however, before even the question of the condition of the ship arose, he must decide about stores and water  every ships captain had to consider that problem first. Six weeks back he had filled his storerooms and his water barrels. But since that time he had lost a quarter of his crew. At a pinch, even allowing for a long time to refit, there was enough food to last them back to England, therefore; especially as the easterly rounding of the Horn was never as prolonged as the westerly one, and (now that all need of secrecy had disappeared) if necessary St. Helena or Sierra Leone or Gibraltar would be open to him to replenish.

That was intensely satisfactory. He could devote his whole mind now to his ship. Refit he must. The Lydia could not hope to survive the storms of Cape Horn in her present condition, leaking like a sieve, jury rigged, and with a sail fothered under her bottom. The work could not be done at sea, and the harbours were barred to him. He must do as old buccaneers did  as Drake and Anson and Dampier had done in these very waters  find some secluded cove where he could careen his ship. It would not be easy on the mainland for the Spaniards had settled round every navigable bay. It would have to be an island, therefore.

Those Pearl Islands on the horizon would not be suitable, for Hornblower knew them to be inhabited and to be frequently visited from Panama  besides, the lugger was still in sight and watching his movements. Hornblower went down below and got out his charts; there was the island of Coiba which the Lydia had passed yesterday. His charts told him nothing of it save its position, but it was clearly the place to investigate first. Hornblower laid off his course and then went on deck again.

We will put the ship about, if you please, Mr. Bush, he said.


Chapter XX
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INCH BY INCH His Britannic Majestys frigate Lydia crept into the bay. The cutter was out ahead, with Rayner sounding industriously, while with a dying breath of air behind her and a shred of sail set the Lydia felt her way between the two headlands into the tortuous channel. Those capes, one each side of the entrance, were steep rocky cliffs, and the one overlapped the other a trifle so that only an eye sharpened by necessity, and which had made the most of its recent opportunities of learning the typical rock formations of that coast, could have guessed at the possibility of an expanse of water behind them.

Hornblower took his eye from the ships course as she crawled round the corner to study the bay before him. There were mountains all round it, but on the farther side the slope down to the water was not nearly so steep, and on the waters edge there, at the foot of the dazzling green which clothed the banks all round, was a hint of golden sand which told of the sort of bottom which he sought. It would be shelving there, without a doubt, and free from rock.

This seems very suitable, said Hornblower to Bush.

Aye aye, sir. Made for the job, said Bush.

Then you may drop anchor. We shall start work at once.

It was terribly hot in that little bay in the island of Coiba. The lofty mountains all about cut off any wind that might be blowing, and at the same time reflected the heat to a focus in the bay. As the cable rasped out through the hawsehole Hornblower felt the heat descend upon him. He was wet with sweat even while he stood still on the quarterdeck; he longed for a bath and for a little leisure, to rest until the cool of the evening, but he could not allow himself any such luxury. Time was, as ever, of vital importance. He must make himself secure before the Spaniards could discover where he had hidden himself.

Call back the cutter, he said.

On land it was even hotter than on the water. Hornblower had himself rowed to the sandy beach, sounding as he went, and examining with care the sample of the bottom which the tallow on the bottom of the lead brought up for his inspection. It was sand without a doubt  he could beach the Lydia safely there. He landed in the breathless jungle; there was clearly no human life here, to judge by the pathlessness of the close-packed vegetation. Tall trees and scrub, creepers and parasites, were all tangled together in their silent struggle for life. Strange birds with strange cries flitted through the twilight of the branches; Hornblowers nostrils were assailed by the reek of the decaying matter beneath his feet. With a sweating escort, musket in hand, about him, he cut his way through the forest. He emerged where the rock was too steep for vegetation ever to have gained a foothold, into the blinding sunlight at the mouth of the bay. He climbed, sweating and exhausted, up the steep ledges. The Lydia floated idly on the dazzling blue of the little bay. The opposite headland frowned down upon him across the mouth, and he studied its soaring ledges through his glass. Then he went back to his ship, to goad his men into frantic activity.

Before she could be beached, before the carpenter and his men could set to work upon her bottom, the Lydia must be lightened. And also, before she could be laid defenceless on her side, this bay must be made secure from all aggressors. Tackles were rigged, and the two-ton eighteen-pounders were swayed up from the main deck. With careful management and exact balancing the cutter could just carry one of these monsters. One at a time they were ferried to the headlands, where Rayner and Gerard were already at work with parties preparing emplacements. Toiling gangs were set to work preparing rough paths up the faces of the cliffs, and no sooner were these complete than the men were turned on with tackles and ropes to drag the guns up the paths. Powder and shot for the guns followed them, and then food and water for the garrisons. At the end of thirty six hours of exacting labour the Lydia was a hundred tons lighter, and the entrance to the bay was so defended that any vessel attempting it would have to brave the plunging fire of twenty guns.

In the meanwhile another party had been working like furies on shore above the sandy beach. Here they cleared away a section of forest, and dragged the fallen trees into a rough breastwork, and into the rude fort so delimited, among the tree stumps, another party brought up beef barrels, and flour bags, and spars, and guns, and shot, and powder barrels, until the Lydia was a mere empty shell rolling in the tiny waves of the bay. The men stretched canvas shelters for themselves as protection against the frequent tropical showers which deluged on them, and for their officers they built rude timber huts  and one for the women as well.

In giving that order Hornblower made his sole acknowledgement of the womens existence. During this flurry of work, and under the strain of the responsibility which he bore, he had neither the time nor the surplus energy to spare for conversation with Lady Barbara. He was tired, and the steamy heat drained his energies, but his natural reaction to these conditions, having in mind the need for haste, was to flog himself into working harder and harder, obstinately and unreasonably, so that the days passed in a nightmare of fatigue, during which the minutes he passed with Lady Barbara were like the glimpses a man has of a beautiful woman during delirium.

He drove his men hard from earliest dawn as long as daylight lasted, keeping them slaving away in the crushing heat until they shook their heads over him in rueful admiration. They did not grudge him the efforts he called for; that would have been impossible for British sailors led by a man who was so little prepared to spare himself. And besides, the men displayed the constant characteristic of British crews of working the more cheerfully the more unusual the conditions. Sleeping on beds of sand instead of in their far more comfortable hammocks, working on solid earth instead of on board ship, hemmed in by dense forest instead of engirdled by a distant horizon  all this was stimulating and cheering.

The fireflies in the forest, the strange fruits which were found for them by their impressed prisoners from the Natividad, the very mosquitoes which plagued them, helped at the same time to keep them happy. Down the cliff face beside one of the entrance batteries there tumbled a constant stream of clear water, so that for once in their lives the men were allowed as much fresh water as they could use, and to men who for months at a time had to submit to having a sentry standing guard over their drinking water this was an inexpressible luxury.

Soon, on the sandy shore, and as far as possible from the stored powder barrels, canvas-covered and sentry-guarded, there were fires lit over which was melted the pitch brought from the boatswains store. There had not been enough defaulters during those days to pick all the oakum required  some of the ships company had to work at oakum picking while the Lydia was hove over and the carpenter applied himself to the task of setting her bottom to rights. The shot holes were plugged, the strained seams caulked and pitched, the missing sheets of copper were replaced by the last few sheets which the Lydia carried in reserve. For four days the tiny bay was filled with the sound of the caulking hammers at work, and the reek of melting pitch drifted over the still water as the smoking cauldrons were carried across to the working parties.

At the end of that time the carpenter expressed himself as satisfied, and Hornblower, anxiously going over every foot of the ships bottom, grudgingly agreed with him. The Lydia was hove off, and, still empty, was kedged and towed across the bay until she lay at the foot of the high cliff where one of the batteries was established  the shore was steep enough at this point to allow her to lie close in here when empty of guns and stores. At this point Lieutenant Bush had been busy setting up a projecting gallows, a hundred feet above, and vertically over, the ships deck. Painfully, and after many trials, the Lydia was manœuvred until she could be moored so that the stump of her mizzenmast stood against the plumb line which Bush dropped from the tackles high above. Then the wedges were knocked out, the tackles set to work, and the stump was drawn out of her like a decayed tooth.

That part of the work was easy compared with the next step. The seventy five foot main yard had to be swayed up to the gallows, and then hung vertically down from them; if it had slipped it would have shot down like some monstrous arrow and would have sunk her for certain. When the yard was exactly vertical and exactly above the mizzenmast step it was lowered down, inch by inch, until its solid butt could be coaxed by anxious gangs through the main deck and through the orlop until it came at last solidly to rest in its step upon the keelson. It only remained then to wedge it firmly in, to set up new shrouds, and the Lydia had once more a mizzenmast which could face the gales of the Horn.

Back at her anchorage, the Lydia could be ballasted once more, with her beef barrels and water barrels, her guns and her shot, save for what was left in the entrance batteries. Ballasted and steady upon her keel, she could be re-rigged and her topmasts set up again. Every rope was re-rove, her standing rigging newly set up, replacements effected until she was as efficient a ship as when she had left Portsmouth newly commissioned.

It was then that Hornblower could allow himself time to draw breath and relax. The captain of a ship that is no ship, but only a mere hulk helpless in a landlocked inlet, cannot feel a moments peace. A heretic in an Inquisitors dungeon is happy compared with him. There is the menacing land all about him, the torment of helplessness as a perpetual goad, the fear of an ignominious siege to wake him in the night. Hornblower was like a man released from a sentence of death when he trod the Lydias deck once more and allowed his eye to rove contentedly upward and ever upward through the aspiring rigging, with the clangour of the pumps which had echoed in his ears during the last fortnights cruise completely stilled, happy in the consciousness of a staunch ship under his feet, comfortable in the knowledge that there would be no more campaigns to plan until he reached England.

At this very moment they were dismantling one of the entrance batteries, and the guns were being ferried out to the Lydia one by one. Already he had a broadside battery which could fire, a ship which could manœuvre, and he could snap his fingers at every Spaniard in the Pacific. It was a glorious sensation. He turned and found Lady Barbara on the quarterdeck beside him, and he smiled at her dazzlingly.

Good morning, maam, he said. I trust you found your cabin comfortable again?

Lady Barbara smiled back at him  in fact she almost laughed, so comical was the contrast between this greeting and the scowls she had encountered from him during the last eleven days.

Thank you, Captain, she said. It is marvellously comfortable. Your crew has worked wonders to have done so much in such little time.

Quite unconsciously he had reached out and taken both her hands in his, and was standing there holding them, smiling all over his face in the sunshine. Lady Barbara felt that it would only need a word from her to set him dancing.

We shall be at sea before nightfall, he said, ecstatically.

She could not be dignified with him, any more than she could have been dignified with a baby; she knew enough of men and affairs not to resent his previous preoccupation. Truth to tell, she was a trifle fond of him because of it.

You are a very fine sailor, sir, she said to him, suddenly. I doubt if there is another officer in the Kings service who could have done all you have done on this voyage.

I am glad you think so, maam, he said, but the spell was broken. He had been reminded of himself, and his cursed self-consciousness closed in upon him again. He dropped her hands, awkwardly, and there was a hint of a blush in his tanned cheeks.

I have only done my duty, he mumbled, looking away.

Many men can do that, said Lady Barbara, but few can do it well. The country is your debtor  my sincerest hope is that England will acknowledge the debt.

The words started a sudden train of thought in Hornblowers mind; it was a train he had followed up often before. England would only remember that his battle with the Natividad had been unnecessary; that a more fortunate captain would have heard of the new alliance between Spain and England before he had handed the Natividad over to the rebels, and would have saved all the trouble and friction and loss which had resulted. A frigate action with a hundred casualties might be glorious, but an unnecessary action with a hundred casualties was quite inglorious. No one would stop to think that it was his careful obedience to orders and skill in carrying them out which had been the reason of it. He would be blamed for his own merits, and life was suddenly full of bitterness again.

Your pardon, maam, he said, and he turned away from her and walked forward to bawl orders at the men engaged in swaying an eighteen-pounder up from the launch.

Lady Barbara shook her head at his back.

Bless the man! she said to herself, softly. He was almost human for a while.

Lady Barbara was fast acquiring, in her forced loneliness, the habit of talking to herself like the sole inhabitant of a desert island. She checked herself as soon as she found herself doing so, and went below and rated Hebe soundly for some minor sin of omission in the unpacking of her wardrobe.


Chapter XXI
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THE RUMOUR HAD gone round the crew that the Lydia was at last homeward bound. The men had fought and worked, first on the one side and then on the other, without understanding the trend of high politics which had decided whom they should fight and for whom they should work. That Spaniards should be first enemies, and then friends, and then almost hostile neutrals, had hardly caused one of them a single thought. They had been content to obey orders unthinkingly; but now, it seemed certain, so solidly based was the rumour, that the Lydia was on her way home. To the scatter-brained crew it seemed as if England was just over the horizon. They gave no thought to the five thousand stormy miles of sea that lay before them. Their heads were full of England. The pressed men thought of their wives; the volunteers thought of the women of the ports and of the joys of paying off. The sun of their rapture was not even overcast by any cloud of doubt as to the chances of their being turned over to another ship and sent off half round the world again before ever they could set foot on English soil.

They had flung themselves with a will into the labour of warping out of the bay, and not one of them looked back with regret to the refuge which alone had made their homeward voyage possible. They had chattered and played antics like a crew of monkeys when they dashed aloft to set sail, and the watch below had danced and set to partners through the warm evening while the Lydia bowled along with a favourable breeze over the blue Pacific. Then during the night the wind died away with its usual tropical freakishness, from a good breeze to a faint air, and from a faint air to a slow succession of fluky puffs which set the sails slatting and the rigging creaking and kept the watch continually at work at the braces trimming the sails.

Hornblower awoke in his cot in the cool hour before dawn. It was still too dark to see the telltale compass in the deck over his head, but he could guess from the long roll of the ship and the intermittent noises overhead that calm weather had overtaken them. It was almost time for him to start his morning walk on the quarterdeck, and he rested, blissfully free of all feeling of responsibility, until Polwheal came in to get out his clothes. He was putting on his trousers when a hail from the masthead lookout came echoing down through the scuttle.

Sail ho! Broad on the larboard beam. Its that there lugger again, sir.

That feeling of freedom from worry vanished on the instant. Twice had that ill-omened lugger been seen in this very Gulf of Panama, and twice she had been the bearer of bad news. Hornblower wondered, with a twinge of superstition, what this third encounter would bring forth. He snatched his coat from Polwheals hands and put it on as he dashed up the companionway.

The lugger was there, sure enough, lying becalmed some two miles away; there were half a dozen glasses trained on her  apparently Hornblowers officers shared his superstition.

Theres something about that crafts rig which gives me the horrors, grumbled Gerard.

Shes just a plain Spanish guarda-costa, said Crystal. Ive seen em in dozens. I remember off Havana  

Who hasnt seen em? snapped Gerard. I was saying  hullo! Theres a boat putting off.

He glanced round and saw his captain appearing on the deck.

Luggers sending a boat, sir.

Hornblower did his best to make his expression one of sturdy indifference. He told himself that commanding, as he did, the fastest and most powerful ship on the Pacific coast, he need fear nothing. He was equipped and ready to sail half round the world, to fight any ship up to fifty guns. The sight of the lugger ought to cause him no uneasiness  but it did.

For long minutes they watched the boat come bobbing towards them over the swell. At first it was only a black speck showing occasionally on the crests. Then the flash of the oar blades could be seen, as they reflected the rays of the nearly level sun, and then the oars themselves, as the boat grew like some great black water beetle creeping over the surface, and at last she was within hail, and a few minutes after for the third time the young Spanish officer in his brilliant uniform mounted to the Lydias deck and received Hornblowers bow.

He made no attempt to conceal his curiosity, nor the admiration which blended with it. He saw that the jury mizzenmast had disappeared and had been replaced by a new spar as trim and as efficient as any set up in a navy yard; he saw that the shot holes had been expertly patched; he noticed that the pumps were no longer at work  that in fact during the sixteen days since he last saw her the ship had been entirely refitted, and, to his certain knowledge, without any aid from the shore and in no harbour save perhaps for some deserted inlet.

It surprises me to see you here again, sir, he said.

To me, said Hornblower, with perfect courtesy, it is a pleasure as well as a surprise.

To me also it is a pleasure, said the Spaniard quickly, but I had thought you were far on your way home by now.

I am on my way home, said Hornblower, determined to give no cause for offence if possible, but as you see, sir, I have not progressed far as yet. However, I have effected, as perhaps you may notice, the repairs that were necessary, and now nothing will delay me from proceeding to England with the utmost despatch  unless, sir, there is some new development which makes it advisable, for the sake of the common cause of our two countries, for me to remain longer in these waters.

Hornblower said these last words anxiously, and he was already devising in his mind excuses to free himself from the consequences of this offer if it were accepted. But the Spaniards reply reassured him.

Thank you, sir, he said, but there is no need for me to take advantage of your kindness. His Most Catholic Majestys dominions are well able to guard themselves. I am sure that His Britannic Majesty will be glad to see such a fine frigate returning to forward his cause.

The two captains bowed to each other profoundly at this exchange of compliments before the Spaniard resumed his speech.

I was thinking, sir, he went on, that perhaps if you would do me the great honour of visiting my ship for a moment, taking advantage of this prevailing calm, I should be able to show Your Excellency something which would be of interest and which would demonstrate our ability to continue without your kind assistance.

What is it? asked Hornblower, suspiciously.

The Spaniard smiled.

It would give me pleasure if I could show it to you as a surprise. Please, sir, would you not oblige me?

Hornblower looked automatically round the horizon. He studied the Spaniards face. The Spaniard was no fool; and only a fool could meditate treachery when almost within range of a frigate which could sink his ship in a single broadside. And mad though most Spaniards were, they were not mad enough to offer violence to a British captain. Besides, he was pleased with the thought of how his officers would receive his announcement that he was going on board the lugger.

Thank you, sir, he said. It will give me great pleasure to accompany you.

The Spaniard bowed again, and Hornblower turned to his first lieutenant.

I am going to visit the lugger, Mr. Bush, he said. I shall only be gone a short time. Call away the cutter and send her after me to bring me back.

Hornblower was delighted to see how Bush struggled to conceal his consternation at the news.

Aye aye, sir, he said. He opened his mouth and shut it again; he wanted to expostulate and yet did not dare, and finally repeated feebly, Aye aye, sir.

In the small boat rowing back to the lugger the Spaniard was the mirror of courtesy. He chatted politely about weather conditions. He mentioned the latest news of the war in Spain  it was quite undoubted that a French army had surrendered to the Spaniards in Andalusia, and that Spanish and British armies were assembling for a march into France. He described the ravages of yellow fever on the mainland. He contrived, all the same, to allow no single hint to drop as to the nature of the surprise which he was going to show Hornblower in the lugger.

The two captains were received with Spanish ceremony as they swung themselves up into the luggers waist. There was a great deal of bustle and parade, and two bugles and two drums sounded a resounding march horribly out of tune.

All in this ship is yours, sir, said the Spaniard with Castilian courtesy, and seeing no incongruity in his next sentence, Your Excellency will take some refreshment? A cup of chocolate?

Thank you, said Hornblower. He was not going to imperil his dignity by asking what was the nature of the surprise in store for him. He could wait  especially as he could see the launch already half way towards the lugger.

The Spaniard was in no hurry to make the revelation. He was evidently savouring in anticipation the Englishmans certain astonishment. He pointed out certain peculiarities in the luggers rig; he called up his officers to present to Hornblower; he discussed the merits of his crew  nearly all native Indians as on board the Natividad. In the end Hornblower won; the Spaniard could wait no longer to be asked.

Would you please to come this way, sir? he said. He led the way onto the foredeck, and there, chained by the waist to a ringbolt, with irons on his wrists and ankles, was El Supremo.

He was in rags  half-naked in fact, and his beard and hair were matted and tangled, and his own filth lay on the deck about him.

I think, said the Spanish captain, that you have already had the pleasure, sir, of meeting His Excellency Don Julian María de Jesús de Alvarado y Moctezuma, who calls himself the Almighty?

El Supremo showed no sign of being disconcerted by the gibe.

Captain Hornblower has indeed been presented to me already, he said loftily. He has worked for me long and devotedly. I trust you are enjoying the best of health, Captain?

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower.

Despite his rags, and his filth, and his chains, El Supremo bore himself with the same elaborate dignity as Hornblower remembered so well those many weeks ago.

I too, he said, am as well as the world could desire. It is a source of continual satisfaction to me to see my affairs progressing so well.

A negro servant appeared on the deck at that moment with a tray of chocolate; another followed him with a couple of chairs. Hornblower, at the invitation of his host, sat down. He was glad to do so, as his knees seemed suddenly weak under him, but he had no desire at all for his chocolate. The Spanish captain drank noisily, and El Supremo eyed him as he did so. There came a gleam of appetite in his face. His lips moistened and smacked softly together, his eyes brightened, his hand came out; and then next moment he was calm and indifferent again.

I trust that the chocolate is to your liking, sirs, he said. I ordered it specially for you. My own appetite for chocolate has long since disappeared.

That is just as well, said the Spanish captain. He laughed loudly and drank again, smacking his lips.

El Supremo ignored him, and turned to Hornblower.

You see I wear these chains, he said. It is a strange whim on the part of myself and my servants that I should do so. I hope you agree with me that they set off my figure quite admirably?

Y-yes, sir, stammered Hornblower.

We are on our way to Panama, where I shall mount the throne of the world. They talk of hanging; these fellows here say that there is a gallows awaiting us on the bastion of the Citadel. That will be the framework of my golden throne. Golden, it will be, with diamond stars and a great turquoise moon. It will be from there that I shall issue my next decrees to the world.

The Spanish captain guffawed again, but El Supremo still stood in quiet dignity, hugging his chains, with the sun blazing down on his tangled head.

He will not last long in this mood, said the Spanish captain to Hornblower behind his hand. I can see signs of the change coming. It gives me great felicity that you have had the opportunity of seeing him in both his moods.

The sun grows in his splendour every day, said El Supremo. He is magnificent and terrible, as I am. He can kill  kill  kill, as he killed the men I exposed to him  when was it? And Moctezuma is dead, and all his line save me, in the hundreds of years ago. I alone remain. And Hernandez is dead, but it was not the sun that killed him. They hanged Hernandez even while the blood dripped from his wounds. They hanged him in my city of San Salvador, and as they hanged him he still called upon the name of El Supremo. They hanged the men and they hanged the women, in long rows at San Salvador. Only El Supremo is left, to govern from his golden throne. His throne! His throne!

El Supremo was staring about him now. There was a hint of bewildered realisation in his face as he jangled his chains. He peered at them stupidly.

Chains! These are chains!

He was bawling and shouting. He laughed madly, and then he wept and he cursed, flinging himself about on the deck and biting at his chains. His words were no longer articulate as he slobbered and writhed.

It is interesting, is it not? said the Spanish captain. He will struggle and shout sometimes for twenty four hours without a stop.

Bah! said Hornblower, and his chair fell with a clatter to the deck as he got to his feet. He was on the verge of vomiting. The Spaniard saw his white face and trembling lips, and was faintly amused, and made no attempt to conceal it.

But Hornblower could give no vent to the flood of protest which was welling up within him. His cautious mind told him that a madman in a ship as small as the lugger must of necessity be chained to the deck, and his conscience reminded him uneasily of the torments he had seen El Supremo inflict without expostulation. This Spanish way of making a show out of insanity and greatness was repulsive enough, but could be paralleled often enough in English history. One of the greatest writers of the English language, and a dignitary of the Church to boot, had once been shown in his dotage for a fee. There was only one line of argument which he could adopt.

You are going to hang him, mad as he is? he asked. With no chance of making his peace with God?

The Spaniard shrugged.

Mad or sane, rebels must hang. Your Excellency must know that as well as I do.

Hornblower did know it. He was left without any argument at all, and was reduced to stammering inarticulation, even while he boiled with contempt for himself on that account. All that was left for him to do, having lost all his dignity in his own eyes, was to try and retain some few shreds of it in the eyes of his audience. He braced himself up, conscious of the hollowness of the fraud.

I must thank you very much, sir, he said, for having given me the opportunity of witnessing a most interesting spectacle. And now, repeating my thanks, I fear that I must regretfully take my departure. There seems to be a breath of wind blowing.

He went down the side of the lugger as stiffly as he might, and took his seat in the sternsheets of the launch. He had to brace himself again to give the word to cast off, and then he sat silent and gloomy as he was rowed back to the Lydia. Bush and Gerard and Lady Barbara watched him as he came on deck. It was as if there was death in his face. He looked round him, unseeing and unhearing, and then hurried below to hide his misery. He even sobbed, with his face in his cot, for a second, before he was able to take hold of himself and curse himself for a weak fool. But it was days before he lost that deathly look, and during that time he kept himself solitary in his cabin, unable to bring himself to join the merry parties on the quarterdeck whose gay chatter drifted down to him through the skylight. To him it was a further proof of his weakness and folly that he should allow himself to be so upset by the sight of a criminal madman going to meet the fate he richly deserved.


Chapter XXII
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LADY BARBARA AND Lieutenant Bush were sitting talking in the warm moonlight night beside the taffrail. It was the first time that Bush had happened to share a tête-à-tête with her, and he had only drifted into it by chance  presumably if he had foreseen it he would have avoided it, but now that he had drifted into conversation with her he was enjoying himself to the exclusion of any disquietude. He was sitting on a pile of the oakum-filled cushions which Harrison had had made for Lady Barbara, and he nursed his knees while Lady Barbara leaned back in her hammock chair. The Lydia was rising and falling softly to the gentle music of the waves and the harping of the rigging in the breeze. The white sails glimmered in the brilliant moon; overhead the stars shone with strange brightness. But Bush was not talking of himself, as any sensible man would do under a tropic moon with a young woman beside him.

Aye, maam, he was saying. Hes like Nelson. Hes nervous, just as Nelson was, and for the same reason. Hes thinking all the time  youd be surprised, maam, to know how much he thinks about.

I dont think it would surprise me, said Lady Barbara.

Thats because you think, too, maam. Its us stupid ones whod be surprised, I meant to say. He has more brains than all the rest of us in this ship put together, excepting you, maam. Hes mighty clever, I do assure you.

I can well believe it.

And hes the best seaman of us all, and as for navigation  well, Crystals a fool compared with him, maam.

Yes?

Of course, hes short with me sometimes, the same as he is with everyone else, but bless you, maam, thats only to be expected. I know how much he has to worry him, and hes not strong, the same as Nelson wasnt strong. I am concerned about him sometimes, maam.

You are fond of him.

Fond, maam? Bushs sturdy English mind grappled with the word and its sentimental implications, and he laughed a trifle self-consciously. If you say so I suppose I must be. I hadnt ever thought of being fond of him before. I like him, maam, indeed I do.

That is what I meant.

The men worship him, maam. They would do anything for him. Look how much he has done this commission, and the lash not in use once in a week, maam. That is why he is like Nelson. They love him not for anything he does or says, but for what he is.

Hes handsome, in a way, said Lady Barbara  she was woman enough to give that matter consideration.

I suppose he is, maam, now you come to mention it. But it wouldnt matter if he were as ugly as sin as far as we was concerned.

Of course not.

But hes shy, maam. He never can guess how clever he is. Its that which always surprises me about him. Youd hardly believe it, maam, but he has no more faith in himself than  than I have in myself, maam, to put it that way. Less, maam, if anything.

How strange! said Lady Barbara. She was accustomed to the sturdy self-reliance of her brothers, unloved and unlovable leaders of men, but her insight made her comment only one of politeness  it was not really strange to her.

Look, maam, said Bush, suddenly, dropping his voice.

Hornblower had come up on deck. They could see his face, white in the moonlight, as he looked round to assure himself that all was well with his ship, and they could read in it the torment which was obsessing him. He looked like a lost soul during the few seconds he was on deck.

I wish to God I knew, said Bush as Hornblower retreated again to the solitude of his cabin, what those devils did to him or said to him when he went on board the lugger. Hooker who was in the cutter said he heard someone on board howling like a madman. The torturing devils! It was some of their beastliness, I suppose. You could see how it has upset him, maam.

Yes, said Lady Barbara, softly.

I should be grateful if you could try to take him out of himself a little, maam, begging your pardon. He is in need of distraction, I suspicion. Perhaps you could  if youll forgive me, maam.

Ill try, said Lady Barbara, but I dont think I shall succeed where you have failed. Captain Hornblower has never taken a great deal of notice of me, Mr. Bush.

Yet fortunately the formal invitation to dine with Lady Barbara, which Hebe conveyed to Polwheal and he to his captain, arrived at a moment when Hornblower was just trying to emerge from the black fit which had engulfed him. He read the words as carefully as Lady Barbara had written them  and she had devoted much care to the composition of the note. Hornblower read Lady Barbaras pretty little apology for breaking in upon him at a time when he was obviously engrossed in his work, and he went on to read how Lady Barbara had been informed by Mr. Bush that the Lydia was about to cross the Equator, and that she thought such an occasion merited some mild celebration. If Captain Hornblower, therefore, would give Lady Barbara the pleasure of his company at dinner and would indicate to her which of his officers he considered should be invited at the same time, Lady Barbara would be delighted. Hornblower wrote back to say that Captain Hornblower had much pleasure in accepting Lady Barbaras kind invitation to dinner, and hoped that Lady Barbara would invite whomever she pleased in addition.

Yet even in the pleasure of returning to society there was some alloy. Hornblower had always been a poor man, and at the time when he commissioned the Lydia he had been at his wits end about where to turn for money in the need for leaving Maria comfortably provided for. In consequence he had not outfitted himself satisfactorily, and now, all these months later, his clothes were in the last stages of decay. The coats were all patched and darned; the epaulettes betrayed in their brassy sheen the fact that they had begun life merely coated with bullion; the cocked hats were all wrecks; he had neither breeches nor stockings fit to be seen; his once white scarves were all coarsened now, and could never be mistaken again for silk. Only the sword of fifty guineas value retained its good appearance, and he could not wear that at a dinner party.

He was conscious that his white duck trousers, made on board the Lydia, had none of the fashionable appearance to which Lady Barbara was accustomed. He looked shabby and he felt shabby, and as he peered at himself in his little mirror he was certain that Lady Barbara would sneer at him. There were grey hairs in his brown curls, too, and then, to his horror, as he straightened his parting, he caught a glimpse of pink scalp  his baldness had increased beyond all measure of late. He eyed himself with complete disgust, and yet he felt that he would gladly give a limb or his remaining hair in exchange for a ribbon and star with which to dazzle Lady Barbara; yet even that would be of no avail, for Lady Barbara had lived all her life in an atmosphere of Garters and Thistles, orders which he could never hope to wear.

He was on the verge of sending a message to Lady Barbara to say that he had changed his mind and would not dine with her that evening, until he thought that if he did so, after all these preparations, Polwheal would guess that it was the result of his realisation of his shabbiness and would laugh at him (and his shabbiness) in consequence. He went in to dinner and had his revenge upon the world by sitting silent and preoccupied at the head of the table, blighting with his gloomy presence all attempts at conversation, so that the function began as a frigid failure. It was a poor sort of revenge, but there was a slight gratification to be found in observing Lady Barbara looking down the table at him in concern. In the end he was deprived even of that, for Lady Barbara suddenly smiled and began talking lightly and captivatingly, and led Bush into describing his experiences at Trafalgar  a tale she had heard, to Hornblowers certain knowledge, twice at least already.

The conversation became general, and then animated, for Gerard could not bear to leave all the talking to Bush, and he had to break in with the story of his encounter with an Algerine corsair off Cape Spartel in his old slaving days. It was more than Hornblowers flesh and blood could stand, to stay silent with everyone talking in this fashion. Against his will he found himself entering into the conversation, and an artless question from Lady Barbara about Sir Edward Pellew inveigled him still further in, for Hornblower had been both midshipman and lieutenant in Pellews ship, and was proud of it. Not until the end of dinner was he able to steady himself, and decline, after the drinking of the Kings health, Lady Barbaras invitation to a rubber of whist. That at least, he thought, would make an impression on her  it certainly did upon his officers, for he saw Bush and Gerard exchange startled glances on hearing their captain refuse to play whist. Back in his cabin again he listened through the bulkhead to the uproarious game of vingt-et-un which Lady Barbara had suggested instead. He almost wished he were playing too, even though in his opinion vingt-et-un was a game for the feeble-minded.

The dinner had served its purpose, however, in making it possible to meet Lady Barbaras eye again on deck. He could converse with her, too, discussing with her the condition of the few wounded who remained upon the sick list, and after a few morning encounters it was easy to fall into conversation with her during the breathless afternoons and the magic tropical nights as the Lydia held her course over the calm Pacific. He had grown hardened again to his shabby coats and his shapeless trousers; he was forgetting the resentful plans he had once turned over in his mind to confine Lady Barbara to her cabin; and, mercifully, his memory was no longer being so acutely troubled by pictures of El Supremo chained to the deck, of Galbraith dying, and of poor little Clays body sprawled headless on the bloody planks  and when those memories lapsed he could no longer accuse himself of being a coward for being worried by them.

Those were happy days indeed. The routine of the Lydia progressed like clockwork. Almost every hour of every day there was enough wind to give her steerage way, and sometimes it blew just hard enough to relieve the monotony. There were no storms during that endless succession of golden days, and the mind could contemplate its endlessness with tranquillity, for 50 degrees South Latitude seemed impossibly far away; they could enjoy the blissfulness of eternity, disregarding the constant warning conveyed to them as every noontide showed the sun lower in the sky and every midnight showed the Southern Cross higher.

They could be friends during those heavenly nights when the ships wake showed as a long trail of fire on the faintly luminous water. They learned to talk together, endlessly. She could chatter about the frivolities of the Vice-Regal court at Dublin, and of the intrigues which could enmesh a Governor-General of India; of penniless French émigrés putting purse-proud northern iron-masters in their places; of Lord Byrons extravagances and of the Royal Dukes stupidities; and Hornblower learned to listen without a twinge of envy.

He could tell, in return, of months spent on blockade, combating storms off the ironbound Biscay coast, of how Pellew took his frigates into the very surf to sink the Droits-de-lhomme with two thousand men on board, of hardship and cruelty and privation  a monotonous toilsome life as fantastic to her as hers appeared to him. He could even tell her, as his self-consciousness dwindled, of the ambitions which he knew would seem to her as trivial as those of a child yearning for a hobby horse; of the two thousand pounds in prize money which he had decided would be all that he would require to eke out his half-pay, the few acres and the cottage and the shelves and shelves of books.

And yet she heard this without a smile, with even a trace of envy in her calm face as the moon shone down on them; for her own ambitions were far more vague and far less likely to be realised. She hardly knew what it was that she wanted, and she knew that whatever it was, she could only hope to attain it by ensnaring a husband. That an earls daughter could envy a penniless frigate captain moved Hornblower inexpressibly, as he watched her face in the moonlight; he was glad even while he was unhappy that Lady Barbara should have to envy anything of anyone.

They could talk of books and of poetry, and Hornblower championed the cause of the classical school which looked back to the days of Queen Anne against the barbarous leaders of the revolt who seemed to delight in setting every established rule at defiance. She heard him with patience, even with approval, as he talked of Gibbon (the object of his sincerest admiration) and Johnson and Swift, when he quoted from Pope and Gray, but she could approve of the barbarians as well. There was a madman called Wordsworth of whose revolutionary opinions in literature Hornblower had heard with vague horror; Lady Barbara thought there was something to be said for him. She turned the tables neatly on Hornblower by claiming Gray as a precursor of the same school; she quoted Campbell and that Gothic innovator, Scott, and she won Hornblowers grudging approval of an ungainly poem called The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, although he maintained sturdily, in the last ditch, that its only merit lay in its content, and that it would have been infinitely better had Pope dealt with the theme in heroic couplets  especially if Pope had been assisted by someone who knew more about navigation and seamanship than did this Coleridge fellow.

Lady Barbara now wondered vaguely, sometimes, whether it was not strange that a naval officer should be so earnest a student of literature, but she was learning rapidly. Sea captains were not all of a class, as the uninitiated might carelessly decide. From Bush and Gerard and Crystal as well as from Hornblower she heard of captains who wrote Greek elegiacs, of captains who cluttered up their cabins with marbles looted from the Greek islands, captains who classified sea-urchins and corresponded with Cuvier  these on the one hand, just as there were captains who delighted in seeing human backs lacerated with the cat-o-nine-tails, captains who drank themselves insensible every night and who raised hell in their ships during bouts of delirium tremens, captains who starved their crews and captains who turned up all hands at every bell, night and day. She found that she was sure, all the same, that Hornblower was an outstanding member of a class which people on shore tended not to credit with nearly so much ability as they actually possessed.

She had, from the time of her first arrival on board, found pleasure in Hornblowers society. Now they had formed a habit of each other, as though they were insidious drugs, and were vaguely uneasy when out of sight of each other. The voyage had been monotonous enough, as the Lydia held steadily southward, for habits to be easily formed; it had become a habit to exchange a smile when they met on the quarterdeck in the morning  a smile illumined by secret memories of the intimacy of the conversation of the night before. It was a habit now for Hornblower to discuss the ships progress with Lady Barbara after he had taken the noon sights, a habit now for him to drink coffee with her in the afternoons, and especially was it a habit for them to meet at sunset by the taffrail, although no appointment had been made and no hint of their meeting had ever been suggested, and to lounge in the warm darkness while conversation grew up, seemingly from no roots at all, and blossomed and flowered exotically, under the magic brilliance of the stars until with a reluctance of which they were hardly conscious they drifted off to bed, hours after midnight.

They could even sit silent together now, watching, wordlessly, the mastheads circling amid the stars with the rolling of the ship, listening to the faint orchestra of the ships fabric, and their thoughts paralleling each others so that when eventually one of them spoke it was to harmonise completely with what was in the others mind. At those times Lady Barbaras hand, like a healthy young womans, was at her side where it could be touched without too great effort. When she had not wanted them to do so men had taken her hand often before, at London balls and Governor-Generals receptions, but now, conscious though she was of how reckless and imprudent it would be to encourage the slightest physical intimacy on this voyage with months more to last, she still was reckless and imprudent enough to risk it without attempting to analyse her motives. But Hornblower seemed unconscious of that hand. She would see his face lifted to the stars, peaceful and immobile, and she found pleasure in giving herself credit for the change in it from the evening when she had talked with Bush and seen Hornblowers torment.

For happy weeks that phase of the voyage lasted, while the Lydia ran steadily south and still more south, until the evenings grew chill and the mornings misty, until the blue sky changed to grey and the first rain they had known for three weeks wetted the Lydias decks, and the west wind blew more blustering and searching, so that Lady Barbara had to wrap herself in a boat cloak to be able to sit on deck at all. Those evenings by the taffrail came to an imperceptible end, and the Lydia thrashed along through half a gale, and it grew steadily colder even though this was the Antipodean summer. For the first time in her life Lady Barbara saw Hornblower dressed in tarpaulins and souwester, and she thought oddly, how well those hideous garments suited him. There were times when he would come sauntering into the cabin, his eyes bright and his cheeks flushed with the wind, and she felt her pulses leap in sympathy with his.

She knew she was being foolish. She told herself that this weakness of hers only arose because Hornblower was the one man with any culture or any trace of eligibility on board the Lydia, and because life in close contact with him for four continuous months was bound to make her either love him or hate him  and as there was no room for hatred in her system the other thing was inevitable. She told herself, too, that as soon as she returned to civilisation, as soon as she could see Hornblower against that usual background of hers which had faded with the passage of the months almost out of her memory, he would lose his interest and his charm.

On board ship one saw things in a false perspective, she informed herself. Salt beef and salt pork, weevilly bread and dried peas, with a glass of lemon juice twice a week; that meant monotony. Trifles assumed an exaggerated importance when leading a life like that. Just as toothache tended to disappear when something occurred to distract the mind, so would this heartache of hers disappear when she had other things to think about. It was all very true; but strangely it made not the least difference to her present feelings.

They had reached the region of westerly trade winds now. Every day they roared harder and harder, and every day the sea rose higher and higher. The Lydia was thrashing along magnificently now; there were two or three days when she logged over two hundred and forty nautical miles as her days run from noon to noon. It was cold, and it rained in torrents, and the main deck was often knee deep in water. There were days when all Lady Barbara could do was to brace herself in her cot while the ship tossed and rolled as though at any moment she would turn completely over, while Hebe (who never succeeded quite in overcoming her seasickness) moaned in her blankets on the deck and her teeth chattered with the cold. No fire could be kept alight; nothing could be cooked, while the groaning of the ships timbers swelled into a volume of sound comparable to that of an organ in a church.

At the very climax of the voyage, at their farthest south, the freakishness of Cape Horn weather displayed itself, when Lady Barbara awoke one morning to find the ship rising and swooping once more in orderly fashion, and Polwheal knocked at the cabin door with a message from the captain to the effect that this morning Lady Barbara might, if she wished, take advantage of the break in the weather to take the air on deck. She found the sky blue and the air clear though keen enough to make the duffle coat which Gerard had lent her grateful. The wind had died away to a mere fresh breeze, before which the Lydia was careening gaily along under all sail to the royals, and there was a bright sun shining all around them. It was a joy to walk the deck once more. It was if anything an even greater joy to drink hot coffee, steaming hot, again, served by a grinning Polwheal to Lady Barbara and the officers on the quarterdeck. There was an excruciating pleasure in filling her lungs with pure air after days of breathing the mephitic vapours of below decks. She caught Hornblowers eyes and they exchanged smiles of delight. In all the rigging the sailors clothes, spread hastily to dry, were gesticulating as though with joy, waving a thousand glad arms and legs in the sparkling air.

Cape Horn allowed them just that one pleasurable morning; before noon a thin cloud had spread itself over the sun, and the wind was increasing in force again, and to windward there were solid banks of black cloud coming up and overhauling them rapidly.

Get the royals in, Mr. Bush, growled Hornblower, glowering aft. Lady Barbara, I am afraid that you will have to retire to your cabin again.

The gale fell on them with a shriek when Lady Barbara had hardly reached her cabin; they ran before it all the afternoon, and at evening Lady Barbara could tell by the motion of the ship (so experienced a sailor had she become) that Hornblower had been compelled to heave her to. For thirty six hours the Lydia remained hove-to, while the heavens tore themselves to pieces around her, but there was comfort in the knowledge that on her easterly course all her drift to leeward helped her on her way. Lady Barbara found it hard to believe that men had ever succeeded in sailing a ship westward round the Horn. It helped her to agree with Hornblower that before very long, at the latest as soon as a general peace was concluded, the whole world would arise and write in the demand for the cutting of a canal through the Isthmus of Panama. Meanwhile there was nothing to do except to wait for the happy day when they would reach St. Helena, and could enjoy fresh meat again, and vegetables, even  impossibly Utopian though it might seem  milk and fruit.


Chapter XXIII
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ON THAT VOYAGE the change in conditions after rounding the Horn was most dramatic. It seemed to Lady Barbara almost as if one day they were labouring along over grey seas before the southwesterly gales, cold and uncomfortable, with waves running as high as the yardarms, and the next they were enjoying blue skies and gentle breezes from the southeast. They had in fact been fortunate, for the last thundering gale from the southwest had carried them well into the region of the southerly trades. They were leaving the Antipodean autumn behind them, and the northern spring was coming down in the track of the sun to meet them. The sea was blue again, as blue as any blue well could be, in its usual marvellous contrast with the white foam. There were flying fish furrowing the enamelled surface. In a flash the privations and discomforts of the Horn were forgotten.

It seemed the most natural thing in the world that as night fell Lady Barbara should find herself seated as ever by the taffrail, and just as natural that Hornblower should loom up in the half light beside her and should accept her unvaryingly polite invitation to a seat beside her. It was perfectly natural that the officers should accept this state of affairs as one which had long existed, and that the officer of the watch should confine his walk to the forward part of the quarterdeck. At eight bells when Gerard came up to relieve Rayner the latter with a jerk of his thumb and a cock of his head called the formers attention to the little dark group by the taffrail. Gerard grinned, his white teeth in his swarthy face gleaming in the starlight.

He had made his trial of the ladys virtue in the long ago, before the captain had noticed her existence. He did not think that Hornblower would succeed where he had failed, and in any case Gerard prided himself on having sufficient sense not to try to compete with his own captain. Gerard had conquests enough to think about during the silent night watches, and he was philosopher enough to wish his captain good luck while keeping his back turned squarely to them as they talked quietly, only just out of earshot of him.

Yet to Hornblower  and to Lady Barbara  things were not the same here in the Atlantic as they had been in the Pacific. Hornblower seemed to feel a tension he had not felt before. Perhaps the rounding of the Horn had forced it home upon him that even sailing ship voyages must end sometime, that even the three thousand odd miles that lay between them and Portsmouth would not last for ever. In the Pacific, appropriately enough, he had found peace in Lady Barbaras company. Here in the Atlantic he was conscious of uneasiness, as he might be if the barometer were falling rapidly in a glassy calm in West Indian waters.

For some reason  perhaps merely because he had been thinking of England  the image of Maria had been much before his eyes of late; Maria, short and tubby, with a tendency to spots in her complexion, with the black silk parasol which she affected; or Maria in her flannel nightshift and curl papers with a loving note sounding hoarsely in her voice; Maria arguing with a lodging house keeper, and Maria on board the ship at Portsmouth, her poor opinion of common sailors evident in her expression. It was disloyal to think of Maria like that; rather should he think of her as she was that feverish night in the Southsea lodgings, her eyes red with weeping, struggling bravely to keep her lips from trembling while little Horatio died of the smallpox in her arms and little Maria lay dead in the next room.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, harshly, and he stirred uneasily in his seat.

Lady Barbara looked at his face in the starlight. It bore that bleak, lonely expression which she had come to dread.

Can you tell me what is the matter, Captain? she asked, gently.

Hornblower sat silent for some seconds before he shook his head. No, he could not tell her. For that matter he did not know himself; introspective though he was, he had not dared to admit to himself that he had been making comparisons between someone short and stout and someone tall and slender, between someone with apple cheeks and someone with a classic profile.

Hornblower slept badly that night, and his morning walk which followed was not devoted to the purpose for which it had originally been destined. He could not keep his mind at work upon the problems of stores and water, of how to keep the crew busy and out of mischief, of winds and courses, which he was accustomed to solve at this time so as to appear a man of decision the rest of the day. Part of the time he was too unhappy to think connectedly, and for the rest his mind was busy wrestling with suppositions so monstrous that they appalled him. He was tempted to make advances to Lady Barbara; that, at least, he could admit to himself. He wanted to do so so badly. There was an ache in his breast, a most painful yearning as he thought of it.

What was monstrous about his thoughts was the suspicion that possibly Lady Barbara would not repulse him. It seemed inconceivable and yet possible, like something in a nightmare. He might even put his hot hand on her cool bosom  a thought which made him writhe in strange anguish. His longing to taste her sweetness was excruciating. He had been nearly a year cooped up in the Lydia now, and a year of unnatural living breeds strange fancies. Somewhere just over the gloomy horizon of Hornblowers mind there lurked fancies stranger yet; dark phantoms of rape and murder.

Yet even while Hornblower thus toyed with madness his cursed analytical powers were at work upon other pros and cons. Whether he offended Lady Barbara, or whether he seduced her, he was playing with fire. The Wellesley family could blast him at their whim. They could snatch him from his command and leave him to rot for ever on half-pay; even worse, they could find, somewhere in his actions of the past year, if their animosity were sufficient, grounds for a courtmartial, and a courtmartial under Wellesley pressure could strip him of his commission and leave him a pauper dependent on parish relief. That was the worst that could happen  save perhaps for a duel with a result fatal to himself  and the very best was not much better. Supposing, as was just conceivable, the Wellesleys could tolerate the seduction of their sister  supposing that, confronted with a fait accompli, they resolved to try to make the best of things. No, that was not conceivable at all. He would have to procure a divorce from Maria, and that would involve an act of parliament and the expenditure of five thousand pounds.

To meddle with Lady Barbara would mean risking utter ruin  professional, social, and financial. And he knew he could not trust himself where risks were concerned. When he had had the Lydia towed into range of the Natividad and had fought it out with her gun to gun he had run such appalling risks that to this day he felt a little chill down his spine on recalling them. Risk and danger lured him even while he knew he was a fool to expose himself to them, and he knew that no risk would deter him once he had embarked on a course of action. Even at this moment, thinking about it in cold blood, there was something dangerously fascinating in the thought of wiping the eye of the whole Wellesley family and then daring them to do their worst.

And then all these cold-blooded considerations were swept away to nothing again in a white hot wave of passion as he thought of her, slim and lovely, understanding and sweet. He was trembling with passion, the hot blood running under his skin, and muddled images streamed through his mind in a fantastic panorama. He stood by the rail staring unseeing over the blue sea with its patches of golden weed, conscious of nothing save the riot in his own body and mind. When his heart had at last slowed down to normal, and he turned to look round over the ship, everything was oddly sharp and clear. He could see the smallest details of the complicated splicing which one of the hands was engaged upon on the forecastle a hundred and twenty feet away. Immediately afterwards he was heartily glad that he had regained his self control, for Lady Barbara came on deck, smiling as she always did when the sun shone on her face on emerging from the deck cabin, and soon he was in conversation with her.

I spent last night dreaming dreams, said Lady Barbara.

Indeed? said Hornblower, awkwardly. He, too, had been dreaming.

Yes, said Lady Barbara, I was dreaming mostly of eggs. Fried eggs, and buttered eggs. And slices of white bread spread thick with butter. And café au lait with plenty of cream. And cabbage  plain boiled cabbage. My dreams were not extravagant enough to run to a purée of spinach, but I almost attained to a dish of young carrots. And behold, this morning Hebe brings me my black coffee and my weevilly maize bread, and Polwheal sends in to ask me if I will be pleased to take beef or pork for my dinner. Today I think I start on the seventh brother of the pig whose chops I first tasted at Panama. I know his breed by now.

Lady Barbara could still laugh and show her white teeth in her brown face, as she made this speech, and her laugh whisked away Hornblowers passion for a space. He was in sympathy with her  months of ships fare set everyone literally dreaming of fresh food  but her fine naturalness acted upon Hornblowers state of mind like an open window on a stuffy room. It was that talk about food which staved off the crisis for a few more days  golden days, during which the Lydia kept the southeast trades on her beam and reached steadily across the south Atlantic for St. Helena.

The wind did not fail her until the very evening when the lookout at the masthead, the setting of the sun in a golden glory having enabled him to gaze ahead once more, caught sight of the tip of the mountain top just as the light was fading from the sky, and his cry of Land ho! told Hornblower that once more he had made a perfect landfall. All day long the wind had been dying away, and with the setting of the sun it dwindled to nothing, tantalisingly, just when a few more hours of it would have carried the Lydia to the island. From the deck there was still no sign of land, and as Gerard pointed out to Lady Barbara, she would have to take its proximity on trust until the wind condescended to blow again. Her disappointment at this postponement of her promised buttered eggs was so appealing that Crystal hastened forward and stuck his open claspknife in the mainmast. That was a sure way of raising a wind, he said  and if by any mishap it should fail on this occasion he would set all the ships boys whistling in unison and chance the tempests such imprudence might summon from the deep.

It may have been the mere fact of this respite working on Hornblowers subconscious mind which precipitated the crisis; for undoubtedly Hornblower had a lurking fear that the call at St. Helena might well bring about some undesired alteration in affairs on board the Lydia. On the other hand, the thing was bound to happen, and perhaps coincidence merely allotted that evening for it. It was coincidence that Hornblower should come into the main cabin in the half light at a moment when he thought Lady Barbara was on deck, and it was coincidence that his hand should brush against her bare arm as they stood cramped between the table and the locker and he apologised for his intrusion. She was in his arms then, and they kissed, and kissed again. She put one hand behind his shoulder and touched the back of his neck, and they were giddy with passion. Then a roll of the ship forced him to let her go, and she sank down upon the locker, and she smiled at him as she sat so that he came down on his knees beside her, his head on her breast, and she stroked his curls, and they kissed again as if they would never tire. She spoke to him with the endearments which her nurse had used to her when she was a child  she had never learned yet to use endearments.

My dear, she whispered. My sweet. My poppet.

It was hard to find words that would tell him of her love for him. Your hands are beautiful, she said, spreading one of them on her own palm, and playing with the long slender fingers. I have loved them ever since Panama.

Hornblower had always thought his hands bony and ugly, and the left one bore the ingrained powder stain he had acquired at the boarding of the Castilla. He looked at her to see if she were teasing him, and when he saw that she was not he could only kiss her again  her lips were so ready for his kisses. It was like a miracle that she should want to be kissed. Passion carried them away once more.

Hebes entrance made them part; at least it made Hornblower spring up, to sit bolt upright and self-conscious, while Hebe grinned at them with sly eyes. To Hornblower it was a dreadful thing for a captain to be caught toying with a woman on board his ship actually in commission. It was contrary to the Articles of War  worse, it was undignified, subversive of discipline, dangerous. Lady Barbara remained quite unruffled.

Go away, Hebe, she said calmly. I shall not need you yet.

And she turned back to Hornblower, but the spell was broken. He had seen himself in a new light, grovelling furtively on a couch with a passenger. He was blushing hotly, angry with himself, and already wondering how much the officer of the watch and the man at the wheel had heard of their murmurings through the open skylight.

What are we to do? he asked feebly.

Do? she replied. We are lovers, and the world is ours. We do as we will.

But he said, and again, but  

He wanted to explain to her in half a dozen words the complications he could see hedging him in. There was a cold fit on him; he wanted to tell her of how he dreaded the ill concealed amusement of Gerard, the utterly tactless tactfulness of Bush, and how the captain of a ship was not nearly as much his own master as she apparently thought, but it was hopeless. He could only stammer, and his hands flapped feebly, and his face was averted. He had forgotten all these practical details in those mad dreams of his. She put her hand on his chin and made him turn to her.

Dear, she asked. What is troubling you? Tell me, dear.

I am a married man, he said, taking the cowards way out.

I know that. Are you going to allow that to interfere with  us?

Besides he said, and his hands flapped again in the hopeless effort to express all the doubts which consumed him.

She condescended to sink her pride a little farther.

Hebe is safe, she said, softly. She worships me. Nor would she dare to be indiscreet.

She saw the look in his face, and rose abruptly. Her blood and lineage were outraged at this. However veiled her offer had been, it had been refused. She was in a cold rage now.

Please have the kindness, Captain, she said, to open that door for me.

She swept out of the cabin with all the dignity of an earls daughter, and if she wept when in the privacy of her own cabin Hornblower knew nothing of it. He was pacing the deck above, up and down, up and down, endlessly. This was the end of his fine dreams. This was how he showed himself a man to whom danger and risk only made a plan more attractive. He was a fine lady-killer, a devil of a buck. He cursed himself in his shame, he jeered at himself as a man who could face the wrath of the Wellesleys in imagination and who flinched from the amusement of Gerard in practice.

It all might have come right in the end. If the calm had persisted for two or three days, so that Lady Barbara could have forgotten her wrath and Hornblower his doubts, more might have happened. There might have been an echoing scandal in high life. But as it was, at midnight a little wind began to blow  perhaps it was Crystals claspknife which had summoned it  and Gerard came to him for orders. Again he could not flout public opinion. He could not face the thought of the suspicions which would arise and the secret questions which would be asked if he gave orders for the ship to be put about and to head away from St. Helena at a time when the wind held fair.


Chapter XXIV
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THERES THE DEVIL of a lot of shipping there, said Bush, his glass to his eye, as they opened up the roadstead in the dawn. The devil of a lot. Men o war, sir. No, Indiamen. Men o war and Indiamen, sir. Theres a three-decker! Its the old Téméraire, sir, or Im a Dutchman, with a rear admirals flag. Must be the rendezvous for the homeward bound convoy, sir.

Pass the word for Mr. Marsh, said Hornblower.

There would be salutes to be fired, calls to be paid  he was caught up in the irresistible current of naval routine, and he would be too busy now for hours to have a word with Lady Barbara even if she condescended to allow him one. He did not know whether to be glad or sorry.

The Lydia made her number, and the sound of the salutes began to roll slowly round the bay. Hornblower was in his shabby full dress  the faded blue coat with the brassy epaulettes, the worn white breeches, the silk stockings with the innumerable ladders which Polwheal had cobbled roughly together. The port officer came up the side to receive his certificate of the absence of infectious disease on board. A moment later the anchor roared out overside, then Hornblower called for the cutter to take him over to the Admiral. He was actually going over the side when Lady Barbara came on deck  he saw her, just for a second, gazing with pleasure up the green mountain slopes, and looking with surprise at the massed shipping inshore. He longed to stop and speak to her, but once more the dignity expected of a captain checked him. Nor could he take her with him  no captain starting on an official round of calls could go round in his boat with a woman in the sternsheets beside him, not even when subsequent explanation would reveal her to be a Wellesley.

The cutter pulled steadily over to the Téméraire.

Lydia, shouted the coxswain in reply to the hail from her deck, and he held up the four fingers which indicated the presence in the boat of a captain as a warning for them to prepare the correct ceremonial.

Sir James Saumarez received Hornblower in the quarter gallery of his flagship. He was tall and spare, of youthful appearance until he took off his hat and revealed his snow-white hair. He listened courteously to Hornblowers brief explanation of his presence; after forty years at sea and sixteen years of continuous warfare he could guess at the wild adventures which remained undescribed in Hornblowers verbal report. There was a gleam of approval in his fierce blue eyes when he heard that the Lydia had sunk a fifty-gun two-decker in a ship to ship duel.

You can accompany me and the convoy, he said, at the end. I have no more than two ships of the line and not a single frigate to escort the whole East Indian convoy. One would have thought that the Government would have learnt the need of frigates since the war started in ninety three, dont you think? I will send you written orders this morning. And now, sir, perhaps you will give me the pleasure of your company at the breakfast party at which I am about to be host?

Hornblower pointed out that it was his duty to call upon the governor.

His Excellency is breakfasting with me, said the Admiral.

Hornblower knew that it was ill to continue to raise a series of objections to a suggestion by an Admiral, but he had to raise a fresh one.

There is a lady on board the Lydia, sir, he said, and when the Admirals eyebrows went up he hurriedly began to explain Lady Barbaras presence to him.

The Admiral whistled.

A Wellesley! he said. And you brought her round the Horn? Here, we must tell Lady Manningtree of this.

He led the way unceremoniously into the lofty Admirals cabin. There was a long table with a snowy cloth, glittering with crystal and silver, and by the table there stood chatting a little group of men and women, beautifully dressed. The Admiral made hurried introductions  His Excellency the Governor, and Her Excellency; the Earl and Countess of Manningtree, Sir Charles and Lady Wheeler.

Lady Manningtree was a short and dumpy woman with good humour in every line of her face. She showed no sign of the dignity and reserve which might be expected of the wife of an ex-governor general returning from his term of office.

Captain Hornblower has brought Lady Barbara Wellesley with him from Darien, said Sir James, and plunged into rapid explanation. Lady Manningtree listened in perfect horror.

And you have left her there? On that little ship? she said. The poor lamb! She must not stay there another moment! I shall go and bring her away this very instant! Sir James, you must excuse me. I will not have a moments peace until she is comfortably in the cabin next to mine on board the Hanbury Castle. Sir James, would you be so good as to order a boat for me?

She left in a whirl of apologies and explanations, a fluttering of petticoats and a perfect torrent of objurgations, mainly directed at Hornblower.

When women take charge, said Sir James philosophically, after she had departed, it is best for the men to stand from under. Will you sit here, Captain?

Curiously, Hornblower could eat almost nothing of that delicious breakfast. There were heavenly mutton cutlets. There was coffee with fresh milk. There was new wheaten bread. There was butter, there were fruits, there were vegetables, all the things Hornblower had dreamed about when his thoughts had not been occupied with Lady Barbara, and now he could only eat a mouthful here and there. Fortunately his lack of appetite went unnoticed because he was kept so busy answering the questions which were rained on him, about Lady Barbara, about his adventures in the Pacific, about his passage round the Horn, and then back to Lady Barbara again.

Her brother is doing great things in Spain, said Sir James. Not the eldest one, the Marquis, but Arthur  the one who won the battle of Assaye. He came well out of that court of inquiry after Vimiero. Now he has bundled Soult out of Portugal, and when I left Lisbon he was in full march on Madrid. Since Moore was killed he is the most promising soldier in the army.

Humph, said Lady Wheeler. The name of Wellesley was still anathema to a certain section of Anglo-Indians. This Lady Barbara is a good deal younger than he is, I fancy? I remember her as quite a child in Madras.

Eyes were turned toward Hornblower, but Lord Manningtree in the kindness of his heart spared him the embarrassment of having to explain Lady Barbaras age.

Shes no child, he said, bluffly. Shes a very talented young woman. Declined a dozen good offers in India, too, and God knows how many since then.

Humph, said Lady Wheeler again.

That breakfast began to seem interminable to Hornblower, and he was glad when the party showed signs of breaking up. The governor seized the opportunity to discuss with him the matter of the stores for which the Lydia would have to indent  naval routine still claimed him for her own. There was urgent need for him to return to his ship; he made his excuses to Sir James and said goodbye to the rest of the company.

The Admirals barge was still hooked on to the Lydias chains when he returned to her; her crew were dressed in crimson coats with gold-laced hats. Hornblower had known frigate captains who dressed their gigs crews in fancy costumes in this fashion too, but they were wealthy men who had been fortunate in the matter of prize money, not penniless fellows like himself. He went on board; Lady Barbaras baggage was piled on the gangway waiting to be swung down into the barge. Down in the main cabin could be heard a continuous chatter of female voices. Lady Manningtree and Lady Barbara were sitting there deep in conversation; obviously there had been so much to say that they could not wait until they had reached the Hanbury Castle. One topic had led to another so enthralling that they had forgotten the barge, forgotten the waiting baggage, forgotten even about breakfast.

Apparently Lady Barbara had taken the opportunity, when her baggage had been brought up from the storeroom, to unpack some new clothes. She was wearing a new gown which Hornblower had not seen before, and a new turban and veil. She was very obviously the great lady now. To Hornblowers startled mind she seemed as she stood up to be six inches taller than when he saw her last. And clearly Hornblowers arrival, breaking the thread of their conversation, constituted for them a signal for their departure.

Lady Barbara has been telling me all about your voyage, said Lady Manningtree, buttoning her gloves. I think you deserve a world of thanks for the care you have taken of her.

The kind hearted old lady was one of those people who can never think evil. She looked round the tiny ugly cabin.

Nevertheless, she went on, I think that it is high time that she enjoyed a little more comfort than you can offer her here.

Hornblower managed to gulp out a few words regarding the superior arrangements for passengers on board a luxurious Indiaman.

I dont mean to imply that it is your fault, Captain, protested Lady Manningtree, hastily. Im sure your ship is a very beautiful ship. A frigate, isnt it? But frigates were never made to carry females, and thats all one can say. And now we must say goodbye, Captain. I hope we may have the pleasure of receiving you on the Hanbury Castle later. There will be sure to be opportunities during this very tedious voyage home. Goodbye, Captain.

Hornblower bowed and allowed her to pass before him. Lady Barbara followed.

Goodbye, she said. Hornblower bowed again as she went down in a curtsey. He was looking straight at her, but somehow he could see no detail of her face  only a white blur.

Thank you for all your kindness, said Lady Barbara.

The barge left the ships side, and rowed steadily away. She was all blurred, too, a vague patch of red and gold. Hornblower found Bush beside him.

The victualling officers signalling, sir, he said.

Hornblowers duties were clamouring for his attention. As he turned away from the ships side to plunge into them he found himself, idiotically, remembering that in two months time or so he would be seeing Maria again. He felt vaguely glad about that before it passed out of his mind again. He felt he would be happy with Maria. Overhead the sun was shining brightly, and before him rose the steep green slopes of St. Helena.
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battened down


	
secure the ships hatch-tarpauins in rough weather





	
boatswain


	
a ships officer in charge of equipment and the crew





	
bosuns


	
boatswain (used when bosuns mate(s))





	
bosns


	
boatswain (used when bosuns mate(s), locker)





	
bosun


	
boatswain (used when the bosun)





	
bow


	
the front end of a ship





	
bowsprit


	
a spar extending forward from a ships bow, to which the forestays are fastened





	
chains


	
small platforms, built on either side of the hull of a ship, used to provide a wide purchase for the shrouds, and to assist in the practice of depth sounding





	
close-hauled


	
close to the wind





	
coign


	
a wedge; or, a good position for observation, judgment, criticism, action





	
coxswain, coxsn


	
the steersman of a ships boat





	
foremast


	
the mast of a ship nearest the bow





	
foresail


	
the principle sail on a foremast





	
forestay


	
a stay leading forward and down to support a ships foremast





	
fore-topgallant sail


	
the sail above a sailing ships fore-topsail





	
fore-topmast


	
the second section of a sailing ships foremast





	
fore-topmasthead


	
the highest part of a fore-topmast





	
fore-topsail


	
the sail above a sailing ships foresail





	
frapping


	
rope lashed tightly over the rigging or other area





	
free-board


	
the height of a ships side between the waterline and the deck





	
freshwater


	
not sea water





	
headsail


	
a sail on a ships foremast or bowsprit





	
jears


	
an assemblage or combination of tackles, for hoisting or lowering the yards of a ship





	
lugsail


	
an asymmetrical four-sided sail that is hoisted on a steeply inclined yard





	
mainmast


	
the principal mast of a ship, typically the second mast in a sailing ship of three





	
mainsail


	
the principal sail of a ship, the lowest sail on the mainmast in a square-rigged ship





	
mainstay


	
a stay that extends from the maintop to the foot of the foremast





	
maintop


	
a platform around the head of the lower section of a ships mainmast





	
maintopmast


	
the second section of a sailing ships mainmast





	
main-yard


	
the horizontal spar from which a square sail is suspended





	
masthead


	
the highest part of a ships mast





	
mizzen


	
the lowest sail on a mizzen-mast





	
mizzenmast


	
the mast toward the stern of a ships mainmast





	
mizzen-stays


	
the mizzen-stay stretches to a collar on the main-mast, immediately above the quarter-deck





	
mizzen-staysail


	
a sail usually lightweight, set from, and forward of, the mizzenmast while reaching in light to moderate air





	
mizzen-topsail


	
topsail on the mizzenmast, the mast toward the stern





	
port side


	
the side of the ship that is on the left when facing forward





	
quarter-deck


	
the part of a ships upper deck near the stern, reserved for officers





	
quartermaster


	
a petty officer responsible for steering and signals





	
sea anchor


	
an object dragged in the water from the bow of a boat in order to keep the bow pointing into the waves





	
seawater


	
water taken in from the sea





	
shot-hole


	
a hole made by the passage of a shot





	
starboard side


	
the side of a ship that is on the right when one is facing forward





	
staysails, staysl


	
a triangular fore- and aft-sail extended on a stay





	
stern


	
the rearmost part of a ship





	
thole


	
a holder attached to the gunwale of a boat that holds the oar in place and acts as a fulcrum for rowing





	
topgallant


	
the section of a square-rigged sailing ships mast immediately above the topmast





	
topmast


	
the second section of a square-rigged ships mast, immediately above the lower mast





	
topmasthead


	
the highest part of a ships topmast





	
topsail


	
a sail, or either of a pair of sails, set immediately above the lowermost sail of a mast





	
topside


	
the upper part of a ships side, above the waterline





	
waterline


	
the line to which a vessels hull is immersed when loaded in a specified way












A Ship of the Line
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Published in 1938 by Michael Joseph, this novel follows Horatio Hornblower during his tour as captain of a ship of the line. By internal chronology, A Ship of the Line, which directly continues the narrative from the end of The Happy Return, is the seventh book in the series (counting the unfinished Hornblower and the Crisis). Forester jumped about chronologically in the series of books, some being retrospective and it can be a little confusing to try to follow the story in order; he was partly persuaded to do this by Hornblower fans who wanted answers to questions such as Why did Hornblower marry such an unsuitable wife as Maria? Many authors write prequels to a series of novels because of pressure from their curious readership, but also because he personally wanted to explore his character in greater detail. It is a matter of individual choice as to whether the reader follows Hornblower through the books by the date of publication, or by taking them chronologically - in other words, by reading them as if they are a biography of Hornblowers life (see the Hornblower Series in Narrative Order list at the front of this edition), regardless of the date of publication. 

The title refers to a type of naval warship used from the seventeenth century up to the mid 1800s, to take part in the naval tactic known as the line of battle. Here, two columns of opposing warships would manoeuvre to bring the greatest weight of broadside firepower to bear. Ships of the line were heavy vessels carrying the largest possible payload of guns, as the ships with the most broadside firepower inevitably had the advantage in such a confrontation. 

It is May 1810 and Hornblower has recently returned to England after his adventure on the HMS Lydia. His capture and subsequent sinking of the much larger ship Natividad has not gone unnoticed and as a reward Hornblower is given command of HMS Sutherland, which is in fact a captured Dutch vessel. Hornblower is unimpressed by his new ship, as he thinks it ugly and inferior, albeit he is consoled with retaining his entire crew from Lydia. Despite this, he is still short of men for the much larger ship, by 250 men and boys. To add to the complications in his life, Hornblower must answer to Rear Admiral Leighton, the man that Lady Barbara Wellesley has recently married; the fact that Hornblowers feelings for his wife are ebbing away into indifference does nothing to encourage his resolve to put Lady Barbara out of his thoughts and quell his feelings of jealousy over her marriage. Thus, what should have been a great advancement in Hornblowers life  in fact, another step in the long road to appointment as admiral  is beset by challenges. 

Despite a campaign of recruiting posters, Hornblower has to set sail with an under-strength crew, whilst some of those he did manage to recruit are definitely less than ideal, being inexperienced, slow and clumsy; even Hornblower has to admit that he is glad to have a contingent of marines aboard, as even these soldiers are more efficient than some of his inferior naval recruits. He breaks the rules in order to have his ship fully manned, by pressing twenty men from each of the convoy of East Indiamen he is escorting off the coast of Spain. Now fully manned, Hornblower can begin his attacks on the French-held stretches of the Spanish coast. A series of successes make Hornblower look invincible, but fortune does not always favour the brave…

This novel is a very pleasing extension to our knowledge of Hornblower as a man and a commander. We see him again as a strict but fair captain, treating his crew as men and not brutes; his straightforward approach to life sees him cursing quietly over bureaucratic mistakes. Like all good leaders, his mild idiosyncrasies simply endear him to his crew, even if his habit of showering in freezing cold sea water every morning leaves them bemused. However, as his officer, Bush reflects, the crew was ready to obey him, loyally though blindly, resigned and yet admiring. Hornblower suffers from seasickness and sometimes finds it hard to conceal his softer side. Also, whilst Forester was by his own admittance very fond of his nautical creation, he does not always give him an easy time in the stories, which adds not only to the tension, but also to the authenticity of the character. 
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Chapter I
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CAPTAIN HORATIO HORNBLOWER was reading a smudgy proof which the printers had just sent round to his lodgings.

To all Young Men of Spirit, he read. Seamen, Landsmen, and Boys, who wish to strike a Blow for Freedom and to cause the Corsican Tyrant to wish that he had never dared the Wrath of these British Isles. His Majestys Ship Sutherland of two decks and seventy four guns is at present commissioning at Plymouth, and a few Vacancies still exist to complete her Crew. Captain Horatio Hornblower in command has lately returned from a Cruize in the South Sea during which in command of the Frigate Lydia of thirty six guns, he engaged and sank the Spanish vessel Natividad of two decks and more than twice the force. The Officers, Petty Officers, and Men of the Lydia have all joined him in the Sutherland. What Heart of Oak can resist this Appeal to Join this Band of Heroes and Share with them the new Glories which await them? Who will teach Monsieur Jean Crapaud that the Seas are Britannias where no Frog-eating Frenchman can show his Face? Who wishes for a Hatful of Golden Louis dor for Prize money? There will be Fiddlers and Dancing every evening, and Provision at sixteen ounces to the Pound, the Best of Beef, the Best of Bread, and Grog at midday every Day of the Week and Sundays, all in addition to the Pay under the Warrant of His Most Gracious Majesty King George! In the Place where this notice is read can be found an Officer of His Majestys Ship Sutherland who will enlist any Willing Hearts who Thirst for Glory.

Captain Hornblower struggled against hopelessness as he read the proof. Appeals of this sort were to be read in dozens in every market town. It hardly seemed likely that he could attract recruits to a humdrum ship of the line when dashing frigate captains of twice his reputation were scouring the country and able to produce figures of prize money actually won in previous voyages. To send four lieutenants, each with half a dozen men, round the southern counties to gather recruits in accordance with this poster was going to cost him practically all the pay he had accumulated last commission, and he feared lest it should be money thrown away.

Yet something had to be done. The Lydia had supplied him with two hundred able-bodied seamen (his placard said nothing of the fact that they had been compulsorily transferred without a chance of setting foot on English soil after a commission of two years duration) but to complete his crew he needed another fifty seamen and two hundred landsmen and boys. The guardship had found him none at all. Failure to complete his crew might mean the loss of his command, and from that would result unemployment and half-pay  eight shillings a day  for the rest of his life. He could form no estimate at all of with how much favour he was regarded at the Admiralty, and in the absence of data it was natural to him to believe that his employment hung precariously in the balance.

Anxiety and strain brought oaths to his lips as he tapped on the proof with his pencil  silly blasphemies of whose senselessness he was quite well aware even as he mouthed them. But he was careful to speak softly; Maria was resting in the bedroom through the double doors behind him, and he did not want to rouse her. Maria (although it was too early to be certain) believed herself to be pregnant, and Hornblower was sated with her cloying tenderness. His irritation increased at the thought of it; he hated the land, the necessity of recruiting, the stuffy sitting-room, the loss of the independence he had enjoyed during the months of his last commission. Irritably he took his hat and stole quietly out. The printers messenger was waiting, hat in hand, in the hall. To him Hornblower abruptly handed back the proof with a curt order for one gross of placards to be struck off, and then he made his way into the noisy streets.

The toll keeper at the Halfpenny Gate Bridge at sight of his uniform let him through without payment; a dozen watermen at the ferry knew him as the Captain of the Sutherland and competed to catch his eye  they could expect an ample fee for rowing a Captain to his ship up the long length of the Hamoaze. Hornblower took his seat in a pair-oared wherry; it gave him some satisfaction to say no word at all as they shoved off and began the long pull through the tangle of shipping. Stroke oar shifted his quid and was about to utter some commonplace or other to his passenger, but at sight of his black brow and ill-tempered frown he thought better of it and changed his opening word to a self-conscious cough  Hornblower, acutely aware of the byplay although he had spared the man no open glance, lost some of his ill temper as a result. He noticed the play of muscles in the brown forearms as the man strained at his oar; there was tattooing on the wrist, and a thin gold ring gleamed in the mans left ear. He must have been a seaman before he became a waterman  Hornblower longed inexpressibly to have him haled on board when they should reach the Sutherland; if he could only lay his hands on a few dozen prime seamen his anxiety would be at an end. But the fellow of course would have a certificate of exemption, else he would never be able to ply his trade here in a part where a quarter of the British Navy came seeking for men.

The victualling yard and the dockyard as they rowed past were swarming with men, too, all of them able-bodied, and half of them seamen  shipwrights and riggers  at whom Hornblower stared as longingly and as helplessly as a cat at goldfish in a bowl. The rope walk and the mast house, the sheer hulk and the smoking chimneys of the biscuit bakery went slowly by. There was the Sutherland, riding to her moorings off Bull Point; Hornblower, as he gazed at her across the choppy water, was conscious of a queer admixture of conservative dislike in the natural pride which he felt in his new command. Her round bow looked odd at a time when every British-built ship of the line had the beak head to which his eye had long grown accustomed; her lines were ungainly and told their tale (as Hornblower noticed every time he looked at her) of more desirable qualities sacrificed for shallow draught. Everything about her  save for the lower masts which were of English origin  proved that she was Dutch-built, planned to negotiate the mud banks and shallow estuaries of the Dutch coast. The Sutherland, in fact, had once been the Dutch 74 Eendracht, captured off the Texel, and, now rearmed, the ugliest and least desirable two-decker in the Navy List.

God help him, thought Hornblower, eyeing her with a distaste accentuated by his lack of men to man her, if ever he should find himself trying to claw off a lee shore in her. She would drift off to leeward like a cocked-hat paper boat. And at the subsequent courtmartial nobody would believe a word of the evidence regarding her unweatherly qualities.

Easy! he snapped at the wherrymen, and the oars ceased to grind in the rowlocks as the men rested; the sound of the waves slapping the sides of the boat became suddenly more apparent.

As they drifted over the dancing water Hornblower continued his discontented examination. She was newly painted, but in as niggardly a fashion as the dockyard authorities could manage  the dull yellow and black was unrelieved by any white or red. A wealthy captain and first lieutenant would have supplied the deficiency out of their own pockets, and would have shown a lick of gold leaf here and there, but Hornblower had no money to spare for gold leaf, and he knew that Bush, who kept four sisters and a mother on his pay, had none either  not even though his professional future depended in some part on the appearance of the Sutherland. Some captains would by hook or by crook have cozened more paint  gold leaf too, for that matter  out of the dockyard, as Hornblower ruefully told himself. But he was not good at cozening; not the prospect of all the gold leaf in the world could lead him to slap a dockyard clerk on the back and win his favour with flattery and false bonhomie; not that his conscience would stop him, but his self-consciousness would.

Someone on deck had spied him now. He could hear the pipes twittering as preparations were made to receive him. Let em wait a bit longer; he was not going to be hurried today. The Sutherland, riding high without her stores in her, was showing a wide streak of her copper. That copper was new, thank God. Before the wind the ugly old ship might show a pretty turn of speed. As the wind swung her across the tide she revealed her run to him. Looking over her lines, Hornblower occupied his mind with estimates of how to get the best performance out of her. Twenty two years of seagoing experience helped him. Before his minds eye he called up a composite diagram of all the forces that would be at work on her at sea  the pressure of the wind on her sails, the rudder balancing the headsails, the lateral resistance of the keel, the friction of the skin, the impact of waves against her bows. Hornblower sketched out a preliminary trial arrangement, deciding just how (until practical tests gave him more data) he would have the masts raked and the ship trimmed. But next moment he remembered bitterly that at present he had no crew to man her, and that unless he could find one all these plans would be useless.

Give way, he growled to the wherrymen, and they threw their weight on the oars again.

Easy, Jake, said bow oar to stroke, looking over his shoulder.

The wherry swung round under the Sutherlands stern  trust those men to know how a boat should be laid alongside a ship of war  giving Hornblower a sight of the stern gallery which constituted to Hornblower one of the most attractive points about the ship. He was glad that the dockyard had not done away with it, as they had done in so many ships of the line. Up in that gallery he would be able to enjoy wind and sea and sun, in a privacy unattainable on deck. He would have a hammock chair made for use there. He could even take his exercise there, with no mans eye upon him  the gallery was eighteen feet long, and he would only have to stoop a little under the overhanging cove. Hornblower yearned inexpressibly for the time when he would be out at sea, away from all the harassing troubles of the land, walking his stern gallery in the solitude in which alone he could relax nowadays. Yet without a crew all this blissful prospect was withheld from him indefinitely. He must find men somewhere.

He felt in his pockets for silver to pay the boatmen, and although silver was woefully short his self-consciousness drove him into overpaying the men in the fashion he attributed to his fellow captains of ships of the line.

Thank ee, sir. Thank ee, said stroke oar, knuckling his forehead.

Hornblower went up the ladder and came in through the entry port with its drab paint where in the Dutchmens time gilding had blazed bravely. The pipes of the boatswains mates twittered wildly, the marine guard presented arms, the side boys stood rigidly at attention. Gray, masters mate,  lieutenants kept no watch in harbour,  was officer of the watch and saluted as Hornblower touched his hat to the quarterdeck. Hornblower did not condescend to speak to him, although Gray was a favourite of his; the rigid guard he kept on himself for fear of unnecessary loquacity forbade. Instead he looked round him silently.

The decks were tangled with gear as the work of rigging the ship proceeded, but the tangle, as Hornblower was careful to note, carried under its surface the framework of orderliness. The coils of rope, the groups at work on the deck, the sailmakers party sewing at a topsail on the forecastle, gave an impression of confusion, but it was disciplined confusion. The severe orders which he had issued to his officers had borne fruit. The crew of the Lydia, when they had heard that they were to be transferred bodily to the Sutherland without even a day on shore, had nearly mutinied. They were in hand again now.

Master-at-arms wishes to report, sir, said Gray.

Send for him, then, answered Hornblower.

The master-at-arms was the warrant officer responsible for enforcing discipline, and was a man new to Hornblower, named Price. Hornblower concluded that he had allegations of indiscipline to lodge, and he sighed even while he set his face in an expression of merciless rigidity. Probably it would be a matter of flogging, and he hated the thought of the blood and the agony. But, at the beginning of a commission like this, with a restive crew under his orders, he must not hesitate to flog if necessary  to have the skin and flesh stripped from the offenders backbone.

Price was coming along the gangway now at the head of the strangest procession. Two by two behind him came a column of thirty men, each one handcuffed to his neighbour, save for the last two who clanked drearily along with leg irons at their ankles. Nearly all of them were in rags, and the rags had no sort of nautical flavour about them at all. The rags of a great many of them were sacking, some had corduroy, and Hornblower, peering closer, saw that one wore the wrecks of a pair of moleskin breeches. Yet another wore the remains of what had once been a respectable black broadcloth suit  white skin showed through a rent in the shoulder. All of them had stubbly beards, black, brown, golden, and grey, and those who were not bald had great mops of tangled hair. The two ships corporals brought up the rear.

 Alt, ordered Price. Orf ats.

The procession shuffled to a halt, and the men stood sullenly on the quarterdeck. Some of them kept their eyes on the deck, while the others gaped sheepishly round them.

What the devils all this? demanded Hornblower, sharply.

New ands, sir, said Price. I signed a receipt to the sodgers what brought em, sir.

Where did they bring them from? rasped Hornblower.

Exeter assizes, sir, said Price, producing a list. Poachers, four of em. Waites, thats im in the moleskin breeches, sir, e was found guilty of sheepstealing. That un in black, is crimes bigamy, sir e was a brewers manager before this appened to im. The others is larceny mostly, sir, cept for them two in front whats in for rick burning and tother two in irons. Robbery with violence is what they done.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, wordless for the moment. The new hands blinked at him, some with hope in their eyes, some with hatred, some with indifference. They had chosen service at sea rather than the gallows, or transportation, or the gaol. Months in prison awaiting trial accounted for their dilapidated appearance. Here was a fine addition to the ships company, thought Hornblower, bitterly  budding mutineers, sullen skulkers, half-witted yokels. But hands they were and he must make the most of them. They were frightened, sullen, resentful. It would be worth trying to win their affection. His naturally humanitarian instincts dictated the course he decided to pursue after a moments quick thinking.

Why are they still handcuffed? he demanded, loud enough for them all to hear. Release them at once.

Begging your pardon, sir, apologised Price. I didnt want to without orders, sir, seeing what they are and ow they come ere.

Thats nothing to do with it, snapped Hornblower. Theyre enlisted in the Kings service now. And Ill have no man in irons in my ship unless hes given me cause to order it.

Hornblower kept his gaze from wavering towards the new hands, and steadily addressed his declamation to Price  it was more effective delivered that way, he knew, even while he despised himself for using such rhetorical tricks.

I never want to see new hands in the charge of the master-at-arms again, he continued, hotly. They are recruits in an honourable service, with an honourable future before them. Ill thank you to see to it another time. Now find one of the pursers mates and see that each of these men is properly dressed in accordance with my orders.

Normally it might be harmful to discipline to rate a subordinate officer in front of the men, but in the case of the master-at-arms Hornblower knew that little damage was being done. The men would come to hate the master-at-arms anyway sooner or later  his privileges of rank and pay were given him so that he might be a whipping boy for the crews discontent. Hornblower could drop the rasp from his voice and address the hands directly, now.

A man who does his duty as best he can, he said, kindly, has nothing to fear in this ship, and everything to hope for. Now I want to see how smart you can look in your new clothes, and with the dirt of the place you have come from washed off you. Dismiss.

He had won over some of the poor fools, at least, he told himself. Some of the faces which had been sullen with despair were shining with hope now, after this experience of being treated as men and not as brutes  for the first time for months, if not the first time in their lives. He watched them off the gangway. Poor devils; in Hornblowers opinion they had made a bad bargain in exchanging the gaol for the navy. But at least they represented thirty out of the two hundred and fifty additional human bodies which he needed to drag at ropes and to heave at capstan bars so as to take this old Sutherland out to sea.

Lieutenant Bush came hastening onto the quarterdeck, and touched his hat to his captain. The stern swarthy face with its incongruous blue eyes broke into a smile just as incongruous. It gave Hornblower a queer twinge, almost of conscience, to see the evident pleasure which Bush experienced at sight of him. It was odd to know that he was admired  it might even be said that he was loved  by this very capable sailor, this splendid disciplinarian and fearless fighter who boasted so many of the good qualities in which Hornblower felt himself to be lacking.

Good morning, Bush, he said. Have you seen the new draft?

No, sir. I was rowing guard for the middle watch and Ive only just turned out. Where do they hail from, sir?

Hornblower told him, and Bush rubbed his hands with pleasure.

Thirty! he said. Thats rare. I never hoped for more than a dozen from Exeter assizes. And Bodmin assizes open today. Please God we get another thirty there.

We wont get topmen from Bodmin assizes, said Hornblower, comforted beyond measure at the equanimity with which Bush regarded the introduction of gaolbirds into the Sutherlands crew.

No, sir. But the West India convoys due this week. The guards ought to nab two hundred there. Well get twenty if we get our rights.

Mm, said Hornblower, and turned away uneasily. He was not the sort of captain  neither the distinguished kind nor the wheedling kind  who could be sure of favours from the Port Admiral. I must look round below.

That changed the subject effectively enough.

The women are restless, said Bush. Id better come too, sir, if you dont object.

The lower gun deck offered a strange spectacle, lit vaguely by the light which came through half a dozen open gun ports. There were fifty women there. Three or four were still in their hammocks, lying on their sides looking out on the others. Some were sitting in groups on the deck, chattering loud-voiced. One or two were chaffering for food through the gun ports with the occupants of shore boats floating just outside; the netting which impeded desertion had a broad enough mesh to allow a hand to pass through. Two more, each backed by a supporting group, were quarrelling violently. They were in odd contrast  one was tall and dark, so tall as to have to crouch round-shouldered under the five-foot deck beams, while the other, short, broad, and fair, was standing up boldly before her menacing advance.

Thats what I said, she maintained stoutly. And Ill say it again. I aint afeared o you, Mrs. Dawson, as you call yourself.

A-ah, screamed the dark one at this crowning insult. She swooped forward, and with greedy hands she seized the other by the hair, shaking her head from side to side as if she would soon shake it off. In return her face was scratched and her shins were kicked by her stout-hearted opponent. They whirled round in a flurry of petticoats, when one of the women in the hammocks screamed warning to them.

Stop it, you mad bitches! Eres the capn.

They fell apart, panting and tousled. Every eye was turned towards Hornblower as he walked forward in the patchy light, his head bowed under the deck above.

The next woman fighting will be put ashore instantly, growled Hornblower.

The dark woman swept her hair from her eyes and sniffed with disdain.

You neednt put me ashore, capn, she said. Im goin. There aint a farden to be had out o this starvation ship.

She was apparently expressing a sentiment which was shared by a good many of the women, for the speech was followed by a little buzz of approval.

Aint the men never goin to get their pay notes? piped up the woman in the hammock.

Enough o that, roared Bush, suddenly. He pushed forward, anxious to save his captain from the insults to which he was exposed, thanks to a government which left its men still unpaid after a month in port. You there, what are you doing in your hammock after eight bells?

But this attempt to assume a counter offensive met with disaster.

Ill come out if you like, Mr. Lieutenant, said she, flicking off her blanket and sliding to the deck. I parted with my gown to buy my Tom a sausage, and my petticoats bought him a soop o West Country ale. Would you have me on deck in my shift, Mr. Lieutenant?

A titter went round the deck.

Get back and be decent, spluttered Bush, on fire with embarrassment.

Hornblower was laughing too  perhaps it was because he was married that the sight of a half-naked woman alarmed him not nearly as much as it did his first lieutenant.

Never will I be decent now, said the woman, swinging her legs up into the hammock and composedly draping the blanket over herself, until my Tom gets his pay warrant.

An when he gets it, sneered the fair woman, what can he do with it without shore leave? Sell it to a bumboat shark for a quarter!

Fi pound for twenty three months pay! added another. An me a month gone aready.

Avast, there, said Bush.

Hornblower beat a retreat, abandoning  forgetting, rather  the object of his visit of inspection below. He could not face those women when the question of pay came up again. The men had been scandalously badly treated, imprisoned in the ship within sight of land, and their wives (some of them certainly were wives, although by Admiralty regulation a simple verbal declaration of the existence of a marriage was sufficient to allow them on board) had just cause of complaint. No one, not even Bush, knew that the few guineas which had been doled out among the crew represented a large part of Hornblowers accumulated pay  all he could spare, in fact, except for the necessary money to pay his officers expenses when they should start on their recruiting journeys.

His vivid imagination and absurd sensitiveness between them perhaps exaggerated part of the mens hardships. The thought of the promiscuity of life below decks, where a man was allotted eighteen inches width in which to swing his hammock, while his wife was allowed the eighteen inches next to him, all in a long row, husbands, wives, and single men, appalled him. So did the thought of women having to live on the revolting lower-deck food. Possibly he made insufficient allowance for the hardening effect of long habit.

He emerged through the fore hatchway onto the main deck a little unexpectedly. Thompson, one of the captains of the forecastle, was dealing with the new hands.

Praps well make sailors of you, he was saying, and praps we wont. Overside with a shot at your feet, more likely, before we sight Ushant. And a waste o good shot, too. Come on wi that pump, there. Lets see the colour o your hides, gaolbirds. When the cat gets at you well see the colour o your backbones, too, you  

Enough of that, Thompson, roared Hornblower, furious.

In accordance with his standing orders the new hands were being treated to rid them of vermin. Naked and shivering, they were grouped about the deck. Two of them were having their heads shorn down to the bare skin; a dozen of them, who had already submitted to this treatment (and looking strangely sickly and out of place with the prison pallor still on them), were being herded by Thompson towards the wash-deck pump which a couple of grinning hands were working. Fright was making them shiver as much as cold  not one of them, probably, had ever had a bath before, and what with that prospect, and Thompsons blood-curdling remarks, and the strange surroundings, they were pitiful to see.

It enraged Hornblower, who somehow or other had never forgotten the misery of his early days at sea. Bullying was abhorrent to him like any other sort of wanton cruelty, and he had no sympathy whatever with the aim of so many of his brother officers, to break the spirit of the men under them. One of these days his professional reputation and his future might depend on these very men risking their lives cheerfully and willingly  sacrificing them, if need be  and he could not imagine cowed and broken-spirited men doing that. The shearing and the bath were necessary, if the ship was to be kept clear of the fleas and bugs and lice which could make life a misery on board, but he was not going to have his precious men cowed more than was unavoidable. It was curious that Hornblower, who never could believe himself to be a leader of men, would always lead rather than drive.

Under the pump with you, men, he said, kindly, and when they still hesitated, When we get to sea youll see me under that pump, every morning at seven bells. Isnt that so, there?

Aye aye, sir, chorused the hands at the pump  their captains strange habit of having cold sea water pumped over him every morning had been a source of much discussion on board the Lydia.

So under with you, and perhaps youll all be captains one of these days. You, there, Waites, show these others youre not afraid.

It was blessed good fortune that Hornblower was able not only to remember the name, but to recognise in his new guise Waites, the sheepstealer with the moleskin breeches. They blinked at this resplendent captain in his gold lace, whose tone was cheerful and whose dignity still admitted taking a daily bath. Waites steeled himself to dive under the spouting hose, and, gasping, rotated heroically under the cold water. Someone threw him a lump of holystone with which to scrub himself, while the others jostled for their turn; the poor fools were like sheep  it was only necessary to set one moving to make all the rest eager to follow.

Hornblower caught sight of a red angry welt across one white shoulder. He beckoned Thompson out of earshot.

Youve been free with that starter of yours, Thompson, he said.

Thompson grinned uneasily, fingering the two-foot length of rope knotted at the end, with which petty officers were universally accustomed to stimulate the activity of the men under them.

I wont have a petty officer in my ship, said Hornblower, who doesnt know when to use a starter and when not to. These men havent got their wits about em yet, and hitting em wont remedy it. Make another mistake like that, Thompson, and Ill disrate you. And then youll clean out the heads of this ship every day of this commission. Thatll do.

Thompson shrank away, abashed by the genuine anger which Hornblower had displayed.

Keep your eye on him, Mr. Bush, if you please, added Hornblower. Sometimes a reprimand makes a petty officer take it out of the men more than ever to pay himself back. And I wont have it.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush, philosophically.

Hornblower was the only captain he had ever heard of who bothered his head about the use of starters. Starters were as much part of Navy life as bad food and eighteen inches per hammock and peril at sea. Bush could never understand Hornblowers disciplinary methods. He had been positively horrified when he had heard his captains public admission that he too had baths under the wash-deck pump  it seemed madness for a captain to allow his men to guess that they were of the same flesh as his. But two years under Hornblowers command had taught him that Hornblowers strange ways sometimes attained surprising results. He was ready to obey him, loyally though blindly, resigned and yet admiring.


Chapter II
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THE BOY FROM the Angel has brought a note, sir, said the landlady, when Hornblower called her in in reply to her knock at the sitting-room door. He waits an answer.

Hornblower felt a shock as he read the address  the clear feminine handwriting which he recognised although it was months since he saw it last meant so much to him. He tried to disguise his feelings as he spoke to his wife.

It is addressed to both of us, my dear, he said. Shall I open it?

As you please, said Maria.

Hornblower broke the wafer and unfolded the note.

The Angel Inn,

Plymouth.

Fourth May 1810.

Rear Admiral Sir Percy and Lady Barbara Leighton would esteem it an Honour if Captain and Mrs. Horatio Hornblower would dine with them at this address Tomorrow, the Fifth, at four oclock.

The Admiral is at the Angel. He wants us to dine with him tomorrow, said Hornblower, as casually as his beating heart would allow. Lady Barbara is with him. I think we must accept, my dear.

He passed the note over to his wife.

I have only my blue sack gown, said Maria, looking up from reading it.

The first thing a woman ever thought about on receiving an invitation was what she should wear. Hornblower tried to bend his mind to the consideration of the blue sack gown, when all the time his heart was singing songs at the knowledge that Lady Barbara was only two hundred yards away.

It looks perfect on you, my dear, he said. You know how much I have always liked it.

It would call for a far better gown to look well on Marias dumpy figure. But Hornblower knew that they must  they must  accept the invitation, and it would be a kindness to reassure Maria. It did not matter what clothes Maria wore as long as she thought she looked well in them. Maria smiled happily at the compliment, giving Hornblower a prick of conscience. He felt like Judas. Maria would look coarse and badly dressed and stupid beside Lady Barbara, and yet he knew that as long as he pretended to be in love with her she would be happy and unconscious.

He wrote a careful acceptance, and rang the bell for it to be given to the messenger. Then he buttoned his uniform coat.

I must go down to the ship, he said.

Marias reproachful look hurt him. He knew that she had been looking forward to spending the afternoon with him, and indeed he had not intended to visit the ship that day. It was only an excuse to gain privacy for himself. He could not bear the thought of being mewed up in that sitting-room with Maria and her platitudes. He wanted to be alone, to hug to himself the thought that Lady Barbara was in the same town, that he was going to see her tomorrow. He could not sit still with those thoughts bubbling within him. He could have sung for joy as he walked briskly down to the ferry, thrusting aside all remembrance of Marias dutiful acquiescence in his departure  well she knew how great were the demands made upon a captain by the commissioning of a ship of the line.

In his yearning for solitude he urged the rowers of his boat until they sweated. On deck he gave the briefest of salutes to the quarterdeck and to the officer of the watch, before plunging below to the security and peace for which he had been yearning. There were a hundred matters to which he could have devoted his attention but he would not stay for one of them. He strode across his cabin  littered with the preparations made for when he should come on board  and out through the stern window into the great stern gallery. There, sheltered from all interruption, he could lean against the rail, and stare across the water.

The ebb was running, and with the wind light from the northeast the Sutherlands stern gallery looked southward down the length of the Hamoaze. To his left lay the dockyard, as busy as a beehive. Before him the glittering water was studded with shipping, with shore boats rowing hither and thither. In the distance beyond the roofs of the victualling yard he could see Mount Edgecumbe  Plymouth was out of his sight, round the corner from the Devils Point; he would not have the satisfaction of gazing upon the roof that sheltered Lady Barbara.

Still, she was there, and he would see her tomorrow. He gripped the rail in his ecstasy until his fingers hurt him. He turned away and began to walk up and down the gallery, his hands behind his back to counterbalance the stoop necessitated by the cove above. The pain he had felt at first, three weeks back, when he had heard of Lady Barbaras marriage to Admiral Leighton was gone by now. There was only the joy in the thought that she still remembered him. Hornblower dallied with the idea that she might have travelled down to Plymouth with her husband in the expectation of seeing him. It was possible  Hornblower would not stop to think that she might have been influenced by the desire to spend a few more days with her new husband. She must have cajoled Sir Percy into sending this invitation on the moment of his arrival; Hornblower would not make allowance for the fact that any admiral must be anxious for an early opportunity to study an unknown captain placed under his command. She must have made Sir Percy ask at the Admiralty for his services  that would explain why they had found for him a new ship and a new command without a single months interval of half-pay. It was to Lady Barbara that he owed the very comforting addition of ten shillings a day to his pay which went with the command of a ship of the line.

He was a quarter of the way up the captains list now. In less than twenty years time  long before he was sixty  if he continued to obtain commands in this fashion he would hoist his flag as an admiral. Then they might yellow him if they wanted to; he would be satisfied with admirals rank. On admirals half-pay he could live in London, find a patron who would nominate him to a seat in Parliament. He would know power, and dignity, and security. All this was possible  and Lady Barbara still remembered him, cherished a kindly thought of him, was anxious to see him again despite the ludicrous way in which he had behaved towards her. High spirits bubbled within him again.

A seagull, wheeling motionless up wind, suddenly flapped its wings until it hovered stationary, and screamed raucously in his face. It flapped and screamed aimlessly along the gallery, and then, equally aimlessly, wheeled away again. Hornblower followed it with his eyes, and when he resumed his walk the thread of his thoughts was broken. Instantly there loomed up again into his consciousness the knowledge of the frightful need of men under which he laboured. Tomorrow he would have to confess miserably to his admiral that the Sutherland was still a hundred and fifty men short of complement; he would be found wanting in the very first of a captains duties. An officer might be the finest possible seaman, the most fearless fighter (and Hornblower did not think himself either), and yet his talents were useless if he could not man his ship.

Probably Leighton had never asked for his services at all, and he had been allotted to Leightons squadron by some trick of fate. Leighton would suspect him of having been his wifes lover, would be consumed with jealousy, and would watch for every opportunity to achieve his ruin. He would make his life a misery to him, would plague him to madness, and would finally have him broken and dismissed the service  any admiral could break any captain if he set his mind to it. Perhaps Lady Barbara had planned to put him thus in Leightons power, and was working his ruin in revenge for his treatment of her. That seemed much more likely than his earlier wild imaginings, thought Hornblower, the cold fit working on him.

She must have guessed just what Maria was like, and must have sent the invitation so as to have the pleasure of gloating over her weaknesses. The dinner tomorrow would be one long humiliation for him. He could not venture to draw on his next quarters pay for another ten days at least; otherwise he would have taken Maria out to buy her the finest gown in Plymouth  although what would a Plymouth gown avail in the sight of an earls daughter who would undoubtedly buy all her clothes from Paris? He had not twenty pounds in the whole world now, having sent Bush and Gerard and Rayner and Hooker, his four lieutenants, out to drum up recruits. They had taken thirty men with them, the only trustworthy men in the whole ship, too. Probably there would be trouble on the lower deck in consequence  probably reaching a head tomorrow while he was dining with his admiral.

Gloomy anticipation could go no farther than that. He jerked his head up with irritation, and hit it hard against one of the beams of the cove above. Then he clenched his fists and cursed the service, as he had cursed it a thousand times before. That made him laugh at himself  if Hornblower had never been able to laugh at himself he would have been, long ago, another of the mad captains in the Navy List. He took a firmer grip on his emotions and set himself to thinking seriously about the future.

The orders which had attached him to Admiral Leightons squadron had stated briefly that he was destined for service in the Western Mediterranean, and it was an uncovenanted mercy on the part of the lords of the Admiralty to give him that much warning. He had known of captains who had laid in personal stores in the expectation of service in the West Indies only to find that they had been allotted to the Baltic convoy. The Western Mediterranean meant the Toulon blockade, the protection of Sicily, harassing the Genoese coasters, and, presumably, taking a hand in the war in Spain. It meant a more variegated life than the blockade of Brest, at least, although now that Spain was Englands ally there would be far less chance of prize money.

His ability to speak Spanish seemed to make it certain that the Sutherland would be employed on the coast of Catalonia in concert with the Spanish army. Lord Cochrane had distinguished himself there, but Cochrane was under a cloud now. The courtmartial which had followed the action in the Basque Roads were still echoing through the service, and Cochrane would be lucky if he ever got another ship  he was the standing example of the folly of an officer on the active list taking part in politics. Perhaps, thought Hornblower, trying to combat both optimism and pessimism simultaneously, he was intended by the Admiralty to supply Cochranes place. If that were the case, it meant that his professional reputation was far higher than he dared believe. Hornblower had to battle sternly with his feelings at that thought; he found himself grinning when he warned himself that excess of emotion only resulted in his hitting his head on the beams above.

That quieted him, and he began to tell himself, philosophically, that all this anticipation was merely waste of effort; he would know sooner or later anyway, and all the worrying in the world would not alter his destiny a haporth. There were a hundred and twenty British ships of the line at sea, and nearly two hundred frigates, and in every one of these three hundred and twenty ships there was a port captain, each one a god to his crew, and presumably each one a puppet to the Admiralty. He must act like a sensible man, empty his mind of all these imaginings, and go home and spend a quiet evening with his wife untroubled by thoughts of the future.

Yet even as he left the stern gallery to pass the word for his gig to take him back a new wave of delirious anticipation surged through him at the thought of seeing Lady Barbara tomorrow.


Chapter III
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DO I LOOK well? asked Maria, her toilet completed.

Hornblower was buttoning his full-dress coat as he stood and looked at her; he made himself smile admiringly at her.

Admirable, my dear, he said. That gown sets off your figure better than any you have ever worn.

His tact was rewarded by a smile. It was no use speaking the truth to Maria, telling her that that particular shade of blue revolted against the heavy red of her cheeks. With her thick figure and coarse black hair and bad complexion Maria could never appear well dressed. At best she looked like a shopkeepers wife; at worst like some scrub woman dressed in finery cast off by her mistress. Those stubby red hands of hers, thought Hornblower, looking at them, were very like a scrub womans.

I have my Paris gloves, said Maria, noting the direction of his glance. It was the very devil, the way in which she was eager to anticipate every wish of his. It was in his power to hurt her horribly, and the knowledge made him uncomfortable.

Better and better, he said, gallantly. He stood before the mirror and twitched his coat into position.

Full dress suits you well, said Maria, admiringly.

Hornblowers first act when he had returned to England in the Lydia had been to buy himself new uniforms  there had been humiliating incidents last commission as a result of the poverty of his wardrobe. He eyed himself tolerantly in the glass. This coat was of the finest blue broadcloth. The heavy epaulettes that hung at the shoulders were of real bullion, and so was the broad gold lace round the edges and the buttonholes. Buttons and cuffs flashed as he moved; it was pleasant to see the heavy gold stripes on his cuffs that marked him as a captain with more than three years seniority. His cravat was of thick China silk. He approved the cut of his white Kerseymere breeches. The thick white silk stockings were the best that he could find  he remembered with a twinge of conscience as he gloated over them that Maria wore concealed under her skirt only cheap cotton stockings at four shillings a pair. From the crown of his head to his ankles he was dressed as a gentleman should be dressed; only about his shoes was he doubtful. Their buckles were merely pinchbeck, and he feared lest their brassiness should be accentuated by contrast with the genuine gold everywhere else  funds had begun to run low when he bought them, and he had not dared spend twenty guineas on gold buckles. He must take care this evening to do nothing to call attention to his feet. It was a pity that the sword of one hundred guineas value voted him by the Patriotic Fund for his fight with the Natividad had not yet reached him. He still had to wear the fifty-guinea sword which had been awarded him eight years ago after the capture of the Castilla as a mere lieutenant.

He took up his cocked hat  the button and lace on it were real gold, too  and his gloves.

Are you ready, my dear? he asked.

Quite ready, Horatio, said Maria. She had early learned how he hated unpunctuality, and dutifully took care never to offend in this respect.

The afternoon sunlight in the street sparkled on his gold; a militia subaltern whom they passed saluted him respectfully. Hornblower noted that the lady who hung on the subalterns arm looked more keenly at Maria than at him, and he thought he read in her glance the pitying amusement he expected. Maria was undoubtedly not the sort of wife one would expect to see on the arm of a distinguished officer. But she was his wife all the same, the friend of his childhood, and the self-indulgent soft-heartedness which had moved him to marry her had to be paid for now. Little Horatio and little Maria had died of the smallpox in a Southsea lodging  he owed her his devotion on account of that if for nothing else. And she thought she was carrying another child of his now. That had been madness, of course, but madness excusable in a man whose heart was torn with jealousy at the news that Lady Barbara was married. Still, it had to be paid for in more devotion to Maria; all his decent instincts as well as his soft-heartedness and irresolution compelled him to remain faithful to her, to give her pleasure, to act as if he were her truly devoted husband.

Nor was that all. His pride would never permit him to make public acknowledgment that he had made a mistake, a silly blunder worthy of any foolish boy. On that account alone, even if he could steel himself to break Marias heart, he would never come to an open breach with her. Hornblower could remember the lewd comments of the Navy over Nelsons matrimonial affairs, and there were Bowens and Samsons after that. As long as he held loyally to his wife that kind of thing would never be said about him. People were tolerant of eccentricity while they laughed at weakness. They might marvel at his devotion, but that was all. While he carried himself as if Maria was the only woman in the world for him people would be forced to assume that there was more in her constitution than was apparent to an onlooker.

It is the Angel to which we are bidden, is it not, my dear? asked Maria, breaking in on his thoughts.

Why, yes.

We have walked straight past it. You did not hear me when I spoke before.

They retraced their steps, and a jolly Devon servant maid led them through into the cool dark depths at the back of the inn. There were several persons in the oak-panelled room into which they were ushered, but for Hornblower there was only one. Lady Barbara was there in a blue silk dress, blue-grey, the exact colour of her eyes. From a gold chain round her neck hung a sapphire pendant, but the sapphires seemed lifeless compared with her glance. Hornblower made his bow, and mumbled as he presented Maria. The fringes of the room seemed to be deep in mist; only Lady Barbara could be clearly seen. The golden sunburn which Hornblower had last seen in her cheeks had disappeared now; her complexion was as creamy white as any great ladys should be.

Hornblower became aware that someone else was speaking to him  had been speaking for some time.

A most pleasurable occasion, Captain Hornblower, he was saying. May I present you? Captain Hornblower, Mrs. Elliott. Captain Hornblower, Mrs. Bolton. My flag-captain, Captain Elliott, of the Pluto. And Captain Bolton of the Caligula, who tells me he was shipmates with you in the old Indefatigable.

The mists were clearing a little from Hornblowers eyes. He was able to stammer a few words, but fortunately the entrance of the innkeeper with the announcement of dinner gave him a little longer in which to collect himself. It was a circular table at which they were seated. Opposite him sat Bolton, with his ruddy cheeks and open, honest face. Hornblower still felt Boltons grip lingering on his palm and remembered the horniness of his hand. There was nothing of the elegant world about Bolton, then. Nor was there about Mrs. Bolton, who sat on Hornblowers right, between him and the Admiral. She was as plain and as dowdy as Maria herself  to Hornblowers infinite relief.

I must congratulate you, Captain, on your appointment to the Sutherland, said Lady Barbara on his left. A breath of perfume was wafted from her as she spoke, and Hornblowers head swam. To smell the scent of her, and to hear her voice again, was like some romantic drug to him. He did not know what he said in reply.

The innkeeper here, announced the Admiral to the table at large, dipping a ladle into the silver tureen before him, swore to me that he knew the art of turtle soup, and I entrusted a turtle to his care. God send he spoke the truth. The sherry wine  George, the sherry  I trust you will find tolerable.

Hornblower incautiously took a mouthful of soup far too hot, and the pain he experienced while swallowing it helped to bring him back into reality. He turned his head to study this admiral to whom he would owe obedience for the next two or three years, who had won Lady Barbaras hand in marriage after a courtship that could not have endured more than three weeks. He was tall and heavily built and darkly handsome. The star of the Bath and the red ribbon set off his glittering uniform. In age he could hardly be much over forty  only a year or two older than Hornblower  so that he must have attained to post rank at the earliest age family influence could contrive it. But the perceptible fullness about his jowl indicated to Hornblowers mind either self-indulgence or stupidity; both, perhaps.

So much Hornblower saw in a few seconds inspection. Then he forced himself to think of his manners, although between Lady Barbara and the Admiral it was hard to think clearly.

I trust you are enjoying the best of health, Lady Barbara? he said. A quaint quarterdeck rasp of formality crept into his voice as he tried to hit the exact tone he thought the complicated situation demanded. He saw Maria, on the other side of Captain Elliott beyond Lady Barbara, raise her eyebrows a little  Maria was always sensitive to his reactions.

Indeed, yes, said Lady Barbara, lightly. And you, Captain?

I have never known Horatio better, said Maria, interposing.

That is good news, said Lady Barbara, turning towards her. Poor Captain Elliott here is still shaken sometimes with the ague he acquired at Flushing.

It was deftly done; Maria and Lady Barbara and Elliott were at once engaged in a conversation which left no room for Hornblower. He listened for a moment, and then forced himself to turn to Mrs. Bolton. She had no fund of small talk. Yes and No were all she could say, seemingly, and the Admiral on her other side was deep in talk with Mrs. Elliott. Hornblower lapsed into gloomy silence. Maria and Lady Barbara continued a conversation from which Elliott soon dropped out, and which was continued across his unresisting body with a constancy which not even the arrival of the next course could interrupt.

Can I carve you some of this beef, Mrs. Elliott? asked the Admiral. Hornblower, perhaps you will be good enough to attend to those ducks before you. Those are neats tongues, Bolton, a local delicacy  as you know, of course. Will you try them, unless this beef claims your allegiance? Elliott, tempt the ladies with that ragout. They may be partial to foreign kickshaws  made dishes are not to my taste. On the sideboard there is a cold beefsteak pie which the landlord assures me is exactly like those on which his reputation is founded, and a mutton ham such as one only finds in Devonshire. Mrs. Hornblower? Barbara, my dear?

Hornblower, carving the ducks, felt a real pain in his breast at this casual use of the Christian name which was sacred to him. For a moment it impeded his neat dissection of long strips from the ducks breasts. With an effort he completed his task, and, as no one else at table seemed to want roast duck, he took for himself the plateful he had carved. It saved him from having to meet anyones eyes. Lady Barbara and Maria were still talking together. It seemed to his heated imagination as if there was something specially pointed about the way Lady Barbara turned her shoulder to him. Perhaps Lady Barbara had decided that it was a poor compliment to her that he should have loved her, now that she had discovered the crudity of his taste from his choice of a wife. He hoped Maria was not being too stupid and gauche  he could overhear very little of their conversation. He could eat little of the food with which the table was covered  his appetite, always finicking, had quite disappeared. He drank thirstily of the wine which was poured for him until he realised what he was doing, and checked himself; he disliked being drunk even more than overeating. Then he sat and fiddled with his food on his plate, making a pretence at eating; fortunately Mrs. Bolton beside him had a good appetite and was content to be silent while indulging it, as otherwise they would have made a dull pair.

Then the table was swept clear to make room for cheese and dessert.

Pineapples not as good as we enjoyed at Panama, Captain Hornblower, said Lady Barbara, turning back to him unexpectedly. But perhaps you will make a trial of them?

He was almost too flustered to cut the thing with the silver knife, so much was he taken off his guard. He helped her eventually, awkwardly. Now that he had her attention again he longed to talk to her, but the words would not come  or rather, seeing that what he found he wanted to ask her was whether she liked married life, while he just had enough sense not to blurt out that question, he did not have enough to substitute another for it.

Captain Elliott and Captain Bolton, she said, have been plying me incessantly with questions about the battle between the Lydia and the Natividad. Most of them were of too technical a nature for me to answer, especially, as I told them, since you kept me immured in the orlop where I could see nothing of the fight. But everyone seems to envy me even that experience.

Her ladyships right, roared Bolton, across the table  his voice was even louder than when Hornblower had known him as a young lieutenant. Tell us about it, Hornblower.

Hornblower flushed and fingered his neckcloth, conscious of every eye upon him.

Spit it out, man, persisted Bolton; no ladys man, and oppressed by the company, he had said hardly a word so far, but the prospect of having the battle described found his tongue for him.

The Dons put up a better fight than usual? asked Elliott.

Well   began Hornblower, lured into explaining the conditions in which he had fought. Everybody listened; apt questions from one or other of the men drew him on, bit by bit. Gradually the story unfolded itself, and the loquaciousness against which Hornblower was usually on his guard led him into eloquence. He told of the long duel in the lonely Pacific, the labour and slaughter and agony, up to the moment when, leaning weakly against the quarterdeck rail, he had known triumph at the sight of his beaten enemy sinking in the darkness.

He stopped self-consciously there, hot with the realisation that he had been guilty of the unforgivable sin of boasting of his own achievements. He looked round the table from face to face, expecting to read in them awkwardness or downright disapproval, pity or contempt. It was with amazement that instead he saw expressions which he could only consider admiring. Bolton, over there, who was at least five years his senior as a captain and ten in age, was eyeing him with something like hero worship. Elliott, who had commanded a ship of the line under Nelson, was nodding his massive head with intense appreciation. The admiral, when Hornblower could bring himself to steal a glance at him, was still sitting transfixed. There might possibly be a shade of regret in his dark handsome face that his lifetime in the Navy had brought him no similar opportunity for glory. But the simple heroism of Hornblowers tale had fascinated him too; he stirred himself and met Hornblowers gaze admiringly.

Heres a toast for us, he said, lifting his glass. May the captain of the Sutherland rival the exploits of the captain of the Lydia.

The toast was drunk with a murmur of approval while Hornblower blushed and stammered. The admiration of men whose approval he valued was overwhelming; more especially as now he was beginning to realise that he had won it under false pretences. Only now was the memory returning to him of the sick fear with which he had awaited the Natividads broadsides, the horror of mutilation which had haunted him during the battle. He was one of the contemptible few, not like Leighton and Elliott and Bolton, who had never known fear in their lives. If he had told the whole truth, told of his emotions as well as of the mere manœuvres and incidents of the fight, they would be sorry for him, as for a cripple, and the glory of the Lydias victory would evaporate. His embarrassment was relieved by Lady Barbaras arising from the table and the other women following her example.

Do not sit too long over your wine, said Lady Barbara, as the men stood for them. Captain Hornblower is a whist player of renown, and there are cards waiting for us.


Chapter IV
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WHEN THEY WALKED away from the Angel through the pitch-dark street Maria clung eagerly to Hornblowers arm.

A delightful evening, my dear, she said. Lady Barbara seems to be a very genteel person.

Im glad you have enjoyed yourself, said Hornblower. He knew only too well that Maria after any party to which he accompanied her delighted in discussing the others who had been present. He shrank from the inevitable dissection of Lady Barbara which was bound to come.

She has breeding, said Maria, inexorably, far beyond what I was led to expect by what you had told me about her.

Searching back in his memory Hornblower realised that he had only laid stress on her fine courage and her ability to mix with men without embarrassment. At that time it had pleased Maria to think of an earls daughter as a masculine hoyden; now she was just as pleased to revert to the traditional attitude, admiring her for her breeding, and being gratified at her condescension.

She is a very charming woman, he said, cautiously falling in with Marias mood.

She asked me if I were going to accompany you on your approaching voyage, and I explained that with the hopes of the future which we were beginning to cherish it was inadvisable.

You told her that? asked Hornblower sharply. At the last moment he was able to keep the anguish out of his voice.

She wished me joy, said Maria, and asked me to give you her fe-felicitations.

It irked Hornblower inexpressibly to think of Maria discussing her pregnancy with Lady Barbara. He would not allow himself to think why. But the thought of Lady Barbaras knowledge was one more complexity in the whirl of thoughts in his mind, and there was no chance of straightening anything out in the course of the short walk to their lodgings.

Oh, said Maria when they were in their bedroom. How tight those shoes were!

She chafed her feet in the white cotton stockings as she sat in the low chair; from the candle on the dressing table her shadow danced on the opposite wall. The shadow of the bed tester lay in a grim black rectangle on the ceiling.

Hang up that best coat of yours carefully, said Maria, beginning to take the pins out of her hair.

Im not ready for sleep, said Hornblower, despairingly.

He felt that no price would be too great to pay at the moment to be able to slip away to the solitude of his ship. But he certainly could not do that; the hour would make such a thing odd and the full-dress uniform he wore would make it preposterous.

Not ready for sleep? It was so like Maria to repeat his words. How strange, after this tiring evening! Did you eat too much roast duck?

No, said Hornblower. It was hopeless to try to explain a too rapidly working mind to Maria, hopeless to try to escape. Any attempt to do so would only hurt her feelings, and he knew by experience he could never make himself do that. With a sigh he began to unbuckle his sword.

You have only to compose yourself in bed and you will sleep, said Maria, from her own constant experience. We have few enough nights together left to us now, darling.

That was so; Admiral Leighton had told them that the Pluto, Caligula, and Sutherland were ordered to escort as far as the Tagus the East India convoy which was even then assembling. And that raised once more the cursed question of the shortage of men  how the devil was he to complete his crew in time? Bodmin assizes might send him a few more criminals. His lieutenants, due to return any day now, might bring in a few volunteers. But he needed fifty more topmen, and topmen could not be picked up in gaols, nor in market squares.

It is a hard service, said Maria, thinking of the approaching separation.

Better than counters at eightpence a week, replied Hornblower, forcing himself to speak lightly.

Before their marriage Maria had taught in a school with graduated fees  readers paid fourpence, writers sixpence, and counters eightpence.

Indeed, yes, said Maria. I owe much to you, Horatio. Heres your nightshirt, ready for you. The torment I went through when Miss Wentworth found I had taught Alice Stone the multiplication table although her parents only paid fourpence! And then the ungrateful minx egged that little Hopper boy to let those mice loose in the schoolroom. But Id suffer it all again, darling, if  if that would keep you near me.

Not while duty calls, my dear, said Hornblower, diving into his nightshirt. But Ill be back with a bagful of guineas for prize money before two years are up. Mark my words.

Two years! said Maria, pitifully.

Hornblower yawned elaborately, and Maria rose to the bait thus deftly cast, just as Hornblower had been sure she would.

And you said you were not ready for sleep! she said.

It has come upon me now, said Hornblower. Perhaps the Admirals port is beginning to take effect. I can hardly keep my eyes open. I shall say good night now, my love.

He kissed her as she sat before the dressing table, and, turning hastily away, he climbed up into the big bed. There, lying on the farthest edge, keeping rigidly still, he lay until Maria had blown out the candle and climbed up beside him, until her breathing grew quiet and regular. Only then could he relax and change position and give rein to the galloping thoughts coursing through his mind.

He remembered what Bolton had said to him with a wink and a nod when they had found themselves together at one time during the evening in a corner where they could not be overheard.

He means six votes to the Government, said Bolton, jerking his head towards the Admiral.

Bolton was as stupid as a good seaman could be, but he had been in London recently and attended a levee and had heard the gossip. The poor old King was going mad again, a Regency was imminent, and with the Regency the Tories might go out and the Whigs might come in  the six votes of the Leighton interests were valuable. With the Marquis Wellesley as Foreign Secretary, and Henry Wellesley as Ambassador in Spain, and Sir Arthur Wellesley  what was his new title? Lord Wellington of course  as Commander in Chief in the Peninsula it was not surprising to find Lady Barbara Wellesley married to Sir Percy Leighton, and still less to find the latter given a command in the Mediterranean. The virulence of the Opposition was growing day by day, and the history of the world hung in the balance.

Hornblower shifted restlessly in bed at the thought, but a slight movement by Maria in reply fixed him rigid again. It was only a small party of men  the Wellesleys chief among them  who still had the resolution to continue the struggle against the Corsicans dominion. The smallest check, on land, at sea, or in Parliament, might pull them from their high positions, bring their heads perilously near the block, and tumble all Europe into ruin.

Sometime during the evening Lady Barbara had been pouring tea, and Hornblower had found himself standing alone beside her, waiting for his refilled cup.

It gave me pleasure, she had murmured, when my husband told me you had been given the Sutherland. England needs all her best captains at present.

She must have meant more than she said then. Probably she was hinting at the necessity for maintaining Leighton in his command. It had been no indication, all the same, that she had exerted herself to obtain the appointment for Hornblower. But it was satisfactory to be able to think that she had married Sir Percy for some other reason than love. Hornblower hated the thought of Lady Barbara being in love with anyone. He began to remember every word she had said to her husband, every look she had given him. Certainly she did not seem in the least like an adoring bride. But the fact remained that she was Leightons wife  that she was in bed with him at this very minute. Hornblower writhed in fresh anguish at the thought.

Then he checked himself. He told himself very sensibly that only misery and madness lay before him if he allowed himself to think about that, and, grasping resolutely at the tail of the first train of thought which recurred to him, he began to analyse the whist he had been playing. If he had not taken that unsuccessful finesse against that lead of Elliotts he would have saved the rubber. His play had been correct  the chances were three to two  but a gambler would not have stopped to consider that. He would have gone baldheaded for results and in this case would have achieved them. But only a gambler could risk a king being unguarded. He prided himself on the precision and science of his play. Nevertheless, he was two guineas the poorer as a result of this evening, and the loss of two guineas was a devilish serious matter at present.

He wanted to buy a litter of pigs and two dozen fowls  a couple of sheep as well, for that matter  before weighing anchor in the Sutherland. There was the wine he needed, too. Some he could buy later and more advantageously in the Mediterranean, but it would be well to have five or six dozen on board at the start. The effect on the officers and men might be bad for discipline if he were not provided with every luxury as a captain should be; and if the voyage out were long and lazy he would have to entertain his brother captains  the Admiral, too, most likely  and they would look at him askance if he offered them the ships fare on which he was content to live. The list of things he needed stretched longer and longer in his imagination. Port, sherry, and Madeira. Apples and cigars. Raisins and cheeses. A dozen at least of shirts. Four more pairs of silk stockings if there was to be much shore-going formality, as seemed likely. A chest of tea. Pepper and cloves and allspice. Prunes and figs. Wax candles. All these things were necessary to his dignity as captain  and to his own pride, for he hated the idea of people thinking him poor.

He could spend all the next quarters pay on these things and still not have bought too much. Maria would feel the pinch during the next three months, but Maria, fortunately, was used to poverty and to staving off creditors. It was hard on Maria, but if ever he became an admiral he would repay her loyalty with luxury. There were books which he wanted to buy as well; not for entertainment  he had a chest of books, including Gibbons Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire for bedside reading, all old friends  but to fit him for the coming campaign. In the Morning Chronicle yesterday there had been a notice of An Account of the Present War in Spain which he would like to have, and there were half a dozen others. The more he knew about the peninsula on whose coast he was going to fight, and of the leaders of the nation he was to help, the better. But books cost money, and he did not know where to turn for money.

He rolled over again and thought of the ill fortune which had always dogged him in the matter of prize money. The Admiralty had refused to pay out a penny on account of the sunk Natividad. Since the capture of the Castilla when he was a young lieutenant he had never had a windfall, while frigate captains whom he knew had made thousands of pounds. It was maddening  especially as in his present poverty-stricken condition he was hampered in his exertions to complete the Sutherlands crew. That shortage of men was the most harassing of all his worries  that and the thought of Lady Barbara in Leightons arms. Hornblowers thoughts had gone full circle now, and were starting all over again. There was plenty to keep him restless and wakeful all through the weary night, until the dawn began to creep through the curtains; fantastic theories about Lady Barbaras state of mind, and hard-headed plans for making the Sutherland efficient for sea.


Chapter V
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CAPTAIN HORNBLOWER WAS walking up and down his quarterdeck amid all the last-minute bustle of getting ready for sea. He was raging to himself at the length of time necessary for these final preparations, although he knew quite well that every factor causing delay was susceptible to a reasonable explanation. Two thirds of the men scurrying about the decks, urged on by the cane of Harrison the boatswain and the ropes ends of the petty officers, were landsmen most of whom until lately had never seen the sea, let alone been in a ship. The simplest order left them merely bewildered, and they had to be led to their tasks and the ropes actually put into their hands; even then they were far more inefficient than trained seamen, because they had not learned the knack of throwing all their weight simultaneously on the rope and walking away with it. And having once set them heaving, it was hard for a petty officer to remember that a shout of Avast or Belay meant nothing to them. More than once the few trained seamen among them, obeying promptly, were thrown off their feet and trampled upon by the rush of landsmen still heaving away. On one occasion of this sort a water butt while being hove up by a whip to the main yard-arm had simply gone away with a run again, and only the mercy of Providence had saved it from going clean through the bottom of the longboat overside.

It was owing to Hornblowers own orders that the water was so late in being brought aboard. Water left months in cask became so foul and so crawling with living things that he had put off bringing it aboard until the last possible moment. Even a gain of a day or two was desirable. That twelve tons of biscuit had also been delayed was the result of the usual incompetence of the victualling yard, whose officials seemed incapable of reading or writing or figuring. The complication due to the fact that a shore boat with captains stores was having to be unloaded at the same time, and its precious cargo passed carefully down the after hatchway, was due to the Patriotic Funds delay in sending down to him the sword value one hundred guineas which he had been awarded for his fight with the Natividad. No shopkeeper or ship chandler would give credit to a captain about to sail on a new commission. The sword had only arrived yesterday, barely in time for him to pledge it with Duddingstone the chandler, and Duddingstone had only grudgingly given him credit on it, forcing him to promise faithfully to redeem it at the earliest opportunity.

A sight too much writing on this for me, said Duddingstone, pointing with a stubby forefinger at the wordy legend which the Patriotic Fund had had engraved, at vast expense, upon the blue steel of the blade.

Only the gold on hilt and scabbard and the seed pearls on the pommel had any intrinsic value. Duddingstone, to give him his due, had been quite right in saying that it was hardly worth forty guineas credit at his shop, even allowing for his profit and the chance of its being redeemed. But he had kept his word and had sent off the stores at dawn next morning  one more complication in the business of preparing for sea.

Along the gangway Wood the purser was dancing with rage and anxiety.

God damn and blast all you ham-fisted yokels! he was saying. And you, sir, down there. Take that grin off your face and be more careful, or Ill have you clapped under hatches to sail with us today. Easy, there, easy! Christ, rum at seven guineas an anker isnt meant to be dropped like pig iron!

Wood was supervising the loading of the rum. The old hands were doing their best to make sure that the clumsiness of the new ones would result in the staving of a keg or two, so as to swill from the leaks, and the grinning lightermen overside were abetting them. Hornblower could see by the red faces and uncontrollable hilarity that some of the men had succeeded in getting at the spirits, despite Woods eagle eye and the marine sentries on guard; but he had no intention of interfering. It would merely compromise his dignity to try to keep sailors from stealing rum if they had the barest opportunity  no one had ever yet succeeded in that task.

From his position of vantage beside the quarterdeck rail he looked down upon a curious bit of byplay on the main deck. A bewildered young giant  a tin miner, Hornblower guessed, from his biceps  had rounded upon Harrison, apparently driven frantic by the volley of orders and blasphemy hurled at him. But Harrison at forty five had fought his way up to boatswains rank through hundreds of such encounters, and in his prime might have contested for the highest honours of the prize ring. He slipped the Cornishmans clumsy punch and felled him with a crashing blow on the jaw. Then without ceremony he seized him by the scruff of the neck and kicked him across the deck to the tackle which was waiting. Dazed, the Cornishman took hold with the others and heaved with them, while Hornblower nodded approvingly.

The Cornishman had made himself liable to death, or such less penalty, as the Articles of War said, by raising his hand to his superior officer. But it was not the moment to invoke the Articles of War, even though they had been read over to the Cornishman last night on his compulsory enlistment. Gerard had sailed round with the longboat and had raided Redruth and Camborne and St. Ives, taking each place by surprise and returning with fifty stout Cornishmen who could hardly be expected yet to appreciate the administrative machinery of the service which they had joined. In a months time, perhaps, when everyone on board would have learnt the heinousness of such an offence, a courtmartial might be needed and a flogging  death, perhaps  but at the present time it was best to do what Harrison had just done, and crack the man on the jaw and set him to work again. Hornblower found time to thank God he was a captain and out of the hurly-burly, for any attempt on his part at cracking men on the jaw would be a lamentable failure, he knew.

He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, and was reminded of the fact that he was horribly tired. Night after night now he had not slept, and his days had been spent in all the numerous activities necessitated by commissioning a ship of the line. The nervous tension induced by his worrying about Lady Barbara and Maria, by money troubles and manning troubles, had prevented him from leaving the details to Bush and Gerard even though he knew they were perfectly capable of dealing with everything. Worry and anxiety would not allow him to rest, and had goaded him into activity. He felt sick and stupid and weary. Day after day he had longed for the moment when he should get to sea, and could settle down into the comfortable solitude which surrounds a ships captain, leaving all his shore worries behind him, even leaving Lady Barbara behind him.

He had the sense to realise that this new meeting with her had thoroughly upset him. He had given up as insoluble the problem of whether or not she had secured his nomination to the Sutherland; he had tried his hardest to combat his consuming jealousy of her husband. He had persuaded himself in the end that what he wanted more than anything else was to escape from her, just as he wanted to escape from Marias cloying sweetness and lovable stupidity, from all the complex misery of life on land. He had yearned for the sea as a castaway yearns for a drink of water. Two days ago the prospect of thus standing on the deck in the final bustle of departure seemed marvellously desirable to him. Now, he realised with a gulp, he was not quite so sure. It was like having a limb torn out by the roots to be leaving Lady Barbara like this. And, oddly enough, he was distressed at leaving Maria, too. There would be a child born before he could be home again, a child well over a year old, running about, perhaps even saying its first few words. Maria would have to go through her pregnancy and confinement without his moral support; and he knew, despite the brave way in which she had dismissed the subject, and despite her stout-hearted good-bye, how much she would miss him. It was that which made it so painful to leave her.

With all her courage her lips had trembled and her eyes had been wet when she lifted her face to him, in the sitting-room of their lodgings; they had agreed long ago that it was foolish to prolong the pangs of parting by her accompanying him on board. Even then the urge to be off had still been strong enough to take him from her arms without a pang, but it was different now. Hornblower mentally spurned himself as a sentimental fool, and glanced impatiently up at the masthead vane. Without a doubt, the wind was backing northerly. If it should come round to north or noreast the admiral would be anxious to start. The convoy, and the Pluto and Caligula, were assembled now, or pretty nearly, in Cawsand Bay; if the admiral decided not to wait for the stragglers he would be irritated at the Sutherlands delay, be it never so unavoidable.

Keep the men to it, Mr. Bush, shouted Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir, answered Bush, patiently.

That patience in his voice irritated Hornblower further. It implied a slight rebuke, a rebuke only apparent to Bush and Hornblower. Hornblower knew that Bush was working as hard as he could, and that he was working the men as hard as he could, too. Hornblowers order had been a mere manifestation of impatience, and Bush knew it. Hornblower was annoyed with himself for having so unguardedly broken his rule of never saying an unnecessary word to his officers, and by way of advancing a reason for having spoken he went down below to his cabin, as he had not intended to do.

The sentry stood aside for him as he entered the door of his sleeping cabin on the half deck. There was plenty of room here; even the presence of a twelve-pounder left ample space for his cot and his desk and his chest. Polwheal had set everything to rights here already; Hornblower passed through into the main cabin. Here there was ample room, too; the Dutchmen who designed the Sutherland had lofty ideas regarding the comfort of the captain. The cabin extended across the whole width of the stern, and the great stern windows gave plenty of light. The stone-coloured paint made the cabin sunny and cheerful, and the black bulks of a twelve-pounder on each side made an effective colour scheme. A couple of hands were standing by Polwheal in here while he lay on his stomach packing away cases of wine into the lockers. Hornblower glared at them, realising that he could not yet retire to the solitude of the stern gallery while he should be under their observation through the stern windows.

He went back to the sleeping gallery and threw himself with a sigh on his cot, but his restlessness brought him to his feet again and across to his desk. He took out a crackling document and sat down to look through it again.

Orders to the Inshore Squadron, Western Mediterranean, by Sir Percy Gilbert Leighton, K.B., Rear Admiral of the Red, Commanding.

There was nothing unusual about them at all  night signals, private signals, British, Spanish and Portuguese; rendezvous in case of separation; a line or two regarding the tactics to be adopted in the event of encountering while with the convoy a hostile squadron of any force. The flagship would accompany the Lisbon convoy of transports into the Tagus  calling for orders, presumably; the Caligula was to take the storeships Harriet and Nancy to Port Mahon; the Sutherland was to escort the East Indiamen as far as Latitude 35° before heading for the Straits, to the final rendezvous off Palamos Point. Captains of His Britannic Majestys ships were informed that the coast of Andalusia, with the exception of Cadiz and Tarifa, was in the hands of the French, and so also was the coast of Catalonia from the frontier to Tarragona. At the same time captains entering any Spanish port whatever must take the most careful precautions lest the French should be in occupation there. The attached schedule of instructions to masters of ships in the convoy was mostly repetition of all this.

But to Hornblower, musing over these orders, they told a very full and complicated story. They told how, although Trafalgar had been fought five years back, and although England was maintaining at sea the greatest fleet the world had ever seen, she was still having to strain every nerve in the struggle. The Corsican was still building fleets in nearly every port in Europe, Hamburg, Antwerp, Brest, Toulon, Venice, Trieste, and a score of places in between, so that outside every port storm-beaten squadrons of English battleships had to maintain an unceasing watch  a hundred and twenty ships of the line could be found employment, if they could have been spared, on the blockade alone, without regard to the other duties. And at the same time every creek and fishing harbour along half the coasts of Europe maintained privateers, even if hardly better than big rowboats full of men, always ready to dash out and capture the helpless British merchant ships to be found in every sea. To guard against these depredations British frigates had to maintain unceasing patrol, and no Kings ship could be despatched on any mission whatever without taking advantage of the opportunity given to convoy merchant shipping on part of their journey at least. In this war against the world only the most careful and scientific distribution of force could prevail, and now, mustering all her strength, England was taking the offensive. Her armies were on the march in Spain, and three ships of the line, scraped together from other duties from which they might just be spared, were being sent to attack the vulnerable flank which Bonaparte had incautiously exposed by his advance into the Peninsula. The Sutherland was destined to be the point of the spearhead which was making the thrust against the tyranny which dominated all Europe.

All very well, said Hornblower to himself. Automatically he was pacing up and down again, his head bent under the deck beams, and his walk limited to four strides between the twelve-pounder and the door. It was an honourable and responsible position, and yet he had not the men to man his ship. To make or set sail in the way it should be done in a Kings ship  or rather, with the rapidity and facility which might make the difference between defeat and victory  called for two hundred and fifty trained seamen. And if all the trained men were aloft at once there would be none at the guns. To serve the guns, if both broadsides were in action at once, called for four hundred and fifty men  two hundred of them, he admitted, might be untrained  and nearly a hundred more carrying powder and engaged upon necessary duties about the ship.

He had a hundred and ninety trained men from the Lydia and a hundred and ninety raw landsmen. During the commissioning of the Sutherland only twenty old Lydias had deserted, abandoning two years pay and risking the penalty of a thousand lashes, and he knew he was lucky at that. Some captains would have lost two thirds of their crews during as long a stay as this in a home port. But those twenty missing men would have been desperately useful now. He was a hundred and seventy men  a hundred and seventy trained men  short of complement. In six weeks he might drill his landsmen, all except that proportion of hopeless ones, diseased, crippled, or idiotic whom he could expect to find among them, into passable seamen and gunners. But in less than six weeks, possibly in less than three, he would be in action on the coast of Spain. By tomorrow night, even, he might be at grips with the enemy  the wind was backing towards the east and might bring out a French squadron of ships of the line from Brest, evading the blockading squadron, and crammed with men, to fall upon such a tempting prize as the East India convoy. What chance would the Sutherland stand, yard-arm to yard-arm with a French first rate, with only two thirds of her proper crew, and half of them seasick?

Hornblower clenched his fists again, boiling with exasperation at the thought. It was he who would be held responsible for any disaster, who would have to sustain the contempt or the pity  either alternative horrible to contemplate  of his brother captains. He yearned and hungered for men, more passionately than ever miser desired gold, or a lover his mistress. And now he had no more chance of finding any. Gerards raid upon St. Ives and Redruth had been his last effort; he knew that he had been fortunate to get as many as fifty men from there. There would be no chance of obtaining any from the convoy. Government transports to Lisbon, Government storeships to Port Mahon, East India Companys ships  he could not take a man from any of those. He felt like a man in a cage.

He went across to his desk again and took out his private duplicate of the ships watch bill, which he and Bush had sat up through most of the night to draw up. It was largely upon that watch bill that the efficiency of the ship would depend in her short-handed condition; the trained men had to be distributed evenly over every strategic point, with just the right proportion of landsmen to facilitate training and yet not to impede the working of the ship. Foretop, maintop, and mizzen top; forecastle and afterguard; every man had to be assigned a duty, so that whatever evolution out of the thousand possible was being carried out, in fair weather or foul, in daylight or darkness, he would go to his position without confusion or waste of time, knowing exactly what he had to do. He had to have his place at the guns allotted him under the command of the officer of his division.

Hornblower looked through the watch bill again. It was satisfactory as far as it went. It had a kind of card-castle stability  adequate enough at first sight, but incapable of standing any strain or alteration. Casualties or disease would bring the whole thing down in ruins. He flung the watch bill down as he remembered that, if the cruise were a healthy one, he might expect one death every ten days from accident or natural causes without regard to hostile action. Fortunately it was the unseasoned men who were the more likely to die.

Hornblower cocked his ear at the din on the main deck. The hoarse orders, the pipes of the boatswains mates, and the stamp-and-go of many feet told him that they were heaving up the longboat from overside. A strange squeaking, unlike that of the sheaves in the blocks, which had reached him for some time and which he had been unable to identify so far, he suddenly realised was the noise of the various families of pigs  captains stores and wardroom stores  at last come on board. He heard a sheep bleating and then a cock crowing to the accompaniment of a roar of laughter. He had brought no cock along with his hens; it must belong to someone in the wardroom or the midshipmens berth.

Someone thumped on the cabin door, and Hornblower snatched up his papers and dropped into his chair. Not for worlds would he be seen standing up and obviously awaiting the hour of departure with discomposure.

Come in! he roared.

A scared young midshipman put his head round the door  it was Longley, Gerards nephew, newly come to sea.

Mr. Bush says the last of the stores are just coming on board, sir, he piped.

Hornblower eyed him with a stony indifference which was the only alternative to grinning at the frightened little imp.

Very good, he growled, and busied himself with his papers.

Yes, sir, said the boy, after a moments hesitation, withdrawing.

Mr. Longley! roared Hornblower.

The childs face, more terrified than ever, reappeared round the door.

Come inside, boy, said Hornblower, testily. Come in and stand still. What was it you said last?

Er  sir  I said  Mr. Bush  

No, nothing of the sort. What was it you said last?

The childs face wrinkled into the extreme of puzzlement, and then cleared as he realised the point of the question.

I said, Yes sir,  he piped.

And what ought you to have said?

Aye aye, sir.

Right. Very good.

Aye aye, sir.

That boy had a certain amount of quickness of wit, and did not allow fright to bereave him entirely of his senses. If he learned quickly how to handle the men he would make a useful warrant officer. Hornblower put away his papers and locked his desk; he took a few more turns up and down his cabin, and then, a sufficient interval having elapsed to conserve his dignity, he went up to the quarterdeck.

Make sail when youre ready, Mr. Bush, he said.

Aye aye, sir. Easy with those falls there, you  you  

Even Bush had reached the condition when there was no more savour in oaths. The ship was in a horrible state of muddle, the decks were filthy, the crew exhausted. Hornblower stood with his hands behind him in a careful attitude of Olympian detachment as the order was given for all hands to make sail, and the petty officers drove the crew, stupid with weariness, to their stations. Savage, the senior midshipman, whom Hornblower had seen grow from boyhood to manhood under his eye, came shouting for the afterguard to man the main topsail halliards. Savage was wan and his eyes were bloodshot; a night of debauchery in some foul haunt in Plymouth had not left him in the best of condition. As he shouted he put his hand to his temple, where clearly the din he was making was causing him agony. Hornblower smiled to himself at the sight  the next few days would sweat him clean again.

Captain of the afterguard! yelled Savage, his voice cracking. I dont see the afterguard coming aft! Quicker than that, you men! Clap on to the main topsail halliards, there! I say, you master-at-arms. Send the idlers aft. Dye hear, there!

A boatswains mate headed a rush to the mizzen rigging at Hornblowers elbow. Hornblower saw young Longley standing hesitating for a second, looking up at the men preceding him, and then, with a grimace of determination, the boy leaped for the ratlines and scrambled up after them. Hornblower appreciated the influences at work upon him  his fear of the towering height above him, and then his stoical decision that he could follow wherever the other men could venture. Something might be made of that boy.

Bush was looking at his watch and fuming to the master.

Nine minutes already! God, look at them! The marines are more like sailors!

The marines were farther aft, at the mizzen topsail halliards. Their booted feet went clump-clump-clump on the deck. They did their work like soldiers, with soldierly rigidity, as if at drill. Sailors always laughed at that, but there was no denying that at the present moment it was the marines who were the more efficient.

The hands scurried from halliards to braces. A roar from Harrison forward told that the mooring was slipped, and Hornblower, casting a final glance up at the wind vane, saw that the wind had backed so far easterly that rounding Devils Point was not going to be simple. With the yards braced round the Sutherland turned on her keel and slowly gathered way. Womens screeches and a fluttering of handkerchiefs from the shore boats told how some of the wives whom Hornblower had turned out twenty four hours ago had put off to say good-bye. Close overside he saw a woman in the stern sheets of a boat blubbering unashamed, her mouth wide open and the tears running like rivers. It was no more than an even chance that she would ever see her man again.

Keep your eyes inboard, there! yelled Harrison, who had detected some member of the crew waving farewell. Every mans attention must be kept strictly to the business in hand now.

Hornblower felt the ship heel as Bush directed her course as near to the wind as she would lie; with Devils Point ahead, and an unfamiliar ship to handle, it was clearly as well to get as far to windward as possible. That heeling of the ship awakened a storm of memories. It was not until one was in a ship under sail, with the deck unstable under ones feet, and the familiar rattle of the blocks and piping of the rigging in ones ears, that the thousand and one details of life at sea became vivid and recognisable again. Hornblower found himself swallowing hard with excitement.

They were shaving the Dockyard Point as closely as possible. Most of the dockyard hands left their work to stare at them, stolidly, but not a soul among them raised a cheer. In seventeen years of warfare they had seen too many Kings ships putting out to sea to be excited about this one. Hornblower knew that he ought to have a band on board, to strike up Britons, Strike Home, or Come cheer up, my lads, tis to glory we steer, but he had no band; he had not the money for one, and he was not going to call on the marine fifer or the ships fiddler to make a tinny little noise at this moment. Stonehouse Pool was opening up before them now, and beyond it lay the roofs of Plymouth. Maria was there somewhere; perhaps she could see the white topsails, close-hauled to the wind. Perhaps Lady Barbara was there, looking out at the Sutherland. Hornblower gulped again.

A little flaw of wind, blowing down Stonehouse Pool, took the ship nearly aback. She staggered until the helmsman allowed her to pay off. Hornblower looked round to starboard. They were coming dangerously close in to Cremyll  he had been correct in his surmise that the Sutherland would make plenty of leeway. He watched the wind, and the set of the tide off the point. He looked ahead at Devils Point on the starboard bow. It might be necessary at any moment to put the ship about and beat up to northward again before breasting the tide once more. At the very moment when he saw that they would weather the point he saw Bush raise his head to bark the orders to go about.

Keep her steady as she goes, Mr. Bush, he said; the quiet order was an announcement that he had taken charge, and Bush closed the mouth which had opened to give the order.

They cleared the buoy a bare fifty yards from any danger, with the water creaming under the lee now as she lay over to the fresh breeze. Hornblower had not interfered to demonstrate the superiority of his seamanship and judgment, but merely because he could not stand by and watch something being done a little less artistically than was possible. In the cold-blooded calculation of chances he was superior to his lieutenant, as his ability at whist proved. Hornblower stood sublimely unconscious of his motives; in fact he hardly realised what he had done  he never gave a thought to his good seamanship.

They were heading straight for the Devils Point now; Hornblower kept his eye on it as they opened up the Sound.

You can put the helm aport now, he said. And set the tgallant sails, Mr. Bush.

With the wind abeam they headed into the Sound, the rugged Staddon Heights to port and Mount Edgecumbe to starboard. At every yard they advanced towards the open sea the wind blew fresher, calling a keener note from the rigging. The Sutherland was feeling the sea a little now, heaving perceptibly to the waves under her bows. With the motion, the creaking of the wooden hull became audible  noticeable on deck, loud below until the ear grew indifferent to the noise.

God blast these bloody farmers! groaned Bush, watching the way in which the topgallant sails were being set.

Drakes Island passed away to windward; the Sutherland turned her stern to it as with the wind on her port quarter she headed down the Sound. Before the topgallant sails were set they were abreast of Picklecomb Point and opening up Cawsand Bay. There was the convoy  six East Indiamen with their painted ports like men of war, all flying the gridiron flag of the Honourable Company and one sporting a broad pendant for all the world like a kings commodore; the two naval storeships and the four transports destined for Lisbon. The three-decker Pluto and the Caligula were rolling to their anchors to seaward of them.

Flagships signalling, sir, said Bush, his glass to his eye. You ought to have reported it a minute ago, Mr. Vincent.

The Pluto had not been in sight more than thirty seconds, but there was need for promptness in acknowledging this, the first signal made by the Admiral.

Sutherlands pendant, sir, said the unfortunate signal midshipman, staring through his glass. Negative. No. 7. Number Seven is Anchor, sir.

Acknowledge, snapped Hornblower. Get those tgallants in again and back the main topsail, Mr. Bush.

With his telescope Hornblower could see men racing up the rigging of the ships. In five minutes both the Pluto and the Caligula had a cloud of canvas set.

They commissioned at the Nore, blast em, growled Bush.

At the Nore, the gateway of the busiest port in the world, ships of the Royal Navy had the best opportunity of completing their crews with prime seamen taken from incoming merchant vessels, in which it was not necessary to leave more than half a dozen hands to navigate their ships up to London river. In addition, the Pluto and Caligula had enjoyed the advantage of having been able to drill their crews during the voyage down channel. Already they were standing out of the bay. Signals were soaring up the flagships halliards.

To the convoy, sir, said Vincent. Make haste. Up anchor. Make all sail con-conformable with the weather, sir. Jesus, theres a gun.

An angry report and a puff of smoke indicated that the admiral was calling pointed attention to his signals. The Indiamen, with their heavy crews and man-o-war routine, were already under weigh. The storeships and transports were slower, as was only to be expected. The other ships were backing and filling outside for what seemed an interminable time before the last of them came creeping out.

 Nother signal from the flagship, sir, said Vincent, reading the flags and then hurriedly referring to the signal book. Take up stations as previously ordered.

That would be to windward of the convoy, and, with the wind abaft as it was, in the rear. Then the ships of war could always dash down to the rescue if a Frenchman tried to cut off one of the convoy under their noses. Hornblower felt the freshening breeze on his cheek. The flagships topgallants were set, and, as he looked, he saw her royals being spread as well. He would have to conform, but with the wind increasing as it was he fancied that it would not be long before they would have to come in again. Before nightfall they would be reefing topsails. He gave the order to Bush, and watched while the crew gathered at Harrisons bellow of All hands make sail. He could see the landsmen flinch, not unnaturally  the Sutherlands main royal yard was a hundred and ninety feet above the deck and swaying in a dizzy circle now that the ship was beginning to pitch to the Channel rollers.

Hornblower turned his attention to the flagship and the convoy; he could not bear the sight of frightened men being hounded up the rigging by petty officers with ropes ends. It was necessary, he knew. The Navy did not  of necessity could not  admit the existence of the sentences I cannot and I am afraid. No exceptions could be made, and this was the right moment to grain it into men who had never known compulsion before that every order must be obeyed. If his officers were to start with leniency, leniency would always be expected, and leniency, in a service which might at any moment demand of a man the willing sacrifice of his life, could only be employed in a disciplined crew which had had time to acquire understanding. But Hornblower knew, and sympathised with, the sick terror of a man driven up to the masthead of a ship of the line when previously he had never been higher than the top of a haystack. It was a pitiless, cruel service.

Peacell be signed, grumbled Bush to Crystal, the master, before we make sailors out of these clodhoppers.

A good many of the clodhoppers in question had three days before been living peacefully in their cottages with never a thought of going to sea. And here they were under a grey sky, pitching over a grey sea, with a keener breeze than ever they had known blowing round them, overhead the terrifying heights of the rigging, and underfoot the groaning timbers of a reeling ship.

They were well out to sea now, with the Eddystone in sight from the deck, and under the pressure of the increased sail the Sutherland was growing lively. She met her first big roller, and heaved as it reached her bow, rolled, corkscrew fashion, as it passed under her, and then pitched dizzily as it went away astern. There was a wail of despair from the waist.

Off the decks, there, blast you! raved Harrison. Keep it off the decks!

Men were being seasick already, with the freedom of men taken completely by surprise. Hornblower saw a dozen pale forms staggering and lurching towards the lee rails. One or two men had sat down abruptly on the deck, their hands to their temples. The ship heaved and corkscrewed again, soaring up and then sinking down again as if she would never stop, and the shuddering wail from the waist was repeated. With fixed and fascinated eyes Hornblower watched a wretched yokel vomiting into the scuppers. His stomach heaved in sympathy, and he found himself swallowing hard. There was sweat on his face although he suddenly felt bitterly cold.

He was going to be sick, too, and that very soon. He wanted to be alone, to vomit in discreet privacy, away from the amused glances of the crowd on the quarterdeck. He braced himself to speak with his usual stern indifference, but his ear told him that he was only achieving an unsuccessful perkiness.

Carry on, Mr. Bush, he said. Call me if necessary.

He had lost his sea legs, too, during this stay in harbour  he reeled as he crossed the deck, and he had to cling with both hands to the rail of the companion. He reached the half deck safely and lurched to the after-cabin door, stumbling over the coaming. Polwheal was laying dinner at the table.

Get out! snarled Hornblower, breathlessly. Get out!

Polwheal vanished, and Hornblower reeled out into the stern gallery, fetching up against the rail, leaning his head over towards the foaming wake. He hated the indignity of seasickness as much as he hated the misery of it. It was of no avail to tell himself, as he did, despairingly, while he clutched the rail, that Nelson was always seasick, too, at the beginning of a voyage. Nor was it any help to point out to himself the unfortunate coincidence that voyages always began when he was so tired with excitement and mental and physical exertion that he was ready to be sick anyway. It was true, but he found no comfort in it as he leaned groaning against the rail with the wind whipping round him.

He was shivering with cold now as the noreaster blew; his heavy jacket was in his sleeping cabin, but he felt he could neither face the effort of going to fetch it, nor call Polwheal to bring it. And this, he told himself with bitter irony, was the calm solitude for which he had been yearning while entangled in the complications of the shore. Beneath him the pintles of the rudder were groaning in the gudgeons, and the sea was seething yeastily in white foam under the counter. The glass had been falling since yesterday, he remembered, and the weather was obviously working up into a noreasterly gale. Hounded before it, across the Bay of Biscay, he could see no respite before him for days, at this moment when he felt he could give everything he had in the world for the calm of the Hamoaze again.

His officers were never sick, he thought resentfully, or if they were they were just sick and did not experience this agonising misery. And forward two hundred seasick landsmen were being driven pitilessly to their tasks by overbearing petty officers. It did a man good to be driven to work despite his seasickness, always provided that discipline was not imperilled thereby as it would be in his case. And he was quite, quite sure that not a soul on board felt as miserable as he did, or even half as miserable. He leaned against the rail again, moaning and blaspheming. Experience told him that in three days he would be over all this and feeling as well as ever in his life, but at the moment the prospect of three days of this was just the same as the prospect of an eternity of it. And the timbers creaked and the rudder groaned and the wind whistled and the sea hissed, everything blending into an inferno of noise as he clung shuddering to the rail.


Chapter VI
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WHEN THE FIRST paroxysm was over Hornblower was able to note that the breeze was undoubtedly freshening. It was gusty, too, sudden squalls bringing flurries of rain which beat into the stern gallery where he was standing. He was suddenly consumed with anxiety as to what would happen aloft if the Sutherland were caught in a wilder squall than usual with a crew unhandy at getting in sail. The thought of the disgrace involved in losing spars or canvas in sight of the whole convoy drove all thought of seasickness out of his head. Quite automatically he went forward to his cabin, put on his pilot coat, and ran up on deck. Gerard had taken over from Bush.

Flagships shortening sail, sir, he said, touching his hat.

Very good. Get the royals in, said Hornblower, turning to look round the horizon through his glass.

The convoy was behaving exactly as convoys always did, scattering before the wind as if they really wanted to be snapped up by a privateer. The Indiamen were in a fairly regular group a mile ahead to leeward, but the six other ships were hull down and spread out far beyond them.

Flagships been signalling to the convoy, sir, said Gerard.

Hornblower nearly replied, I expect she has, but restrained himself in time and limited himself to the single word Yes. As he spoke a fresh series of flag hoists soared up the Plutos halliards.

Caligulas pendant, read off the signal midshipman. Make more sail. Take station ahead of convoy.

So Bolton was being sent ahead to enforce the orders which the transports had disregarded. Hornblower watched the Caligula reset her royals and go plunging forward over the grey sea in pursuit of the transports. She would have to run down within hailing distance and possibly have to fire a gun or two before she could achieve anything; masters of merchant ships invariably paid no attention at all to flag signals even if they could read them. The Indiamen were getting in their topgallants as well  they had the comfortable habit of shortening sail at nightfall. Happy in the possession of a monopoly of the Eastern trade, and with passengers on board who demanded every luxury, they had no need to worry about slow passages and could take care that their passengers ran no risk of being disturbed in their sleep by the stamping and bustle of taking off sail if the weather changed. But from all appearances it might have been deliberately planned to spread the convoy out still farther. Hornblower wondered how the admiral would respond, and he turned his glass upon the Pluto.

Sure enough, she burst into hoist after hoist of signals, hurling frantic instructions at the Indiamen.

Ill lay he wishes he could courtmartial em, chuckled one midshipman to the other.

Five thousand pounds, those India captains make out of a round voyage, was the reply. What do they care about admirals? God, whod be in the Navy?

With night approaching and the wind freshening there was every chance of the convoy being scattered right at the very start of its voyage. Hornblower began to feel that his admiral was not showing to the best advantage. The convoy should have been kept together; in a service which accepted no excuses Sir Percy Leighton stood already condemned. He wondered what he would have done in the admirals place, and left the question unanswered, vaguely telling himself the profound truth that discipline did not depend on the power to send before a courtmartial; he did not think that he could have done better.

Sutherlands pendant, said the signal midshipman, breaking in on his reverie. Take  night  station.

Acknowledge, said Hornblower.

That was an order easy to obey. His night station was a quarter of a mile to windward of the convoy. Here he was drawing up fast upon the Indiamen to his correct position. He watched the Pluto go down past the Indiamen in the wake of the Caligula; apparently the admiral had decided to make use of his flagship as a connecting link between the halves of the convoy. Night was coming down fast and the wind was still freshening.

He tried to walk up and down the reeling deck so as to get some warmth back into his shivering body; his stomach was causing him terrible misgivings again now with this period of waiting. He fetched up against the rail, hanging on while he fought down his weakness. Of all his officers, Gerard, handsome, sarcastic, and able, was the one before whom he was least desirous of vomiting. His head was spinning with seasickness and fatigue, and he thought that if he could only lie down he might perhaps sleep, and in sleep he could forget the heaving misery of his interior. The prospect of being warm and snug in his cot grew more and more urgent and appealing.

Hornblower held on grimly until his eye told him, in the fast fading light, that he was in his correct station. Then he turned to Gerard.

Get the tgallants in, Mr. Gerard.

He took the signal slate and wrote on it, painfully, while warring with his insurgent stomach, the strictest orders his mind could devise to the officer of the watch with regard to keeping in sight, and to windward, of the convoy.

There are your orders, Mr. Gerard, he said. He quavered on the last word, and he did not hear Gerards Aye aye, sir, as he fled below.

This time it was agony to vomit, for his stomach was completely empty. Polwheal showed up in the cabin as he came staggering back, and Hornblower cursed him savagely and sent him away again. In his sleeping cabin he fell across his cot, and lay there for twenty minutes before he could rouse himself to sit up. Then he dragged off his two coats, and, still wearing his shirt and waistcoat and breeches, he got under the blankets with a groan. The ship was pitching remorselessly as she ran before the wind, and all the timbers complained in spasmodic chorus. Hornblower set his teeth at every heave, while the cot in which he lay soared upward twenty feet or more and then sank hideously downward under the influence of each successive wave. Nevertheless, with no possibility of consecutive thinking, it was easy for exhaustion to step in. He was so tired that with his mind empty he fell asleep in a few minutes, motion and noise and seasickness notwithstanding.

So deeply did he sleep that when he awoke he had to think for a moment before he realised where he was. The heaving and tossing, of which he first became conscious, was familiar and yet unexpected. The door into the after cabin, hooked open, admitted a tiny amount of grey light, in which he blinked round him. Then, simultaneously with the return of recollection, his stomach heaved again. He got precariously to his feet, staggered across the after cabin to the rail of the stern gallery, and then peered miserably across the grey sea in the first faint light of dawn, with the wind whipping round him. There was no sail in sight from there, and the consequent apprehension helped him to recover himself. Putting on coat and greatcoat again, he walked up to the quarterdeck.

Gerard was in charge of the deck, so that the middle watch was not yet ended. Hornblower gave a surly nod in reply to Gerards salute, and stood looking forward over the grey sea, flecked with white. The breeze was shrilling in the rigging, just strong enough for it to be unnecessary to reef topsails, and right aft, blowing round Hornblowers ears as he stood with his hands on the carved rail. Ahead lay four of the Indiamen, in a straggling line ahead, and then he saw the fifth and sixth not more than a mile beyond them. Of the flagship, of the transports, of the storeships, of the Caligula, there was nothing to be seen at all. Hornblower picked up the speaking trumpet.

Masthead, there! What do you see of the flagship?

Northin, sir. Northin in sight nowhere, sir, cepting for the Indiamen, sir.

And that was that, thought Hornblower, replacing the speaking trumpet. A rare beginning to a voyage. The traverse board showed that the Sutherland had held steadily on her course through the night, and the deck log on the slate showed speeds of eight and nine knots. Before long Ushant should be in sight in this clear weather; he had done all his duty in keeping the Indiamen under his eye, on their course, and under canvas conformable with the weather. He only wished that the queasiness of his stomach would permit him to be quite confident about it, for the gloomy depression of seasickness filled him with foreboding. If a victim had to be found, it would be he, he felt sure. He gauged the strength of the wind and decided that it would be inadvisable to set more sail in the hope of overtaking the rest of the convoy. And with that, having reached the satisfactory conclusion that he could do nothing to avert blame if blame were coming to him, he felt more cheerful. Life at sea had taught him to accept the inevitable philosophically.

Eight bells sounded, and he heard the call for the watch below. Bush arrived on the quarterdeck to relieve Gerard. Hornblower felt Bushs keen glance directed at him, and ignored it in surly silence. He had made it a rule never to speak unnecessarily, and he had found so much satisfaction in it that he was never going to break it. There was satisfaction to be found now, in paying no attention to Bush, who kept stealing anxious glances at him, ready to respond the moment he was spoken to, like a dog with his master. Then it occurred to Hornblower that he must be cutting a very undignified figure, unshaved and tousled, and probably pale green with seasickness. He went off below in a pet again.

In the cabin where he sat with his head in his hands all the hanging fitments were swaying in the slow time set by the creaking of the timbers. But as long as he did not look at them he was not uncontrollably sick. When Ushant had been sighted he would lie down and close his eyes. Then Polwheal came in, balancing a tray like a conjuror.

Breakfast, sir, said Polwheal in a flood of garrulity. I didnt know you was up, sir, not till the port watch told me when they came below. Coffee, sir. Soft bread, sir. Galley fires bright an I could have it toasted for you in two twos, sir, if you uld like it that way.

Hornblower looked at Polwheal in a sudden flood of suspicion. Polwheal was making no attempt to offer him any of the fresh food, except for bread, which he had sent on board; not a chop or a steak, nor rashers of bacon, nor any of the other delicacies he had bought so recklessly. Yet Polwheal knew he had eaten no dinner yesterday, and Polwheal was usually insistent that he should eat and overeat. He wondered why, therefore, Polwheal should be offering him a Frenchmans breakfast like this. Polwheals stony composure wavered a little under Hornblowers stare, confirming Hornblowers suspicions. Polwheal had guessed the secret of his captains seasickness.

Put it down, he rasped, quite unable to say more at the moment. Polwheal put the tray on the table and still lingered.

Ill pass the word when I want you, said Hornblower sternly.

With his head between his hands he reviewed all of what he could remember of yesterday. Not merely Polwheal, he realised now, but Bush and Gerard  the whole ships company, for that matter  knew that he suffered from seasickness. Subtle hints in their bearing proved it, now that he came to think about it. At first the thought merely depressed him, so that he groaned again. Then it irritated him. And finally his sense of humour asserted itself and he smiled. While he smiled, the pleasant aroma of the coffee reached his nostrils, and he sniffed at it wondering, reacting to the scent in two opposite ways at once, conscious both of the urge of hunger and thirst and of the revulsion of his stomach. Hunger and thirst won in the end. He poured coffee for himself and sipped it, keeping his eyes rigidly from the swaying of the cabin fitments. With the blessed warmth of the strong sweet coffee inside him he instinctively began to eat the bread, and it was only when he had cleared the tray that he began to feel qualms of doubt as to the wisdom of what he had done. Even then his luck held, for before the waves of seasickness could overcome him a knock on the cabin door heralded the news that land was in sight, and he could forget them in the activity the news demanded of him.

Ushant was not in sight from the deck, but only from the masthead, and Hornblower made no attempt to climb the rigging to see it. But as he stood with the wind whipping round him and the rigging harping over his head he looked over the grey sea eastward to where France lay beyond the horizon. Of all landfalls perhaps this one loomed largest in English naval history. Drake and Blake, Shovel and Rooke, Hawke and Boscawen, Rodney and Jervis and Nelson had all of them stood as he was standing, looking eastward as he was doing. Three quarters of the British mercantile marine rounded Ushant, outward and homeward. As a lieutenant under Pellew in the Indefatigable he had beaten about in sight of Ushant for many weary days during the blockade of Brest. It was in these very waters that the Indefatigable and the Amazon had driven the Droits de lHomme into the breakers, and a thousand men to their deaths. The details of that wild fight thirteen years ago were as distinct in his memory as those of the battle with the Natividad only nine months back; that was a symptom of approaching old age.

Hornblower shook off the meditative gloom which was descending on him, and applied himself to the business of laying a fresh course for Finisterre and directing the Indiamen upon it  the first was a far easier task than the second. It called for an hour of signalling and gunfire before every one of his flock had satisfactorily repeated his signals; it appeared to Hornblower as if the masters of the convoy took pleasure in misunderstanding him, in ignoring him, in repeating incorrectly. The Lord Mornington flew the signal for ten minutes at the dip, as if to indicate that it was not understood; it was only when the Sutherland had borne down almost within hail of her, Hornblower boiling with fury, that she was able to clear the jammed signal halliards and hoist the signal properly.

Bush chuckled sardonically at the sight, and began some remark to his captain to the effect that even Indiamen were as inefficient as men of war at the beginning of a commission, but Hornblower stamped away angrily out of earshot, leaving Bush staring after him. The ridiculous incident had annoyed Hornblower on account of his fear lest he himself should appear ridiculous; but it had its effect in prolonging his forgetfulness of his seasickness. It was only after a spell of standing solitary on the starboard side while Bush gave the orders that brought the Sutherland up to windward of the convoy again that he calmed down and began to experience internal misgivings once more. He was on the point of retiring below when a sudden cry from Bush recalled him to the quarterdeck.

Walmer Castles hauled her wind, sir.

Hornblower put his glass to his eye. The Walmer Castle was the leading ship of the convoy, and the farthest to port. She was about three miles away, and there was no mistaking the fact that she had spun round on her heel and was now clawing frantically up to windward towards them.

Shes signalling, sir, said Vincent, but I cant read it. It might be No. 29, but thats Discontinue the action and she cant mean that.

Masthead! bellowed Bush. What can you see on the port bow?

Northin, sir.

Shes hauled it down now, sir, went on Vincent. There goes another one! No. 11, sir. Enemy in sight. 

Here, Savage, said Bush. Take your glass and up with you.

The next ship in the straggling line had come up into the wind too; Savage was halfway up the rigging when the masthead lookout hailed.

I can see em now, sir. Two luggers, sir, on the port bow.

Luggers off Ushant could only mean French privateers. Swift, handy, and full of men, with a length of experience at sea only equalled by that of the British Navy, they would court any danger to make a prize of a fat East Indiaman. Such a capture would make their captains wealthy men. Bush, Vincent, everyone on the quarterdeck looked at Hornblower. If he were to lose such a ship entrusted to his charge he would forfeit every bit of credit at the Admiralty that he possessed.

Turn up the hands, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. In the excitement of instant action he had no thought for the dramatic aspect of affairs, forgot the need to pose, and made no attempt to impress his subordinates with his calm; and the calculations which came flooding up into his mind had so rapidly engrossed him that he betrayed no excitement whatever, as they saw.

The Indiamen all carried guns  the Lord Mornington actually had eighteen ports a side  and could beat off any long range attack by a small privateer. The luggers tactics would be to swoop alongside and board; no boarding nettings manned by an Indiamans crew would keep out a hundred Frenchmen mad for gold. They would manœuvre so as to cut off a ship to windward of him  while he was beating up against the wind they could rush her in three minutes and carry her off under his very eyes. He must not allow such a situation to arise, and yet the Indiamen were slow, his crew was undrilled, and French luggers were as quick as lightning in stays  there were two of them, as well, and he would have to parry two thrusts at once.

They were in sight now from the deck, their dark sails lifting above the horizon, two-masted and close-hauled. The dark squares of their sails were urgent with menace, and Hornblowers eye could read more than the mere drama of the silhouettes against the clear horizon. They were small, with not more than twenty guns apiece, and no more than nine-pounders at that  the Sutherland could sink them with a couple of broadsides if they were ever foolish enough to come within close range. But they were fast; already they were hull-up, and Hornblower could see the white water under their bows. And they were lying at least a point nearer the wind than ever he could induce the Sutherland to lie. Each would have at least a hundred and fifty men on board, because French privateers had little thought for the comfort of their crews, nor needed to when they only intended to dash out of port, snap up a prize, and dash back again.

Shall I clear for action, sir? asked Bush, greatly daring.

No, snapped Hornblower. Send the men to quarters and put out the fires.

There was no need to knock down bulkheads and risk spoiling his property and imperil the livestock on board, because there was no chance of a stand-up fight. But a stray nine-pounder ball into the galley fire might set the whole ship ablaze. The men went to their stations, were pushed there, or led there  some of the men were still confused between port and starboard sides  to the accompaniment of the low-voiced threats and curses of the petty officers.

Ill have the guns loaded and run out, too, if you please, Mr. Bush.

More than half the men had never seen a cannon fired in their lives. This was the first time they had even heard the strange mad music of the gun trucks rumbling over the planking. Hornblower heard it with a catch in his breath  it called up many memories. The privateers gave no sign of flinching when the Sutherland showed her teeth, as Hornblower, watching them closely, saw. They held steadily on their course, heading close-hauled to meet the convoy. But their appearance, Hornblower was glad to see, had done more to herd the merchantmen together than his orders had done. They were huddled together in a mass, each ship closer aboard its neighbour than any merchant captain could be induced to steer save under the impulse of fear. He could see boarding nettings being run up on board them, and they were running out their guns. The defence they could offer would only be feeble, but the fact that they could defend themselves at all was important in the present state of affairs.

A puff of smoke and a dull report from the leading privateer showed that she had opened fire; where the shot went Hornblower could not see, but the tricolour flag soared up each of the luggers mainmasts, and at a word from Hornblower the red ensign rose to the Sutherlands peak in reply to this jaunty challenge. Next moment the luggers neared the Walmer Castle, the leading ship to port, with the evident intention of running alongside.

Set the tgallants, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Helm a-starboard. Meet her. Steady.

The Walmer Castle had sheered off in fright, almost running on board her starboard-side neighbour, who had been forced to put her helm over as well. Then, in the nick of time, the Sutherland came dashing down. The luggers put up their helms and bore away to avoid the menace of her broadside, and their first clumsy rush had been beaten off.

Main topsl aback! roared Hornblower.

It was of supreme importance to preserve his position of advantage to windward of the convoy, whence he could dash forward to the threatened point of danger. The convoy drew slowly ahead, with the luggers leading them. Hornblower watched them steadily, the practice of years enabling him to keep them in the focus of his telescope as he stood on the heaving deck. They spun round suddenly on the starboard tack again, moving like clockwork, leaping to meet the Lord Mornington on the starboard wing like hounds at the throat of a stag. The Lord Mornington sheered out of her course, the Sutherland came tearing down upon her, and the luggers went about, instantly, heading for the Walmer Castle again.

Hard-a-starboard! rasped Hornblower. The Walmer Castle, to his vast relief, managed to throw her topsails aback, and the Sutherland reached her just in time. She swept across her stern; Hornblower could see her whiskered captain in his formal blue frock coat beside her wheel, and half a dozen Lascar sailors leaping hysterically over her deck. The luggers wore away, just out of gunshot of the Sutherland. There was smoke eddying round one of the other Indiamen; apparently she had loosed off her broadside straight into the blue.

Theyre wasting powder there, sir, volunteered Bush, but Hornblower made no reply, being too busy with his mental calculations.

As long as they have the sense not to scatter said Crystal.

That was an important consideration; if the convoy once divided he could not hope to defend every portion of it. There was neither honour nor glory to be won in this contest between a ship of the line and two small privateers  if he beat them off the world would think nothing of it, while if any one of the convoy was lost he could imagine only too well the ensuing public outcry. He had thought of signalling to his charges that they should keep together, but he had rejected the idea. Signalling would only confuse them, and half of them would probably misread the signal. It was better to rely on their natural instinct of self-preservation.

The privateers had come up into the wind again, and were working to windward directly astern of the Sutherland. From the very look of them, of their sharp black hulls and far-raked masts, Hornblower could guess that they had concerted some new move. He faced aft, watching them closely. Next moment the plan revealed itself. He saw the bows of the leader swing to starboard, those of the second one to port. They were diverging, and each with the wind on her quarter came racing down, white water foaming at their bows, lying over to the stiff breeze, each of them a picture of malignant efficiency. As soon as they were clear of the Sutherland they would converge again attacking opposite wings of the convoy. He would hardly have time to beat off first one and then return to chase the other away.

He thought wildly for a moment of trying to bring the whole convoy to the wind together, and rejected the plan at once. They would probably spread out in the attempt, if they did not fall foul of each other, and in either case, scattered or crippled, they would fall easy victims to their enemies. All he could do was to attempt to tackle both ships in succession. It might seem hopeless, but there was nothing to be gained in abandoning the only plan possible. He would play it out to the last second.

He dropped his telescope on the deck, and sprang up onto the rail, hanging on by the mizzen rigging. He stared at his enemies, turning his head from side to side, calculating their speeds and observing their courses, his face set rigid in an intensity of concentration. The lugger to starboard was slightly nearer, and consequently would arrive at the convoy first. He would have a minute or so more in hand to get back to deal with the second if he turned on this one. Another glance confirmed his decision, and he risked his reputation upon it  without a thought now, in the excitement of action, for that reputation of his.

Starboard two points! he called.

Starboard two points! echoed the quartermaster.

The Sutherland swung round, out of the wake of the convoy, and headed to cross the bows of the starboard-side lugger. In turn, to avoid the ponderous broadside which was menacing her, the latter edged away, farther and farther as the Sutherland moved down upon her. By virtue of her vastly superior speed she was forereaching both upon the convoy and the escort; and the Sutherland in her effort to keep between the privateer and the merchantmen was being lured farther and farther away from her proper position to interfere with the designs of the other lugger. Hornblower was aware of that, but it was risk he was compelled to take, and he knew, despairingly, that if the Frenchmen played the right game he would be beaten. He could never drive the first lugger so far away and to leeward as to render her innocuous and still have time enough to get back and deal with the other. Already he was dangerously astray, but he held on his course, almost abreast now both of the convoy and of the lugger to starboard. Then he saw the other lugger turn to make its dash in upon the convoy.

Hands to the braces, Mr. Bush! he called. Hard-a-starboard!

The Sutherland came round, heeling over with the wind abeam and a trifle more canvas than was safe. She seemed to tear through the water as she raced for the convoy, which was wheeling in confusion away from the attack. As if through a forest of masts and sails Hornblower could see the dark sails of the lugger swooping down upon the helpless Walmer Castle, which must have responded slowly to her helm, or been badly commanded, and was being left astern by the others. A dozen simultaneous calculations raced through Hornblowers mind. He was thinking like a highly complex machine, forecasting the course of the lugger, and of the six Indiamen, and making allowances for the possible variations resulting from their captains personal traits. He had to bear in mind the speed of the Sutherland, and the rate at which she was drifting to leeward under her press of canvas. To circumnavigate the scattering convoy would take too much time and would deprive him of any opportunity of surprise. He called his orders quietly down to the helmsman, steering for the narrowing gap between two ships. The Lord Mornington saw the two-decker rushing down upon her, and swerved as Hornblower had anticipated.

Stand to your guns, there! he bellowed. Mr. Gerard! Give the lugger a broadside as we pass her!

The Lord Mornington was past and gone in a flash; beyond her was the Europe  she had worn round a little and seemed to be heading straight for a collision.

God blast her! roared Bush. God   The Sutherland had shaved across her bows, her jib boom almost brushing the Sutherlands mizzen rigging. Next moment the Sutherland had dashed through the narrowing gap between two more ships. Beyond was the Walmer Castle, and alongside her the lugger, taken completely by surprise at this unexpected appearance. In the stillness which prevailed on board the Sutherland they could hear the pop-popping of small arms  the Frenchmen were scrambling up to the lofty deck of the Indiaman. But as the big two-decker came hurtling down upon him the French captain tried for safety. Hornblower could see the French boarders leaping down again to the lugger, and her vast mainsail rose ponderously under the united effort of two hundred frantic arms. She had boomed off from the Indiaman and came round like a top, but she was five seconds too late.

Back the mizzen topsl! snapped Hornblower to Bush. Mr. Gerard!

The Sutherland steadied herself for a crushing blow.

Take your aim! screamed Gerard, mad with excitement. He was by the forward section of guns on the main deck, which would bear first. Wait till your guns bear! Fire!

The rolling broadside which followed, as the ship slowly swung round, seemed to Hornblowers tense mind to last for at least five minutes. The intervals between the shots were ragged, and some of the guns were clearly fired before they bore. Elevation was faulty, too, as the splashes both this side of, and far beyond, the lugger bore witness. Nevertheless, some of the shots told. He saw splinters flying in the lugger, a couple of shrouds part. Two sudden swirls in the crowd on her deck showed where cannon balls had ploughed through it.

The brisk breeze blew the smoke of the straggling broadside clear instantly, so that his view of the lugger a hundred yards away was uninterrupted. She had still a chance of getting away. Her sails were filled, and she was slipping fast through the water. He gave the orders to the helmsman which would cause the Sutherland to yaw again and bring her broadside to bear. As he did so nine puffs of smoke from the luggers side gave warning that she was firing her six-pounder popguns. The Frenchmen were game enough. A musical tone like a brief expiring note on an organ sang in his ear as a shot passed close overhead, and a double crash below told him that the Sutherland was hit. Her thick timbers ought to keep out six-pounder shot at that range.

He heard the rumble of the trucks as the Sutherlands guns were run out again, and he leaned over the rail to shout to the men on the main deck.

Take your aim well! he shouted. Wait till your sights bear!

The guns went off in ones and twos down the Sutherlands side as she yawed. There was only one old hand at each of the Sutherlands seventy four guns, and although the officers in charge of the port-side battery had sent over some of their men to help on the starboard side they would naturally keep the trained layers in case the port-side guns had to be worked suddenly. And there were not seventy four good gun layers left over from the Lydias old crew  he remembered the difficulty he had experienced in drawing up the watch bill.

Stop your vents! shouted Gerard, and then his voice went up into a scream of excitement. There it goes! Well done, men!

The big mainmast of the lugger, with the mainsail and topmast and shrouds and all, was leaning over to one side. It seemed to hang there naturally, for a whole breathing space, before it fell with a sudden swoop. Even then a single shot fired from her aftermost gun proclaimed the Frenchmans defiance. Hornblower turned back to the helmsman to give the orders that would take the Sutherland within pistol shot and complete the little ships destruction. He was aflame with excitement. Just in time he remembered his duty; he was granting the other lugger time to get in among the convoy, and every second was of value. He noted his excitement as a curious and interesting phenomenon, while his orders brought the Sutherland round on the other tack. As she squared away a long shout of defiance rose from the lugger, lying rolling madly in the heavy sea, her black hull resembling some crippled water beetle. Someone was waving a tricolour flag from the deck.

Good-bye, Mongseer Crapaud, said Bush. Youve a long days work ahead of you before you see Brest again.

The Sutherland thrashed away on her new course; the convoy had all turned and were beating up towards her, the lugger on their heels like a dog after a flock of sheep. At the sight of the Sutherland rushing down upon her she sheered off again. Obstinately, she worked round to make a dash at the Walmer Castle  steering wide as usual  but Hornblower swung the Sutherland round and the Walmer Castle scuttled towards her for protection. It was easy enough, even in a clumsy ship like the Sutherland, to fend off the attacks of a single enemy. The Frenchman realised this after a few minutes more, and bore away to the help of her crippled consort.

Hornblower watched the big lugsail come round and fill, and the lugger lying over as she thrashed her way to windward; already the dismasted Frenchman was out of sight from the Sutherlands quarterdeck. It was a relief to see the Frenchman go  if he had been in command of her he would have left the other to look after herself and hung onto the convoy until nightfall; it would have been strange if he had not been able to snap up a straggler in the darkness.

You can secure the guns, Mr. Bush, he said, at length.

Someone on the main deck started to cheer, and the cheering was taken up by the rest of the crew. They were waving their hands or their hats as if a Trafalgar had just been won.

Stop that noise, shouted Hornblower, hot with rage. Mr. Bush, send the hands aft here to me.

They came, all of them, grinning with excitement, pushing and playing like schoolboys; even the rawest of them had forgotten his seasickness in the excitement of the battle. Hornblowers blood boiled as he looked down at them, the silly fools.

No more of that! he rasped. What have you done? Frightened off a couple of luggers not much bigger than our longboat! Two broadsides from a seventy four, and youre pleased with yourselves for knocking away a single spar! God, you ought to have blown the Frenchie out of the water! Two broadsides, you pitiful baby school! You must lay your guns better than that when it comes to real fighting, and Ill see you learn how  me and the cat between us. And how dyou make sail? Ive seen it done better by Portuguese niggers!

There was no denying the fact that words spoken from a full heart carry more weight than all the artifices of rhetoric. Hornblowers genuine rage and sincerity had made a deep impression, so stirred up had he been at the sight of botched and bungling work. The men were hanging their heads now, and shifting uneasily from one foot to the other, as they realised that what they had done had not been so marvellous after all. And to do them justice, half their exhilaration arose from the mad excitement of the Sutherlands rush through the convoy, with ships close on either hand. In later years, when they were spinning yarns of past commissions, the story would be embroidered until they began to affirm that Hornblower had steered a two-decker in a howling storm through a fleet of two hundred sail all on opposing courses.

You can pipe down now, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. And when the hands have had their breakfasts you can exercise them aloft.

In the reaction following his excitement he was yearning to get away to the solitude of the stern gallery again. But here came Walsh the surgeon, trotting up to the quarterdeck and touching his hat.

Surgeons report, sir, he said. One warrant officer killed. No officers and no seamen wounded.

Killed? said Hornblower, his jaw dropping. Whos killed?

John Hart, midshipman, answered Walsh.

Hart had been a promising seaman in the Lydia, and it was Hornblower himself who had promoted him to the quarterdeck and obtained his warrant for him.

Killed? said Hornblower again.

I can mark him mortally wounded, sir, if you prefer it, said Walsh. He lost a leg when a six-pounder ball came in through No. 11 gun port on the lower deck. He was alive when they got him down to the cockpit, but he died the next minute. Popliteal artery.

Walsh was a new appointment, who had not served under Hornblower before. Otherwise he might have known better than to indulge in details of this sort with so much professional relish.

Get out of my road, blast you, snarled Hornblower.

His prospect of solitude was spoiled now. There would have to be a burial later in the day, with flag half-mast and yards a-cockbill. That in itself was irksome. And it was Hart who was dead  a big gangling young man with a wide, pleasant smile. The thought of it robbed him of all pleasure in his achievements this morning. Bush was there on the quarterdeck, smiling happily both at the thought of what had been done today and at the thought of four solid hours exercise aloft for the hands. He would have liked to talk, and Gerard was there, eager to discuss the working of his beloved guns. Hornblower glared at them, daring them to address one single word to him; but they had served with him for years, and knew better.

He turned and went below; the ships of the convoy were sending up flags  the sort of silly signals of congratulation one might expect of Indiamen, probably half of them misspelled. He could rely on Bush to hoist Not understood until the silly fools got it right, and then to make a mere acknowledgment. He wanted nothing to do with them, or with anybody else. The one shred of comfort in a world which he hated was that, with a following wind and the convoy to leeward, he would be private in his stern gallery, concealed even from inquisitive telescopes in the other ships.


Chapter VII
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HORNBLOWER TOOK A last pull at his cigar when he heard the drum beating to divisions. He exhaled a lungful of smoke, his head thrown back, looking out from under the cove of the stern gallery up at the blissful blue sky, and then down at the blue water beneath, with the dazzling white foam surging from under the Sutherlands counter into her wake. Overhead he heard the measured tramp of the marines as they formed up across the poop deck, and then a brief shuffle of heavy boots as they dressed their line in obedience to the captains order. The patter of hundreds of pairs of feet acted as a subdued accompaniment as the crew formed up round the decks. When everything had fallen still again Hornblower pitched his cigar overboard, hitched his full-dress coat into position, settled his cocked hat on his head, and walked with dignity, his left hand on his swordhilt, forward to the half deck and up the companion ladder to the quarterdeck. Bush was there, and Crystal, and the midshipmen of the watch. They saluted him, and from farther aft came the snick-snack-snick of the marines presenting arms.

Hornblower stood and looked round him in leisurely fashion; on this Sunday morning it was his duty to inspect the ship, and he could take advantage of the fact to drink in all the beauty and the artistry of the scene. Overhead the pyramids of white canvas described slow cones against the blue sky with the gentle roll of the ship. The decks were snowy white  Bush had succeeded in that in ten days labour  and the intense orderliness of a ship of war was still more intense on this morning of Sunday inspection. Hornblower shot a searching glance from under lowered eyelids at the crew ranged in long single lines along the gangways and on the main deck. They were standing still, smart enough in their duck frocks and trousers. It was their bearing that he wished to study, and that could be done more effectively in a sweeping glance from the quarterdeck than at the close range of the inspection. There could be a certain hint of insolence in the way a restive crew stood to attention, and one could perceive lassitude in a dispirited crew. He could see neither now, for which he was thankful.

Ten days of hard work, of constant drill, of unsleeping supervision, of justice tempered by good humour, had done much to settle the hands to their duty. He had had to order five floggings three days ago, forcing himself to stand apparently unmoved while the whistle and crack of the cat-o-nine-tails sickened his stomach. One of those floggings might do a little good to the recipient  an old hand who had apparently forgotten what he had learned and needed a sharp reminder of it. The other four would do none to the men whose backs had been lacerated; they would never make good sailors and were mere brutes whom brutal treatment could at least make no worse. He had sacrificed them to show the wilder spirits what might happen as a result of inattention to orders  it was only by an actual demonstration that one could work on the minds of uneducated men. The dose had to be prescribed with the utmost accuracy, neither too great nor too small. He seemed, so his sweeping glance told him, to have hit it off exactly.

Once more he looked round to enjoy the beauty of it all  the orderly ship, the white sails, the blue sky; the scarlet and pipeclay of the marines, the blue and gold of the officers; and there was consummate artistry in the subtle indications that despite the inspection the real pulsating life of the ship was going on beneath it. Where four hundred and more men stood at attention awaiting his lightest word, the quartermaster at the wheel with his mind on the binnacle and the leach of the main course, the lookouts at the masthead, and the officer of the watch with his telescope were living demonstrations of the fact the ship must still be sailed and the Kings service carried on.

Hornblower turned aside to begin his inspection. He walked up and down the quadruple ranks of the marines, but although he ran his eye mechanically over the men he took notice of nothing. Captain Morris and his sergeants could be relied upon to attend to details like the pipeclaying of belts and the polishing of buttons. Marines could be drilled and disciplined into machines in a way sailors could not be; he could take the marines for granted and he was not interested in them. Even now, after ten days, he hardly knew the faces and names of six out of the ninety marines on board.

He passed on to the lines of seamen, the officers of each division standing rigidly in front. This was more interesting. The men were trim and smart in their whites  Hornblower wondered how many of them ever realised that the cost of their clothing was deducted from the meagre pay they received when they were paid off. Some of the new hands were horribly sunburned, as a result of unwise exposure to the sudden blazing sun of yesterday. A blond burly figure here had lost the skin from his forearms as well as from his neck and forehead. Hornblower recognised him as Waites, condemned for sheepstealing at Exeter assizes  that explained the sunburn, for Waites had been blanched by months of imprisonment awaiting trial. The raw areas looked abominably painful.

See that this man Waites, said Hornblower to the petty officer of the division, attends the surgeon this afternoon. He is to have goose grease for those burns, and whatever lotions the surgeon prescribes.

Aye aye, sir, said the petty officer.

Hornblower passed on down the line, scanning each man closely. Faces well remembered, faces it was still an effort to put a name to. Faces that he had studied two years back in the far Pacific on board the Lydia, faces he had first seen when Gerard brought back his boatload of bewildered captives from St. Ives. Swarthy faces and pale, boys and elderly men, blue eyes, brown eyes, grey eyes. A host of tiny impressions were collecting in Hornblowers mind; they would be digested together later during his solitary walks in the stern gallery, to form the raw material for the plans he would make to further the efficiency of his crew.

That man Simms ought to be rated captain of the mizzen top. Hes old enough now. Whats this mans name? Dawson? No, Dawkins. Hes looking sulky. One of Goddards gang  it looks as if hes still resenting Goddards flogging. I must remember that.

The sun blazed down upon them, while the ship lifted and swooped over the gentle sea. From the crew he turned his attention to the ship  the breechings of the guns, the way the falls were flemished down, the cleanliness of the decks, the galley and the forecastle. At all this he need only pretend to look  the skies would fall before Bush neglected his duty. But he had to go through with it, with a show of solemnity. Men were oddly influenced  the poor fools would work better for Bush if they thought Hornblower was keeping an eye on him, and they would work better for Hornblower if they thought he inspected the ship thoroughly. This wretched business of capturing mens devotion set Hornblower smiling cynically when he was unobserved.

A good inspection, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower, returning to the quarterdeck. The ship is in better order than I hoped for. I shall expect the improvement to continue. You may rig the church now.

It was a God-fearing Admiralty who ordered church service every Sunday morning, otherwise Hornblower would have dispensed with it, as befitted a profound student of Gibbon. As it was, he had managed to evade having a chaplain on board  Hornblower hated parsons. He watched the men dragging up mess stools for themselves, and chairs for the officers. They were working diligently and cheerfully, although not with quite that disciplined purposefulness which characterised a fully trained crew. His coxswain Brown covered the compass box on the quarterdeck with a cloth, and laid on it, with due solemnity, Hornblowers Bible and prayer book. Hornblower disliked these services; there was always the chance that some devout member of his compulsory congregation might raise objections to having to attend  Catholic or Nonconformist. Religion was the only power which could ever pit itself against the bonds of discipline; Hornblower remembered a theologically minded masters mate who had once protested against his reading the benediction, as though he, the Kings representative at sea  Gods representative, when all was said and done  could not read a benediction if he chose!

He glowered at the men as they settled down, and began to read. As the thing had to be done, it might as well be done well, and, as ever, while he read he was struck once more by the beauty of Cranmers prose and the deftness of his adaptation. Cranmer had been burned alive two hundred and fifty years before  did it benefit him at all to have his prayer book read now?

Bush read the lessons in a tuneless bellow as if he were hailing the foretop. Then Hornblower read the opening lines of the hymn, and Sullivan the fiddler played the first bars of the tune. Bush gave the signal for the singing to start  Hornblower could never bring himself to do that; he told himself he was neither a mountebank nor an Italian opera conductor  and the crew opened their throats and roared it out.

But even hymn singing had its advantages. A captain could often discover a good deal about the spirits of his crew by the way they sang their hymns. This morning either the hymn chosen was specially popular or the crew were happy in the new sunshine, for they were singing lustily, with Sullivan sawing away at an ecstatic obligato on his fiddle. The Cornishmen among the crew apparently knew the hymn well, and fell upon it with a will, singing in parts to add a leavening of harmony to the tuneless bellowings of the others. It all meant nothing to Hornblower  one tune was the same as another to his tone-deaf ear, and the most beautiful music was to him no more than comparable to the noise of a cart along a gravel road. As he listened to the unmeaning din, and gazed at the hundreds of gaping mouths, he found himself wondering as usual whether or not there was any basis of fact in this legend of music  whether other people actually heard something more than mere noise, or whether he was the only person on board not guilty of willful self-deception.

Then he saw a ships boy in the front row. The hymn meant something to him, at least. He was weeping broken-heartedly, even while he tried to keep his back straight and to conceal his emotions, with the big tears running down his cheeks and his nose all beslobbered. The poor little devil had been touched in one way or another  some chord of memory had been struck. Perhaps the last time he had heard that hymn was in the little church at home, beside his mother and brothers. He was homesick and heartbroken now. Hornblower was glad for his sake as well as for his own when the hymn came to an end; the next ceremony would steady the boy again.

He took up the Articles of War and began to read them, as the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty had ordained should be done each Sunday in every one of His Britannic Majestys ships. He knew the solemn sentences by heart at this, his five hundredth reading, every cadence, every turn of phrase, and he read them well. This was better than any vague religious service or Thirty Nine Articles. Here was a code in black and white, a stern, unemotional call to duty pure and simple. Some Admiralty clerk or pettifogging lawyer had had a gift of phrasing just as felicitous as Cranmers. There was no trumpet call about it, no claptrap appeal to sentiment; there was merely the cold logic of the code which kept the British Navy at sea, and which had guarded England during seventeen years of a struggle for life. He could tell by the deathlike stillness of his audience as he read that their attention had been caught and held, and when he folded the paper away and looked up he could see solemn, set faces. The ships boy in the front row had forgotten his tears. There was a faraway look in his eyes; obviously he was making good resolutions to attend more strictly to his duty in future. Or perhaps he was dreaming wild dreams of the time to come when he would be a captain in a gold-laced coat commanding a seventy four, or of brave deeds which he would do.

In a sudden revulsion of feeling Hornblower wondered if lofty sentiment would armour the boy against cannon shot  he remembered another ships boy who had been smashed into a red jam before his eyes by a shot from the Natividad.


Chapter VIII
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IN THE AFTERNOON Hornblower was walking his quarterdeck; the problem before him was so difficult that he had quitted his stern gallery  he could not walk fast enough there, owing to his having to bend his head, to set his thoughts going. The people on the quarterdeck saw his mood, and kept warily over to the lee side, leaving the whole weather side, nearly thirty yards of quarterdeck and gangway, to him. Up and down he walked, up and down, trying to nerve himself to make the decision he hankered after. The Sutherland was slipping slowly through the water with a westerly breeze abeam; the convoy were clustered together only a few cables lengths to leeward.

Gerard shut his telescope with a snap.

Boat pulling towards us from Lord Mornington, sir, he said. He wanted to warn his captain of the approach of visitors, so that if he thought fit he could make himself unapproachable in his cabin; but he knew, as well as Hornblower did, that it might be unwise for a captain to act in too cavalier a fashion towards the notabilities on board the East India convoy.

Hornblower looked across at the boat creeping beetlelike towards him. Ten days of a strong northeasterly wind had not merely hurried the convoy to the latitude of North Africa where he was to leave them to their own devices, but had prevented all intercourse and visiting between ships until yesterday. Yesterday there had been a good deal of coming and going between the ships of the convoy; it was only natural that today he should receive formal calls, which he could not well refuse. In another two hours they would be parting company  it could not be a prolonged ordeal.

The boat ran alongside, and Hornblower walked forward to receive his two guests  Captain Osborn of the Lord Mornington, in his formal frock coat, and someone else, tall and bony, resplendent in civilian full dress with ribbon and star.

Good afternoon, Captain, said Osborn. I wish to present you to Lord Eastlake, Governor-designate of Bombay.

Hornblower bowed; so did Lord Eastlake.

I have come, said Lord Eastlake, clearing his throat, to beg of you, Captain Hornblower, to receive on behalf of your ships company this purse of four hundred guineas. It has been subscribed by the passengers of the East India convoy in recognition of the skill and courage displayed by the Sutherland in the action with the two French privateers off Ushant.

In the name of my ships company I thank your lordship, said Hornblower.

It was a very handsome gesture, and as he took the purse he felt like Judas, knowing what designs he was cherishing against the East India convoy.

And I, said Osborn, am the bearer of a most cordial invitation to you and to your first lieutenant to join us at dinner in the Lord Mornington.

At that Hornblower shook his head with apparent regret.

We part company in two hours, he said. I was about to hang out a signal to that effect. I am deeply hurt by the necessity of having to refuse.

We shall all be sorry on board the Lord Mornington, said Lord Eastlake. Ten days of bad weather have deprived us of the pleasure of the company of any of the officers of the Navy. Cannot you be persuaded to alter your decision?

This has been the quickest passage I have made to these latitudes, said Osborn. I begin to regret it now that it appears to have prevented our seeing anything of you.

I am on the Kings service, my lord, and under the most explicit orders from the admiral.

That was an excuse against which the Governor-designate of Bombay could not argue.

I understand, said Lord Eastlake. At least, can I have the pleasure of making the acquaintance of your officers?

Once more that was a handsome gesture; Hornblower called them up and presented them one by one; horny-handed Bush, and Gerard handsome and elegant, Captain Morris of the marines and his two gawky subalterns, the other lieutenants and the master, down to the junior midshipman, all of them delighted and embarrassed at this encounter with a lord.

At last Lord Eastlake turned to go.

Good-bye, Captain, he said, proffering his hand. A prosperous voyage in the Mediterranean to you.

Thank you, my lord. And a good passage to Bombay to you. And a successful and historic term of office.

Hornblower stood weighing the purse  an embroidered canvas bag at which someone had laboured hard recently  in his hand. He felt the weight of the gold, and under his fingers he felt the crackle of the bank notes. He would have liked to treat it as prize money, and take his share under prize money rules, but he knew he could not accept that sort of reward from civilians. Still, his crew must show full appreciation.

Mr. Bush, he said, as the boat shoved off. Man the yards. Have the men give three cheers.

Lord Eastlake and Captain Osborn acknowledged the compliment as they pulled away; Hornblower watched the boat creep back to the Lord Mornington. Four hundred guineas. It was a lot of money, but he was not going to be bought off with four hundred guineas. In that very moment he came to his decision, after twenty four hours of vacillation. He would display to the East India convoy the independence of Captain Hornblower.

Mr. Rayner, he said. Clear away the launch and the longboat. Have the helm put up and run down to leeward of the convoy. I want those boats in the water by the time we reach them. Mr. Bush. Mr. Gerard. Your attention, please.

Amid the bustle and hurry of wearing the ship, and tailing on at the stay tackles, Hornblower gave his orders briefly. For once in his life Bush ventured to demur when he realised what Hornblower had in mind.

Theyre John Companys ships, sir, he said.

I had myself fancied that such was the case, said Hornblower with elaborate irony. He knew perfectly well the risk he was running in taking men from ships of the East India Company  he would be both offending the most powerful corporation in England and contravening Admiralty orders. But he needed the men, needed them desperately, and the ships from whom he was taking them would sight no land until they reached St. Helena. It would be three or four months before any protest could reach England, and six months before any censure could reach him in the Mediterranean. A crime six months old might not be prosecuted with extreme severity; and perhaps in six months time he would be dead.

Give the boats crews pistols and cutlasses, he said, just to show that Ill stand no nonsense. I want twenty men from each of those ships.

Twenty! said Bush, gaping with admiration. This was flouting the law on the grand scale.

Twenty from each. And mark you, Ill have only white men. No Lascars. And able seamen every one of them, men who can hand, reef, and steer. And find out who their quarter gunners are, and bring them. You can use some trained gunners, Gerard?

By God I can, sir.

Very good.

Hornblower turned away. He had reached his decision unaided, and he did not want to discuss it further. The Sutherland had run down to the convoy. First the launch and then the cutter dropped into the water and pulled over to the clustered ships, while the Sutherland dropped farther down to leeward to await their return, hove to with main topsail to the mast. Through his glass Hornblower saw the flash of steel as Gerard with his boarding party ran up onto the deck of the Lord Mornington  he was displaying his armed force early so as to overawe any thought of resistance. Hornblower was in a fever of anxiety which he had to struggle hard to conceal. He shut his glass with a snap and began to pace the deck.

Boat pulling towards us from Lord Mornington, sir, said Rayner, who was as excited as his captain, and far more obviously.

Very good, said Hornblower with careful unconcern.

That was a comfort. If Osborn had given Gerard a pointblank refusal, had called his men to arms and defied him, it might give rise to a nasty situation. A court of law might call it murder if someone got killed in a scuffle while illegal demands were being enforced. But he had counted on Osborn being taken completely by surprise when the boarding party ran onto his deck. He would be able to offer no real resistance. Now Hornblowers calculations were proving correct; Osborn was sending a protest, and he was prepared to deal with any number of protests  especially as the rest of the convoy would wait on their Commodores example and could be relieved of their men while the protesting was going on.

It was Osborn himself who came in through the entry port, scarlet with rage and offended dignity.

Captain Hornblower! he said, as he set foot on the deck. This is an outrage! I must protest against it, sir. At this very moment your lieutenant is parading my crew with a view to impressment.

He is acting by my orders, sir, said Hornblower.

I could hardly believe it when he told me so. Are you aware, sir, that what you propose to do is contrary to the law? It is a flagrant violation of Admiralty regulations. A perfect outrage, sir. The ships of the Honourable East India Company are exempt from impressment, and I, as Commodore, must protest to the last breath of my body against any contravention of the law.

I shall be glad to receive your protest when you make it, sir.

But  but   spluttered Osborn. I have delivered it. I have made my protest, sir.

Oh, I understand, said Hornblower. I thought these were only remarks preliminary to a protest.

Nothing of the sort, raved Osborn, his portly form almost dancing on the deck. I have protested, sir, and I shall continue to protest. I shall call the attention of the highest in the land to this outrage. I shall come from the ends of the earth, gladly, sir, to bear witness at your courtmartial. I shall not rest  I shall leave no stone unturned  I shall exert all my influence to have this crime punished as it deserves. Ill have you cast in damages, sir, as well as broke.

But, Captain Osborn   began Hornblower, changing his tune just in time to delay the dramatic departure which Osborn was about to make. From the tail of his eye Hornblower had seen the Sutherlands boats pulling towards two more victims, having presumably stripped the first two of all possible recruits. As Hornblower began to hint at a possible change of mind on his part, Osborn rapidly lost his ill temper.

If you restore the men, sir, I will gladly retract all I have said, said Osborn. Nothing more will be heard of the incident, I assure you.

But will you not allow me to ask for volunteers from among your crews, Captain? pleaded Hornblower. There may be a few men who would like to join the Kings service.

Well  yes, I will even agree to that. As you say, sir, you may find a few restless spirits.

That was the height of magnanimity on Osborns part, although he was safe in assuming that there would be few men in his fleet foolish enough to exchange the comparative comfort of the East India Companys service for the rigours of life in the Royal Navy.

Your seamanship in that affair with the privateers, sir, was so admirable that I find it hard to refuse you anything, said Osborn, pacifically. The Sutherlands boats were alongside the last of the convoy now.

That is very good of you, sir, said Hornblower, bowing. Allow me, then, to escort you into your gig. I will recall my boats. Since they will have taken volunteers first, we can rely upon it that they will have all the willing ones on board, and I shall return the unwilling ones. Thank you, Captain Osborn. Thank you.

He saw Captain Osborn over the side and walked back to the quarterdeck. Rayner was eyeing him with amazement on account of his sudden volte-face, which gave him pleasure, for Rayner would be still more amazed soon. The cutter and launch, both of them as full of men as they well could be, were running down now to rejoin, passing Osborns gig as it was making its slow course to windward. Through his glass Hornblower could see Osborn wave his arm as he sat in his gig; presumably he was shouting something to the boats as they went by. Bush and Gerard very properly paid him no attention. In two minutes they were alongside, and the men came pouring on deck, a hundred and twenty men laden with their small possessions, escorted by thirty of the Sutherlands hands. They were made welcome by the rest of the crew, all with broad grins. It was a peculiarity of the British pressed sailor that he was always glad to see other men pressed  in the same way, thought Hornblower, as the fox who lost his brush wanted all the other foxes to lose theirs.

Bush and Gerard had certainly secured a fine body of men; Hornblower looked them over as they stood in apathy, or bewilderment, or sullen rage, upon the Sutherlands main deck. At no warning they had been snatched from the comfort of an Indiaman, with regular pay, ample food, and easy discipline, into the hardships of the Kings service, where the pay was problematic, the food bad, and where their backs were liable to be flogged to the bones at a simple order from their new captain. Even a sailor before the mast could look forward with pleasure to his visit to India, with all its possibilities; but these men were destined instead now to two years of monotony only varied by danger, where disease and the cannon balls of the enemy lay in wait for them.

Ill have those boats hoisted in, Mr. Rayner, said Hornblower.

Rayners eyelids flickered for a second  he had heard Hornblowers promise to Captain Osborn, and he knew that more than a hundred of the new arrivals would refuse to volunteer. The boats would only have to be hoisted out again to take them back. But if Hornblowers wooden expression indicated anything at all, it was that he meant what he said.

Aye aye, sir, said Rayner.

Bush was approaching now, paper in hand, having agreed his figures regarding the recruits with Gerard.

A hundred and twenty, total, sir, as you ordered, said Bush. One coopers mate  he was a volunteer, one hundred and nine able seamen  two of em volunteered; six quarter gunners; four landsmen, all volunteers.

Excellent, Mr. Bush. Read em in. Mr. Rayner, square away as soon as those boats are inboard. Mr. Vincent! Signal to the convoy. All-men-have-volunteered. Thank you. Good-bye. Youll have to spell out volunteered, but its worth it.

Hornblowers high spirits had lured him into saying an unnecessary sentence. But when he took himself to task for it he could readily excuse himself. He had a hundred and twenty new hands, nearly all of them able seamen  the Sutherland had nearly her full complement now. More than that, he had guarded himself against the wrath to come. When the inevitable chiding letter arrived from the Admiralty he would be able to write back and say that he had taken the men with the East India Companys Commodores permission; with any good fortune he could keep the ball rolling for another six months. That would give him a year altogether in which to convince the new hands that they had volunteered  by that time some of them at least might be sufficiently enamoured of their new life to swear to that; enough of them to befog the issue, and to afford to an Admiralty, prepared of necessity to look with indulgence on breaches of the pressing regulations, a loophole of excuse not to prosecute him too hard.

Lord Mornington replying, sir, said Vincent.  Do not understand the signal. Await boat!

Signal Good-bye again, said Hornblower.

Down on the main deck Bush had nearly finished reading through the Articles of War to the new hands  the necessary formality to make them servants of the King, submissive to the hangman and the cat.


Chapter IX
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THE SUTHERLAND HAD reached her rendezvous off Palamos Point, apparently the first of the squadron, for there was no sign as yet of the flagship or of the Caligula. As she beat slowly up under easy sail against the gentle southeasterly wind Gerard was taking advantage of this period of idleness to exercise the crew at the guns. Bush had too long had his way in drilling the crew aloft; it was time for practice with the big guns, as Hornblower had agreed. Under the scorching sun of a Mediterranean midsummer the men, naked to the waist, had sweated rivers running the guns out and in again, training round with handspikes, each man of the crew learning the knack of the flexible rammer  all the mechanical drill which every man at the guns had to learn until he could be trusted to run up, fire, clean, and reload, and to go on doing so for hour after hour, in thick powder smoke and with death all round him. Drill first, marksmanship a long way second, but all the same it was policy to allow the men to fire off the guns a few times  they found compensation in that for the arduous toil at the guns.

A thousand yards to port the quarter boat was bobbing over the glittering sea. There was a splash, and then they could see the black dot of the cask she had thrown overboard before pulling hastily out of the line of fire.

No. 1 gun! bellowed Gerard. Take your aim! Cock your locks! Fire  stop your vents!

The foremost eighteen-pounder roared out briefly while a dozen glasses looked for the splash.

Over and to the right! announced Gerard. No. 2 gun!

The main-deck eighteen-pounders, the lower-deck twenty-four-pounders, spoke each in turn. Even with experienced gun layers it would have been too much to expect to hit a cask at such a long range in thirty seven shots; the cask still bobbed unharmed. Every gun of the port battery tried again, and still the cask survived.

Well shorten the range. Mr. Bush, have the helm put up and run the ship past the cask a cables length away. Now, Mr. Gerard.

Two hundred yards was a short enough range even for carronades; the forecastle and quarterdeck carronades crews stood to their weapons as the Sutherland ran down to the cask. The guns went off nearly simultaneously as they bore, the ship trembling to the concussions, while the thick smoke eddied upwards round the naked men. The water boiled all round the cask, as half a ton of iron tore it up in fountains, and in the midst of the splashes the cask suddenly leaped clear of the water, dissolving into its constituent staves as it did so. All the guns crews cheered while Hornblowers silver whistle split the din as a signal to cease fire, and the men clapped each other on the shoulder exultantly. They were heartily pleased with themselves. As Hornblower knew, the fun of knocking a cask to pieces was full compensation for two hours hard work at gun drill.

The quarter boat dropped another cask; the starboard-side battery prepared to bombard it, while Hornblower stood blinking gratefully in the sunshine on the quarterdeck, feeling glad to be alive. He had as full a crew as any captain could hope for, and more trained topmen than he could ever have dared to expect. So far everyone was healthy; his landsmen were fast becoming seamen, and he would train them into gunners even quicker than that. This blessed midsummer sunshine, hot and dry, suited his health admirably. He had left off fretting over Lady Barbara, thanks to the intense pleasure which it gave him to see his crew settling down into a single efficient unit. He was glad to be alive, with high spirits bubbling up within him.

Good shot, there! said Hornblower. An extraordinarily lucky shot from one of the lower-deck guns had smashed the second cask to fragments. Mr. Bush, see that every man of that guns crew gets a tot of rum tonight.

Aye aye, sir.

Sail ho! came from the masthead. Deck, there. Sail right to windard, an comin down fast.

Mr. Bush, have the quarter boat recalled. Heave the ship to on the starboard tack, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

Even here, no more than fifty miles from France, and not more than twenty from a corner of Spain under French domination, there was very small chance of any sail being French, especially on the course this one was steering  any French vessel crept along the coast without venturing a mile to sea.

Masthead! What do you make of the sail?

Shes a ship, sir, wi all sail set. I can see her royals an tgarn stunsls.

Belay! roared the boatswains mate to the hands hoisting in the quarter boat.

The fact that the approaching vessel was a full-rigged ship made it more unlikely still that she was French  French commerce was confined to small craft, luggers and brigs and tartans, now. Probably she was one of the ships the Sutherland had come to meet. A moment later the suspicion was confirmed from the masthead.

Deck, there! Sail looks like Caligula to me, sir. I can see her torpsls now, sir.

So she was; Captain Bolton must have completed his task of escorting the storeships into Port Mahon. Within an hour the Caligula was within gunshot.

Caligula signalling, sir, said Vincent. Captain to captain. Delighted to see you. Will you dine with me now? 

Hoist the assent, replied Hornblower.

The pipes of the boatswains mates twittered into one last weird wail as Hornblower went up the side of the Caligula; the side boys stood at attention; the marines presented arms; and Captain Bolton came forward, his hand held out and his craggy face wreathed in smiles.

First at the rendezvous! said Bolton. Come this way, sir. It does my heart good to see you again. Ive twelve dozen sherry here Ill be glad to hear your opinion of. Where are those glasses, steward? Your very good health, sir!

Captain Boltons after cabin was furnished with a luxury which contrasted oddly to Hornblowers. There were satin cushions on the lockers; the swinging lamps were of silver, and so were the table appointments on the white linen cloth on the table. Bolton had been lucky in the matter of prize money when in command of a frigate  a single cruise had won him five thousand pounds  and Bolton had started life before the mast. The momentary jealousy which Hornblower experienced evaporated as he noted the poor taste of the cabin fittings, and remembered how dowdy Mrs. Bolton had looked when he saw her last. More than anything else, Boltons obvious pleasure at seeing him, and the genuine respect he evinced in his attitude towards him, combined to give Hornblower a better opinion of himself.

From the rapidity with which you reached the rendezvous, it appears that your passage was even quicker than ours, said Bolton, and the conversation lapsed into technicalities, which endured even after dinner was served.

And clearly Bolton had little idea of what kind of dinner to offer in this scorching heat. There was pea soup, excellent, but heavy. Red mullet  a last-minute purchase in Port Mahon at the moment of sailing. A saddle of mutton. Boiled cabbage. A Stilton cheese, now a little past its best. A syrupy port which was not to Hornblowers taste. No salad, no fruit, not one of the more desirable products of the Minorca Bolton had just left.

Minorquin mutton, I fear, said Bolton, carvers in hand. My last English sheep died mysteriously at Gibraltar and provided dinner for the gunroom. But you will take a little more, sir?

Thank you, no, said Hornblower. He had eaten manfully through a vast helping, and, gorged with mutton fat, was sitting sweating now in the sweltering cabin. Bolton pushed the wine back to him, and Hornblower poured a few drops into his half-empty glass. A lifetime of practice had made him adept at appearing to drink level with his host while actually drinking one glass to three. Bolton emptied his own glass and refilled it.

And now, said Bolton, we must await in idleness the arrival of Sir Mucho Pomposo, Rear Admiral of the Red.

Hornblower looked at Bolton quite startled. He himself would never have risked speaking of his superior officer as Mucho Pomposo to anyone. Moreover, it had not occurred to him to think of Sir Percy Leighton in that fashion. Criticism of a superior who had yet to demonstrate to him his capacity one way or the other was not Hornblowers habit; and possibly he was specially slow to criticise a superior who was Lady Barbaras husband.

Mucho Pomposo, I said, repeated Bolton. He had drunk one glass more of port than was quite wise, and was pouring himself out another one. We can sit and polish our backsides while he works that old tub of a Pluto round from Lisbon. Winds soueasterly. So it was yesterday, too. If he didnt pass the Straits two days back itll be a week or more before he appears. And if he doesnt leave all the navigation to Elliott hell never arrive at all.

Hornblower looked up anxiously at the skylight. If any report of this conversation were to reach higher quarters it would do Bolton no good. The latter interpreted the gesture correctly.

Oh, never fear, he said. I can trust my officers. They dont respect an admiral whos no seaman any more than I do. Well, what have you to say?

Hornblower proffered the suggestion that one of the two ships might push to the northward and begin the task of harassing the French and Spanish coast while the other stayed on the rendezvous awaiting the admiral.

Thats a worthy suggestion, said Bolton.

Hornblower shook off the lassitude occasioned by the heat and the vast meal inside him. He wanted the Sutherland to be despatched on this duty. The prospect of immediate action was stimulating. He could feel his pulse quickening at the thought, and the more he considered it the more anxious he was that the choice would fall on him. Days of dreary beating about on and off the rendezvous made no appeal to him at all. He could bear it if necessary  twenty years in the Navy would harden anyone to waiting  but he did not want to have to. He did not want to.

Who shall it be? said Bolton. You or me?

Hornblower took a grip of his eagerness.

You are the senior officer on the station, sir, he said. It is for you to say.

Yes, said Bolton, meditatively. Yes.

He looked at Hornblower with a considering eye.

Youd give three fingers to go, he said suddenly, and you know it. Youre the same restless devil that you were in the Indefatigable. I remember beating you for it, in 93, or was it 94?

Hornblower flushed hotly at the reminder. The bitter humiliation of being bent over a gun and beaten by the lieutenant of the midshipmens berth rankled to this day when it was recalled to him. But he swallowed his resentment; he had no wish to quarrel with Bolton, especially at this juncture, and he knew he was exceptional in regarding a beating as an outrage.

In 93, he said. Id just joined.

And now youre a post captain, and the most noteworthy one in the bottom half of the list, said Bolton. God, how time flies. Id let you go, Hornblower, for old times sake, if I didnt want to go myself.

Oh, said Hornblower. His evident disappointment made his expression ludicrous. Bolton laughed.

Fairs fair, he said. Ill spin a coin for it. Agreed?

Yes, sir, said Hornblower, eagerly. Better an even chance than no chance at all.

Youll bear me no malice if I win?

No, sir. None.

With maddening slowness Bolton reached into his fob and brought out his purse. He took out a guinea and laid it on the table, and then, with the same deliberation, while Hornblower wrestled with his eagerness, he replaced the purse. Then he took up the guinea, and poised it on his gnarled thumb and forefinger.

King or spade? he asked, looking across at Hornblower.

Spade, said Hornblower, swallowing hard.

The coin rang as Bolton spun it into the air; he caught it, and crashed it onto the table.

Spade it is, he said, lifting his hand.

Bolton went through all the motions once more of taking out his purse, putting the guinea back, and thrusting the purse into his fob, while Hornblower forced himself to sit still and watch him. He was cool again now, with the immediate prospect of action.

Damn it, Hornblower, he said. Im glad you won. You can speak the Dagos lingo, which is more than I can. Youve had experience with em in the South Sea. Its the sort of duty just made for you. Dont be gone more than three days. I ought to put that in writing, in case his High Mightiness comes back. But I wont trouble. Good luck to you, Hornblower, and fill your glass.

Hornblower filled it two thirds full  if he left a little in the bottom he would only have drunk half a glass more than he wanted then. He sipped, and leaned back in his chair, restraining his eagerness as long as possible. But it overcame him at last, and he rose.

God damn it, man, youre not going? said Bolton. Hornblowers attitude was unmistakable, but he could not believe the evidence of his eyes.

If you would permit me, sir, said Hornblower. Theres a fair wind  

Hornblower was actually stammering as he tried to make all his explanations at once. The wind might change; if it was worth while separating it was better to go now than later; if the Sutherland were to stand in towards the coast during the dark hours there was a chance that she might snap up a prize at dawn  every sort of explanation except the true one that he could not bear to sit still any longer with immediate action awaiting him just over the horizon.

Have it your own way then, grumbled Bolton. If you must, you must. Youre leaving me with a half-empty bottle. Does that mean you dont like my port?

No, sir, said Hornblower, hastily.

Another glass, then, while your boats crew is making ready. Pass the word for Captain Hornblowers gig.

The last sentence was bellowed towards the closed door of the cabin, and was immediately repeated by the sentry outside.

Boatswains pipes twittered as Hornblower went down the Caligulas side, officers stood to attention, side boys held the lines. The gig rowed rapidly over the silver water in the fading evening; Coxswain Brown looked sidelong, anxiously, at his captain, trying to guess what this hurried and early departure meant. In the Sutherland there was similar anxiety; Bush and Gerard and Crystal and Rayner were all on the quarterdeck awaiting him  Bush had obviously turned out of bed at the news that the captain was returning.

Hornblower paid no attention to their expectant glances. He had made it a rule to offer no explanations  and there was a pleasurable selfish thrill in keeping his subordinates in ignorance of their future. Even as the gig came leaping up to the tackles he gave the orders which squared the ship away before the wind, heading back to the Spanish coast where adventure awaited them.

Caligulas signalling, sir, said Vincent. Good luck.

Acknowledge, said Hornblower.

The officers on the quarterdeck looked at each other, wondering what the future held in store for them for the commodore to wish them good luck. Hornblower noted the interchange of glances without appearing to see them.

Ha  hm, he said, and walked with dignity below, to pore over his charts and plan his campaign. The timbers creaked faintly as the gentle wind urged the ship over the almost placid sea.


Chapter X

[image: img29.jpg]

TWO BELLS, SIR, said Polwheal, waking Hornblower from an ecstatic dream. Wind east by south, course nor by east, an all sail set to the royal, sir. An Mr. Gerard says to say land in sight on the larboard beam.

This last sentence jerked Hornblower from his cot without a moments more meditation. He stripped off his nightshirt and put on the clothes Polwheal held ready for him. Unshaved and uncombed he hurried up to the quarterdeck. It was full daylight now, with the sun half clear of the horizon and looking over the starboard quarter, and just abaft the port beam a grey mountain shape reflecting its light. That was Cape Creus, where a spur of the Pyrenees came jutting down to the Mediterranean, carrying the Spanish coast line out to its farthest easterly point.

Sail ho! yelled the lookout at the masthead. Nearly right ahead. A brig, sir, standing out from the land on the starboard tack.

It was what Hornblower had been hoping for; it was for this reason that he had laid his course so as to be on this spot at this moment. All the seaboard of Catalonia, as far south as Barcelona and beyond, was in the hands of the French, and a tumultuous French army  the Account of the Present War in Spain estimated it at nearly eighty thousand men  was endeavouring to extend its conquests southwards and inland.

But they had Spanish roads to contend against as well as Spanish armies. To supply an army eighty thousand strong, and a large civilian population as well, was impossible by land over the Pyrenean passes, even though Gerona had surrendered last December after a heroic defence. Food and siege materials and ammunition had to be sent by sea, in small craft which crept along the coast, from shore battery to shore battery, through the lagoons and the shallows off the coast of the Gulf of the Lion, past the rocky capes of Spain, as far as Barcelona.

Since Cochranes recall, this traffic had met with hardly any interference from the British in the Mediterranean. When Hornblower first reached his rendezvous off Palamos Point he had been careful to disappear again over the horizon immediately, so as to give no warning of the approach of a British squadron. He had hoped that the French might grow careless. With the wind nearly in the east, and Cape Creus running out almost directly eastwards, there was a chance that some supply ship or other, compelled to stand far out from the land to weather the point, might be caught at dawn out of range of the shore batteries, having neglected to make this dangerous passage at night. And so it had proved.

Hoist the colours, Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower. And call all hands.

The brig has wore, sir, hailed the lookout. Shes running before the wind.

Head so as to cut her off, Mr. Gerard. Set stunsls both sides.

Before the wind, and with only the lightest of breezes blowing, was the Sutherlands best point of sailing, as might be expected of her shallow build and clumsy beam. In these ideal conditions she might easily have the heels of a deep-laden coasting brig.

Deck, there! hailed the lookout. The brigs come to the wind again, sir. Shes on her old course.

That was something very strange. If the chase had been a ship of the line, she might have been challenging battle. But a mere brig, even a brig of war, would be expected to fly to the shelter of the shore batteries. Possibly she might be an English brig.

Here, Savage. Take your glass and tell me what you can see.

Savage dashed up the main rigging at the word.

Quite right, sir. Shes close-hauled again on the starboard tack. Well pass her to leeward on this course. Shes wearing French national colours, sir. And shes signalling now, sir. Cant read the flags yet, sir, and shes nearly dead to leeward, now.

What the devil was the brig up to? She had settled her own fate by standing to windward again; if she had dashed for the land the moment she had sighted the Sutherland she might possibly have escaped. Now she was a certain capture  but why was a French brig signalling to a British ship of the line? Hornblower sprang up onto the rail; from there he could see the brigs topsails over the horizon, as she held her windward course.

I can read the signal now, sir. MV.

What the devil does MV mean? snapped Hornblower to Vincent, and then regretted that he had said it. A look would have done as well.

I dont know, sir, said Vincent, turning the pages of the signal book. Its not in the code.

Well know soon enough, said Bush. Were coming up to her fast. Hullo! Shes wearing round again. Shes come before the wind. But its no use now, Mongseer. Youre ours. A handsome bit of prize money there for us, my lads.

The excited chatter of the quarterdeck reached Hornblowers ears to be unheard. This last attempt at flight on the Frenchmans part had explained his previous movements. Bush, Gerard, Vincent, Crystal, were all too careless to have thought about it, too excited at the prospect of prize money. Hornblower could guess now what had happened. At first sight of the Sutherland, the brig had turned to fly. Then she had seen the red ensign which the Sutherland had hoisted, and misread it as the French colours  both sides had made the same mistake before this; the red fly both of tricolour and of red ensign led easily to confusion.

It was fortunate this time that Leighton had been Rear Admiral of the Red, so that the Sutherland had worn his colours. What was more, the Sutherland had the round bow given her by her Dutch builders, the same as nearly every French ship of the line, and unlike every English ship save three or four. So the brig had taken the Sutherland to be French, and as soon as she was sure of this had held to the wind again, anxious to make her offing so as to weather Cape Creus. Then the MV signal which she had flown had been the private French recognition signal  that was something well worth knowing. It was only when the Sutherland did not make the expected conventional reply that the French captain had realised his mistake, and made one last dash for liberty.

A quite unavailing dash, for the Sutherland had cut her off from all chance of escape to leeward. The ships were only two miles apart now, and converging. Once more the brig came round, this time with the very faint hope of clawing away out of range to windward. But the Sutherland was hurtling close upon her.

Fire a shot near him, snapped Hornblower.

At that threat the French captain yielded. The brig hove to, and the tricolour came down from her peak. A cheer went up from the Sutherlands main deck.

Silence, there! roared Hornblower. Mr. Bush, take a boat and board her. Mr. Clarke, youre prize-master. Take six hands with you and navigate her to Port Mahon.

Bush was all smiles on his return.

Brig Amelie, sir. Six days out from Marseilles for Barcelona. General cargo of military stores. Twenty five tons of powder. One hundred and twenty five tons of biscuit. Beef and pork in casks. Brandy. Admiralty agent at Port Mahonll buy her, sure as a gun, ship, stores, and all. Bush rubbed his hands. And we the only ship in sight!

If any other British ship had been in sight she would have shared the prize money. As it was the only shares to be given away were those of the admiral commanding in the Mediterranean and of Admiral Leighton commanding the squadron. Between them they would have one third of the value, so that Hornblowers share would be about two ninths  several hundred pounds at least.

Bring the ship before the wind, said Hornblower. Not for worlds would he give any sign of his delight at being several hundred pounds richer. Weve no time to lose.

He went below to shave, and as he scraped the lather from his cheeks and contemplated the melancholy face in the glass he meditated once more on the superiority of sea over land. The Amelie was a small vessel, almost inconsiderable in size. But she carried between two and three hundred tons of stores; and if the French had tried to send that amount overland to Barcelona it would have called for a first-class military convoy  a hundred or more waggons, hundreds of horses, taking up a mile or more of road and needing a guard of thousands of troops to protect it from the attacks of the Spanish partisans. Troops and horses would have needed food, too, and that would call for more waggons still, all crawling along at fifteen miles a day at most over the Spanish roads. Small wonder, then, that the French preferred to run the risk of sending their stores by sea. And what a blow it would be for the harassed French army to find a British squadron on their flank, and their best route of communication broken.

Walking forward to take his bath with Polwheal in attendance, a new idea struck him.

Pass the word for the sailmaker, he said.

Potter the sailmaker came aft and stood at attention while Hornblower rotated himself under the jet of the wash-deck pump.

I want a French ensign, Potter, said Hornblower. Theres not one on board?

French ensign, sir? No, sir.

Then make one. Ill give you twenty minutes, Potter.

Hornblower continued to rotate under the jet of the pump, rejoicing in its refreshing impact on this hot morning. The chances were that no Frenchman had observed the capture of the Amelie from Cape Creus, and that was the only land in sight at the time. Even if someone had done so, it would take many hours to warn all the coast line of the presence of a British ship of the line. Having taken the French by surprise, the right game to play was to go on exploiting that surprise to the utmost, making use of every device that would make the blow effective. He went back to his cabin and put on refreshing clean linen, still turning over in his mind the details of his plans which were now losing their nebulousness of the night before and growing more and more clear-cut.

Breakfast, sir? asked Polwheal, tentatively.

Bring me some coffee on the quarterdeck, said Hornblower. He could not bear the thought of food  perhaps because of his present excitement, perhaps because of his enormous dinner of the night before.

From the quarterdeck could be seen shadowy blue masses on the horizon right ahead  the peaks of the Pyrenees; between them and the sea crawled the road from France to Spain. The sailmakers mate came running aft with his arms full of a vast bundle.

Mr. Vincent, said Hornblower. Ill have this flag hoisted instead of our own.

The officers on the quarterdeck eyed the strange tricolour as it rose to the peak, and they looked from the flag to their captain, whispering among themselves. Grouped on the lee side, not one of them dared to try to open a conversation with Hornblower on the weather side. Hornblower exulted both in their excitement and in their silence.

Send the hands to quarters as soon as they have breakfasted, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Clear for action, but keep the ports shut. I want the longboat and launch ready to be hoisted out at a moments notice.

The hands came tumbling up from breakfast in a perfect babble of sound  the order to clear for action, the tricolour at the peak, the mountains of Spain ahead, the mornings capture, all combining to work them up into wild excitement.

Keep those men silent on the main deck, there! bellowed Hornblower. It sounds like Bedlam turned loose.

The noise dwindled abruptly, the men creeping about like children in a house with an irascible father. The bulkheads came down, the galley fire was tipped overside. The boys were running up with powder for the guns; the shot garlands between the guns were filled with the black iron spheres ready for instant use.

Cleared for action, sir, said Bush.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. Captain Morris, if I send away the longboat and launch, I want twenty marines in each. Have your men told off ready.

Hornblower took his glass and studied once more the rapidly nearing coast line. There were cliffs here, and the coast road wound at the foot of them, at the waters edge, and the shore was steep-to, according to his charts. But it would be a sensible precaution to start the lead going soon. He was taking a risk in approaching a lee shore guarded by heavy batteries  the Sutherland might be badly knocked about before she could beat to windward out of range again. Hornblower was counting not merely on the disguise he had adopted, but on the very fact that the French would not believe that an English ship could take that risk.

To the French in the batteries the presence of a French ship of the line off that coast was susceptible of explanation  she might have ventured forth from Toulon, or have come in from the Atlantic, or she might be a refugee from some Ionian island attacked by the British, seeking refuge after long wanderings. He could not believe that they would open fire without allowing time for explanation.

At a word from Hornblower the Sutherland turned on a course parallel with the shore, heading northward with the wind abeam. She was creeping along now, in the light breeze, only just out of gunshot of the shore. The sun was blazing down upon them, the crew standing silently at their stations, the officers grouped on the quarterdeck, Hornblower with the sweat running down his face, sweeping the coast with his glass in search of an objective. The little wind was calling forth only the faintest piping from the rigging; the rattle of the blocks to the gentle roll of the ship sounded unnaturally loud in the silence as did the monotonous calling of the man at the lead. Suddenly Savage hailed from the foretop.

Theres a lot of small craft, sir, at anchor round the point, there. I can just see em from here, sir.

A dark speck danced in the object glass of Hornblowers telescope. He lowered the instrument to rest his aching eye, and then raised it again. The speck was still there; it was a tricolour flag waving lazily in the wind from a flagstaff on the point. That was what Hornblower had been seeking. A French battery perched on the top of the cliff. Forty-two-pounders, probably, sited with a good command, probably with furnaces for heating the shot  no ship that floated could fight them. Clustered underneath, a little coasting fleet, huddling there for shelter at the sight of a strange sail.

Tell your men to lie down, said Hornblower to Morris. He did not want the red coats of the marines drawn up on the quarterdeck to reveal his ship prematurely for what she was.

The Sutherland crept along, the grey cliffs growing more clearly defined as at Hornblowers order she was edged closer inshore. Beyond the cliffs mountain peaks were revealing themselves with startling suddenness whenever Hornblowers rigid concentration on the battery relaxed. He could see the parapets now in his glass, and he almost thought he could see the big guns peeping over them. At any moment now the battery might burst into thunder and flame and smoke, and in that case he would have to turn and fly, baffled. They were well within gunshot now. Perhaps the French had guessed the Sutherlands identity, and were merely waiting to have her well within range. Every minute that the Sutherland approached meant another minute under fire when she tried to escape. The loss of a mast might mean in the end the loss of the ship.

Mr. Vincent, said Hornblower, without shifting his gaze from the battery. Hoist MV.

The words sent a stir through the group of officers. They could be certain now of what plan Hornblower had in mind. The trick increased the risk of detection at the same time as, if it were successful, it gave them more opportunity of approaching the battery. If MV were the French recognition signal, and was being correctly employed, well and good. If not  the battery would soon tell them so. Hornblower, his heart thumping in his breast, judged that at any rate it might confuse the issue for the officer in the battery and induce him to delay a little longer. The signal rose up the halliards, and the battery still stayed silent. Now a signal hoist soared up the batterys flagstaff.

I cant read that, sir, said Vincent. One of ems a swallowtail we dont use.

But the mere fact of the batterys signalling in reply meant that they were at least doubtful of the Sutherlands identity  unless it were part of the plan to lure her closer in. Yet if the battery delayed much longer it would be too late.

Mr. Bush, do you see the battery?

Yes, sir.

You will take the longboat. Mr. Rayner will take the launch, and you will land and storm the battery.

Aye aye, sir.

I will give you the word when to hoist out.

Aye aye, sir.

Quarter less eight, droned the leadsman  Hornblower had listened to each cast subconsciously; now that the water was shoaling he was compelled to give half his attention up to the leadsmans cries while still scrutinising the battery. A bare quarter of a mile from it now; it was time to strike.

Very good, Mr. Bush. You can go now.

Aye aye, sir.

Back the main topsl, Mr. Gerard.

At Bushs orders the dormant ship sprang to life. The shrilling of the pipes brought the boats crews to the falls at the run. This was the time when the painful drill would reveal its worth; the more quickly those boats were swung out, manned, and away, the less would be the danger and the greater the chance of success. Longboat and launch dropped to the water, the hands swarming down the falls.

Throw the guns down the cliff, Mr. Bush. Wreck the battery if you can. But dont stay a moment longer than necessary.

Aye aye, sir.

They were off, the men tugging like maniacs at the oars.

Helm a-lee! Mr. Gerard, put the ship about. And down with that flag, and send up our own. Ah!

The air was torn with the passage of cannon shot overhead. The whole ship shook as something struck her a tremendous blow forward. Hornblower saw the smoke billow up round the battery  it had opened fire at last. And thank God it was firing at the ship; if one of those shots hit a boat he would be in a pretty scrape. So pleased was he at the thought that it never occurred to him to wonder about his own personal safety.

Mr. Gerard, see if the guns can reach the battery. See that every shot is properly aimed. It is no use unless the embrasures can be swept.

Another salvo from the battery, and too high again, the shots howling overhead. Little Longley, strutting the quarterdeck with his dirk at his hip, checked in his stride to duck, instinctively, and then, with a side glance at his captain, walked on with his neck as stiff as a ramrod. Hornblower grinned.

Mr. Longley, have that main topgallant halliard spliced at once.

It was a kindness to keep the boy busy so that he would have no time to be afraid. Now the Sutherlands starboard broadside began to open fire, irregularly, as the gun captains fancied their weapons bore. Flying jets of dust from the face of the cliff showed that most of the shots were hitting thirty feet too low. But if even one or two shots got in through the embrasures and killed someone working the guns it would be a valuable help in unsettling the artillery men. Another salvo. This time they had fired at the boats. The launch almost vanished under the jets of water flung up by the plunging fire, and Hornblower gulped with anxiety. But next moment the launch reappeared, limping along crabwise  a shot must have smashed some of the oars on one side. But the boats were safe now; close up to the cliffs as they were the guns above could surely not be depressed sufficiently to hit them. The longboat was in the very surf now, with the launch at her heels. Now the men were tumbling out and splashing up to the beach.

For a moment Hornblower wished that, contrary to etiquette, he had taken command of the landing party, fearing lest a disorderly and piecemeal attack should waste all the advantages gained. No, Bush was safe enough. He could see him through his glass, leaping up onto the road and then turning to face the landing party. Hornblower could see Bushs arms wave as he gave his orders. Someone led off a party of seamen to the right  that was Rayner, for Hornblowers straining eyes could perceive his bald head and unmistakable round-shouldered gait. Morris was taking the marines  a solid block of scarlet  off to the left. Bush was forming up the remainder in the centre  Bush was clearheaded enough. There were three gullies in the face of the cliff, marked with straggling greenery, and indicating the easiest points of ascent. As the flanking parties reached the bottom of their paths, Hornblower saw Bushs sword flash as he called his men on. They were breasting the cliffs now, all three parties simultaneously. A tiny faint cheer crept out over the water to the ship.

One or two of the main-deck guns were making better practice now. Twice Hornblower thought he saw earth flying from the embrasures as shots struck them; so much the better, but the firing must stop now that the men were mounting the cliff. He pealed on his whistle and bellowed the order. In dead silence the ship slid on through the water while every eye watched the landing party. They were pouring over the top now. Sudden gusts of smoke showed that the guns were firing again  canister or grape, probably. Any of those parties caught in a whirlwind of canister from a forty-two-pounder might well be wiped out. Weapons were sparkling on the parapet; little pin pricks of smoke indicated small-arm fire. Now out on the left the red coats of the marines were on the very top of the parapet, and a white-clad sailor was waving from the centre. They were pouring over, although red dots and white dots littered the face of the parapet to mark where men had fallen. One anxious minute with nothing to see seemed to last for hours. And then the tricolour flag came slowly down its staff, and the hands on the main deck burst into a storm of cheering. Hornblower shut his glass with a snap.

Mr. Gerard, put the ship about. Send in the quarter boats to take possession of the craft in the bay.

There were four tartans, a felucca, and two cutter-rigged boats clustered at anchor in the tiny bay below the battery  a fine haul, especially if they were fully laden. Hornblower saw the dinghies pulling madly from them for the shore on the side away from the battery, as the crews fled to escape captivity. Hornblower was glad to see them go; he did not want to be burdened with prisoners, and he had been a prisoner himself for two weary years in Ferrol. Something fell in an avalanche down the cliff, crashing onto the road at its foot in a cloud of dust and debris. It was a forty-two-pounder heaved up by brute force over the parapet; Bush had got to work quickly enough at dismantling the battery  if Bush were still alive. Another gun followed at an interval, and another after that.

The small craft, two of them towing the quarter boats, were beating out towards the Sutherland where she lay hove to awaiting them, and the landing party was coming down the cliff face again and forming up on the beach. Lingering groups indicated that the wounded were being brought down. All these necessary delays seemed to stretch the anticlimax into an eternity. A bellowing roar from the battery, and a fountain of earth and smoke  momentarily like those volcanoes at whose foot the Lydia had anchored last commission  told that the magazine had been fired. Now at last the launch and longboat were pulling back to the ship, and Hornblowers telescope, trained on the stern sheets of the longboat, revealed Bush sitting there, alive and apparently well. Even then, it was a relief to see him come rolling aft, his big craggy face wreathed in smiles, to make his report.

The Frogs bolted out of the back door as we came in at the front, he said. They hardly lost a man. We lost  

Hornblower had to nerve himself to listen to the pitiful list. Now that the excitement was over he felt weak and ill, and it was only by an effort that he was able to keep his hands from trembling. And it was only by an effort that he could make himself smile and mouth out words of commendation first to the men whom Bush singled out for special mention and then to the whole crew drawn up on the main deck. For hours he had been walking the quarterdeck pretending to be imperturbable, and now he was in the throes of the reaction. He left it to Bush to deal with the prizes, to allot them skeleton crews and send them off to Port Mahon, while without a word of excuse he escaped below to his cabin. He had even forgotten that the ship had been cleared for action, so that in his search for privacy he had to sit in his hammock chair at the end of the stern gallery, just out of sight from the stern windows, while the men were replacing the bulkheads and securing the guns. He lay back, his arms hanging and his eyes closed, with the water bubbling under the counter below him and the rudder pintles groaning at his side. Each time the ship went about as Bush worked her out to make an offing his head sagged over to the opposite shoulder.

What affected him most was the memory of the risks he had run; at the thought of them little cold waves ran down his back and his legs. He had been horribly reckless in his handling of the ship  only by the greatest good fortune was she not now a dismasted wreck, with half her crew killed and wounded, drifting onto a lee shore with an exultant enemy awaiting her. It was Hornblowers nature to discount his achievements to himself, to make no allowance for the careful precautions he had taken to ensure success, for his ingenuity in making the best of circumstances. He cursed himself for a reckless fool, and for his habit of plunging into danger and only counting the risk afterwards.

A rattle of cutlery and crockery in the cabin recalled him to himself, and he sat up and resumed his unmoved countenance just in time as Polwheal came out into the stern gallery.

Ive got you a mouthful to eat, sir, he said. Youve had nought since yesterday.

Hornblower suddenly knew that he was horribly hungry, and at the same time he realised that he had forgotten the coffee Polwheal had brought him, hours ago, to the quarterdeck. Presumably that had stayed there to grow cold until Polwheal fetched it away. With real pleasure he got up and walked into the cabin; so tempting was the prospect of food and drink that he felt hardly a twinge of irritation at having Polwheal thus fussing over him and trying to mother him and probably getting ready to take overmuch advantage of his position. The cold tongue was delicious, and Polwheal with uncanny intuition had put out a half bottle of claret  not one day a month did Hornblower drink anything stronger than water when by himself, yet today he drank three glasses of claret, knowing that he wanted them, and enjoying every drop.

And as the food and the wine strengthened him, and his fatigue dropped away, his mind began to busy itself with new plans, devising, without his conscious volition, fresh methods of harassing the enemy. As he drank his coffee the ideas began to stir within him, and yet he was not conscious of them. All he knew was the cabin was suddenly stuffy and cramped, and that he was yearning again for the fresh air and fierce sunshine outside. Polwheal, returning to clear the table, saw his captain through the stern windows pacing the gallery, and years of service under Hornblower had taught him to make the correct deductions from Hornblowers bent, thoughtful head, and the hands which, although clasped behind him, yet twisted and turned one within the other as he worked out each prospective development.

In consequence of what Polwheal had to tell, the lower deck all knew that another move was imminent, fully two hours before Hornblower appeared on the quarterdeck and gave the orders which precipitated it.


Chapter XI
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THEYRE SHOOTING WELL, sir, said Bush, as a fountain of water leaped suddenly and mysteriously into brief life a hundred yards from the port beam.

Who couldnt shoot well with their advantages? answered Gerard. Forty-two-pounders, on permanent mounts fifty feet above the water, and soldiers to serve em ten years in the ranks?

Ive seen em shoot worse, all the same, said Crystal.

Its a mile an a half if its a yard, said Bush.

More than that, said Crystal.

A scant mile, said Gerard.

Nonsense, said Bush.

Hornblower broke into their wrangling.

Your attention, please, gentlemen. And I shall want Rayner and Hooker  pass the word, there, for Mr. Rayner and Mr. Hooker. Now, study the place with care.

A dozen telescopes trained on Port Vendres, with the sunset reddening behind. In the background Mount Canigou stood out with a startling illusion of towering height; to the left the spurs of the Pyrenees ran clean down into the sea at Cape Cerbera, marking where Spain had ended and France begun. In the centre the white houses of Port Vendres showed pink under the sunset, clustering round the head of the little bay. In front of them a vessel swung at anchor, under the protection of the batteries on either side of the bay which were marked by occasional puffs of smoke as the guns there tried repeatedly, at extreme long range, to hit this insolent ship which was flaunting British colours within sight of the Empires coasts.

Mark that battery to the left, Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower. Mr. Rayner, you see the battery to the right  there goes a gun. Mark it well. I want no mistake made. Mr. Hooker, you see how the bay curves? You must be able to take a boat straight up to the ship there tonight.

Aye aye, sir, said Hooker, while the other officers exchanged glances.

Put the ship upon the port tack, Mr. Bush. We must stand out to sea, now. These are your orders, gentlemen.

Turning from one officer to another, Hornblower ran briefly through their instructions. The ship sheltering in Port Vendres was to be cut out and taken that night, as a climax to the twenty four hours which had begun with the capture of the Amelie and continued with the storming of the battery at Llanza.

The moon rises at one oclock. I shall take care to be back in our present position here at midnight, said Hornblower.

With good fortune, the garrison of Port Vendres might be lured into tranquillity by the sight of the Sutherland sailing away now, and she could return unobserved after nightfall. An hour of darkness would suffice to effect a surprise, and the rising moon would give sufficient light for the captured ship to be brought out if successful, and for the attackers to rally and escape if unsuccessful.

Mr. Bush will remain in command of the ship, said Hornblower.

Sir! protested Bush. Please, sir  

Youve won sufficient distinction today, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower.

Hornblower was going in with the attack. He knew that he would not be able to bear the anxiety of waiting outside with the firing and the fighting going on inside  he was in a fever already, now that he was allowing his mind to dwell on the prospective action, although he was taking care not to show it.

Every man in the boarding party must be a seaman, said Hornblower. Mr. Gerard and Mr. Rayner can divide the marines between them.

His listeners nodded, understanding. To set sail in a strange ship and get her under way in darkness would call for seamanship.

You all understand what is expected of you? asked Hornblower, and they nodded again. Mr. Hooker, repeat your orders.

Hooker repeated them accurately. He was a good officer, as Hornblower had known when he had recommended him for promotion to lieutenant on the Lydias return.

Good, said Hornblower. Then, gentlemen, you will please set your watches with mine. There will be enough light from the stars to read them. What, no watch, Mr. Hooker? Perhaps Mr. Bush will be good enough to lend you his.

Hornblower could see, from his officers expressions, that this synchronisation of the watches had impressed upon them the necessity for accurately conforming to the time-table which he had laid down, in a fashion nothing else could have done. Otherwise they would have paid only casual attention to the intervals of five minutes and ten minutes which he had given, and he could appreciate in a manner they could not the necessity for exact adherence to schedule in a complex operation carried out in the darkness.

You are all agreed now? Then perhaps all you gentlemen with the exception of the officer of the watch will give me the pleasure of your company at dinner.

Again the officers interchanged glances; those dinners in Hornblowers cabin on the eve of action were famous. Savage could remember one on board the Lydia before the duel with the Natividad. The other two present then had been Galbraith, the lieutenant of his division, and Clay, his best friend. And Galbraith had died of gangrene in the far Pacific, and Clays head had been smashed by a cannon ball.

Therell be no whist tonight, Savage, smiled Hornblower, reading his thoughts. There will be too much to do before midnight.

Often before Hornblower had insisted on whist before action, and had concealed his own nervousness by criticism of the play of his preoccupied fellow players. Now he was forcing himself to be smiling, genial, and hospitable as he led the way into the cabin. His nervous tension inclined to make him talkative, and this evening, when his guests were more tongue-tied even than usual, he could for once give rein to his inclinations, and chat freely in an attempt to keep conversation going. The others eyed him wondering as he smiled and gossiped. They never saw him in this mood except on the eve of action, and they had forgotten how human and fascinating he could be when he employed all his wiles to captivate them. For him it was a convenient way to keep his mind off the approaching action, thus to exercise himself in fascination while still drawing the rigid line which divided the captain from his subordinates.

I am afraid, said Hornblower in the end, crumpling his napkin and tossing it onto the table, it is time for us to go on deck again, gentlemen. What a mortal pity to break up this gathering!

They left the lamp-lit brilliance of the cabin for the darkness of the deck. The stars were glowing in the dark sky, and the Sutherland was stealing ghostlike over the sea which reflected them; her pyramids of canvas soared up to invisibility, and the only sounds to be heard were the rattle of the rigging and the periodic music of the water under her forefoot as she rode over the tiny invisible waves. The crew was resting on the gangways and the main deck, conversing in whispers, and when the subdued voices of their officers called them to duty they mustered silently, each division assembling for its particular duty. Hornblower checked the position of the ship with Bush, and strained his eye through his night glass towards the invisible shore.

Longboat crew here! called Gerard softly.

Launch crew here! echoed Rayner, and their allotted parties formed up quietly abreast of the mainmast.

The cutters crews were assembling on the quarterdeck; Hornblower was taking two hundred and fifty men altogether  if the expedition were a complete disaster Bush would hardly have sufficient men to navigate the Sutherland back to the rendezvous.

You can heave-to, Mr. Bush, he said.

One by one the boats were hoisted out, and lay on their oars a few yards off. Last of all, Hornblower went down the side and seated himself beside Brown and Longley in the stern of the barge; the men at the oars pushed off at a growl from Brown, and the flotilla, with muffled oars, began to pull steadily away from the ship. The darkness was intense, and, by the usual optical illusion, seemed still more intense close to the surface of the sea than up on the deck of the Sutherland. Slowly the barge drew ahead, and as the longboat and launch diverged out on each quarter they were rapidly lost to sight. The oars seemed to touch the velvety blackness of the sea without a sound.

Hornblower made himself sit still, his hand resting on the hilt of his fifty-guinea sword. He wanted to crane his neck round and look at the other boats; with every minutes inaction he grew more nervous. Some fool of a marine might fiddle with the lock of his musket, or someones pistol, carelessly left at full cock, might go off as its owner tugged at his oar. The slightest warning given on shore would ruin the whole attack; might mean the loss of hundreds of lives, and call down upon his head  if he survived  a withering rebuke from his admiral. Grimly he made himself sit still for five more minutes before taking up his night glass.

Then at last he caught the faintest possible glimpse of grey cliff. With his hand on the tiller he altered course until they were almost in the mouth of the inlet.

Easy! he breathed, and the boat glided silently forward under the stars. Close astern two tiny nuclei of greater darkness indicated where the two cutters rested on their oars. Holding his watch under his nose he could just see the time  he must wait three full minutes.

A distant sound reached his ear; there were oars pulling in the harbour. He heard them splashing two hundred yards ahead; he fancied he could even see the splashes. The French were, as he expected, rowing guard round their precious ship. Yet her captain had not realised that a guard boat rowing with muffled oars, creeping very slowly along, would be a far more dangerous obstacle to a cutting-out expedition than any boat merely busily rowing up and down across the entrance. He looked at his watch again.

Oars, he whispered, and the men braced themselves ready to pull. Theres the guard boat ahead. Remember, men, cold steel. If any man fires before I do Ill shoot him with my own hand. Give way!

The barge crept forward again, stealing into the harbour. In a few more seconds she would be at the point where the batteries fire crossed, the point which sentries would have under constant observation, upon which the guns would be laid at nightfall so that a salvo would blow any approaching boat out of the water. For a horrible second Hornblower wondered whether launch and longboat had gone astray. Then he heard it. A loud challenge on his right, heard clearly across the water, followed by another on his left, and both instantly drowned in a wild rattle of musketry fire. Rayner and Gerard were leading their parties against the batteries, and both of them, as their orders had dictated, were making an infernal noise about it so as to distract the gunners at the vital moment.

His eye caught the splashes of the guard boats oars, more noticeable than ever with the crew pulling wildly as they paid attention to the din on shore instead of to their own business. The barge shot silently and unnoticeably towards it. She was only fifty yards from the guard boat when someone at last caught sight of her.

Qui va là? cried someone, sharply, but before any answer could be expected the barge came crashing up against the guard boats side, as Hornblower dragged the tiller round.

His quick order had got the oars in a second before the collision, while the impact of the barge swept the oars of the guard boat away, tumbling half her crew in a tangle into the bottom of the boat. Hornblowers sword was out, and at the instant of contact he leaped madly from the barge to the guard boat, choking with excitement and nervousness as he did so. He landed with both feet on someone in the stern, trod him down, and miraculously kept his own footing. There was a white face visible down by his knee, and he kicked at it, wildly, felt a jar up his leg as the kick went home, and at the same moment he cut with all his strength at another head before him. He felt the sword bite into bone; the boat rolled frightfully under him as more of the barges crew came tumbling into the guard boat. Someone was heaving himself upright before him  someone with a black gash of a moustache across his face in the starlight, and therefore no Englishman. Hornblower lunged fiercely as he reeled in the rocking boat, and he and his opponent came down together upon the men under their feet. When he scrambled up the struggle was over, without a shot being fired. The guard boats crew was dead, or overboard, or knocked unconscious. Hornblower felt his neck and his wrist wet and sticky  with blood, presumably, but he did not have time to think about that.

Into the barge, men, he said. Give way.

The whole fight had hardly taken more than a few seconds. At the batteries the racket of the attack was still continuing, and even as the barge pushed away from the derelict guard boat there came a sudden splutter of musketry fire from higher up the bay. The two cutters had reached the anchored ship without impediment, rowing, as Hornblowers orders had dictated, past the two locked boats straight for her. With his hand on the tiller he set a course for the musket flashes. Apparently the cutters crews had not succeeded in carrying the ship at the first rush, for the sparkle of the firing stayed steady along the ships bulwark  she must have had her boarding nettings rigged and her crew fairly wide awake.

The child Longley at his side was leaping about in his seat with excitement.

Sit still, boy, growled Hornblower.

He put the tiller over and the barge swept under the ships stern towards the disengaged side of the ship.

Oars! hissed Hornblower. Take hold, there, bowman. Now, all together, men, and give a cheer.

It was a hard scramble up the side of the ship, and her boarding nettings were rigged, sure enough. Hornblower found foothold on the bulwark through the netting, swaying perilously, leaning far out over the water, for the nettings were rigged from the yard-arms and sloped sharply outwards. He struggled in them like a fly in a web. Beside him he saw Longley, writhing similarly. The boy had his dirk between his teeth in the fashion he had heard about in sailors yarns. He looked so foolish hanging in the netting with the great clumsy weapon in his mouth that Hornblower giggled insanely on his insecure foothold. He snatched his sword from his sheath, clutching with the other hand, and slashed at the tarry cordage. The whole net was heaving and tossing as the barges crew wrenched at it; he was almost jerked from his hold.

But everyone around him was cheering madly. This surprise attack on the unguarded side must be shaking the nerve of the defenders trying to beat off the cutters crews. The fifty-guinea sword was of the finest steel and had a razor edge; it was cutting through strand after strand of the netting. Suddenly something parted with a rush. For one horrible second Hornblower lost his footing and nearly fell outwards, but with a convulsive effort he recovered and swung himself forward, falling through the net on his hands and knees, the sword clattering on the deck before him. A Frenchman was rushing at him; his eye caught a glimpse of the steel head of a levelled pike. He snatched hold of the shaft, twisting onto his back, guiding the weapon clear. The Frenchmans knee crashed into the back of his head, and his neck was badly wrenched as the Frenchman tumbled over on top of him. He kicked himself clear, found his sword, miraculously, and stood to face the other dark shapes rushing at him.

A pistol banged off at his ear, half deafening him, and it seemed as if the whole mass of those attacking him melted away into nothing at the flash. Those others crossing the deck now were English; they were cheering.

Mr. Crystal!

Sir!

Cut the cable. Is Mr. Hooker there?

Aye aye, sir.

Get aloft with your boats crew and set sail.

There was no time for self-congratulation yet. Boats might come dashing out from the shore with reinforcements for the ships crew; and Rayner and Gerard might be repulsed by the garrisons of the batteries so that he would have to run the gantlet of the guns.

Brown!

Sir!

Send up that rocket.

Aye aye, sir.

The rocket which Brown had brought with him at Hornblowers orders was to be the signal to the landing parties that the ship was taken. And there was a decided breath of air coming off the land which would carry the ship out of the bay; Hornblower had counted on that  after the scorching heat of the day a land breeze was only to be expected.

Cables parted, sir! hailed Crystal from forward.

Hooker had loosed the main topsail, and the ship was already gathering sternway.

Hands to the braces, there, barges crew, first cutters crew. Benskin! Ledly! Take the wheel. Hard-a-starboard.

Browns flint and steel were clicking and flashing as he crouched on the deck. The rocket rose in an upward torrent of sparks and burst high above into stars. As the fore staysail was set the ships head came round, and as she steadied on her course down the bay with the wind abaft the moon cleared the horizon right ahead  a gibbous, waning moon, giving just enough light for Hornblower to be able to con the ship easily out of the bay between the batteries. Hornblower could hear whistles blowing, piercing the sound of the musketry which was still popping round the batteries. Rayner and Gerard were calling off their men now.

Two splashes overside indicated that a couple of the ships crew were swimming for the shore rather than face captivity. It had been a well-timed and successful operation.


Chapter XII

[image: img29.jpg]

THIS GULF OF the Lion was not likely to be a very profitable cruising ground, so Hornblower decided as he scanned the French coast through his telescope. It was so deeply embayed that any wind from north to west through south would find his ship with land under her lee; it was shallow, treacherous, and liable to be whipped by storms into a tremendous sea. Navigational risks were worth taking if a suitable prize offered, but, thought Hornblower looking at the coast, there was small chance of any prize. From Port Vendres as far round as Marseilles  the limit of the Inshore Squadrons sector  the flat shore was bordered by vast dreary lagoons which were separated from the sea by long spits of sand and even by peninsulas of cultivated land. There were batteries here and there upon the sand spits, and regular forts to support them, and the little towns, Cette, Aigues-Mortes, and so on, were encompassed by mediæval fortifications which could defy any effort he could make against them.

But the main factor was that chain of lagoons, linked together since Roman times by a series of canals. Vessels up to two hundred tons could creep along inside the coast line  he could actually see through his glass, at this very moment, brown sails apparently sailing over the green vineyards. The entrances to the chain were all defended by solid works, and if he were to try to surprise one of these it would involve running all the risk of taking his ship in through the tortuous channels between the sand banks, under gunfire. Even if he should succeed he could still hardly attack the shipping in the lagoons.

The blue Mediterranean under the glaring blue sky shaded to green and even to yellow as it shoaled here and there in patches, a constant reminder to Hornblower as he walked his deck of the treacherous water he was navigating. Forward, the ship was a hive of industry. Bush, watch in hand, had fifty men whom he was drilling aloft  they had set and furled the fore-topgallant sail a dozen times in the last hour and a half, which must be puzzling the numerous telescopes trained on the ship from the shore. Harrison the boatswain, down on the main deck, was squatting on a stool with two of his mates and twenty landsmen cross-legged in a ring round him  he was teaching the advanced class some of the refinements of knotting and splicing. From the lower gun deck the squeal and rumble of gun trucks told how Gerard was exercising embryo gun layers at the six forward twenty-four-pounders  Gerards ambition was to have six trained gun captains at every gun, and he was a long way yet from achieving it. On the poop Crystal with his sextant was patiently trying to instruct the midshipmen in the elements of navigation  the young devils were fidgety as Crystal droned on. Hornblower was sorry for them. He had delighted in mathematics since his boyhood; logarithms had been playthings to him at little Longleys age, and a problem in spherical trigonometry was to him a source of pleasure, analogous, he realised, to the pleasure some of those lads found in the music which was so incomprehensible to him.

A monotonous hammering below indicated that the carpenter and his mates were putting the finishing touches to their repair of the big hole which had been made yesterday morning  incredible that it was hardly more than twenty four hours ago  by the forty-two-pounder at Llanza, while the clanking of the pumps showed that the petty criminals of the ship were pumping her out. The Sutherland, thanks to her recent docking, leaked extraordinarily little, less than an inch a day in calm weather, and Hornblower was able to deal with this small amount by an hours pumping every morning, allotting to it the miscreants who had found themselves in Bushs or Harrisons black books by being last up the hatchway, or lashing up their hammocks with four and a half turns, or by committing any of the numerous crimes of omission or commission which annoy boatswains and first lieutenants. A turn at pumping  the most monotonous and uninviting work in the ship  was a far more economical punishment than the cat, and Hornblower believed it to be more deterrent, rather to Bushs amusement.

Smoke was pouring from the galley chimney, and even on the quarterdeck Hornblower could smell the cooking that was going on. The men were going to have a good dinner today, with duff; yesterday they had eaten and drunk nothing save biscuit and cold water, thanks to the ship having been engaged three times in twenty four hours. They did not mind that as long as they were successful  it was amazing how beneficial a little success was to discipline. Today, with eleven dead and sixteen wounded, with thirty four men away in prizes  less two prisoners who had elected to serve the King of England rather than face one of his prisons  the Sutherland was more effective as a fighting unit than the day before yesterday with practically a full complement. Hornblower could see, from the quarterdeck, the cheerfulness and high spirits of everyone in sight.

He was cheerful and in high spirits himself. For once his self-depreciation was in abeyance. He had forgotten his fears of yesterday, and three successful actions in a day had re-established his self-confidence. He was at least a thousand pounds the richer by his captures, and that was good to think about. He had never before in his life had a thousand pounds. He remembered how Lady Barbara had tactfully looked away after a single glance at the pinchbeck buckles on his shoes. Next time he dined with Lady Barbara he would be wearing solid gold buckles, with diamonds set in them if he chose, and by some inconspicuous gesture he would call her attention to them. Maria would have bracelets and rings to flaunt his success before the eyes of the world.

Hornblower remembered with pride that he had not known a moments fear last night in Port Vendres, not when he leaped on board the guard boat, not even when he had found himself in the nightmare embrace of the boarding netting. Just as he now had the wealth for which he had longed, so he had proved to himself to his own surprise that he possessed the brute physical courage which he had envied in his subordinates. Even though, characteristically, he attached no importance to the moral courage and organising ability and ingenuity he had displayed, he was on the crest of a wave of optimism and self-confidence. With high spirits bubbling inside him he turned once more to scan the flat repulsive coast on his left hand, applying himself to the problem of how to stir up confusion there. Down below there were the captured French charts with which the Admiralty had supplied him  as they had the Pluto and Caligula as well, presumably. Hornblower spent the earliest hours of daylight in poring over them. He called up their details before his minds eye as he looked across the shallows at the green bar of coast, and the brown sails beyond. He was as close in as he dared, and yet that sail was half a mile beyond cannon shot.

Over to the left was Cette, perched up on the top of a little hill prominent above the surrounding flat land. Hornblower was reminded of Rye overlooking Romney Marsh, but Cette was a gloomy little town of a prevailing black colour, unlike Ryes cheerful greys and reds. And Cette, he knew, was a walled town, with a garrison, against which he could attempt nothing. Behind Cette was the big lagoon called the Etang de Thau, which constituted a major link in the chain of inland waterways which offered shelter and protection to French shipping all the way from Marseilles and the Rhone Valley to the foot of the Pyrenees. Cette was invulnerable as far as he was concerned, and vessels on the Etang de Thau were safe from him.

Of all the whole inland route he was opposite the most vulnerable part, this short section where the navigable channel from Aigues-Mortes to the Etang de Thau was only divided from the sea by a narrow spit of land. If a blow were to be struck, it was here that he must strike it; moreover, at this very moment he could see something at which to strike  that brown sail no more than two miles away. That must be one of the French coasters, plying between Port Vendres and Marseilles with wine and oil. It would be madness to attempt anything against her, and yet  and yet  he felt mad today.

Pass the word for the captains coxswain, he said to the midshipman of the watch. He heard the cry echo down the main deck, and in two minutes Brown was scurrying towards him along the gangway, halting breathless for orders.

Can you swim, Brown?

Swim, sir? Yes, sir.

Hornblower looked at Browns burly shoulders and thick neck. There was a mat of black hair visible through the opening of his shirt.

How many of the barges crew can swim?

Brown looked first one way and then the other before he made the confession which he knew would excite contempt. Yet he dared not lie, not to Hornblower.

I dunno, sir.

Hornblower refraining from the obvious rejoinder was more scathing than Hornblower saying You ought to know.

I want a crew for the barge, said Hornblower. Everyone a good swimmer, and everyone a volunteer. Its for a dangerous service, and, mark you, Brown, they must be true volunteers  none of your press-gang ways.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown, and after a moments hesitation, Everyonell volunteer, sir. Itll be hard to pick em. Are you going, sir?

Yes. A cutlass for every man. And a packet of combustibles for every man.

Com-combustibles, sir?

Yes. Flint and steel. A couple of port-fires, oily rags, and a bit of slow match, in a watertight packet for each man. Go to the sailmaker and get oilskin for them. And a lanyard each to carry it if we swim.

Aye aye, sir.

And give Mr. Bush my compliments. Ask him to step this way, and then get your crew ready.

Bush came rolling aft, his face alight with excitement; and before he had reached the quarterdeck the ship was abuzz with rumours  the wildest tales about what the captain had decided to do next were circulating among the crew, who had spent the morning with one eye on their duties and the other on the coast of France.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower, I am going ashore to burn that coaster over there.

Aye aye, sir. Are you going in person, sir?

Yes, snapped Hornblower. He could not explain to Bush that he was constitutionally unable to send men away on a task for which volunteers were necessary and not go himself. He eyed Bush defiantly, and Bush eyed him back, opened his mouth to protest, thought better of it, and changed what he was going to say.

Longboat and launch, sir?

No. Theyd take the ground half a mile from the shore.

That was obvious; four successive lines of foam showed where the feeble waves were breaking, far out from the waters edge.

Im taking my barge and a volunteer crew.

Still Hornblower, by his expression, dared Bush to make any protest at all, but this time Bush actually ventured to make one.

Yes, sir. Cant I go, sir?

No.

There was no chance of further dispute in the face of that blank negative. Bush had the queer feeling  he had known it before  as he looked at Hornblowers haughty expression, that he was a father dealing with a high-spirited son; he loved his captain as he would have loved a son if ever he had had one.

And mark this, too, Bush. No rescue parties. If were lost, were lost. You understand? Shall I give you that in writing?

No need, sir. I understand.

Bush said the words sadly. When it came to the supreme test of practice, Hornblower, however much he respected Bushs qualities and abilities, had no opinion whatever of his first lieutenants capacity to make original plans. The thought of Bush blundering about on the mainland of France throwing away valuable lives in a hopeless attempt to rescue his captain frightened him.

Right. Heave the ship to, Mr. Bush. Well be back in half an hour if all goes well. Stand off and on to wait for us.

The barge pulled eight oars; as Hornblower gave the word he had high hopes that her launching had passed unobserved from the shore. Bushs morning sail drill must have accustomed the French to seemingly purposeless manœuvres by the Sutherland; her brief backing of her topsails might be unnoticed. He sat at Browns side while the men bent to their oars. The boat danced quickly and lightly over the sea; he set a course so as to reach the shore a little ahead of the brown sail which was showing just over the green strip of coast. Then he looked back at the Sutherland, stately under her pyramids of sails, and dwindling with extraordinary rapidity as the barge shot away from her. Even at that moment Hornblowers busy mind set to work scanning her lines and the rake of her masts, debating how he could improve her sailing qualities.

They had passed the first line of breakers without taking ground  breakers they could hardly be called, so sluggish was the sea  and darted in towards the golden beach. A moment later the boat balked as she slid over the sand, moved on a few yards, and grounded once more.

Over with you, men, said Hornblower.

He threw his legs over the side and dropped thigh-deep into the water. The crew were as quick as he, and seizing the gunwales, they ran the lightened boat up until the water was no higher than their ankles. Hornblowers first instinct was to allow excitement to carry him away and head a wild rush inland, but he checked himself.

Cutlasses? he asked, sternly. Fire packets?

Running his eye over his nine men he saw that every one was armed and equipped, and then he started his little expedition steadily up the beach. The distance was too great to expect them to run all the way and swim afterwards. The sandy beach was topped by a low shingle bank where samphire grew. They leaped over this and found themselves among green vines; not twenty yards away an old, bent man and two old women were hoeing along the rows. They looked up in blank surprise at this sudden apparition, standing and staring voiceless at the chattering group of seamen. A quarter of a mile away, across the level vineyard, was the brown spritsail. A small mizzen was visible now behind it. Hornblower picked out a narrow path leading roughly in that direction.

Come along, men, he said, and broke into a dog trot. The old man shouted something as the seamen trampled the vines; they laughed like children at hearing French spoken for the first time in their lives. To most of them this was their first sight of a vineyard, too  Hornblower could hear them chattering behind him in amazement at the orderly rows of seemingly worthless stumps, and the tiny bunches of immature grapes.

They crossed the vineyard; a sharp drop on the farther side brought them onto a rough towpath along the canal. Here the lagoon was no more than two hundred yards wide, and the navigable channel was evidently close up to the towpath, for a sparse line of beacons a hundred yards out presumably marked the shallows. Two hundred yards away the coaster was creeping slowly towards them, still unconscious of her danger. The men uttered a wild cheer and began tearing off their jackets.

Quiet, you fools, growled Hornblower. He unbuckled his sword belt and stripped off his coat.

At the sound of the mens shouting the crew of the coaster came tumbling forward. There were three men, and a moment later they were joined by two sturdy women, looking at them from under their hands. It was one of the women, quicker witted, who guessed what the group of men stripping on the bank implied. Hornblower, tearing off his breeches, heard one of them give a shriek and saw her running aft again. The coaster still crept over the water towards them, but when it was nearly opposite the big spritsail came down with a run and she swung away from the towpath as her helm was put over. It was too late to save her, though. She passed through the line of beacons and grounded with a jerk in the shallows beyond. Hornblower saw the man at the wheel quit his charge and turn and stare at them, with the other men and the women grouped round them. He buckled his sword about his naked body. Brown was naked, too, and was fastening his belt round his waist, and against his bare skin lay a naked cutlass.

Come along, men, said Hornblower; the quicker the better. He put his hands together and dropped into the lagoon in an ungainly dive; the men followed him, shouting and splashing. The water was as warm as milk, but Hornblower swam as slowly and as steadily as he could. He was a poor swimmer, and the coaster a hundred and fifty yards away seemed very distant. The sword dangling from his waist already seemed heavy. Brown came surging past him, swimming a lusty overarm stroke, with the lanyard of his packet of combustibles between his white teeth, and his thick black hair sleek with water. The other men followed; by the time they neared the coaster Hornblower was a long way last. They all scrambled up before him into the low waist of the vessel, but then discipline reasserted itself and they turned and stooped to haul him on board. He pressed aft, with sword drawn. Women and men were there in a sullen group, and for a moment he was puzzled to know what to do with them. French and English faced each other in the dazzling sunlight, the water streaming from the naked men, but in the tenseness of that meeting no one thought of the nakedness. Hornblower remembered with relief the dinghy towing behind; he pointed to it and tried to remember his French.

Au bateau, he said. Dans le bateau.

The French hesitated. There were four middle-aged men and one old one; one old woman and one middle-aged. The English seamen closed up behind their captain, drawing their cutlasses from their belts.

Entrez dans le bateau, said Hornblower. Hobson, pull that dinghy up alongside.

The middle-aged woman broke into a storm of invective, screeching, high-pitched, her hands gesticulating wildly and her wooden shoes clattering on the deck.

Ill do it, sir, interposed Brown.  Ere, you, op in there.

He took one of the men by the collar, flourished his cutlass and dragged him across the deck to the side. The man yielded, and lowered himself over the side, and, once the example was set, the others followed it. Brown cast off the painter and the crowded dinghy drifted away, the woman still shrieking curses in her Catalan French.

Set the ship on fire, said Hornblower. Brown, take three men below and see what you can do there.

The late crew had got out a couple of oars and were paddling cautiously over to the towpath, the dinghy laden down to within an inch of the waters edge. Hornblower watched them as they crawled across, and climbed the bank to the path.

His picked crew did their work quickly and neatly. A mighty crashing from below showed that Browns party was bursting into the cargo to make a nest for a fire. Smoke emerged almost at once from the cabin skylight; one of the men had piled the furniture there together, soused it in oil from the lamps, and got the whole thing into a blaze at once.

Cargo is oil in barrls and grain in sacks, sir, reported Brown. We stove in some barrls an ripped some sacks open, sir. Thatll burn. Look, sir.

From the main hatchway a thin ghost of black smoke was already rising, and the heat pouring up from the hatch made all the forward part of the ship appear to dance and shimmer in the sunshine. There was a fire in the dry timberwork of the deck just forward of the hatch, too. It was crackling and banging explosively, although this fire was hardly visible thanks to the strong sunlight and the absence of smoke, and there was fire in the forecastle  smoke was billowing out of the bulkhead door and rolling towards them in a sullen wave.

Get some of the deck planks up, said Hornblower, hoarsely.

The splintering crash of the work was followed by a contrasting silence  and yet no silence, for Hornblowers ear caught a muffled, continuous roaring. It was the noise of the flames devouring the cargo, as the increased draught caused by the piercing of the decks set the flames racing through the inflammable stuff.

God! Theres a sight! exclaimed Brown.

The whole waist of the ship seemed to open as the fire poured up through the deck. The heat was suddenly unbearable.

We can go back now, said Hornblower. Come along, men.

He set the example by diving once more into the lagoon, and the little naked band began to swim slowly back to the towpath. Slowly, this time; the high spirits of the attack had evaporated. The awful sight of the red fire glowing under the deck had sobered every man. They swam slowly, clustered round their captain, while he set a pace limited by his fatigue and unscientific breaststroke. He was glad when he was able at last to stretch out a hand and grasp the weeds growing on the towpath bank. The others scrambled out before him; Brown offered him a wet hand and helped him up to the top.

Holy Mary! said one of the men. Will ye look at th old bitch?

They were thirty yards from where they had left their clothes, and at that spot the coasters crew had landed. At the moment when the Irishman called their attention to them the old woman who had reviled them cast one last garment into the lagoon. There was nothing left lying on the bank. One or two derelict shirts still floated in the lagoon, buoyed up by the air they contained, but practically all their clothes were at the bottom.

What did you do that for, damn you? raved Brown  all the seamen had rushed up to the coasters crew and were dancing and gesticulating naked round them. The old woman pointed across at the coaster. It was ablaze from end to end, with heavy black smoke pouring from her sides. They saw the rigging of the mainmast whisk away in smouldering fragments, and the mast suddenly sag to one side, barely-visible flames licking along it.

Ill get your shirt back for you, sir, said one of the men to Hornblower, tearing himself free from the fascination of the sight.

No. Come along, snapped Hornblower.

Would you like the old mans trousers, sir? asked Brown. Ill take em off him and be damned to him, sir. Tisnt fit  

No! said Hornblower again.

Naked, they climbed up to the vineyard. One last glance down showed that the two women were weeping, heartbroken, now. Hornblower saw one of the men patting one of the women on the shoulder; the others watched with despairing apathy the burning of their ship  their all. Hornblower led the way over the vines. A horseman was galloping towards them; his blue uniform and cocked hat showed that he was one of Bonapartes gendarmes. He reined up in front of them, reaching for his sabre, but at the same time, not too sure of himself, he looked to right and to left for the help which was not in sight.

Ah, would you! said Brown, dashing to the front waving his cutlass.

The other seamen closed up beside him, their weapons ready, and the gendarme hastily wheeled his horse out of harms way; a gleam of white teeth showed under his black moustache. They hurried past him; he had dismounted when Hornblower looked back, and was trying, as well as his restless horse would allow, to take his carbine out of the boot beside his saddle. At the top of the beach stood the old man and the two women who had been hoeing; the old man brandished his hoe and threatened them, but the two women stood smiling shamefaced, looking up under lowered eyelids at their nakedness. There lay the barge, just in the water, and far out there was the Sutherland  the men cheered at the sight of her.

Lustily they ran the boat out over the sand, paused while Hornblower climbed in, pushed her out farther, and then came tumbling in over the side and took the oars. One man yelped with pain as a splinter in a thwart pricked his bare posterior; Hornblower grinned automatically, but the man was instantly reduced to silence by a shocked Brown.

 Ere e comes, sir, said stroke oar, pointing aft over Hornblowers shoulder.

The gendarme was leaping clumsily down the beach in his long boots, his carbine in his hand. Hornblower, craning round, saw him kneel and take aim; for a second Hornblower wondered, sickly, whether his career was going to be ended by the bullet of a French gendarme, but the puff of smoke from the carbine brought not even the sound of the bullet  a man who had ridden far, and run fast in heavy boots, could hardly be expected to hit a ships boat at two hundred yards with a single shot.

Over the spit of land between sea and lagoon they could see a vast cloud of smoke. The coaster was destroyed beyond any chance of repair. It had been a wicked waste to destroy a fine ship like that, but war and waste were synonymous terms. It meant misery and poverty for the owners; but at the same time it would mean that the length of Englands arm had been demonstrated now to the people of this enemy land whom the war had not affected during these eighteen years save through Bonapartes conscription. More than that; it meant that the authorities responsible for coast defence would be alarmed about this section of the route from Marseilles to Spain, the very section which they had thought safest. That would mean detaching troops and guns to defend it against future raids, stretching the available forces thinner still along the two hundred miles of coast. A thin screen of that sort could easily be pierced at a selected spot by a heavy blow struck without warning  the sort of blow a squadron of ships of the line, appearing and disappearing at will over the horizon, could easily strike. If the game were played properly, the whole coast from Barcelona to Marseilles could be kept in a constant state of alarm. That was the way to wear down the strength of the Corsican colossus; and a ship favoured by the weather could travel ten, fifteen times as fast as troops could march, as fast even as a well-mounted messenger could carry a warning. He had struck at the French centre, he had struck at the French left wing. Now he must hasten and strike at the French right wing on his way back to the rendezvous. He uncrossed and recrossed his knees as he sat in the stern sheets of the barge, his desire for instant action filling him with restlessness while the boat drew closer to the Sutherland.

He heard Gerards voice saying What the devil  ? come clearly over the water to him; apparently Gerard had just detected the nakedness of everyone in the approaching boat. The pipes had twittered to call the watchs attention to the arrival of the ships captain. He would have to come in naked through the entry port, receiving the salutes of the officers and marines, but keyed up as he was he gave no thought to his dignity. He ran up to the deck with his sword hanging from his naked waist  it was an ordeal which could not be avoided, and he had learned in twenty years in the Navy to accept the inevitable without lamentation. The faces of the side boys and of the marines were wooden in their effort not to smile, but Hornblower did not care. The black pall of smoke over the land marked an achievement of which any man might be proud. He stayed naked on the deck until he had given Bush the order to put the ship about which would take the Sutherland southward again in search of fresh adventure. The wind would just serve for a southwesterly course, and he was not going to waste a minute of a favourable wind.


Chapter XIII
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THE SUTHERLAND HAD seen nothing of the Caligula during her long sweep southwestward. Hornblower had not wanted to, and, more, had been anxious not to. For it was just possible that the Pluto had reached the rendezvous, and in that case the Admirals orders would override Captain Boltons, and he would be deprived of this further opportunity before his time limit had elapsed. It was during the hours of darkness that the Sutherland had crossed the latitude of Cape Bagur  the Palamos Point of the rendezvous  and morning found the Sutherland far to the southwestward, with the mountains of Catalonia a blue streak on the horizon over the starboard bow.

Hornblower had been on deck since dawn, a full hour before the land was sighted; at his orders the ship wore round and stood close-hauled to the northeastward again, edging in to the shore as she did so until the details of the hilly country were plainly visible. Bush was on deck, standing with a group of other officers; Hornblower, pacing up and down, was conscious of the glances they were darting at him, but he did his best not to notice them, as he kept his telescope steadily directed at the land. He knew that Bush and all the others thought he had come hither with a set purpose in mind, and that they were awaiting the orders which would plunge the ship again into the same kind of adventures which had punctuated the last two days. They credited him with diabolical foresight and ingenuity; he was not going to admit to them how great a part good fortune had played, nor was he going to admit that he had brought the Sutherland down here, close in to Barcelona, merely on general principles and in the hope that something might turn up.

It was stifling hot already; the blue sky glared with a brassy tint to the eastward, and the easterly breeze seemed not to have been cooled at all by its passage across four hundred miles of the Mediterranean from Italy. It was like breathing the air of a brick kiln; Hornblower found himself running with sweat within a quarter of an hour of cooling himself off under the wash-deck pump. The land slipping by along their larboard beam seemed to be devoid of all life. There were lofty grey-green hills, many of them capped with a flat table top of stone with precipitous rocky slopes; there were grey cliffs and brown cliffs, and occasional dazzling beaches of golden sand. Between the sea and those hills ran the most important highroad in Catalonia, that connecting Barcelona with France. Surely, thought Hornblower, something ought to show up somewhere along here. He knew there was a bad mountain road running parallel ten miles inland, but the French would hardly use it of their own free will. One of the reasons why he had come here was to force them to abandon the highroad in favour of the byroad where the Spanish partisans would have a better chance of cutting up their convoys; he might achieve that merely by flaunting the British flag here within gunshot of the beach, but he would rather bring it about by administering a sharp lesson. He did not want this blow of his against the French right flank to be merely a blow in the air.

The hands were skylarking and laughing as they washed the decks; it was comforting to see their high spirits, and peculiarly comforting to allow oneself to think that those high spirits were due to the recent successes. Hornblower felt a glow of achievement as he looked forward, and then, as was typical of him, began to feel doubts as to whether he could continue to keep his men in such good order. A long, dreary cruise on blockade service might soon wear down their spirits. Then he spurned away his doubts with determined optimism. Everything had gone so well so far; it would continue to go well. This very day, even though the chances were a hundred to one against it, something was certain to happen. He told himself defiantly that the vein of good fortune was not yet exhausted. A hundred to one against or a thousand to one, something was going to happen again today, some further chance of distinction.

On the shore over there was a little cluster of white cottages above a golden beach. And drawn up on the beach were a few boats  Spanish fishing boats, presumably. There would be no sense in risking a landing party, for there was always the chance that the village would have a French garrison. Those fishing boats would be used to supply fish to the French army, too, but he could do nothing against them, despite that. The poor devils of fishermen had to live: if he were to capture or burn those boats he would set the people against the alliance with England  and it was only in the Peninsula, out of the whole world, that England had any allies.

There were black dots running on the beach now. One of the fishing boats was being run out into the sea. Perhaps this was the beginning of todays adventure; he felt hope, even certainty, springing up within him. He put his glass under his arm and turned away, walking the deck apparently deep in thought, his head bent and his hands clasped behind him.

Boat putting off from the shore, sir, said Bush, touching his hat.

Yes, said Hornblower carelessly.

He was endeavouring to show no excitement at all. He hoped that his officers believed that he had not yet seen the boat and was so strong-minded as not to step out of his way to look at her.

Shes pulling for us, sir, added Bush.

Yes, said Hornblower, still apparently unconcerned. It would be at least ten minutes before the boat could near the ship  and the boat must be intending to approach the Sutherland, or else why should she put off so hurriedly as soon as the Sutherland came in sight? The other officers could train their glasses on the boat, could chatter in loud speculation as to why she was approaching. Captain Hornblower could walk his deck in lofty indifference, awaiting the inevitable hail. No one save himself knew that his heart was beating faster. Now the hail came, high-pitched, across the glittering water.

Heave to, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower, and stepped with elaborate calm to the other side to hail back.

It was Catalan which was being shouted to him; his wide and exact knowledge of Spanish  during his two years as a prisoner on parole when a young man he had learned the language thoroughly to keep himself from fretting into insanity  and his rough and ready French enabled him to understand what was being spoken, but he could not speak Catalan. He hailed back in Spanish.

Yes, he said. This is a British ship.

At the sound of his voice someone else stood up in the boat. The men at the oars were Catalans in ragged civilian dress; this man wore a brilliant yellow uniform and a lofty hat with a plume.

May I be permitted to come on board? he shouted in Spanish. I have important news.

You will be very welcome, said Hornblower, and then, turning to Bush, A Spanish officer is coming on board, Mr. Bush. See that he is received with honours.

The man who stepped onto the deck and looked curiously about him, as the marines saluted and the pipes twittered, was obviously a hussar. He wore a yellow tunic elaborately frogged in black, and yellow breeches with broad stripes of gold braid. Up to his knees he wore shiny riding boots with dangling gold tassels in front and jingling spurs on the heels; a silver-grey coat trimmed with black astrakhan, its sleeves empty, was slung across his shoulders. On his head was a hussar busby, of black astrakhan with a silver-grey bag hanging out of the top behind an ostrich plume, and gold cords from the back of it round his neck, and he trailed a broad curved sabre along the deck as he advanced to where Hornblower awaited him.

Good day, sir, he said, saluting. I am Colonel José Gonzales de Villena y Danvila, of His Most Catholic Majestys Olivenza Hussars.

I am delighted to meet you, said Hornblower. And I am Captain Horatio Hornblower, of His Britannic Majestys ship Sutherland.

How fluently your excellency speaks Spanish!

Your excellency is too kind. I am fortunate in my ability to speak Spanish, since it enables me to make you welcome on board my ship.

Thank you. It was only with difficulty that I was able to reach you. I had to exert all my authority to make those fishermen row me out. They were afraid lest the French should discover that they had been communicating with an English ship. Look! They are rowing home already for dear life.

There is no French garrison in that village at present, then?

No, sir, none.

A peculiar expression played over Villenas face as he said this. He was a youngish man of fair complexion, though much sunburned, with a Hapsburg lip (which seemed to indicate that he might owe his high position in the Spanish army to some indiscretion on the part of one of his female ancestors) and hazel eyes with drooping lids. Those eyes met Hornblowers without a hint of shiftiness. They merely seemed to be pleading with him not to continue his questioning, but Hornblower ignored the appeal  he was far too anxious for data.

There are Spanish troops there? he asked.

No, sir.

But your regiment, Colonel?

It is not there, Captain, said Villena, and continued hastily. The news I have to give you is that a French army  Italian, I should say  is marching along the coast road there, three leagues to the north of us.

Ha! said Hornblower. That was the news he wanted.

They were at Malgret last night, on their way to Barcelona. Ten thousand of them  Pinos and Lecchis divisions of the Italian army.

How do you know this?

It is my duty to know it, as an officer of light cavalry, said Villena with dignity.

Hornblower looked at Villena and pondered. For three years now, he knew, Bonapartes armies had been marching up and down the length and breadth of Catalonia. They had beaten the Spaniards in innumerable battles, had captured their fortresses after desperate sieges, and yet were no nearer subjecting the country than when they had first treacherously invaded the province. The Catalans had not been able to overcome in the field even the motley hordes Bonaparte had used on this side of Spain  Italians, Germans, Swiss, Poles, all the sweepings of his army  but at the same time they had fought on nobly, raising fresh forces in every unoccupied scrap of territory, and wearing out their opponents by the incessant marches and counter-marches they imposed on them. Yet that did not explain how a Spanish colonel of hussars found himself quite alone near the heart of the Barcelona district where the French were supposed to be in full control.

How did you come to be there? he demanded, sharply.

In accordance with my duty, sir, said Villena, with lofty dignity.

I regret very much that I still do not understand, Don José. Where is your regiment?

Captain  

Where is it?

I do not know, sir.

All the jauntiness was gone from the young hussar now. He looked at Hornblower with big pleading eyes as he was made to confess his shame.

Where did you see it last?

At Tordera. We  we fought Pino there.

And you were beaten?

Yes. Yesterday. They were on the march back from Gerona and we came down from the mountains to cut them off. Their cuirassiers broke us, and we were scattered. My  my horse died at Arens de Mar there.

The pitiful words enabled Hornblower to understand the whole story in a wave of intuition. Hornblower could visualise it all  the undisciplined hordes drawn up on some hillside, the mad charges which dashed them into fragments, and the helter-skelter flight. In every village for miles round there would be lurking fugitives today. Everyone had fled in panic. Villena had ridden his horse until it dropped, and being the best mounted, had come farther than anyone else  if his horse had not died he might have been riding now. The concentration of the French forces to put ten thousand men in the field had led to their evacuation of the smaller villages, so that Villena had been able to avoid capture, even though he was between the French field army and its base at Barcelona.

Now that he knew what had happened there was no advantage to be gained from dwelling on Villenas misfortunes; indeed it was better to hearten him up, as he would be more useful that way.

Defeat, said Hornblower, is a misfortune which every fighting man encounters sooner or later. Let us hope we shall gain our revenge for yesterday today.

There is more than yesterday to be revenged, said Villena.

He put his hand in the breast of his tunic and brought out a folded wad of paper; unfolded it was a printed poster, which he handed over to Hornblower who glanced at it and took in as much of the sense as a brief perusal of the Catalan in which it was printed permitted. It began, We, Luciano Gaetano Pino, Knight of the Legion of Honour, Knight of the Order of the Iron Crown of Lombardy, General of Division, commanding the forces of His Imperial and Royal Majesty Napoleon, Emperor of the French and King of Italy in the district of Gerona hereby decree   There were numbered paragraphs after that, dealing with all the offences anyone could imagine against His Imperial and Royal Majesty. And each paragraph ended  Hornblower ran his eye down them will be shot; penalty of death; will be hanged; will be burned  it was a momentary relief to discover that this last referred to villages sheltering rebels.

They have burned every village in the uplands, said Villena. The road from Figueras to Gerona  ten leagues long, sir  is lined with gallows, and upon every gallows is a corpse.

Horrible! said Hornblower, but he did not encourage the conversation. He fancied that if any Spaniard began to talk about the woes of Spain he would never stop. And this Pino is marching back along the coast road, you say?

Yes.

Is there deep water close into the shore at any spot?

The Spaniard raised his eyebrows in protest at that question, and Hornblower realised that it was hardly fair to ask a colonel of hussars about soundings.

Are there batteries protecting the road from the sea? he asked, instead.

Oh, yes, said Villena. Yes, I have heard so.

Where?

I do not know exactly, sir.

Hornblower realised that Villena was probably incapable of giving exact topographical information about anywhere, which was what he would expect of a Spanish colonel of light cavalry.

Well, we shall go and see, he said.


Chapter XIV
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HORNBLOWER HAD SHAKEN himself free from the company of Colonel Villena, who showed, now that he had told of his defeat, a hysterical loquacity and a pathetic unwillingness to allow him out of his sight. He had established him in a chair by the taffrail out of the way, and escaped below to the security of his cabin, to pore once more over the charts. There were batteries marked there  most of them apparently dated from the time, not so long ago, when Spain had been at war with England, and they had been erected to protect coasting vessels which crept along the shore from battery to battery. In consequence they were established at points where there was not merely deep water close in, but also a bit of shelter given by projecting points of land in which the fugitives could anchor. There had never been any thought in mens minds then that marching columns might in the future be attacked from the sea, and exposed sections of coast  like this twenty miles between Malgret and Arens de Mar  which offered no anchorage might surely be neglected. Since Cochrane was here a year ago in the Impérieuse no British ship had been spared to harass the French in this quarter.

The French since then had had too many troubles on their hands to have time to think of mere possibilities. The chances were that they had neglected to take precautions  and in any case they could not have enough heavy guns and trained gunners to guard the whole coast. The Sutherland was seeking a spot a mile and a half at least from any battery, where the water was deep enough close in for her to sweep the road with her guns. She had already hauled out of range of one battery, and that was marked on his chart and, moreover, was the only one marked along the stretch. It was most unlikely that the French had constructed others since the chart was last brought up to date. If Pinos column had left Malgret at dawn the Sutherland must be nearly up level with it now. Hornblower marked the spot which his instinct told him would be the most suitable, and ran up on deck to give the orders which would head the Sutherland in towards it.

Villena climbed hastily out of his chair at sight of him, and clinked loudly across the deck towards him, but Hornblower contrived to ignore him politely by acting as if his whole attention was taken up by giving instructions to Bush.

Ill have the guns loaded and run out, too, if you please, Mr. Bush, he concluded.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush.

Bush looked at him pleadingly. This last order, with its hint of immediate action, set the pinnacle on his curiosity. All he knew was that a Dago colonel had come on board. What they were here for, what Hornblower had in mind, he had no means of guessing. Hornblower always kept his projected plans to himself, because then if he should fail his subordinates would not be able to guess the extent of the failure. But Bush felt sometimes that his life was being shortened by his captains reticence. He was pleasantly surprised this time when Hornblower condescended to make explanations, and he was never to know that Hornblowers unusual loquaciousness was the result of a desire to be saved from having to make polite conversation with Villena.

Theres a French column expected along the road over there, he said. I want to see if we can get in a few shots at them.

Aye aye, sir.

Put a good man in the chains with the lead.

Aye aye, sir.

Now that Hornblower actually wanted to be conversational he found it impossible  for nearly three years he had checked every impulse to say an unnecessary word to his second in command; and Bushs stolid Aye aye sirs were not much help. Hornblower took refuge from Villena by glueing his eye to his telescope and scanning the nearing shore with the utmost diligence. Here there were bold grey-green hills running almost to the waters edge, and looping along the foot of them, now ten feet up, and now a hundred feet, ran the road.

As Hornblower looked at it, his glass revealed a dark tiny speck on the road far ahead. He looked away, rested his eye, and looked again. It was a horseman, riding towards them. A moment later he saw a moving smudge behind, which fixed his attention by an occasional sparkle and flash from the midst of it. That was a body of horsemen; presumably the advanced guard of Pinos army. It would not be long before the Sutherland was up opposite to them. Hornblower gauged the distance of the ship from the road. Half a mile, or a little more  easy cannon shot, though not as easy as he would like.

By the deep nine! chanted the man at the lead. He could edge in a good deal closer at this point, if, when he turned the ship about and followed Pino along the shore, they came as far as here. It was worth remembering. As the Sutherland proceeded to meet the advancing army, Hornblowers brain was busy noting landmarks on the shore and the corresponding soundings opposite them. The leading squadron of cavalry could be seen distinctly now  men riding cautiously, their sabres drawn, looking searchingly on all sides as they rode; in a war where every rock and hedge might conceal a musketeer determined on killing one enemy at least their caution was understandable.

Some distance behind the leading squadron Hornblower could make out a longer column of cavalry, and beyond that again a long, long line of white dots, which puzzled him for a moment with its odd resemblance to the legs of a caterpillar all moving together. Then he smiled. They were the white breeches of a column of infantry marching in unison; by some trick of optics their blue coats as yet showed up not at all against their grey background.

And a half ten! called the leadsman.

He could take the Sutherland much closer in here when he wanted to. But at present it was better to stay out at half gunshot. His ship would not appear nearly as menacing to the enemy at that distance. Hornblowers mind was hard at work analysing the reactions of the enemy to the appearance of the Sutherland  friendly hat-waving by the cavalry of the advanced guard, now opposite him, gave him valuable additional data. Pino and his men had never yet been cannonaded from the sea, and had had no experience so far of the destructive effect of a ships heavy broadside against a suitable target. The graceful two-decker, with her pyramids of white sails, would be something outside their experience. Put an army in the field against them, and they could estimate its potentialities instantly, but they had never encountered ships before. His reading told him that Bonapartes generals tended to be careless of the lives of their men; and any steps taken to avoid the Sutherlands fire would involve grave inconvenience  marching back to Malgret to take the inland road, or crossing the pathless hills to it direct. Hornblower guessed that Pino, somewhere back in that long column and studying the Sutherland through his glass, would make up his mind to chance the Sutherlands fire and would march on hoping to get through without serious loss. Pino would be disappointed, thought Hornblower.

The cavalry at the head of the main column were opposite them. The second regiment twinkled and sparkled in the flaming sunlight like a river of fire.

Those are the cuirassiers! said Villena, gesticulating wildly at Hornblowers elbow. Why do you not fire, Captain?

Hornblower realised that Villena had probably been gabbling Spanish to him for the last quarter of an hour, and he had not heard a word he had said. He was not going to waste his surprise attack on cavalry who could gallop away out of range. This opening broadside must be reserved for slow-moving infantry.

Send the men to the guns, Mr. Bush, he said, forgetting all about Villena again in a flash, and to the man at the wheel, Starboard a point.

And a half nine, called the leadsman.

The Sutherland headed closer into shore.

Mr. Gerard! hailed Hornblower. Train the guns on the road, and only fire when I give you the signal.

A horse artillery battery had followed the cavalry  popgun six-pounders whose jolting and lurching showed well how bad was the surface of the road, one of the great highways of Spain. The men perched on the limbers waved their hands in friendly fashion to the beautiful ship close in upon them.

By the mark six! from the leadsman.

He dared not stand closer in.

Port a point. Steady!

The ship crept on through the water; not a sound from the crew, standing tense at their guns  only the faint sweet music of the breeze in the rigging, and the lapping of the water overside. Now they were level with the infantry column, a long dense mass of blue-coated and white-breeched soldiers, stepping out manfully, a little unreal in the haze of dust. Above the blue coats could be seen the white lines of their faces  every face was turned towards the pretty white-sailed ship creeping over the blue-enamel water. It was a welcome diversion in a weary march, during a war when every day demanded its march. Gerard was giving no orders for change of elevation at the moment  here the road ran level for half a mile, fifty feet above the sea. Hornblower put his silver whistle to his lips. Gerard had seen the gesture. Before Hornblower could blow, the centre main-deck gun had exploded, and a moment later the whole broadside followed with a hideous crash. The Sutherland heeled to the recoil, and the white, bitter-tasting smoke came billowing up.

God, look at that! exclaimed Bush.

The forty one balls from the Sutherlands broadside and cannonades had swept the road from side to side. Fifty yards of the column had been cut to fragments. Whole files had been swept away; the survivors stood dazed and stupid. The gun trucks roared as the guns were run out again, and the Sutherland lurched once more at the second broadside. There was another gap in the column now, just behind the first.

Give it em again, boys! yelled Gerard.

The whole column was standing stock still and silly to receive the third broadside; the smoke from the firing had drifted to the shore now, and was scattering over the rocks in thin wreaths.

Quarter less nine! called the leadsman.

In the deepening water Hornblower could close nearer in. The next section of the column, seeing the terrible ship moving down upon them implacably, about to blast them into death, was seized with panic and bolted wildly down the road.

Grape, Mr. Gerard! shouted Hornblower. Starboard a point!

Farther down the road the column had not fled. Those who stood firm and those who ran jammed the road with a struggling mass of men, and the Sutherland under the orders of her captain closed in upon them pitilessly, like a machine, steadied again, brought her guns to bear upon the crowd, and then swept the road clear with her tempest of grapeshot as though with a broom.

God blast me! raved Bush. Thatll show em.

Villena was snapping his fingers and dancing about the deck like a clown, dolman flying, plume nodding, spurs jangling.

By the deep seven! chanted the leadsman. But Hornblowers eye had caught sight of the little point jutting out from the shore close ahead, and its hint of jagged rock at its foot.

Stand by to go about! he rasped.

His mind was working at a feverish pace  there was water enough here, but that point indicated a reef  a ridge of harder rock which had not been ground away like the rest of the shore, and remained as a trap below the surface on which the Sutherland might run without warning between two casts of the lead. The Sutherland came up to the wind, and stood out from the shore. Looking aft, they could see the stretch of road which she had swept with her fire. There were dead and wounded in heaps along it. One or two men stood among the wreck; a few were bending over the wounded, but most of the survivors were on the hillside above the road, scattered on the steep slopes, their white breeches silhouetted against the grey background.

Hornblower scanned the shore. Beyond the little point there would be deep water close in again, as there had been on the other side of it.

We will wear ship again, Mr. Bush, he said.

At the sight of the Sutherland heading for them the infantry on the road scattered wildly up the hillside, but the battery of artillery beyond had no such means of escape open to it. Hornblower saw drivers and gunners sitting helplessly for an instant; then he saw the officer in command, his plume tossing, gallop along the line, calling the men to action with urgent gesticulations. The drivers wheeled their horses in the road, swinging their guns across it, the gunners leaping down from the limbers, unhooking the gun trails, and bending over their guns as they worked frantically to bring them into action. Could a battery of nine-pounder field pieces effect anything against the Sutherlands broadside?

Reserve your fire for the battery, Mr. Gerard, shouted Hornblower.

Gerard waved his hat in acknowledgment. The Sutherland swung slowly and ponderously round. One gun went off prematurely  Hornblower was glad to see Gerard noting the fact so as to punish the guns crew later  and then the whole broadside was delivered with a crash, at the moment when the Italian artillerymen were still at work with their rammers loading their guns. The rush of smoke obscured the view from the quarterdeck; it did not clear until already one or two well-served guns were rumbling up into firing position again. By that time the wind had rolled it away in a solid bank, and they could see the hard-hit battery. One gun had had a wheel smashed, and was leaning drunkenly over to one side; another, apparently hit full on the muzzle, had been flung back from its carriage and was pointing up to the sky. There were dead men lying round the guns, and the living were standing dazed by the torrent of shot which had delayed them. The mounted officer had just flung himself from his saddle and let his horse go free while he ran to the nearest gun. Hornblower could see him calling the men about him, determined on firing one shot at least in defiance of the thundering tormentor.

Give em another, men! shouted Gerard, and the Sutherland heeled once more to the broadside.

By the time the smoke cleared away the Sutherland had passed on, leaving the battery behind. Hornblower could see it wrecked and ruined, another of its guns dismounted, and not a man visible on his feet near the guns. Now the Sutherland was opposite more infantry  the second division of the column, presumably  which shredded away in panic up the hillside section by section as the Sutherland neared them. Hornblower saw them scattering. He knew that it was as damaging to an army to be scattered and broken up like this as for it to be decimated by fire; he would as soon not kill the poor devils, except that his own men would be more delighted at casualties among the enemy than at a mere demoralisation whose importance they could not appreciate.

There was a group of horsemen on the hillside above the road. Through his telescope he could see that they were all splendidly mounted, and dressed in a variety of uniforms flashing with gold and diversified with plumes. Hornblower guessed them to be the staff of the army; they would serve well as a target in the absence of larger bodies of formed troops. He attracted Gerards notice and pointed. Gerard waved back. His two midshipmen-messengers went running below to point out the new target to the officers on the lower gun deck; Gerard himself bent over the nearest gun and squinted along it, while the gun captains set the tangent sights in accordance with the orders he bellowed through his speaking trumpet. Gerard stood aside and jerked the lanyard, and the whole broadside followed the shot he fired.

The blast of shot reached the group of horsemen. Men and horses went down together; there was hardly a rider left in his saddle. So universal was the destruction that Hornblower guessed that close under the surface soil must be rock, flying chips of which had scattered like grapeshot. He wondered if Pino were among those hit, and found himself to his surprise hoping that Pino had had both legs shot off. He told himself that until that morning he had not even heard Pinos name, and he felt a momentary scorn for himself, for feeling a blind animosity towards a man merely because he was his opponent.

Some officer a little farther down the road had kept his men together, drawn up stubbornly in a mass along the road, refusing to allow them to scatter. It was small advantage that his stern discipline brought his men. Hornblower brought his ship steadily round until the guns bore, and then tore the steady regiment to fragments with a fresh broadside. As the smoke eddied round him a sharp rap on the rail at his side made him look down. There was a musket ball stuck there  someone had fired at long range, two hundred yards or more, and succeeded in hitting the ship. The ball must have been nearly spent when it arrived, for it was embedded to half its depth and had retained its shape. It was just too hot to touch; he picked it out with his handkerchief over his fingers, and juggled with it idly, as he had done, he told himself, with hot chestnuts when he was a boy.

The clearing smoke revealed the new destruction he had wrought, the slaughtered files and heaped-up dead; he fancied that he could even hear the screaming of the wounded. He was glad that the troops were scattering up the hillside and presenting no target, for he was sick of slaughter although Bush was still blaspheming with excitement and Villena still capering at his side. Surely he must reach the rear of the column soon  from advanced guard to rearguard the army could not occupy more than eight or nine miles of road. As the thought came into his head he saw the road here was full of stationary waggons  the baggage train of the army. Those squat vehicles with four horses apiece must be ammunition caissons; beyond was a string of country carts, each with its half dozen patient oxen, dun-coloured, with sheepskins hanging over their foreheads. Filling the rest of the road beside the carts were pack mules, hundreds of them, looking grotesquely malformed with their ungainly burdens on their backs. There was no sign of a human being  the drivers were mere dots climbing the hillside, having abandoned their charges.

The Account of the Present War in the Peninsula which Hornblower had so attentively studied had laid great stress on the difficulties of transport in Spain. A mule or horse was as valuable  several times as valuable, for that matter  as any soldier. Hornblower set his expression hard.

Mr. Gerard! he shouted. Load with grape. I want those baggage animals killed.

A little wail went up from the men at the guns who heard the words. It was just like those sentimental fools to cheer when they killed men and yet to object to killing animals. Half of them would deliberately miss if they had the chance.

Target practice. Single guns only, bellowed Hornblower to Gerard.

The patient brutes would stand to be shot at, unlike their masters, and the gun layers would have no opportunity to waste ammunition. As the Sutherland drifted slowly along the shore her guns spoke out one by one, each one in turn hurling a hatful of grape, at extreme grapeshot range, onto the road. Hornblower watched horses and mules go down, kicking and plunging. One or two of the pack mules, maddened with fear, managed to leap the bank out of the road and scramble up the hill, scattering their burdens as they did so. Six oxen attached to a cart all went down together, dead simultaneously. Held together by their yokes they stayed, two by two, on their knees and bellies, their heads stretched forward, as if in prayer. The main deck murmured again in pity as the men saw the result of the good shot.

Silence there! roared Gerard, who could guess at the importance of the work in hand.

Bush plucked at his captains sleeve, daring greatly in thus breaking in on his preoccupation with a suggestion.

If you please, sir. If I took a boats crew ashore I could burn all those waggons, destroy everything there.

Hornblower shook his head. It was like Bush not to see the objections to such a plan. The enemy might fly before guns to which they had no chance of replying, but if a landing party were put within their reach they would fall upon it fiercely enough  more fiercely than ever as a result of their recent losses. It was one thing to land a small party to attack fifty artillerymen in a battery taken completely by surprise, but it was quite another to land in the face of a disciplined army ten thousand strong. The words with which Hornblower tried to soften his refusal were blown into inaudibility by the explosion of the quarterdeck cannonade beside them, and when Hornblower again opened his mouth to speak there was a fresh distraction on the shore to interrupt him.

Someone was standing up in the next cart destined to receive fire, waving a white handkerchief frantically. Hornblower looked through his glass; the man appeared to be an officer of some sort, in his blue uniform with red epaulettes. But if he were trying to surrender he must know that his surrender could not be accepted in that it could not be put into effect. He must take his chance of the next shot. The officer suddenly seemed to realise it. He stooped down in the cart and rose again still waving his handkerchief and supporting someone who had been lying at his feet. Hornblower could see that the man hung limp in his arms; there was a white bandage round his head and another round his arm, and Hornblower suddenly realised that these carts were the ambulance vehicles of the army, full of the sick and of the wounded from yesterdays skirmish. The officer with the handkerchief must be a surgeon.

Cease fire! bellowed Hornblower, shrilling on his whistle. He was too late to prevent the next shot being fired, but luckily it was badly sighted and merely raised a cloud of dust from the cliff face below the road. It was illogical to spare draught animals which might be invaluable to the French for fear of hitting wounded men who might recover and again be active enemies, but it was the convention of war, deriving its absurdity from war itself.

Beyond the waggon train was the rearguard, but that was scattered over the hillside sparsely enough not to be worth powder and shot. It was time to go back and harass the main body once more.

Put the ship about, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. I want to retrace our course.

It was not so easy on a course diametrically opposite to the previous one. The wind had been on the Sutherlands quarter before; now it was on her bow and she could only keep parallel to the shore by lying as close-hauled as she would sail. To make any offing at all when they reached the little capes which ran out from the shore the ship would have to go about, and the leeway she made might drift her into danger unless the situation were carefully watched. But the utmost must be done to harass the Italians and to demonstrate to them that they could never use the coast road again; Bush was delighted  as Hornblower could see from the fierce light in his eyes  that his captain was going to stick to his task and not sail tamely off after defiling once along the column, and the men at the starboard-side guns rubbed their hands with pleasure at the prospect of action as they bent over the weapons that had stood unused so far.

It took time for the Sutherland to go about and work into position again for her guns to command the road; Hornblower was pleased to see the regiments which had reformed break up again as their tormentor neared them and take to the hillside once more. But close-hauled the Sutherland could hardly make three knots past the land, allowing for the vagaries of the coast line and the wind; troops stepping out as hard as they could go along the road could keep their distance from her if necessary, and perhaps the Italian officers might realise this soon enough. He must do what damage he could now.

Mr. Gerard! he called, and Gerard came running to his beckoning, standing with face uplifted to hear his orders from the quarterdeck. You may fire single shots at any group large enough to be worth it. See that every shot is well aimed.

Aye aye, sir.

There was a body of a hundred men or so massed on the hillside opposite them now. Gerard himself laid the gun and estimated the range, squatting on his heels to look along the dispart sights with the gun at full elevation. The ball struck the rock in front of them and ricochetted into the group; Hornblower saw a sudden swirl in the crowd, which scattered abruptly leaving two or three white-breeched figures stretched on the ground behind it. The crew cheered at the sight. Marsh the gunner had been hurriedly sent for by Gerard to take part in this accurate shooting; the gun he was training killed more men in another group, over which flashed something on a pole which Hornblower, straining his eye through his telescope, decided must be one of the imperial eagles which Bonapartes bulletins so often mentioned and at which British cartoonists so often jeered.

Shot after shot crashed out from the Sutherlands starboard battery as she made her slow way along the coast. Sometimes the crew cheered when some of the scrambling midgets on the hillside were knocked over; sometimes the shot was received in chill silence when no effect could be noted. It was a valuable demonstration to the gunners on the importance of being able to lay their guns truly, to estimate range and deflection, even though it was traditional in a ship of the line that all the gunners had to do was to serve their guns as fast as possible with no necessity for taking aim with their ship laid close alongside the enemy.

Now that the ear was not deafened by the thunder of a full broadside, it could detect after each shot the flattened echo thrown back by the hills, returning from the land with its quality oddly altered in the heated air. For it was frightfully hot; Hornblower, watching the men drinking eagerly at the scuttle butt as their petty officers released them in turns for the purpose, wondered if those poor devils scrambling over the rocky hillsides in the glaring sun were suffering from thirst. He feared they were. He had no inclination to drink himself  he was too preoccupied listening to the chant of the men at the lead, with watching the effect of the firing and with seeing that the Sutherland was running into no danger.

Whoever was in command of the shattered field-artillery battery farther along the road was a man who knew his duty. Midshipman Savage in the foretop attracted Hornblowers attention to it with a hail. The three serviceable guns had been slewed round to point diagonally across the road straight at the ship, and they fired the moment Hornblower trained his glass on them. Wirra-wirra-wirra; one of the balls passed high over Hornblowers head, and a hole appeared in the Sutherlands main topsail. At the same time a crash forward told where another shot had struck home. It would be ten minutes before the Sutherlands broadside could bear on the battery.

Mr. Marsh, said Hornblower. Turn the starboard bow chasers on that battery.

Aye aye, sir.

Carry on with your target practice, Mr. Gerard.

Aye aye, sir.

As part of the programme for training his men into fighting machines it would be invaluable to give them firing practice while actually under fire from the enemy  no one knew better than Hornblower the difference between being fired at and not being fired at. He found himself in the act of thinking that one or two unimportant casualties might be worth receiving in these circumstances as part of the crews necessary experience, and then he drew back in horror from the thought that he was casually condemning some of his own men to mutilation or death  and he might himself be one of those casualties. It was intolerably easy to separate mentally the academic theories of war from the human side of it, even when one was engaged in it oneself. To his men down below the little uniformed figures scrambling over the hillside were not human beings suffering agonies from heat and thirst and fatigue; and the still figures which littered the road here were not disembowelled corpses, lately fathers or lovers. They might as well be tin soldiers for all his men thought about them. It was mad that at that moment, irrelevantly in the heat, and the din of firing, he should start thinking about Lady Barbara and her pendant of sapphires, and Maria, who must now be growing ungainly with her child within her. He shook himself free from such thoughts  while they had filled his mind the battery had fired another salvo whose effect he actually had not noticed.

The bow chasers were banging away at the battery; their fire might unsteady the men at the field guns. Meanwhile the broadside guns were finding few targets offered them, for the Italian division opposite them had scattered widely all over the hillside in groups of no more than half a dozen at the most  some of them were right up on the skyline. Their officers would have a difficult time reassembling them, and any who wished to desert  the Account of the Present War in the Peninsula had laid stress on the tendency of the Italians to desert  would have ample opportunity today.

A crash and a cry below told that a shot from the battery had caused one at least of the casualties Hornblower had been thinking about  from the highpitched scream of agony it must have been one of the ships boys who had been hit; he set his lips firm as he measured the distance the ship still had to sail before bringing her broadside to bear. He would have to receive two more salvos; it was the tiniest bit difficult to wait for them. Here came one  it passed close overhead with a sound like an infinity of bees on an urgent mission; apparently the gunners had made inadequate allowance for the rapidly decreasing range. The main topgallant backstay parted with a crack, and a gesture from Bush sent a party to splice it. The Sutherland would have to swing out now in readiness to weather the point and reef ahead.

Mr. Gerard! I am going to put the ship about. Be ready to open fire on the battery when the guns bear.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush sent the hands to the braces. Hooker was forward in charge of the headsail sheets. The Sutherland came beautifully up into the wind as her helm was put down, and Hornblower watched the field guns, now less than a quarter of a mile away, through his glass. The gunners saw the Sutherland swinging round  they had seen that before, and knew the tempest of shot that would follow. Hornblower saw one man run from the guns, and saw others follow him, clawing their way desperately up the bank onto the hillside. Others flung themselves flat on their faces  only one man was left standing, raving and gesticulating beside the guns. Then the Sutherland heaved to the recoil of her guns once more, the acrid smoke came billowing up, and the battery was blotted out of sight. Even when the smoke cleared the battery could not be seen. There were only fragments  shattered wheels, an axle tree pointing upwards, the guns themselves lying tumbled on the ground. That had been a well-aimed broadside; the men must have behaved as steadily as veterans.

Hornblower took his ship out round the reef and stood in again for the shore. On the road just ahead was the rear of an infantry column; the leading division must have been formed up again on the road while the Sutherland was dealing with the second one. Now it was marching off down the road at a great pace, embanked in a low, heavy cloud of dust.

Mr. Bush! We must try and catch that column.

Aye aye, sir.

But the Sutherland was a poor sailor close-hauled, and time and again when she was on the point of overtaking the rear of the column she had to go about and head out from the shore in order to weather a projecting point of land. Sometimes she was so close to the hurrying infantry that Hornblower could see through his glass the white faces above the blue tunics of the men looking back over their shoulders. And here and there along the road in the track of the division he saw men who had fallen out  men sitting by the roadside with their heads in their hands, men leaning exhausted on their muskets staring at the ship gliding by, sometimes men lying motionless and unconscious on their faces where they had fallen, overwhelmed by fatigue and heat.

Bush was fretting and fuming as he hastened about the ship trying to coax a little more speed out of her, setting every spare man to work carrying hammocks laden with shot from the lee side to the weather side, trimming the sails to the nicest possible degree of accuracy, blaspheming wildly whenever the gap between ship and men showed signs of lengthening.

But Hornblower was well content. An infantry division which had been knocked about as badly as this one, and then sent flying helter-skelter in panic for miles, dropping stragglers by the score, and pursued by a relentless enemy, would have such a blow to its self-respect as to be vastly weakened as a fighting force for weeks. Before he came into range of the big coastal battery on the farther side of Arens de Mar he gave over the pursuit  he did not want the flying enemy to recover any of its lost spirit by seeing the Sutherland driven off by the fire of the heavy guns there, and to circle round out of range would consume so much time that night would be upon them before they could be back on the coast again.

Very good, Mr. Bush. You can put the ship on the starboard tack and secure the guns.

The Sutherland steadied to an even keel, and then heeled over again as she paid off on the other tack.

Three cheers for the capn, yelled someone on the main deck  Hornblower could not be sure who it was, or he would have punished him. The storm of cheering that instantly followed drowned his voice and prevented him from checking the men, who shouted until they were tired, all grinning with enthusiasm for the captain who had led them to victory five times in three days. Bush was grinning too, and Gerard, beside him on the quarterdeck. Little Longley was dancing and yelling with an utter disregard for an officers dignity, while Hornblower stood sullenly glowering down at the men below. Later he might be delighted at the recollection of this spontaneous proof of the mens affection and devotion, but at present it merely irritated and embarrassed him.

As the cheering died away the voice of the leadsman made itself heard again.

No bottom! No bottom with this line!

He was still doing the duty to which he had been assigned, and would continue to do it until he received orders to rest  a most vivid example of the discipline of the Navy.

Have that man taken out of the chains at once, Mr. Bush! snapped Hornblower, annoyed at the omission to relieve the man.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush, chagrined at having been for once remiss in his work.

The sun was dipping in purple and red into the mountains of Spain, in a wild debauch of colour that made Hornblower catch his breath as he looked at the extravagant beauty of it. He was mazed and stupid now, in reaction from his exalted quickness of thought of the preceding hours; too stupid as yet even to be conscious of any fatigue. Yet he must still wait to receive the surgeons report. Someone had been killed or wounded today  he remembered vividly the crash and the cry when the shot from the field guns hit the ship.

The gunroom steward had come up on the quarterdeck and touched his forehead to Gerard.

Begging your pardon, sir, he said. But Tom Cribbs been killed.

What?

Yes indeed, sir. Knocked is ead clean off. Dretful, e looks, laying there, sir.

Whats this you say? interrupted Hornblower. He could remember no man on board of the name of Tom Cribb  which was the name of the heavyweight champion of England  nor any reason why the gunroom steward should report a casualty to a lieutenant.

Tom Cribbs been killed, sir, explained the steward. And Mrs. Siddons, shes got a splinter in er  in er backside, begging your pardon, sir. You could ave eard er squeak from ere, sir.

I did, said Hornblower.

Tom Cribb and Mrs. Siddons must be a pig and a sow belonging to the gunroom mess. It was a comfort to realise that.

Shes all right now, sir. The butcher clapped a andful o tar on the place.

Here came Walsh the surgeon with his report that there had been no casualties in the action.

Excepting among the pigs in the manger, sir, added Walsh, with a deprecating deference of one who proffers a joke to his superior officer.

Ive just heard about them, said Hornblower.

Gerard was addressing the gunroom steward.

Right! he was saying. Well have his chitterlings, fried. And you can roast the loin. See that you get the crackling crisp. If its leathery like the last time we killed a pig, Ill have your grog stopped. Theres onions and theres sage  yes, and theres a few apples left. Sage and onions and apple sauce  and mark you this, Loughton, dont put any cloves in that sauce. No matter what the other officers say, I wont have em. In an apple pie, yes, but not with roast pork. Get started on that at once. You can take a leg to the bosns mess with my compliments, and roast the other one  itll serve cold for breakfast.

Gerard was striking the fingers of one hand into the palm of the other to accentuate his points; the light of appetite was in his face  Hornblower fancied that when there were no women available Gerard gave all the thought he could spare from his guns to his belly. A man whose eyes could go moist with appetite at the thought of fried chitterlings and roast pork for dinner on a scorching July afternoon in the Mediterranean, and who could look forward with pleasure to cold leg of pork for breakfast next day should by rights have been fat like a pig himself, but Gerard was lean and handsome and elegant. Hornblower thought of the developing paunch within his own waistband with momentary jealousy.

But Colonel Villena was wandering about the quarterdeck like a lost soul. Clearly he was simply living for the moment when he would be able to start talking again  and Hornblower was the only soul on board with enough Spanish to maintain a conversation. Moreover, as a colonel he ranked with a post captain, and could expect to share the hospitality of the captains cabin. Hornblower decided that he would rather be overfed with hot roast pork than have to endure Villenas conversation.

You seem to have planned a feast for tonight, Mr. Gerard, he said.

Yes, sir.

Would my presence be unwelcome in the gunroom to share it?

Oh no, sir. Of course not, sir. We would be delighted if you would honour us, sir.

Gerards face lit with genuine pleasure at the prospect of acting as host to his captain. It was such a sincere tribute that Hornblowers heart was warmed, even while his conscience pricked him at the memory of why he had invited himself.

Thank you, Mr. Gerard. Then Colonel Villena and myself will be guests of the gunroom tonight.

With any luck, Villena would be seated far enough from him to save him from the necessity for Spanish conversation.

The marine sergeant drummer had brought out all that the ship could boast of a band  the four marine fifers and the four drummers. They were marching up and down the gangway to the thunder and the rumble of the drums while the fifes squealed away bravely at the illimitable horizon.

Hearts of oak are our ships

Jolly tars are our men  

The bald words and the trite sentiments seemed to please the crew, although every man jack of it would have been infuriated if he had been called a jolly tar.

Up and down went the smart red coats, and the jaunty beat of the drums thrilled so that the crushing heat was forgotten. In the west the marvellous sky still flamed in glory, even while in the east the night was creeping up over the purple sea.


Chapter XV
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EIGHT BELLS, SIR, said Polwheal.

Hornblower woke with a start. It seemed to him as if he could not have been asleep more than five minutes, while actually it had been well over an hour. He lay on his cot in his nightshirt, for he had thrown off his coverings during the sweltering heat of the night; his head ached and his mouth had a foul taste. He had retired to bed at midnight, but  thanks to roast pork for supper  he had tossed and turned in the frightful heat for two or three hours before going to sleep, and now here he was awakened at four oclock in the morning, simply because he had to prepare his report to Captain Bolton or to the admiral (if the latter had arrived) for delivery that morning at the rendezvous. He groaned miserably with fatigue, and his joints ached as he put his feet to the deck and sat up. His eyes were gummy and hard to open, and they felt sore when he rubbed them.

He would have groaned again except for the need to appear in Polwheals eyes superior to human weaknesses  at the thought of that he stood up abruptly and posed as somebody feeling perfectly wide awake. A bath under the wash-deck pump, and a shave made the pose almost a reality, and then, with dawn creeping up over the misty horizon, he sat down at his desk and cut himself a new pen, licked its point meditatively before dipping it into the ink, and began to write.

I have the honour to report that in accordance with the orders of Captain Bolton, on the 20th inst., I proceeded  

Polwheal came in with his breakfast, and Hornblower turned to the steaming hot coffee for a spur to his already flagging energies. He flipped the pages of the ships log to refresh his memory  so much had happened lately that he was actually vague already about the details of the capture of the Amelie. The report had to be written badly, avoiding Gibbonesque antitheses or high-flying sentiment, yet at the same time Hornblower disliked the use of the kind of phrasing which was customary in captains reports. When listing the prizes taken from beside the battery at Llanza he was careful to write as named in the margin instead of the irritating phrase as per margin which had become stereotyped in the Navy since its classic use by an unlettered captain nearly a hundred years before the War of Jenkins Ear. He was compelled to use the word proceed even though he hated it  in official reports the Navy never set sail, nor went, nor put to sea, nor journeyed, but always proceeded, just as in the same way captains never suggested or advised or recommended, but always respectfully submitted. Hornblower had respectfully to submit that until the French battery was reestablished at Llanza the coastal route from France to Spain was now most vulnerable between Port Vendres and Rosas Bay.

While he struggled with the wording of his description of the raid on the Etang de Thau near Cette he was interrupted by a knock on his door. Longley entered in response to his call.

Mr. Gerard sent me, sir. The squadrons in sight on the starboard bow.

The flagships there, is she?

Yes, sir.

Right. My compliments to Mr. Gerard, and will he please alter course to close her.

Aye aye, sir.

His report would have to be addressed to the admiral, then, and not to Captain Bolton, and it would have to be finished within the next half hour. He dashed his pen into the ink and began to scribble feverishly, describing the harassing of the divisions of Pino and Lecchi on the coast road between Malgret and Arens de Mar. It came as a shock to him when he computed the casualties inflicted on the Italians  they must have numbered five or six hundred, exclusive of stragglers. He had to word that carefully, otherwise he would probably be suspected of gross exaggeration, a serious crime in the eyes of authority. Yesterday five or six hundred men were killed or mutilated who today would have been alive and well if he had not been an active and enterprising officer. The mental eyes with which Hornblower viewed his exploit saw a double image  on the one hand he saw corpses, widows and orphans, misery and pain, while on the other he saw white-breeched figurines motionless on a hillside, tin soldiers knocked over, arithmetical digits recorded on paper. He cursed his analytical mind at the same time as he cursed the heat and the need for writing the report. He was even vaguely conscious of his own cross-grainedness, which always plunged him into depression after a success.

He dashed off his signature to the document, and shouted for Polwheal to bring a candle to melt the sealing wax while he peppered sand over the wet ink. Thanks to the heat his hands stuck clammily to the limp paper. When he came to address the report Rear Admiral Sir P. G. Leighton, K.B.  the ink spread and ran on the smeared surface as though on blotting paper. But at any rate the thing was done; he went on deck, where already the sunshine was oppressive. The brassiness of the sky, noticeable yesterday, was far more marked today, and Hornblower had noticed that the barometer in his cabin indicated a steady fall which had begun three days ago. There was a storm coming, without a doubt, and moreover a storm which had so long been foretold would be all the more violent when it did come. He turned to Gerard with orders to keep a sharp eye on the weather and to be ready to shorten sail at the first hint of trouble.

Aye aye, sir, said Gerard.

Over there rolled the two other ships of the squadron, the Pluto with her three tiers of ports, and the red ensign at the mizzen masthead indicating the presence on board of a rear admiral of the Red, and the Caligula astern of her.

Pass the word to Mr. Marsh to salute the admirals flag, said Hornblower.

While the salute was being returned a hoist of flags ran up the Plutos rigging.

Sutherlands pendant, read off Vincent. Take station astern.

Acknowledge.

The hoist was succeeded by another.

Sutherlands pendant, said Vincent again. Flag to captain. Come on board and report.

Acknowledge. Mr. Gerard, clear away my barge. Wheres Colonel Villena?

Not seen him yet this morning, sir.

Here, Mr. Savage, Mr. Longley. Run down and get Colonel Villena out of bed. I want him ready as soon as my barge is cleared away.

Aye aye, sir.

It took two and a half minutes before the captains barge was in the water with Hornblower seated in the stern, and at the very last second Villena made his appearance at the ships side. He looked as disagreeable as might be expected, at having been routed out of bed by two brusque midshipmen who could speak no word of his language and dressed with their clumsy and hurried aid. His busby was awry and his coat incorrectly hooked, and his sabre and pelisse still hung over his arm. He was hauled down into the boat by the impatient boats crew, who did not want to imperil their ships reputation for smartness by waiting for him after the admiral had signalled for them.

Villena lurched miserably to his thwart beside Hornblower. He was unshaven and bedraggled, and his eyes were as gummy as Hornblowers had been on his awakening. He sat down muttering and grumbling, still half asleep, trying in dazed fashion to complete his dressing, while the men bent to their oars and sent the barge skimming over the water. It was only as they neared the flagship that Villena was able to open his eyes fully and begin to talk, and for the short remaining period Hornblower felt no need for elaborate politeness. He was full of hope that the admiral would invite Villena to be his guest for the sake of any information he could give regarding conditions ashore.

Captain Elliott was at the ships side to greet him as they came on board.

Glad to see you, Hornblower, he said, and then in response to Hornblowers introduction he mumbled incoherently to Villena, eyeing the latters gaudy uniform and unshaven chin in blank astonishment. He was obviously relieved when the formality was over and he could address himself to Hornblower again. The admirals in his cabin. This way, gentlemen, if you please.

The flag lieutenant in the admirals cabin along with the admiral was young Sylvester, whom Hornblower had heard of as a capable young officer even though he was  as might have been expected  a sprig of the nobility. Leighton himself was ponderous and slow of speech this morning; in the stifling heat the sweat was visible in little rivers running down the sides of his heavy chin. He and Sylvester made a brave attempt to welcome Villena. They both of them spoke French fairly well and Italian badly, and by amalgamating what they knew of those two languages with what remained of their schoolboy Latin they were able to make themselves understood, but it was heavy going. Obviously with relief Leighton turned to Hornblower.

I want to hear your report, Hornblower, he said.

I have it here in writing, sir.

Thank you. But let us hear a little about your doings verbally. Captain Bolton tells me he spoke a prize you had taken. Where did you go?

Hornblower began his account  he was glad that events had moved so fast that he was able to omit all reference to the circumstances in which he had parted company from the East India convoy. He told of his capture of the Amelie and of the little fleet of small vessels at Llanza. The admirals heavy face showed a gleam of extra animation when he heard that he was a thousand pounds the richer as a result of Hornblowers activity, and he nodded sympathetically when Hornblower explained the necessity of burning the last prize he had taken  the coaster near Cette. Cautiously Hornblower put forward the suggestion that the squadron might be most profitably employed in watching between Port Vendres and Rosas, on which stretch, thanks to the destruction of the battery at Llanza, there was now no refuge for French shipping. A hint of a groove appeared between the admirals eyebrows at that, and Hornblower swerved away from the subject. Clearly Leighton was not the sort of admiral to welcome suggestions from his inferiors.

Hornblower hurriedly began to deal with the next days action to the southwestward.

One moment, Captain, said Leighton. You mean you went southward the night before last?

Yes, sir.

You must have passed close to this rendezvous during the darkness?

Yes, sir.

You made no attempt to ascertain whether the flagship had arrived?

I gave orders for a specially good lookout to be kept, sir.

The groove between Leightons eyebrows was very noticeable now. Admirals were always plagued by the tendency of their captains, when on blockade service, to make excuses to get away and act independently  if only because it increased their share of prize money  and obviously Leighton was not merely determined to deal drastically with any such tendency but also he guessed that Hornblower had been careful to arrange his cruise so as to pass the rendezvous at night.

I am extremely annoyed, Captain Hornblower, that you should have acted in such a fashion. I have already admonished Captain Bolton for allowing you to go, and now that I find you were within ten miles of here two nights ago I find it difficult to express my displeasure. I reached the rendezvous that very evening, as it happened, and as a result of your behaviour two of His Majestys ships of the line have been kept idle here for nearly forty eight hours until you should see fit to rejoin. Please understand, Captain Hornblower, that I am very annoyed indeed, and I shall have to report my annoyance to the admiral commanding in the Mediterranean, for him to take any action he thinks necessary.

Yes, sir, said Hornblower. He tried to look as contrite as he could, but his judgment told him that it was not a courtmartial matter  he was covered by Boltons orders  and it was doubtful if Leighton would really carry out his threat of reporting to higher authority.

Please continue, said Leighton.

Hornblower began to describe the action against the Italian divisions. He could see by Leightons expression that he attached little importance to the moral effect achieved, and that his imagination was not powerful enough to allow him to gauge the effect on the Italians of an ignominious retreat before an invulnerable enemy. At Hornblowers suggestion that they had lost five hundred men at least Leighton moved restlessly and exchanged glances with Sylvester  he clearly did not believe him. Hornblower decided discreetly not to put forward his estimate that the Italians had lost at least another five hundred men through straggling and desertion.

Very interesting, said Leighton, a trifle insincerely.

A knock at the cabin door and the entrance of Elliott eased the situation.

The weathers looking very nasty, sir, he said. I was thinking that if Captain Hornblower wishes to rejoin his ship  

Yes, of course, said Leighton, rising.

From the deck they could see black clouds to leeward, rising rapidly against the wind.

Youll only just have time, said Elliott, looking at the sky as Hornblower prepared to go down into his barge.

Yes indeed, said Hornblower. His main anxiety was to get away from the Pluto before anyone noticed that he was leaving Villena behind  the latter, with no understanding of the English conversation, was hanging back on the quarterdeck, and Hornblower was able to scramble down into the boat without anyone thinking of him.

Give way, said Hornblower, before he was fairly seated, and the barge shot away from the Plutos side.

With an admiral and his staff on board, the accommodation, three-decker though she was, must already be strained. The presence of a Spanish colonel would mean that some unfortunate lieutenant would be rendered extremely uncomfortable. But Hornblower could harden his heart to the troubles of the unknown lieutenant.


Chapter XVI
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THE THUNDER WAS already rolling on the horizon when Hornblower set foot on the Sutherlands deck again, although the heat showed no signs of diminishing at present and the wind had dropped away almost to nothing. The black clouds had stretched over the sky nearly overhead, and what blue was left was of a hard metallic tint.

Itll be coming soon, sir, said Bush. He looked complacently upwards; the Sutherlands sail had already been reduced by his orders to topsails only, and now the crew were busy taking a reef in them. But where itll come from, God only knows.

He mopped his sweating forehead; the heat was frightful, and the ship, with no wind to steady her, was heaving painfully on the uneasy sea. The blocks were chattering loudly as she rolled.

Oh, come on, blast you, grumbled Bush.

A breath of air, hot as though from a brick kiln, stole upon them, and the Sutherland steadied for a moment. Then came another, hotter and stronger.

There it comes! said Bush, pointing.

The black sky was suddenly split by dazzling lightning, followed almost instantaneously by a tremendous crash of thunder, and the squall came racing down upon them; they could see its hard, metallic line on the surface of the grey sea. Almost taken aback, the Sutherland shuddered and plunged. Hornblower bellowed orders to the helmsman, and she paid off before it, steadying again. The shrieking wind brought hail with it  hailstones as big as cherries, which bit and blinded and stung, rattling with an infernal din on the decks, and whipping the sea into a yeasty foam whose hiss was audible even through the other noises. Bush held the big collar of his tarpaulin coat up round his face, and tried to shield his eyes with the brim of his souwester, but Hornblower found the keen wind so delicious that he was unconscious of the pain the hailstones caused him. Polwheal, who came running up on deck with his tarpaulin and souwester, had positively to jog his elbow to attract his attention and get him to put them on.

The Pluto, hove to, came drifting down two cables lengths clear of the Sutherlands starboard bow; the big three-decker was even more unhandy and made more leeway than the Sutherland herself. Hornblower watched her and wondered how Villena was feeling now, battened down below with the timbers groaning round him. He was commending himself to the saints, presumably. The Caligula was still up to windward under reefed topsails, her man-o-war pendant blown out stiff and straight as a pole. She was the most weatherly of the three ships, for her British designers had had in mind as principal object the building of a ship to contend with storms  not, as in the case of the Pluto, of cramming the utmost artillery into a given length and beam, nor, as the Dutch designers had been compelled to do in the case of the Sutherland, to give the minimum of draught compatible with a maximum of seaworthiness.

Almost without warning the wind whipped round four whole points, and the Sutherland lurched and plunged, her storm canvas slatting like a discharge of guns, before she paid off again. The hail had given place to torrential rain now, driven along almost horizontally by the howling wind, and the sudden change in the wind called up a short, lumpy sea over which the Sutherland bucked and plunged in ungainly fashion. He looked over to the Pluto  she had been caught nearly aback, but Elliott was handling her well and she had paid off in time. Hornblower felt that he would rather command the flat-bottomed old Sutherland than a clumsy three-decker, ninety eight guns and thirty-two-pounders and first-rates pay notwithstanding.

The wind shrieked at him again, nearly tearing his tarpaulin from his back. The Sutherland trying to lie over on her side in a gale like this was like a cow trying to waltz. Bush was yelling something at him. Hornblower caught the words relieving tackles and nodded, and Bush vanished below. Four men at the wheel, aided by the powerful leverage of the barrel of the wheel, might possibly manage to control it despite the Sutherlands frantic behaviour, but the strain thrown on the tiller ropes would be enormous, and as precautionary measure it would be better to place six or eight men at relieving tackles in the gunroom, to share the strain both on the men at the wheel and on the tiller ropes. A petty officer would have to be posted at the grating nearest the wheel to shout down instructions to the men at the relieving tackles  all highly skilled work, the thought of which made Hornblower bless his own resolution in stripping the East India convoy of seamen.

To windward the horizon was concealed in a pearly mistiness of rare beauty, but to leeward it was clearer, and reaching up to the sky in that direction there was a bar of blue  the mountains of Spain. In that direction there was Rosas Bay, poor shelter with the present southeasterly gale blowing, and closed to British ships in any case because of the French guns mounted there; Rosas was a fortress whose siege and capture by the French had provided Cochrane with opportunities for distinguishing himself a year ago. The northern extremity of Rosas Bay was Cape Creus  the Sutherland had captured the Amelie while the latter was endeavouring to weather this point. Beyond Cape Creus the coast trended away again northwesterly, giving them ample sea room in which to ride out the gale, for these summer storms in the Mediterranean never lasted long, violent though they were.

Flagships signalling, sir, yelled the midshipman of the watch. No. 35, make all sail conformable with the weather.

The Pluto was showing storm staysails as well as her close-reefed topsails; apparently the admiral had decided that Cape Creus was dangerously near, and wished to claw out a little farther to windward in case of emergencies. It was a sensible precaution; Hornblower gave the necessary orders to set the Sutherland on the same course, although it was all that the men at the wheel and relieving tackles could do to keep her from coming up into the wind. The guns crews were busy double-breeching the guns lest the heavings of the ship should cause any to break loose, and there was already a party of men at work on the two chain pumps. The working of the ship was not causing her to take in much water as yet, but Hornblower believed in keeping the well as clear as possible in case the time should come when pumping would be urgently necessary. The Caligula was far to windward already  Bolton was making the fullest use of the weatherly qualities of his ship and was keeping, very properly, as far as possible out of harms way. But the Sutherland and the Pluto were safe enough, always excepting accidents. The loss of a spar, a gun breaking loose, a sudden leak developing, and the situation might be dramatically changed, but at present they were safe enough.

Overhead the thunder was rolling so unceasingly that Hornblower noticed it no longer. The play of the lightning among the black clouds was dazzling and beautiful. At this rate the storm could not last much longer; equilibrium was restoring itself fast. But there would be some flurries yet, and the wind had already kicked up a heavy sea, here in this shallow corner of the Mediterranean; there was plenty of water washing over the main deck as the Sutherland rolled. The air, even the deluges of rain and spray, were exhilarating after the stifling heat of the past few days, and the wind screaming in the rigging made a music which even Hornblowers tone-deaf ear could appreciate. He was surprised that so much time had passed when Polwheal came to tell him his dinner was ready  what dinner there was, with the galley fire extinguished.

When he came on deck again the wind had sensibly diminished, and over to windward there were patches of clear sky to be seen, of a steely green-blue, and the rain had ceased, although the sea was wilder than ever.

Its blown itself out quick enough, sir, said Bush.

Yes, answered Hornblower, but with mental reservation. That steely sky was not the blue of returning calm, and he never yet had known one of these Mediterranean storms die away without at least one expiring effort. And he was still very conscious of Cape Creus on the horizon to leeward. He looked keenly round him, at the Pluto to leeward, veiled in spray, and the Caligula far to windward and her canvas only rarely visible across the tossing grey water.

Then it happened  a sudden howling squall, which laid the Sutherland over and then veered round with astonishing quickness. Hornblower clung to the mizzen weather rigging, bellowing orders. It was wild while it lasted; for a moment it felt as if the Sutherland would never rise again, and then as if she might be driven under stern-foremost as the wind took her aback. It howled and shrieked round them with a violence which it had not yet displayed. Only after a long struggle was the ship brought to the wind again and hove to; the shift in the wind had made the sea lumpier and more erratic than ever, so that she was bucking and plunging in a senseless fashion which made it hard even for those who had spent a lifetime at sea to keep their footing. But not a spar had carried away, and not a rope had parted  clear proof of the efficient work of Plymouth Dockyard and of the seamanship of Bush and Harrison.

Bush was shouting something now, and pointing away over the quarter, and Hornblower followed the gesture with his eyes. The Pluto had vanished, and for a moment Hornblower thought she must have sunk with all hands. Then a breaking wave revealed her, right over on her beam ends, the grey waves breaking clean over her exposed bottom, her yards pointing to the sky, sails and rigging showing momentarily black through the white foam in the lee of her.

Jesus Christ! yelled Bush. The poor devils have gone!

Set the main topmast staysl again! yelled Hornblower back.

She had not sunk yet; there might possibly be some survivors, who might live long enough in the wild sea to grab a ropes end from the Sutherlands deck and who might be hauled on board without being beaten to death; it had to be tried even though it was a hundred to one against one of the thousand men on board being saved. Hornblower worked the Sutherland slowly over towards the Pluto. Still the latter lived, with the waves breaking over her as if she were a half-tide rock. Hornblowers imagination pictured what was happening on board  the decks nearly vertical, with everything carrying away and smashing which could. On the weather side the guns would be hanging by their breechings; the least unsoundness there and they would fall straight down the decks, to smash holes on the opposite side which would sink her in a flash. Men would be crawling about in the darkness below decks; on the main deck the men who had not been washed away would be clinging on like flies on a windowpane, soused under as the waves broke.

Through his levelled glass he caught sight of a speck on the exposed upper side of the Pluto, a speck that moved, a speck which survived the breach of a wave over it. There were other specks, too, and there was a gleam of something in swift regular movement. Some gallant soul had got a party together to hack at the weather shrouds of the main mast, and as the Sutherland closed he saw the shrouds part, and the foremast shrouds as well. With a shuddering roll the Pluto heaved herself out of the water like a whale, water cascading from her scuppers, and as she rolled towards the Sutherland her mizzen mast went as well, on the opposite side. Freed from the overpowering leverage of her top hamper she had managed to recover  naval discipline and courage had won her a further chance of life during the few seconds which had been granted her while she lay on her beam ends. Hornblower could see men still hard at work, hacking madly at the uncut shrouds to free the ship from the wreckage thrashing alongside.

But she was in poor case. Her masts had gone, a few feet from the deck; even her bowsprit had disappeared. And with the loss of their steadying weight the bare hull was rolling insanely, heaving right over until her bottom copper was exposed on one side, and then rolling equally far back again, taking only a few seconds to accomplish a roll which extended through far more than a right angle. The wonder was that she did not roll over and over, as a wooden ninepin might do, floating on its side. Inside the ship it must be like an inferno, like a madmans nightmare; and yet she lived, she floated, with some at least of her crew alive on her decks. Overhead the thunder pealed a final roll. Even westward, to leeward, there was a gap visible through the clouds, and the Spanish sun was trying to break through. The wind was no more now than a strong gale. It was the last hurricane effort of the storm which had done the damage.

And yet that last effort must have endured longer than Hornblower could have guessed. He was suddenly conscious of Cape Creus large upon the horizon, and the wind was driving nearly straight from the ships towards it. It would only be a matter of an hour or two before the dismasted hulk was in the shallows at the foot of the cape where certain destruction awaited her  and to make it doubly certain there were French guns on Cape Creus ready to pound a helpless target.

Mr. Vincent, said Hornblower. Make this signal, Sutherland to flagship. Am about to give assistance. 

That made Bush jump. In that boiling sea, on a lee shore, the Sutherland would find it difficult to give assistance to a mastless hulk twice her size. Hornblower turned upon him.

Mr. Bush, I want the bower cable got out through a stern port. As quickly as you can, if you please. I am going to tow the flagship off.

Bush could only look his expostulations  he knew his captain too well to demur openly. But anyone could see that for the Sutherland to attempt the task was to take her into danger probably uselessly. The scheme would be practically impossible from the start, owing to the difficulty of getting the cable to the Pluto as she rolled and lunged, wildly and aimlessly, in the trough. Nevertheless, Bush was gone before Hornblower could do more than read his expression. With that wind steadily thrusting them towards the land every second was of value.

With her flat bottom and with all her top hamper exposed to the wind the Sutherland was going off to leeward a good deal faster than the Pluto. Hornblower had to work his ship with the utmost care, fighting his way to windward close-hauled before heaving-to and allowing her to drop back again; there was only the smallest margin to spare. The gale was still blowing strongly, and the least clumsiness in handling, the slightest accident to sail or spar, meant danger. Despite the chill of the wind and the steady rain the Sutherlands topmen were sweating freely soon, thanks to the constant active exertion demanded of them by their captain, as he backed and filled, worked up to windward and went about, keeping his ship hovering round the dismasted Pluto like a seagull round a bit of wreckage. And Cape Creus was growing nearer and nearer. From below came a steady tramp and thumps and dragging noises as Bushs party slaved away to haul the ponderous twenty-inch cable aft along the lower gun deck.

Now Hornblower was measuring distances with his eye, and gauging the direction of the wind with the utmost care. He could not hope to haul the Pluto bodily out to sea  it was as much as the Sutherland could do to work herself to windward  and all he intended was to tow her aside a trifle to gain advantage of the respite, the additional sea room which would be afforded by avoiding the cape. Postponement of disaster was always a gain. The wind might drop  probably would  or change, and given time the Plutos crew would be able to set up jury masts and get their ship under some sort of control. Cape Creus was nearly due west, and the wind was a little north of east, the tiniest trifle north. It would be best from that point of view to drag the Pluto away southerly; in that case they stood a better chance of weathering the cape. But southwards from Cape Creus stretched Rosas Bay, limited southward by Cape Bagur, and such a course might drift them under the guns of Rosas, expose them to the annoyance of the gunboats which were probably stationed there, and end in worse disaster than before. Northwards there would be no such danger; the guns at Llanza could not be remounted yet, and there were twenty miles of clear water from the tip of the cape to Llanza anyway. Northwards was safer  if only he could be sure of weathering the cape. Hornblowers imagination was hard at work trying to calculate, on quite insufficient data, the rate of drift he could expect and the possible distance the Sutherland would be able to tow the dismasted three-decker in the time granted. With the data insufficient, imagination was all he had to go upon. He had decided on a northward course when a young seaman came running breathless up to the quarterdeck.

Mr. Bush says the cablell be ready in five minutes, sir, he said.

Right, answered Hornblower. Mr. Vincent, signal to the flagship Stand by to receive a line. Mr. Morkell, pass the word for my coxswain.

A line! The quarterdeck officers stared at each other. The Pluto was plunging and lunging quite irrationally in the trough of the sea. She was still heeling over so as to show her copper before rolling back to bury the white streaks between her gun ports, but in addition, in the irregular sea, she was lunging now forward, now aft, as incalculable whim took her. She was as dangerous to approach as a gun loose on a rolling deck. Any sort of collision between the ships might well, in that sea, send them both incontinently to the bottom.

Hornblower ran his eyes over Browns bulging muscles as he stood before him.

Brown, he said. Ive selected you to heave a line to the flagship as we go down past her. Dyou know anyone in the ship who could do it better? Frankly, now.

No, sir. Cant say as I do, sir.

Browns cheerful self-confidence was like a tonic.

What are you going to use, then?

One o them belayin pins, sir, an a lead line, if I can have one, sir.

Brown was a man of instant decision  Hornblowers heart warmed to him, not for the first time.

Make ready, then. I shall lay our stern as close to the flagships bows as is safe.

At the moment the Sutherland was forging slowly ahead under storm jib and close-reefed topsails, two hundred yards to windward of the Pluto. Hornblowers mind became a calculating machine again, estimating the Sutherlands relative drift down upon the Pluto, the latters drunken reelings and plungings, the Sutherlands present headway, the send of the waves and the chances of a cross-wave intervening. He had to wait for two long minutes before the moment for which he was planning should arrive, his eyes glued upon the Pluto until their relative positions should be exactly what he wanted.

Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower  his mind was too busy for him to be afraid. Back the main topsl.

The Sutherlands way was checked. At once the gap between the two ships began to narrow, as the Sutherland drifted down upon the Pluto  a gap of grey angry water with bearded waves. Fortunately the Pluto was lying fairly constantly in the trough without yawing, only surging forward or back as some unexpected sea struck her. Brown was standing statuesquely on the taffrail, balancing superbly. The lead line was coiled on the deck at his side, attached to the belaying pin which he swung pendulum fashion, idly, from his fist. He made a magnificent picture there against the sky, with no hint of nervousness as he watched the distance dwindle. Even at that moment Hornblower felt a hint of envy of Browns physique and robust self-confidence. The Sutherland was coming down fast upon the Pluto  upon the latters wave-swept forecastle Hornblower could see a group of men waiting anxiously to catch the line. He looked to make sure that Browns assistants were ready with a stouter line to bend on the lead line.

Well do it, by God! said Gerard to Crystal.

Gerard was wrong  at the present relative rates of drift the ships would pass at least ten yards further apart than Brown could be expected to throw the belaying pin and its hampering trailer of line.

Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower coldly, back the mizzen topsl.

The hands were ready at the braces; the order was hardly given before it was executed. The Sutherland was making a tiny trifle of sternway now, and the gap was closing farther still. The Plutos towering bow, lifting to a wave, seemed right upon them. Gerard and Crystal were swearing softly in unison, without the slightest idea of what they were saying, as they watched, fascinated. Hornblower felt the wind blowing cold about his shoulders. He wanted to call to Brown to throw, and with difficulty checked himself. Brown was the better judge of what he could do. Then he threw, with the Sutherlands stern lifting to a wave. The belaying pin flew with the line wavering behind it in the wind. It just reached the Plutos beak-head bows and caught round a remnant of the standing rigging of the bowsprit, where a ragged sailor astride the spar seized it with a wave of his arm. Next moment a wave broke clean over him, but he held on, and they saw him pass the end of the line up to the waiting group on the forecastle.

Done it! shrieked Gerard. Done it, done it, done it!

Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower. Brace the mizzen topsl sharp up.

The line was uncoiling fast from the deck as the Pluto hauled it in; soon the heavier line was on its way out to the dismasted ship. But they had not long to spare; with their different rates of drift it was impossible for Hornblower in that gale to keep the two ships that same distance apart  impossible and dangerous. The Sutherland hove-to and went to leeward faster than the Pluto, close-hauled she forged ahead, and it was Hornblowers task to combine these two factors so that the increasing distance between the ships was kept down to a minimum  a nice algebraic problem in convergent series which Hornblower had to convert into mental arithmetic and solve in his head.

When suddenly the Pluto decided irrationally to rush forward upon the Sutherland he found himself recasting his estimates at the very moment when everyone else was holding his breath and waiting for the collision. Gerard had a couple of parties standing by with spars to try to bear the Pluto off  not that they could have achieved much against her three thousand tons dead weight  and the bight of an old sail filled with hammocks as a fend-off, and there was wild activity on the forecastle of the Pluto as well, but at the very last moment, with blasphemy crackling all round, the dismasted ship suddenly sheered off and everyone breathed again more freely, except Hornblower. If the Pluto could surge in that fashion towards the Sutherland, she could surge away from her also, and if she were to do so while the line was hauling in the twenty-three-inch cable she would part the line for certain and leave the whole business to be done again  and Cape Creus was looming very near now.

Caligula signalling, sir, said Vincent.  How can I help? 

Reply Wait,  said Hornblower over his shoulder to him; he had actually forgotten the Caligulas existence. Bolton would be a fool if he came down unnecessarily to leeward, towards a hostile lee shore.

A mighty splash over the stern indicated that Bush down below was paying out some of the hawser through the after port so as to provide some slack if the Pluto surged away, but the process might be overdone  it was a hemp cable, which sank in water, and to have out too much would imperil the line which was drawing it in. Hornblower leaned over the heaving stern.

Mr. Bush! he bellowed.

Sir! said Bushs voice from below through the open port.

Avast there, now!

Aye aye, sir.

The line was taking the strain now, and the cable was creeping slowly out towards the Pluto like some sea worm. Hornblower watched as it straightened  this was a business demanding calculation as close as any so far. He had to shout his orders for Bush to pay out more cable, or to wait, his eyes on the ships, on the sea, on the wind. The cable was two hundred yards long, but fifty of those lay in the Sutherland herself  the job had to be completed before the ships were a hundred and fifty yards apart. Hornblower only began to feel relieved when he saw the end of the cable curve up out of the sea onto the Plutos bows, and a waving of flags told him that the end had been taken inboard and made fast.

Hornblower looked at the nearing land, felt the wind on his cheek. His earlier calculations were proving correct, and if they held on this tack they would be drifted into Rosas Bay even if they cleared the land.

Mr. Vincent, he said. Signal to the flagship I am preparing to go about on the other tack. 

Gerard looked his amazement. It appeared to him that Hornblower was going to unnecessary trouble and imperilling both ships by this manœuvre  he could see no farther than Cape Creus, only the friendly sea and the dangerous land. With a seamans instinct he wanted to get both ships comfortably under control with sea room under their lee, and he did not stop to consider beyond that. He could see the land and feel the wind, and his reaction to these circumstances was instinctive.

Mr. Gerard, said Hornblower. Go to the wheel. When the strain comes on the hawser  

Gerard did not need to be told about that. With three thousand tons trailing on her stern the Sutherland would behave unlike any ship the quartermasters had ever steered, and extraordinary and unexpected measures would have to be taken to keep her from flying up into the wind. The hawser was tightening already. The bight of it rose slowly out of the sea, straightening like a bar, the water spouting out of it in fountains, while a thunderous creaking below told how the bitts were feeling the strain. Then the cable slackened a trifle, the creaking diminished, and the Sutherland had got the Pluto under way. With every yard they went, and every bit of way the Pluto received, the latter sagged less and less to leeward. As soon as she could answer the helm the strain on the Sutherlands quartermasters would be eased.

Bush came up on the quarterdeck again, his task below completed.

I want you to work the ship, Mr. Bush, when we go about.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush. He looked at the land, and felt the wind, and his thoughts followed an exact parallel to Gerards, but Bush by now never dreamed of doubting his captains judgment in a matter of seamanship. His mental state was now that if Hornblower thought it right, it must be so, and there was no need to wonder about it.

Send the hands to the braces. It must be like lightning when I give the word.

Aye aye, sir.

The Pluto was gathering way, and every yard after this that they made in a southerly direction would be a dead loss when they turned northerly.

Back the mizzen topsl, said Hornblower.

The Sutherland lost way, and the Pluto came steadily forging down upon her. Hornblower could actually see Captain Elliott come running forward to see for himself what was happening. He could not guess what Hornblower was intending.

Have the signal Tack bent and ready to send up, Mr. Vincent.

The Pluto was very near now.

Brace the mizzen topsl up, Mr. Bush.

The Sutherland gathered speed again  she had just the distance allowed by the slackening of the hawser in which to gather way and go about before the tow began to interfere. Hornblower watched the cable and estimated the speed of the ship through the water.

Now, Mr. Bush! That signal, Mr. Vincent!

The helm was put down, the yards braced up, with Rayner forward attending to the fore-topmast staysail. She was coming round, her canvas volleying as she came into the wind; on board the Pluto as they read the signal they had the sense to put their own helm down too, and with steerageway upon her she began to come round a little and allow Hornblower a little more room for his manœuvres. Now the Sutherland was over on the opposite tack, and gathering way, but the Pluto was only halfway round. There would be a terrific jerk in a moment. Hornblower watched the tightening cable rising from the sea.

Stand by, Mr. Gerard!

The jerk came, and the Sutherland shuddered. The drag of the cable across her stern was doing the most fantastic things to her  Hornblower could hear Gerard volleying orders to the quartermasters at the wheel and down the grating to the men at the relieving tackles below. For one palpitating second it seemed as if she must be dragged back and thrown in irons, but Gerard at the wheel and Bush at the braces and Rayner forward fought her tooth and nail. Shuddering, she paid off again, and the Pluto followed her round. They were over on the other tack at last heading northwards towards the comparative security of the Gulf of the Lion.

Hornblower looked at green-topped Cape Creus, close in now, and a little forward of the port beam. It was going to be a very near-run thing, for besides her own natural leeway the Sutherland was being dragged to leeward by the dead weight of the Pluto, and her speed through the water towards safety was diminished by the same dead weight. It was going to be a very near thing indeed. Hornblower stood with the wind howling round him, his busy mind plunged into calculations of drift and distance again. He looked back at the Pluto, not rolling so badly now that she had way on her. The towrope was at an angle to the length of the Sutherland, and the Pluto was at a further angle to the towrope. He could rely on Elliott to make the most economical use of his helm, but the drag on the Sutherland must be tremendous. He ought to try to get a little more speed out of the Sutherland, but with a full gale blowing it was dangerous to spread any more canvas. If a sail were to split or a spar carry away they would be on the shore in no time.

He looked towards the land again, to measure the diminishing distance, and as he looked a warning rose like a ghost out of the sea a cables length away. It was a pillar of water six feet high, which rose from the breast of a wave and vanished as quickly and as mysteriously as it had risen. Hornblower could hardly believe he had seen it, but a glance at Crystals and Bushs faces, intentionally immobile, assured him that he had. A cannon ball had plunged into the water there, calling up that splash, although in the high wind he had neither heard the shot nor seen the smoke from the land. The battery on Cape Creus was firing at him, and he was nearly in range. Soon there would be forty-two-pounder balls coming about his ears.

Flagships signalling, sir, said Vincent.

On board the Pluto they had managed to attach a block to the top of the stump of the foremast and send up a signal; the fluttering flags could be seen clearly from the Sutherlands quarterdeck.

 Flag to Sutherland,  read Vincent.  Cast off  tow  if necessary. 

Reply Submit not necessary. 

They must make more speed through the water, there was no doubt about that. It was an interesting problem in chances, but more of the sort to appeal to a player of hazard than a whist player. To set more sail increased the danger to both ships at the same time as it gave them a greater chance of reaching safety. Yet if he set more sail and lost a spar he still might possibly struggle with the Sutherland out of danger, and the Pluto would be no more lost than she would be if he cast her off ignominiously now.

Mr. Bush, Ill have the reefs shaken out of the fore topsl.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush. He had anticipated the necessity for it, and he had guessed that his captain would choose the bolder course  he was learning fast, even at his age, was Bush.

The topmen went running up the rigging and out along the fore-topsail yard; standing on the swaying foot ropes with the gale howling round them, holding on by their elbows over the yard, they struggled with the reef points. The sail shook itself out with a loud flap, and the Sutherland heeled sharply over under the increased pressure. Hornblower noticed the flat catenary curve of the heavy cable astern flatten itself a trifle more, but the rope gave no sign of breaking under the strain. Despite the increased heel of the ship the men at the wheel were actually finding their task a little easier, for the leverage of the big fore-topsail forward tended to balance the eternal drag of the tow aft.

He glanced at the land just in time to see a puff of smoke from the summit of Cape Creus, blown instantly into invisibility by the gale. Where the shots fell he could not tell at all, for he neither saw nor heard them; the sea was too rough for the splashes to be easily seen. But the fact that the battery was firing showed that they must at least be almost in range  they were circling on the very edge of ruin. Nevertheless, the Sutherland was making better speed through the water, and looking aft he could see preparations advancing on the Plutos deck for setting up a jury main mast. Any fragment of sail which the Pluto could carry would ease the Sutherlands task enormously, and in an hour they might have the work completed. Yet in an hour darkness would come to shield them from the fire of the battery; in an hour their fate would be decided one way or another. Everything depended on the occurrences of the next hour.

The sun had broken through the westerly clouds now, changing the hills and mountains of Spain from grey to gold. Hornblower nerved himself to endure the waiting during the next hour, and the Sutherland and the Pluto came through that hour successfully. At the end of that time they had weathered Cape Creus, and had drawn so far to the northward that the land under their lee had dropped away abruptly from a mile and a half distant to fifteen miles. Night found them safe, and Hornblower very weary.


Chapter XVII
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CAPTAIN HORNBLOWER WILL command the landing party, said Admiral Leighton, finally.

Elliott and Bolton both nodded in entire agreement as they sat round the council table in the Plutos cabin. A landing party six hundred strong, contributed by three ships of the line, was certainly a captains command, and Hornblower was equally certainly the best captain to command it. They had been expecting some such move as this ever since the Pluto had returned refitted from Port Mahon, and Leighton had shifted his flag back into her from the Caligula. The coming and going of Colonel Villena from the shore had heralded it, too. For three weeks the Caligula and the Sutherland had ranged along the coast of Catalonia, and the Pluto returning had brought back welcome fresh provisions, the Sutherlands prize crews, and even a dozen new hands for each ship. With the ships at full strength they might well strike a heavy blow, and the capture of Rosas, if it could be effected, would undoubtedly throw the whole of the French arrangements for the subjection of Catalonia into confusion.

Now, are there any comments? asked the admiral. Captain Hornblower?

Hornblower looked round the big cabin, the cushioned lockers, the silver on the table, Elliott and Bolton gorged with the vast dinner they had consumed, Sylvester with paper and ink before him, Villena in his gaudy yellow uniform staring idly about while the English conversation which he did not understand went on round him. On the bulkhead opposite him hung a portrait of Lady Barbara, a likeness so good as to be startling  Hornblower felt as if he might hear her voice at any moment. He caught himself wondering what they did with it when they cleared for action, tore his thoughts away from Lady Barbara with an effort, and tried as tactfully as he could to show his distaste for the whole scheme.

I think, he said at length, that it might be unwise to trust so entirely to the cooperation of the Spanish army.

There are seven thousand men ready to march, said Leighton. From Olot to Rosas is no more than thirty miles.

But Cerona lies between.

Colonel Villena assures me that there are byroads round the town passable to an army without cannon. He himself, as you know, has made the journey four times.

Yes, said Hornblower. Sending a single horseman was a different proposition entirely from marching seven thousand men by mountain paths. But can we be certain of seven thousand men? And can we be sure that they will come?

Four thousand men would suffice for the siege, said Leighton. And I have General Roviras definite promise to march.

Still they might not come, said Hornblower. He realised it was hopeless to try to argue with a man who had not had personal experience of Spanish promises, and who had not imagination enough to visualise the difficulties of arranging combined action between forces separated by thirty miles of mountainous country. The telltale groove had appeared between Leightons eyebrows.

What alternative do you suggest, then, Captain Hornblower? he asked, impatience evident at having thus to reopen the whole question.

I should suggest that the squadron confine itself to actions within its own strength, without having to depend on Spanish help. The coast battery at Llanza has been reestablished. Why not try that? Six hundred men ought to be able to storm it.

My instructions, said Leighton ponderously, are to the effect that I must act in the closest cooperation with the Spanish forces. Rosas has a garrison of no more than two thousand men, and Rovira has seven thousand only thirty miles away. The main body of the French Seventh Corps is to the southward of Barcelona  we have a week at least in which to effect something against Rosas. From the squadron we can supply heavy guns, men to work them, and more men to head a storming column when we have effected a breach. It appears to me to be an eminently suitable opportunity for combined action, and I quite fail to understand your objections, Captain Hornblower. But perhaps they are not so cogent, now?

I did no more than to state them at your request, sir.

I did not ask for objections, but for comments, or helpful suggestions. I looked for more loyalty from you, Captain Hornblower.

That made the whole argument pointless. If Leighton only wanted servile agreement there was no sense in continuing. He had clearly made up his mind, and on the face of it he had a very strong case. Hornblower knew that his objections were more instinctive than reasoned, and a captain could not very well put forward the plea of greater experience to an admiral.

I can assure you of my loyalty, sir.

Very well. Captain Bolton? Captain Elliott? No comments? Then we can start work at once. Mr. Sylvester will let you have your orders in writing. I trust that we are on the eve of the most resounding success the east coast of Spain has seen since this Spanish war began.

The fall of Rosas would indeed be a resounding success if it could be achieved. As a town with practicable communication with the sea it could hardly be retaken by the French now that there was a strong English squadron on the spot to sustain it. It would be a constant threat to the French communications, a base where Spanish armies from anywhere in the Peninsula could be thrown on shore, of such importance that the Seventh Corps would be bound to cease their attempts at the conquest of Catalonia and concentrate all their strength on the task of retaking it or observing it. But it was Spanish information that there was no French field army within reach. It was a Spanish promise to bring Rovira down from Olot to effect a siege, and a Spanish promise to have transport animals ready to drag the siege train from the landing point.

But with Leighton set upon it, there was nothing for it but to go through with the affair wholeheartedly. If everything went right, they would win a great success, and although Hornblower had never yet heard of a combined operation of war in which everything went right, he could still hope for one, and draft his arrangements for the landing of the siege train from the fleet in accordance with that hope.

Two nights later the squadron came gliding in the early darkness, with the hills and cliffs of the Cape Creus peninsula looming faintly in the distance, to drop anchor together off the sandy cove beside Selva de Mar which had been agreed upon as the best place for landing. Four miles to the westward was the battery at Llanza; five miles to the east was the battery on the end of Cape Creus, and six miles due southward, across the root of the long peninsula of which Cape Creus forms the tip, lay the town of Rosas.

Good luck, sir, said Bush, looming up in the darkness of the quarterdeck as Hornblower made ready to go down into his barge.

Thank you, Bush, answered Hornblower. The punctilious Mr. could be dropped occasionally in unofficial speeches of this sort. But the fact that he found his hand sought and gripped by Bushs large horny one was an indication that Bush took the most serious view of the impending operation.

The barge took him quickly over the placid water which reflected the numberless stars overhead; soon the noise of the gentle waves breaking on the sandy beach was louder than the subdued rumbling of the landing force in process of embarkation. A sharp challenge came from the beach to the approaching boat; it was pleasant to hear that it was worded in Spanish, which made it appear much less likely that it was a French force posted there to oppose a landing, and probable that it was the party of guerrilleros who had been promised. Hornblower stepped ashore, and a group of cloaked figures, just visible in the starlight, came down the beach towards him.

The English captain? asked one of them in Spanish.

Captain Horatio Hornblower, at your service.

I am Colonel Juan Claros, of the third tercio of Catalan migueletes. I bid you welcome in the name of Colonel Rovira.

Thank you. How many men have you here?

My tercio. That is to say a thousand men.

How many animals?

Fifty horses and a hundred mules.

Villena had promised that all northern Catalonia would be swept for draught animals for the siege train. There were four miles of hill paths and a mile of flat plain to be covered between here and Rosas  it would take fifty horses to drag one of the two and a half ton twenty-four-pounders over rough country. Had there been fewer animals than this Hornblower would have refused to move, but the Spaniards had provided the barest minimum necessary.

Take the barge back, said Hornblower to Longley. The landing can proceed.

Then he turned again to Claros.

Where is Colonel Rovira?

He is over beyond Castellon, closing in on Rosas.

What is his force?

He has every Spaniard able to carry arms in northern Catalonia, Captain, except for my tercio. Seven thousand men at least.

Hm.

That was exactly according to plan. The army was to be under the walls at dawn, and to be joined as quickly as possible by the siege train, so that the battering could start without delay immediately upon the alarm being given. There was only the barest minimum of time available to reduce Rosas before the main French army could come up from Barcelona. Hornblower felt that he must make every effort to carry out his part of the programme, since the Spaniards were adhering so closely to theirs.

Have you any patrol watching Rosas? asked Hornblower.

A squadron of regular cavalry. They will give the alarm if any sortie comes from the fortress.

Excellent.

He would not be able to get the guns far from the beach before dawn, and by that time Rovira would have hemmed Rosas in, while any hitch would be reported by the cavalry. It was a good piece of organisation. Hornblower felt he had misjudged the Spaniards, or perhaps these Catalan irregulars were better soldiers than the ordinary Spanish army  which was not unlikely.

The steady splash of oars heralded the approach of the boats of the squadron; the leading ones were up to the beach and the men in them came tumbling out, stirring up a faint phosphorescence in the water. The white cross-belts of the marines showed up in startling contrast with their red coats, which appeared black in the faint light.

Major Laird!

Sir!

Take a party to the top of the cliff. Post your pickets where you think best, but remember your orders. Allow nobody out of earshot.

Hornblower wanted to have a solid disciplined force out as a screen in front of him, not trusting Spanish precautions against surprise, but in darkness, with three languages  Spanish, Catalan, and English  in use, he did not want to risk any muddle or misunderstanding. It was the sort of minor technical difficulty which could not be appreciated by an admiral without experience. The longboats with the guns were grounding far out in the shallows. Men were already hauling into position the rough landing pontoon of spars lashed into rafts, the outer sections buoyed up by casks, which Hornblower had had prepared. Cavendish, the first lieutenant of the Pluto, was doing this part of the work thoroughly well and without troubling Hornblower for orders.

Where are the horses and mules, Colonel?

Up above.

I shall want them down here shortly.

It was only a matter of minutes for most of the material to be brought ashore, even though a thousand rounds of shot for the twenty-four-pounders  a hundred rounds per gun, one days consumption  weighed over ten tons. Three hundred seamen and three hundred marines, working under naval discipline, could land ten tons of shot, and the necessary powder barrels, and the beef and bread for one days rations, in no time worth mentioning. It was the guns which presented the greatest difficulty. The first of the ten twenty-four-pounders was only now being coaxed onto the pontoon, for it was a desperate business to run it up the brief ramp from the platform built on the thwarts, where it had been precariously perched during its passage from the ship, over the boats gunwale. The pontoon sank under its ponderous weight until its surface was awash. Two hundred men, thigh-deep in water, tailed onto the dragropes which were attached to the gun, and, floundering and splashing, their feet seeking foothold in the soft sand below and finding none, they gradually hauled the thing towards the beach.

Like all guns Hornblower had ever seen, it behaved with a pigheaded obstinacy that might have been instigated by infernal powers with a perverted sense of humour. Although it had been fitted, by Hornblowers orders, with specially large trucks to make it more easy to surmount inequalities of surface, it caught and stuck, over and over again, in its passage over the spars. Handspikes and crowbars were handled diligently in the dark by Cavendish and his men to coax it over the inequalities. And then it would slew round, with Cavendish bellowing to the men to avast, for fear lest the maddening thing should run clean off the platform into the water alongside; only when it had been pushed and heaved straight again could the men tail onto the dragropes once more. There were ten of these guns, Hornblower reflected, and four miles of paths, uphill and down, over which they had to be dragged.

He had had the base of the pier prolonged over the sand by further rafts of timber laid out there, right up to where the sand gave place to the rocky bottom of the steep combe which seamed the cliff here and led to the summit. The horses and mules, each with a man at its head whose rags were obvious in the darkness, were waiting here in a great herd, but of course the Spaniards, although they knew they had come to drag guns, had provided no sort of harness for the operation.

Here, you men, said Hornblower, turning to a waiting group of sailors. Theres plenty of line over there. Harness up these horses to the gun. You can find some spare canvas if you look for it.

Aye aye, sir.

It was quite fantastic to see what seamen could turn their hands to. They fell to work with a will, knotting and tying. The English words they used may have sounded strange to the Spanish horses ears as they wheeled the animals into position, but they seemed to be effective enough. Even the horse-holders, gabbling Catalan, pushed and shoved until they were more help than hindrance. Whinnying and clattering in the darkness  barely relieved by the light of a dozen lanterns  the puzzled brutes were got into line. Rope collars padded with canvas were slipped over their heads, rope traces were passed back to the eyebolts in the gun carriage.

Avast! roared one of the sailors just as the strain was beginning to come on. This beggars got his starboard leg over the line!

By the time the second gun had reached the waters edge they were ready to start hauling up the first. Whips cracked and sailors shouted. The horses plunged as they sought foothold in the sand, but the gun began to move, with a vast creaking and crackling of timber under the trucks. The movement was spasmodic and jerky, and when they began to breast the steep slope of the combe it died away altogether. Twenty Spanish horses, underfed and undersized, could not haul that gun up the slope.

Mr. Moore, said Hornblower, irritably. See that that gun is hauled up.

Aye aye, sir.

A hundred men on dragropes as well as twenty horses managed it, aided by a party behind with crowbars to help over the worst inequalities and to sprag the wheels with rocks at moments when neither men nor horses could pull for another second. Hornblower felt he had really accomplished a great deal when he stood on the summit, with dawn creeping out of the sea, and looked at the line of ten guns, and the mountain of stores, which had been all dragged up in the course of the night.

The gradual coming of the light enabled him to look about him. Down below was the golden beach, dotted with details of the landing party, and beyond that the blue sea, with the ships of the squadron rolling to their anchors. On his own level the summit of the peninsula stretched in a rocky uneven expanse before him. Over to his right the rock broke completely through in a vast table-topped hill, but southward, in the direction of Rosas, which he would have to follow, a narrow goat path wound through the low scrub of arbutus bushes. Claros beside him was revealed as a lean man, sunburnt to the colour of tobacco, with a long black moustache above an excellent set of white teeth, which he displayed in a smile.

I have a horse for you, Captain.

Thank you, Colonel. That is very kind of you.

There were a few brown figures creeping dispiritedly about the rocks; in the dips between the low crests there were brown masses which were just beginning to disintegrate in the sunlight from huddles of sleeping men into sleepy groups, who, still clutching their blankets about them, moved aimlessly here and there. Hornblower regarded his allies with a disfavour which was not diminished by the fact that it was exactly what he had anticipated, and which was intensified by his sleepless night.

Would you be so kind, he said, as to send a message to Colonel Rovira, telling him that we are about to march on Rosas, and that I hope to reach there with at least some of the guns at noon?

Certainly, Captain.

And I must ask you for the help of your men in the transport of my guns and stores.

Claros looked more dubious at that, and more dubious still when he was told that of his men four hundred would be needed to help with the guns while another four hundred would have to carry a twenty-four-pound cannon ball each all the way to Rosas. Hornblower overrode his objections a little crossly.

And after that, Colonel, he said, they will have to return here for more. I was promised a sufficiency of pack animals; if you do not supply me with four-legged ones, I must use those with two. Now, if you please, I want to get the column started.

Ten horses or mules to every gun, with a hundred men at the dragropes. A hundred men ahead to labour on the task of improving the path, rolling rocks out of the way and filling up holes. Four hundred men carrying cannon balls, some of them leading the pack mules with gunpowder kegs slung over their backs. Claros looked still more askance when it became apparent that every man of his tercio would be at work, while Hornblower proposed to leave two hundred of his marines free of any labouring duty.

That is how I wish it arranged, Colonel. If you do not like it, you can try to find a Spanish battering train.

Hornblower was determined upon keeping a substantial portion of his disciplined force closed up and ready for an emergency, and his determination was obvious enough to silence Claros protests.

There was already an outcry behind them when the mules were being loaded up. Hornblower strode over with Claros at his heels, to find a Spanish officer threatening Gray with a drawn sword, his ragged guerrilleros behind him handling their muskets.

Whats all this? What is happening here? demanded Hornblower, first in English and then in Spanish. Everybody turned to him all speaking at once, like schoolboys in a playground dispute. The officers explosive Catalan was almost incomprehensible to him, and he turned to listen to Gray.

Its like this, sir, said the masters mate, displaying a lighted cigar in his hand. This Dago lieutenant here, sir, he was a-smoking this while we was loading up the mules. I says to him, very respectful, sir, No smoking in the magazine, sir, but he didnt take no notice, not understanding, maybe. So I says to him, I says, No smokingo, magazino, senor, an he just blew out a puff of smoke and turned his back on me. So I took away his cigar, an he drew his sword, sir.

Claros had at the same time heard his officers explanation, and Claros and Hornblower faced each other.

Your sailor has insulted my officer, said Claros.

Your officer has been very foolish, said Hornblower.

It seemed like an impasse.

Look, sir, said Gray, suddenly. He pointed to one of the barrels swinging against the ribs of the patient mule who bore it. It was slightly stove, and a thin black trickle of powder had run from it. There was powder on the mules flank, powder on the ground. The danger of fire was obvious, must be obvious even to a Catalan. Claros could not suppress a half smile as he looked.

My sailor acted hastily, said Hornblower, but I think you will admit, Colonel, that he was in part justified. He will tender a profound apology, and then, perhaps, you will issue strict orders against smoking near the powder.

Very well, said Claros.

Hornblower turned to Gray.

Say to the officer, God save our gracious King, senor. Say it humbly.

Gray looked startled.

Go on, man, said Hornblower, testily. Do what I say.

God save our gracious king, senor, said Gray, in a tone that was at least unnatural, if not humble.

The man wishes to express to you his profound regret for his rudeness, explained Hornblower to the officer, and Claros nodded approvingly, spat out a couple of brief orders, and turned away. The crisis was over, and no feelings hurt on either side. The sailors were grinning and cheerful, while the Catalans looked proudly down upon the lighthearted barbarians.


Chapter XVIII
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CAPTAIN HORNBLOWER CHECKED his horse on the top of the last of the hitherto interminable rocky undulations. The August sun was blazing overhead, and innumerable flies plagued him and his horse and his companions. At his side rode Claros, behind them Longley and Brown sat uneasily their rawboned Rosinantes along with the three Spanish staff officers. Far back along the path was a solid block of scarlet, where Major Laird had his marines formed up as an advanced guard, while here and there on the grey-green hills scarlet dots showed where he had posted pickets as a precaution against surprise. Farther back still could be seen a caterpillar of men, naked to the waist, labouring at their task of improving the path for the guns, and beyond that a sort of multiple caterpillar with a black dot at the end showed where the first gun had reached. In five hours it had travelled little more than three miles. Hornblower, looking up at the sun, saw that he had an hour and a half left in which to keep his appointment  in which to haul his guns over a mile of rock and over a mile of the plain which lay below him. He felt a twinge of conscience at the thought that he would probably be a little late with the first of the guns, and he certainly would not be able to open fire against the walls before five or six oclock in the evening.

There below him, a mile away but seemingly much nearer in the clear air, lay the town of Rosas. Hornblower could recognise all the features of the place which his map indicated. To the right was the citadel  from his elevated position Hornblower could see the pentagonal outline of its grey ramparts, with the blue sea behind. In the centre was the town itself, a single long street lying close to the shore, with a line of earthworks guarding it on the landward side. To the left was the high tower of Fort Trinidad on the other flank. The weakest point was undoubtedly the centre, but it would be of little use assailing that, as the citadel and the Trinidad could hold out independently. The best course would be to take the bull by the horns and breach and storm the citadel by an attack delivered from close by the waters edge. The town could not be held if the citadel fell, although the Trinidad might cause further trouble.

Hornblower had allowed his thoughts to run away with him. He had been so busy planning the reduction of Rosas that he had not even noticed the general peacefulness of the scene. The tri-coloured flags flapped idly from the flagstaffs in the citadel and the Trinidad, and they were the most warlike things in sight. There was no sign on the bare plain of any besieging army. Meanwhile it could only be a question of hours before the garrison discovered how near to them lay a valuable convoy, and how weak was the force guarding it.

Where is the army of Catalonia? Hornblower demanded angrily, of Claros. He received a deprecatory shrug of the shoulders.

I do not know, Captain.

To Hornblower it meant that his precious convoy, and his far more precious landing party, were strung out over three miles of country within easy reach of any column which the governor of Rosas might send out.

You told me Colonel Rovira was marching on Rosas last night!

He seems to have been delayed.

The messenger  the one you said you would send at dawn  has he returned?

Claros, by a raising of his eyebrows and a jerk of the head, passed this question on to the chief of staff.

He did not go, said this officer.

What? said Hornblower in English. He had to fight down his bewilderment and struggle with his dazed senses in order to speak Spanish again. Why not?

It would have put the officer to unnecessary trouble, said the chief of staff. If Colonel Rovira comes, he comes. If he cannot, no message of ours will bring him.

Hornblower pointed over to the right. In a fold of the hills a line of some fifty picketed horses and a few groups of seated men indicated the position of the squadron of cavalry which had been watching the town since yesterday.

Why did they not report that Colonel Rovira had not arrived? he demanded.

The officer commanding had my orders to report when he did arrive, answered Claros.

He was showing no signs of indignation at the barely concealed contempt in Hornblowers expression, but Hornblower kept his rage in hand for a little longer in his endeavour to keep the enterprise alive.

We are in a very considerable danger here, he said.

Claros shrugged his shoulders again at the Englishmans timidity.

My men are used to the mountains. If the garrison comes out to attack us we can get away by goat paths over there, he answered, pointing away to the precipitous sides of the mesa in the distance. They will never dare to follow us there, and if they did they would never catch us.

But my guns? My men?

In war there is always danger, said Claros, loftily.

Hornblowers answer was to turn to Longley.

Ride back at once, he said to the boy. Halt the guns. Halt the convoy. Halt every man on the path. Nothing is to move a yard farther without orders from me.

Aye aye, sir.

Longley wheeled his horse round and clattered off; the boy had somewhere learned to ride well before coming to sea. Claros and his staff, Hornblower and Brown, all watched him go, and then turned back to face each other. The Spaniards could guess what were the orders that had been given him.

Not a gun or a man of mine will stir, said Hornblower, until I see Colonel Roviras army on the plain there. Will you be good enough to send a message to him now?

Claros tugged at his long moustache and then gave the order to his staff; his junior officers argued sulkily with each other before one of them took the note written by the chief of staff and set off with it. Clearly no one relished the prospect of a ride of perhaps twenty miles under a hot sun in search of Roviras column.

It is nearly the hour for dinner, said Claros. Will you have my mens food served out to them, Captain?

Hornblowers jaw dropped at that. He had thought nothing more could surprise him, and he was proved wrong. Claros tobacco-brown face gave no indication that he thought there was anything other than what was strictly ordinary in his assumption that his thousand men were to feed on the stores laboriously landed from the squadron. It was on the tip of Hornblowers tongue to refuse pointblank, but he stopped to consider. He guessed that if they were not fed, Claros men would simply melt away in search of food, and there was still a faint chance that Rovira might arrive and the siege be taken in hand. For the sake of that chance, it was as well to make this concession and make the most of the few hours granted them before their presence should be discovered.

I will give orders for it, he said, and the dignified colonels expression showed no change at either demanding or receiving favours from the Englishman with whom he had just been on the verge of quarrelling.

Soon sailors and Catalans were all of them eating heartily. Even the squadron of cavalry smelt food from afar, like vultures, and rode hastily back to join in the feast, leaving only an unhappy half dozen to continue the watch over Rosas. Claros and his staff seated themselves in a group ministered to by orderlies. And as was to be expected, comida was followed by siesta  after a vast meal every Spaniard stretched himself in the shade which the scrub afforded, and snored, flat on his back, with a Peninsular disregard for the flies which buzzed over his open mouth.

Hornblower neither ate nor slept. He dismounted and gave his horse over into Browns charge, and then hobbled up and down on his hilltop looking down at Rosas, with his heart full of bitterness. He had written carefully to the admiral to explain the reason of his halt  carefully, because he did not want to appear to belong to the type of officer who sees difficulties at every turn  and the answer had simply enraged him. Was it not possible, Leighton had asked in his reply, to attempt something against the fortress with the fifteen hundred men he had in hand? Where was General Rovira? The tone of that question indicated that Hornblower was somehow at fault regarding Roviras nonarrival. Captain Hornblower must remember the need to work in the closest and most cordial cooperation with Englands allies. The squadron could not possibly continue to supply Claros force with food for long; Hornblower must tactfully call Colonel Claros attention to the need for drawing upon his own sources of supplies. It was highly important that the arrival of the British squadron should be signalised by a great success, but on no account was any operation to be undertaken which might imperil the safety of the landing party. Leightons letter was a completely futile piece of writing, having regard for the present facts, but a Court of Inquiry who knew none of them would consider it eminently sane and sensible.

Begging your pardon, sir, said Brown, suddenly. The Froggies down there is on the move.

Startled, Hornblower looked down at Rosas. There were three serpents issuing out of the fortress  three long narrow columns of troops creeping out onto the plain, one each from the citadel, the village, and the Trinidad. A hoarse shout from the Spanish cavalry picket proclaimed that they had seen the same phenomenon; the little party left their post and rode headlong back to the scattered Spanish army. Hornblower went on staring for two more minutes; the columns showed no sign of ending, but wound on interminably out of the fortifications. Two were heading towards him, while the one from the citadel was taking a different route, off to his right, with the clear intention of cutting off the Spanish retreat to the mainland. Hornblowers eye caught the flash of musket barrels in the sunlight; still the columns were winding out  there must be a thousand men at least in each. The Spanish information which had estimated the garrisons strength as two thousand as a maximum must be as faulty as all the rest.

Claros came clattering up with his staff to gaze out over the plain. He paused only for an instant to take in the significance of what he saw  every man with him pointed simultaneously to the outflanking column  and then he wheeled about and spurred back again. As he wheeled his eyes met Hornblowers; they were expressionless as ever, but Hornblower knew what he intended. If he abandoned the convoy and marched his men with all haste for the mesa, he could just get away in time, and he was set upon it. Hornblower knew in that instant that there was not the least use appealing to him to cover the retreat of the convoy, even if the Catalans were steady enough to fight a rearguard action against greatly superior numbers.

The safety of the landing party was dependent solely on its own exertions, and there was not a moment to be lost. Hornblower scrambled onto his horse  the heads of the French columns were well out onto the plain now, and some would be soon ascending the steep escarpment of the plateau  and dashed back after Claros. Then, as he neared the place where Major Laird had his marines already drawn up into line, he checked the pace of his weary horse to a sober trot. It would never do to display too much haste or anxiety. That would only unsteady the men.

And he had a difficult problem to decide, too. The obvious best course was to abandon everything, guns, stores, and all, and march his men back to the ships headlong. The lives of trained seamen were too valuable to be lightly thrown away, and if he did as common sense directed he would have every man safely on board before the French column caught them up; in any matter-of-fact scale of relative values even a few seamen were worth more than ten twenty-four-pounders, and their ammunition and whatever foodstuffs had been landed. Yet in war the matter-of-fact frequently held only second place. A headlong flight to the ships, and abandonment of guns and stores, would depress the spirits of the men inordinately; a fighting retreat with next to no loss would raise them. He made up his mind as he halted his horse beside Major Laird.

Well have three thousand French on us in an hour, Laird, he said quietly. Youll have to hold them back while we get the stores on board again.

Laird nodded. He was a tall red-faced Scot, red-haired and inclined to stoutness; his cocked hat was tilted back off his forehead and he mopped his face with a lilac-coloured silk handkerchief which clashed dreadfully in the sunlight with his red coat and sash.

Aye, he said. Well do that.

Hornblower spared a second to glance down the double lines of marines, the homely brown faces under the shakos, and the white cross-belts in Euclidean line. The disciplined composure the marines displayed was comforting and reassuring. He kicked his heels into the shaggy sides of his horse and trotted down the path. Here came Longley, tearing back on his pony.

Ride to the beach, Longley. Tell the admiral it is necessary to reembark the men and stores, and ask that all the boats of the squadron should be ready to take us off.

A column of Spaniards was already hurrying off in disorderly fashion up a cross path towards the mainland. A Spanish officer was collecting the remainder of his men; a British petty officer was looking on in puzzled fashion as they unhitched a team of horses from one of the guns and began to lead them away.

Stop! shouted Hornblower, riding up in the nick of time and delving hurriedly into his mind for adequate Spanish. We shall keep those horses. Here, Shelton, Drake, bring those horses back. Brown, ride on. Tell every officer that the Spaniards can go, but theyre not to take a mule or horse with them.

There were sullen looks among the Spaniards. In a country in whose every corner war had raged bitterly for two years draught and pack animals were of the utmost imaginable value. The meanest Spanish peasant in the ranks knew it, knew that the loss of those animals would mean an empty belly for him in some new campaign a month off. But the British sailors were equally determined. They handled their pistols and cutlasses with every intention of using them if necessary, and the Spaniards remembered the French column which was marching to cut off their retreat. All down the path they abandoned the animals and drew off, sulkily, while Hornblower kicked his weary horse into renewed activity, as he rode along, turning back towards the beach all the guns and material which had been dragged so far with such exertion. He reached the head of the steep gully and rode down it to the beach. On that tranquil afternoon the sea was blue and smooth like enamel; far out the squadron rode peacefully at anchor, and below him lay the golden sand of the beach, while over the enamelled surface plied the boats of the squadron like huge beetles. All round him grasshoppers were singing deafeningly. The beach party was already hard at work reembarking the beef barrels and bread bags piled there. He could safely leave this part of the work to Cavendish, and he turned back again and rode up the gully. At the top a party of seamen arrived with the first of the mule train. He left orders for the animals to be brought back to the guns as soon as their loads were taken off, and rode on.

The nearest gun was within half a mile of the gully, men and horses labouring to drag it up the path  for this half mile the land sloped away fairly steeply inland from the top of the cliffs. The men gave him a cheer, and he waved his hand and tried to sit his horse as if he were an accomplished rider; it was comforting to think that Brown behind him was an even worse horseman, so that the contrast might help. Then a distant pop-pop-popping, its tone unnatural in the heated air, told him that Lairds rearguard was in action.

He rode hastily along the path, Brown and Longley at his heels, past the other gun teams labouring on the steep hillsides, towards the firing. At one point along the path there was a long line of cannon balls, lying where the Spanish carrying party had dropped them when the alarm came. Those would have to be lost  there was no chance at all of getting them back to the ships. He arrived unexpectedly at the scene of the firing. Here the country was a succession of short steep ups and downs, the rocky soil covered with a dense undergrowth, amid which grasshoppers were still singing loudly through the musketry. Laird had his men strung out along the summit of one of the major ridges; Hornblower came upon him standing on a lump of rock overlooking the path, the lilac handkerchief still in one hand and his sword in the other, and muskets banging away all along the ridge on either side of him. He had the air of a man completely enjoying himself, and he looked down at Hornblower with the irritation of a man disturbed while composing a work of art.

All well? asked Hornblower.

Aye, said Laird, and then, grudgingly, come up and see for yourself.

Hornblower got off his horse and scrambled up the rock, balancing precariously on its slippery summit beside the major.

Yell observe, said Laird, academically, and rolling his rs, that formed troops must keep to the paths in this terrain. Moreover, detached skirmishes lose their sense of direction rapidly, and this thorny vegetation is admirably adapted to hinder free movement.

From the rock Hornblower looked down upon a sea of green  the nearly impenetrable maquis which clothes the stony hillsides of Mediterranean Spain  through which the red coats of the marines, shoulder-deep in the scrub, were hardly visible. Here and there puffs of white smoke, drifting over the surface, marked where recently there had been firing. On the opposite hillside there were other puffs of smoke and faint stirrings among the undergrowth. Hornblower saw white faces, and blue coats, and sometimes even white breeches over there where the French struggled through the thorny scrub. Much farther back he could see part of a column of troops waiting on a section of the path. Two or three musket bullets came buzzing through the air close over his head.

We are quite safe here, said Laird, until the enemy turns our flank. If ye look over there to the right, yell observe a French regiment advancing along a path roughly parallel to this one. As soon as it reaches that thorn tree there, we shall have to retreat and take up a fresh position and leave them all their work to do again. Fortunately that path is only a sheep track of uncertain direction. It may never reach that thorn tree.

Hornblower could see a long line of French shakos bobbing along above the maquis as he followed Lairds pointing finger; its loops and winds showed that the path must be, as Laird had suggested, a mere chance sheep track. Another bullet buzzed past them.

The French standard of musketry, said Laird, is lower now even than it was at Maida, where I had the honour of being engaged as an officer on Sir John Stuarts staff. Those fellows have been firing at me for half an hour now without hitting me, nor even with the remotest chance of hitting me. But with two of us up here the possibility is doubled. I would recommend you, sir, to descend and devote your attention to accelerating the march of the convoy.

They looked at each other keenly. Hornblower knew quite well that the command of the rearguard was Lairds duty, in which he should not interfere as long as it was properly performed. It was the fear of being thought afraid which made him hesitate to descend. As he stood, he felt his cocked hat struck a violent blow which twisted it on his head so that it toppled off; with an instinctive grab he caught it as it fell.

That outflanking column, said Laird, steadily, is about to reach the thorn tree. I must ask you officially, sir  he dragged out the long word into offeeecially to go back before I call on my men to retreat. Our retirement will necessarily be hurried.

Very well, Major, said Hornblower, grinning despite himself, and slipping down from the rock with all the dignity he could muster. He got on his horse and trotted down the path again; he examined his hat with a little thrill of pride to see that the bullet had hit the gold loop at the front, passing within two inches of his head, and he had felt no fear. Where the path crossed the summit of the next ridge he drew rein again; the musketry in the rear had suddenly became more intense. He waited, and then a detachment of marines came running along the path with Captain Morris at their head. They had no attention to spare for him as they turned aside and plunged into the undergrowth on either side of the path, seeking points of vantage from which their fire would cover the retreat of their comrades. The musketry fire spluttered out abruptly, and then up the path they came, Laird at their head, half a dozen men under a young lieutenant bringing up the rear and turning to keep back the nearest enemy with warning shots.

Confident that the rearguard was under efficient direction, Hornblower was able to ride on to where the rearmost gun was standing stubbornly at the foot of a slope. The weary horses were plunging and slipping on the rocky surface as they strove to drag the thing up under the urgings of the sailors, but now there were only half a dozen seamen in place of the fifty Spaniards who had helped to drag it from the beach. They were reduced to heaving the gun up the slope foot by foot with crowbars; their naked ribs  most of them had thrown off their shirts  were glistening with sweat. Hornblower racked his brains for the appropriate thing to say.

Heave away, my lads. Boney hasnt any guns as good as these. Dont let the Dagoes give him a birthday present.

The column of Spaniards could now be seen like a long worm ascending the precipitous sides of the mesa. They had made their escape. Hornblower, looking after them, felt a sudden feeling of hatred for them and the race they represented. They were a proud nation, yet never so proud as to disdain favours from others, hating foreigners only a little more than they hated each other, ignorant, misgoverned, misusing the wealth with which nature had endowed their country; Spain was a natural prey to any stronger nation. France had made this attempt at conquest, and it was only Englands jealousy which was defeating it. Sometime in the future the country would be torn to pieces in the strife between Liberals and Conservatives, and at some period in that struggle the European powers would find sufficient accord to seize upon the fragments. Civil war and foreign aggression, centuries of them, perhaps, constituted the future of Spain unless the Spaniards set their house in order.

He brought back his mind with an effort from profitless speculation on the future to deal with the petty problems in hand  detailing the returning mule teams to assist in dragging the guns, portioning out the failing strength of his men so as to make the best speed with the mass of material yet remaining; the spluttering musketry to the rear told how men were suffering wounds and death for the sake of preserving it from the enemy. He sternly cast out the doubts which assailed him as to whether the gesture were worth the price, and kicked his exhausted horse into a last effort as he clattered along the path.

Half the guns were on the beach at last  for the final run down the steep gully to the sand little exertion was needed  and the remainder was fast nearing the head of the gully. The beach was cleared of all the stores that had been landed, and the first gun was even now being dragged along the landing pier for transfer to the ships. Cavendish, in command at the beach, came up to Hornblower.

What about the horses and mules, sir?

Shipping a hundred and fifty animals would be as difficult a task as shipping the guns, and they would be an intolerable nuisance on board. Certainly they must not be allowed to fall into the hands of the French; in Spain at the present time they were the most valuable form of booty. The sensible thing to do would be to cut the brutes throats on the beach. Yet they were enormously valuable. If only they could be got away, and kept alive on board for a few days, they might be landed again and handed back to the Spaniards. To slaughter the wretched beasts would have as bad a moral effect on the men as losing the guns. Crushed biscuit would feed them on board  from the look of them it would be better fare than they had experienced for some time  and the freshwater problem was hardly insurmountable. In the rear Laird was still fighting his successful rearguard action, and the sun was fast setting over the mesa.

Send them on board with the other stores, said Hornblower, at last.

Aye aye, sir, said Cavendish, allowing no shade of expression in his face to hint at his conviction that mules were far more trouble than guns to coax into small boats and to heave up into the ships.

The work went on. One of the guns, with the malicious ingenuity of all its tribe, fell over and dismounted itself during its passage down the gully, but the men did not allow the accident to delay them long. With crowbars they heaved the huge mass of iron down the slope and over the sand, rolling it, like a barrel, along the pier and into the longboat awaiting it. The ships had tackle which would make light of its weight and would remount it in no time. Hornblower gave up his horse to be led to the waters edge and to be coaxed into a boat, while he walked away along the summit of the cliff to take his stand on a high point from which he could overlook both the beach and the head of the gully where Laird would make his final stand.

Run to Major Laird, he said to Brown. Tell him everything is on the beach now.

Ten minutes later events suddenly moved with a rush. Brown must have met the marines in their final movement of retreat, for the scarlet uniforms came pouring back up the path, to take up their position along the summit of the cliff, their line reaching nearly to where Hornblower was standing. The French were hard on their heels; Hornblower could see their uniforms moving through the scrub, and the musketry popped furiously along the line.

Look out, sir! called Longley, suddenly. He pushed his captain violently in the ribs, jostling him off the flat rock on which he was standing. Hornblower heard two or three bullets pass over his head as he struggled to keep his footing, and at the same moment a group of French infantry, fifty or more, came bursting out of the bush, running hard for them. They were between Hornblower and the nearest marines; the only way of escape was down the steep face of the cliff, and he had no more than a second in which to make up his mind to take it.

This way, sir! squeaked Longley. Down here!

Longley dropped like a monkey to a narrow ledge below, beckoning him down with waving arms. Two blue-coated infantrymen were close upon him, their bayonets levelled; one of them was shouting something which Hornblower could not understand. He turned and jumped after Longley, his feet just reaching the ledge a dozen feet below; and he swayed there with a vertical drop of over a hundred feet below him. Longley caught his arm, and, leaning outwards, scanned the descent keenly and yet with a nightmare coolness.

This is the best way, sir. You see that bush? If we can reach that, we ought to get over there. Theres a bit of a gully there joining the big one. Shall I go first, sir?

Yes, said Hornblower.

A musket banged over his head and he felt the wind of the bullet  the French were leaning over the top of the cliff firing down at them. Longley braced himself, and then leaped wildly along the face of the cliff, slid down it in a cloud of dust and fragments, and caught the stout bush he had pointed out to Hornblower. Then, moving cautiously away from it, he found an inequality on which to rest, and from there beckoned again to his captain. Hornblower tried to nerve himself for the leap, and then drew back. Another bullet  it actually struck the ledge close to his feet. Hornblower plunged heavily from the end of the ledge, turning his face to the cliff. He felt the rock tearing at his clothes as he slid. Then he crashed into the bush and grasped it madly, his feet seeking foothold.

Now, over here, sir. Catch hold of that lump with your hands. Put your foot into that crack, sir. No! Not that foot! Tother one!

Longleys voice went up into a squeak like a bats in the excitement as he edged himself along the cliff and at the same time instructed his captain where to put his hands and feet. Hornblower clung to the cliff face like a fly on a windowpane. His hands and arms were aching already  the activities of two days and a night had already drained his strength. A bullet whacked into the rock between him and the midshipman, a chip which it displaced struck his knee a sharp tap. He looked down, and his head swam at the sight of the drop below him. In his exhausted state he felt he would gladly loose his hold and drop down to the quick death awaiting him.

Come on, sir! said Longley. Not much more now, sir. Dont look down!

He recalled himself to sanity. Changing foothold and handhold inch by inch, he shuffled along in accordance with Longleys instructions.

Just a minute, said Longley. Are you all right, sir? Wait here while I go and have a look.

Hornblower clung on with aching arms and legs. He kept his face against the cliff, stupid with fatigue and fear. Then he heard Longley beside him again.

Its all right, sir. Theres only one nasty bit. Get your feet down onto that knob, there. Where that bit of grass is.

They had to get past a projecting boss in the face of the cliff; there was one awful second when Hornblower had no foothold, and with his legs dangling had to stretch to a new handhold.

They cant see us here, sir. You can rest a bit, if youd like to, said Longley solicitously.

Hornblower lay on his face in the shallow depression which grooved the cliff, conscious for a space of nothing save the cessation of strain. Then with a rush he remembered everything  his dignity, the work on the beach, the fighting on the summit. He sat up and looked down; with a solid lump of the cliff under him his head would stand that. The beach was clear of guns now, in the darkening evening, and only a few animals stood waiting their turn to be coaxed into the boats. Up above the firing seemed to have died down for a space; either the French had begun to despair of achieving anything further or they were gathering for a last effort.

Come on, said Hornblower, abruptly.

The rest of the descent was easy; they could slide and scramble all the way until he felt the welcome sand under his feet. A worried-looking Brown materialised here, his face clearing as he caught sight of his captain. Cavendish was standing supervising the despatch of the last cutter.

Very good, Mr. Cavendish. The seamen can go next. Are the armed boats ready?

Yes, sir.

It was nearly dark now, and the sky gave only a faint light when the marines began to pour down the gully and over the sand. The last shots in the long retreat were fired by the four-pounders mounted in the bows of the two longboats which lay nosing the sand while the final section of marines splashed out into the water to them. The long red tongues of flame lit up the dark masses of Frenchmen swarming down onto the beach, and the blast of grape which they had hurled was followed by a gratifying chorus of screams and cries from the stricken masses.

A very handsome operation indeed, said Major Laird from his seat in the stern of the longboat beside Hornblower.

Hornblower dropping in weariness was inclined to agree with him, although he was shivering with the chill of his soaked breeches, and his hands smarted from cuts and abrasions, and other parts of him pained him with saddle soreness as if they were being held before a fierce fire. They rowed out over the silent sea to a ship strange with the whinnying of horses and smelling stable-like already.

Hornblower staggered on board; he saw the boatswains mate who held the lantern for him glance curiously at his ragged clothes and white face. He walked blindly past the dark line of horses and mules, picketed head and heel to the deck ringbolts, to the security of his cabin. He ought to make his report to the admiral  surely he could leave that until daylight. The deck seemed to be heaving under him rhythmically. Polwheal was there, and food was laid on the candle-lighted table, but Hornblower later could never remember eating any. Faintly he could remember Polwheal helping him into bed, and a vivid, clear-cut memory always abode with him of hearing Polwheal, through the closed cabin door, arguing with the sentry outside.

 Twarnt Hornys fault, said Polwheal, didactically.

Then sleep swooped down upon Hornblower, sleep which held him fast, even though he was conscious through it of the aches and pains which assailed him, of the perils he had encountered that day, of the fear which had tortured him on the cliff.


Chapter XIX

[image: img29.jpg]

THE SUTHERLAND WAS wallowing through the stormy waters of the Gulf of the Lion, under a grey sky, with white-flecked wave tops all round her, while her captain stood on his heaving quarterdeck enjoying the cold blast of the mistral round his ears. The nightmare adventure on the Spanish mainland was three weeks past now; for over a fortnight the ship had been clear of horses and mules, the stable smell had nearly disappeared, and the decks were white once more. Much more important, the Sutherland had been sent away on detached duty with orders to examine the French coast line all the way along to Toulon; he was free from the clogging authority of the admiral again, and he breathed the keen air with the delight of someone released from slavery. Lady Barbaras husband was not a man whom it was a pleasure to serve.

The whole ship seemed to be infected with this feeling of freedom  unless it was pleasure in the contrast between the present weather and the tranquil skies and calm seas which had prevailed so long. Here came Bush, rubbing his hands and grinning like a gargoyle.

Blowing a little, sir, said Bush, and itll blow harder than this before its over.

Very likely, said Hornblower.

He grinned back, lightheartedly, with a bubbling of high spirits within him. It was quite fantastic how stimulating it was to be thrashing to windward again against a stiff breeze, especially with the nearest admiral a hundred miles away. In southern France that same wind would be causing grumbling and complaints, and the French would be going about hugging their cloaks to them, but here at sea it was perfectly delightful.

You can put the hands to any work you please, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower magnanimously, as discretion returned to him and he evaded the tempting snares of falling into idle conversation.

Aye aye, sir.

Young Longley came aft with the sandglass to attend to the hourly heaving of the log, and Hornblower watched him from the corner of his eye. The boy was carrying himself with assurance now, and gave his orders easily. He was the only one of all the midshipmen whose calculations of the days work made any pretence at accuracy, and the incident on the cliff had shown him to be a lad of quick decision. Towards the end of this commission, and at a suitable opportunity, Hornblower decided, he would appoint him acting lieutenant; he watched him bending over the traverse board marking up the hours run with a queer wonder as to whether he was observing a future Nelson, an admiral who would some day rule forty ships of the line.

He was an ugly little fellow, with his stubbly hair and monkey face, yet it was hard not to feel a surge of affection for him. If little Horatio, the child whom smallpox had killed on the third day in those Southsea lodgings, had grown up in this fashion Hornblower would have been proud of him. Perhaps he might have done  but it was not a good thing to think himself into gloom on a fresh morning like this about the little boy he had loved. There would be another child by the time he reached home. Hornblower hoped it might be a boy; and he was nearly sure that Maria hoped the same. Not that any little boy could quite take the place of Horatio  Hornblower felt a new flood of depression when he remembered how Horatio had said, Papa! Want papa! and had rested his face against his shoulder that evening when the first malaise of the illness was creeping over him. He shook his depression off; if his return to England was at the earliest moment he could hope for the child would be crawling about the floor with all a babys misdirected zeal. He might even be talking a little, and would hang his head with shyness when his strange papa arrived, so that Hornblower would have the task of winning his confidence and affection. It would be a pleasant task.

Maria was going to ask Lady Barbara to be godmother to the child  it would be delightful if Lady Barbara agreed. Any child with the influence of the Wellesley family behind it could contemplate a secure future. Without a doubt it was the Wellesley influence which had put Leighton in command of the squadron he was mismanaging. And by this time Hornblower was sure that it was the Wellesley influence which had put him in command of one of the ships of that squadron and retained him in employment without a single day of half-pay. He was still in doubt about what had been Lady Barbaras motive, but on a stimulating morning like this he could almost venture to believe that it was because she loved him; he would far rather it were that than it should merely be because she admired his professional ability. Or it might be just an amused and tolerant kindliness towards an inferior whom she knew to love her.

That thought called up a surge of revolt. She had been his for the asking, once. He had kissed her, clasped her. No matter that he had been afraid to take her  he slurred that memory over in his present indignation  she had offered, and he had declined. As a suppliant once, she had no right to pose to herself now as his patroness. He stamped his feet with mortification as he paced the deck.

But his clairvoyance was instantly blurred by his idealism. His memory of a cool and self-collected Lady Barbara, the perfect hostess, the dignified wife of an admiral, was overlaid by mental pictures of a tender Lady Barbara, a loving Lady Barbara, with a beauty which would take a mans breath away. His heart was torn with longing for her; he felt sick and sad and lonely in his rush of desire for her, for the angel of goodness and sweetness and kindliness he thought her to be. His pulse beat faster as he remembered her white bosom with the sapphire pendant resting on it, and animal desire came to reinforce the boyish affection he bore her.

Sail ho! bellowed the masthead lookout, and Hornblowers dreaminess was stripped from him in a flash, like the straw wrapping from a bottle.

Where away?

Right in the winds eye, sir, an comin up fast.

A brisk noreasterly wind like the present meant ideal weather conditions for French ships which wished to escape from the blockade of Marseilles and Toulon. It was a fair wind for the escaping ship, enabling her to get out of harbour and cover a long distance during the first night, while at the same time it pushed the blockading squadron away to leeward. This might well be a ship engaged on breaking the blockade, and if such were the case she would have small chance to escape with the Sutherland right to leeward of her. It would be consistent with the good fortune he had enjoyed on detached service during the present commission if this were to be another prize for him.

Keep her steady as she goes, said Hornblower, in reply to Bushs look of inquiry. And turn the hands up, if you please, Mr. Bush.

Deck, there! hailed the lookout. Shes a frigate, an British by the look of her.

That was a disappointment. There were fifty possible explanations of a British frigates presence here and on her present course which offered no chance of action as opposed to one which might involve the proximity of an enemy. Her topsails were in sight already, white against the grey sky.

Begging your pardon, sir, said the gunlayer of one of the port-side quarterdeck carronades. Stebbings here thinks he knows who she is.

Stebbings was one of the hands taken from the East India convoy, a middle-aged man with grey hairs in his beard.

Cassandra, sir, thirty two, seems to me. She convoyed us last vyage.

Captain Frederick Cooke, sir, added Vincent, flipping hastily over the pages of the printed list.

Ask her number and make sure, ordered Hornblower.

Cooke had been posted six months later than he had; in the event of any combined operations he would be the senior officer.

Yes, shes the Cassandra, sir, said Vincent, his eye to his telescope, as a hoist of flags went up to the frigates fore-topsail yard-arm.

Shes letting fly her sheets, said Bush, with a hint of excitement in his voice. Queer, that is, sir.

From time immemorial, dating back long before a practical flag-signalling system had been devised, letting fly the sheets had been a conventional warning all the world over of the approach of a fleet.

Shes signalling again, sir, said Vincent. Its hard to read with the flags blowing straight towards us.

Damn it, sir, blazed Bush. Use your eyes, or Ill know the reason why not.

Numeral. Four. Literal. Seventeen   began Vincent slowly.

Four  hostile  ships of the line  astern  to windward  course  souwest, translated Longley with the signal book.

Beat to quarters, if you please, Mr. Bush. And wear the ship directly.

It was not the Sutherlands task to fight odds of four to one. If there were any British ships in pursuit he could throw himself in the enemys path and rely on crippling at least two Frenchmen so as to ensure their capture, but until he knew more about the situation he must keep as clear as was possible.

Ask, Are any British ships at hand?  he said to Vincent, while the Sutherland first lay over on her side and then rose to an even keel as Bush brought her before the wind.

Reply negative, sir, said Vincent, a minute later, through the din of clearing for action.

It was as he expected, then. The four French ships of the line had broken out of Toulon during the darkness and while the blockading squadron had been blown away to leeward. Only the Cassandra, the inshore lookout, had caught sight of them, and had run before them so as to keep them under observation.

Ask, Where is the enemy?  said Hornblower. It was an interesting exercise, calling for familiarity with the signal book, to frame a message so as to use the fewest number of flags.

Six  miles  astern  bearing  noreast, Longley translated from the code book as Vincent read out the numbers.

So the French were lying right before the wind. That might merely be because they wanted to put as great a distance as possible between them and the blockading squadron off Toulon, but it was not likely that the officer in command would run wastefully direct to leeward unless that was the course most suited to his plan. It ruled out completely any thought of Sicily or the Adriatic or the Eastern Mediterranean as objective, and it pointed directly to the Spanish coast near Barcelona and beyond that to the Straits of Gibraltar.

Hornblower on his quarterdeck set himself to try to think the thoughts of Bonaparte at the Tuileries. Beyond the Straits lay the Atlantic and the whole world. Yet it was hard to imagine any useful objective for four French ships of the line out there; the French West Indies had been nearly all reduced by English expeditions, the Cape of Good Hope was in English hands, Mauritius was about to fall. The French squadron might be intended for a mere commerce-destroying raid, but in that case an equal number of frigates would be both cheaper and more effective. That was not like Bonaparte. And on the other hand exactly enough time had elapsed for the appearance of Leightons squadron on the Catalan coast and the resultant dearth of supplies to have been reported to the Tuileries, and for orders to have been transmitted thence to Toulon. Those orders would bear the Bonaparte stamp. Three British ships on the Catalan coast? Then send four French ones against them. Man them with crews picked from all the ships rotting in Toulon harbour. Load them with all the stores for which the Barcelona garrison is clamouring. Let them slip out one dark night, hack their way through to Barcelona, crush the British squadron if they can, and return if they are lucky. In a week they might be back safe and sound, and if not  every omelette demands the breaking of eggs.

That must be the French plan, and he would glady bet all he had that he was right. It only remained to decide how to defeat the French aims, and the opening moves were obvious. First, he must keep between the French and their objective, and second, it would be desirable to keep out of sight of the French, over their horizon, as long as possible  it would be a surprise to them to find a ship of considerable force, and not a mere frigate, in their path; and surprise was half a battle. In that case his first instinctive move had been correct, and the Sutherland was on the right course to achieve both these ends  Hornblower wondered uneasily whether his unthinking mind had jumped at once to the conclusions which his thinking mind had only just reached. All that remained to be done was to call down the Pluto and the Caligula. Three British ships of the line, and a frigate could fight four French ships, picked crews or not, and Bonapartes opinion notwithstanding.

Cleared for action, sir, said Bush, touching his hat. His eyes were bright with the anticipation of action. Hornblower saw in him a fighting man of the type to which he regretted he did not belong  a man who relished the prospect of a battle for its own sake, who loved physical danger, who would never stop to count the odds against him.

Dismiss the watch below, if you please, said Hornblower.

There was no object in keeping every man at his station when action was far distant, and Hornblower saw Bushs expression alter when he heard the words. They meant that the Sutherland was not going to plunge immediately into action against odds of four to one.

Aye aye, sir, he said, reluctantly.

There was something to be said for Bushs point of view, for the Sutherland well handled might knock away so many French spars as to leave two or three at least of the French so crippled as to fall a certain prey into British hands sooner or later. It would be at the cost of her own destruction, however, and he could think about it again later. A fair wind today might still mean a foul wind tomorrow; there might still be time for the Pluto and the Caligula to come up if only they could be informed of the proximity of their prey.

Give me that signal book, said Hornblower to Longley.

He turned its pages, refreshing his memory regarding the wording of some of the arbitrary signals. In sending a long message there was always danger of misunderstanding. And he pulled at his chin while he composed his message. Like every British officer retreating, he was running the risk of having his motives misunderstood, even though, as he told himself petulantly, not even the mad British public, gorged with past victories, could condemn him for refusing action against odds of four to one. But if everything went wrong the Wellesley faction might seek a scapegoat; and the order he was about to transmit might mean the difference between success and failure, between a court of inquiry and the thanks of Parliament.

Send this message, he said abruptly to Vincent.

Hoist after hoist the flags crept up the mast. The Cassandra was to set all sail she could carry, and to make use of her frigates turn of speed to turn westward, seek out the Pluto and Caligula  Hornblower could not be exact in his description of their position  and bring them down to Barcelona. Phrase by phrase the Cassandra acknowledged the signal. Then there was a pause after its completion, before Vincent, glass to eye, reported.

Cassandra signalling, sir. Submit   

It was the first time Hornblower had ever had that word addressed to him. He had used it so often in signals to admirals and senior captains, had included it so often in reports, and now another officer was beginning a signal to him with the word Submit. It was a clear, definite proof of his growing seniority, and gave him a thrill keener even than he had known when a ship had first piped the side for him on his being posted. Yet naturally that word submit ushered in a protest. Cooke of the Cassandra was not in the least anxious to be thus summarily dismissed from the scene of a promising action. He submitted that it would be better for the Cassandra to stay in sight of the French.

Signal Carry out orders acknowledged,  said Hornblower, tersely.

Cooke was wrong and he was right  Cookes protest helped his decision to crystallise. A frigates whole function, what she was built for, was to enable the ships of the line to come into action. The Cassandra could not face a single broadside from one of the ships rolling along after her; if she could bring the Pluto and the Caligula into action she would have multiplied her own value an infinity of times. It was heart-warming to Hornblower to be not only convinced that he was right, but to be able to enforce the course of action he had decided upon. That six months difference in seniority made Cooke obedient to him, and would make him obedient all their lives  if ever Cooke and he flew their flags together as admirals he would still be the senior and Cooke the junior. He watched the Cassandra shake out the reefs from her topsails and bear away westwards, with all her five knots superiority of speed being put to its best use now.

Shorten sail, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower.

The French would see the Cassandra vanish over their horizon; there was a chance that the Sutherland might keep them under observation without being seen. He stuck his telescope into his pocket and set himself to climb the mizzen rigging, sedately  even a little laboriously; it was imperilling his dignity to do so, when every hand in the ship could climb the mast quicker than he, but he had to see with his own eyes the enemy astern of him. The ship was plunging heavily in the following sea, and the wind blew keenly about his ears. It called for resolution to continue his ascent without undignified pauses, so as to appear merely as leisurely as a captain had a right to be, and yet neither timid nor awkward.

At last he found a secure perch on the mizzen topmast crosstrees, and could train his glass on the heaving horizon. With her main topsail taken in the Sutherlands speed was considerably reduced, and it could not be long before the French appeared. He saw them soon enough  a tiny rectangle of white just lifting over the horizon, then another beside it, and another, and another.

Mr. Bush! he roared. Set the main topsl again, if you please. And send Mr. Savage up here.

The four French ships were rolling along in lubberly French fashion in a wide line abreast, half a mile apart  presumably their captains were afraid of collision if they drew closer  and it was a hundred to one that their lookouts would never notice the tiny dot which would be all they could see of the Sutherland. Savage came tumbling up beside him, hardly out of breath after his lightning scramble up the ratlines.

Take this glass, said Hornblower. You see the French squadron? I want to hear instantly if they alter course, or if they head-reach upon us, or we on them.

Aye aye, sir, said Savage.

He had done all he could do now, when he reached the deck again. It only remained to wait, patiently, until tomorrow. Tomorrow would see some sort of battle, hopeless or even  or if there were no battle it would mean that the French had disappeared and he would go before a courtmartial. He was careful to keep his expression quite composed, and to try to appear as if he did not feel the tension of waiting in the least. It would be in the old tradition if he invited his officers to dinner and whist tonight.


Chapter XX
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THE SITUATION WAS one likely to disturb any captains sleep, with four hostile ships of the line to windward needing to be kept under observation, and with calculations continually bobbing up from the subconscious to the conscious regarding the chances of the Cassandra bringing down Admiral Leighton in time to cut off the enemy. The weather conditions were unsettling, too  the wind, having worked up nearly to gale force towards evening, diminished until midnight, increased again, and then, with the inconsequence of Mediterranean winds, began to die away steadily.

Certainly Hornblower never expected to sleep. He was too excited, and his mind was too active. When the watch was changed in the evening he lay down on his cot to have a rest, and, being quite convinced that he had no chance of sleeping, he naturally fell into a deep dreamless sleep so heavy that Polwheal had to shake him by the shoulder at midnight to awaken him. He came on deck to find Bush standing by the binnacle.

Too dark for anything to be seen, sir, said Bush, and then, excitement and exasperation getting the better of his formality, he growled, Black as Newgate Knocker.

Have you seen anything of the enemy?

I thought I did, sir, half an hour back, but nothing to be sure of. Winds dropped a lot, too.

Yes, said Hornblower.

As so often was the case at sea, there was nothing to do but wait. Two screened lanterns swayed down on the main deck, where the watch lay at their stations by the guns; the keen wind harped in the rigging, and the ship rose and plunged in the following sea with a lightness and grace no one would expect of her who had only seen her with the wind abeam. Nothing to do but to wait; if he stayed on deck he would only fidget and display his nervousness, so he might as well go and conceal his nervousness in his screened-off cot.

Send for me at once if you catch sight of the enemy, he said, with elaborate carelessness, and went back again below.

He lay on his cot with his mind busy, for he knew that having slept once there was no chance whatever of sleeping again. So perfect was this conviction that sleep ambushed him once more, leaped upon him unawares, as he lay thinking about the Cassandra, so that it only seemed two minutes later that he heard Polwheal speaking to him as if from another world.

Mr. Gerards compliments, sir, an its beginnin to get lighter, sir.

It called for quite an effort to rouse himself and get up from his cot; only when he was drowsily on his feet did he begin to feel pleased at having been genuinely asleep each time that Polwheal came to call him. He could picture Polwheal telling his cronies about the iron nerves of the captain, who could sleep like a child on a night when the ship was aboil with the prospect of action.

Anything to report, Mr. Gerard? he said, as he reached the quarterdeck.

No, sir. I had to reef down for an hour at two bells, it blew so hard. But its dropping fast now, sir, and backing soueasterly.

Hm, said Hornblower.

The faintest hint of light was beginning to tinge the gloomy sky, but nothing could be seen yet more than a cables length away. A southeasterly wind would be nearly foul for the French on their course to Barcelona; it would be dead foul for the Pluto and Caligula.

Thought I felt the loom o the land, sir, before the light came, said Gerard.

Yes, said Hornblower. Their course during the night would bring them close into Cape Creus of hated memory; he picked up the slate beside the binnacle, and, calculating from the hourly readings of the log, he made their position to be some fifteen miles off the cape. If the French had held the same course during the night they would soon have Rosas Bay and comparative security under their lee  of course, if they had not, if they had evaded him in the darkness, the consequence to him did not bear thinking about.

The light was broadening fast. Eastwards the watery clouds seemed to be thinning just above the horizon. Undoubtedly they were thinning; for a second they parted, and a speck of gold could be seen through them, just where the white-flecked sea met the sky, and a long beam of sunlight shone level over the sea.

Land-ho! yelled the masthead lookout, and westward they could see a bluish smudge on the horizon where the mountains of Spain loomed faintly over the curve of the world.

And Gerard glanced anxiously at his captain, took a turn or two up and down the deck, gnawed at his knuckles, and then could restrain his impatience no longer.

Masthead, there! What do you see of the enemy?

The pause that followed seemed ages long before the reply came.

Northin, sir. Northin in sight barrin the land to looard.

Gerard renewed his anxious glance at his captain, but Hornblower, during that pause, had set his face sternly so that his expression was unmoved. Bush was coming onto the quarterdeck now; anyone could see that he was wild with anxiety. If four French ships of the line had evaded action it would mean half-pay for Hornblower for life, if nothing worse. Hornblower retained his stony expression; he was proud of being able to do so.

Put the ship about, Mr. Gerard, if you please, and lay her on the starboard tack.

The French might perhaps have altered course in the darkness, and might now be lost in the centre of the Western Mediterranean, but Hornblower still did not think it likely. His officers had made insufficient allowance for the lubberliness of the unpracticed French. If Gerard had had to reef topsails in the night they might well have had to heave-to; and both Bush and Gerard were overeager  during the night the Sutherland might have gained twenty miles on the French. By retracing his course he was confident that he would sight them again.

Confident as far as the whist-playing part of his mind was concerned, that is to say. He could not control the sick despair in his breast, nor the acceleration of his heart beats; he could only conceal them, keeping his face a mask and forcing himself to stand still instead of pacing about in his anxiety. Then he thought of an activity which would help to occupy his mind and yet not betray his nervousness.

Pass the word for my steward, he said.

His hands were just steady enough to permit him to shave, and a chill bath under the wash-deck pump gave him new vigour. He put on clean clothes and parted his lessening hair with elaborate exactitude, for under the wash-deck pump he had told himself that they would sight the French again before he had completed his toilet. It was with a sense of acute disappointment that he laid down the comb when he had no more smallest excuse to continue its use, and turned to put on his coat, with no news of the French. And then, with his foot on the companion, there came a wild yell from Midshipman Parker at the masthead.

Sail in sight! Two  three of em, sir. Four! Its the enemy!

Hornblower continued his progress up the companion without faltering in his step, and he hoped people noticed it. Bush was halfway up the rigging with his glass, and Gerard was pacing  almost prancing  about the quarterdeck in his delight. Observing them, Hornblower was glad he had had no childish doubts about the correctness of his actions.

Wear the ship, if you please, Mr. Bush. Lay her on the port tack.

A talkative captain might supplement the order with a brief explanation of the necessity for keeping the ship between the French and Spain, but Hornblower bit off the explanation as it rose to his lips. No unnecessary words would escape him.

The winds still working round southerly, sir, said Gerard.

Yes, said Hornblower.

And it would drop, a good deal, too, as the day progressed, he decided. The sun was fast breaking through the clouds, with every prospect of a warm day  a Mediterranean autumn day, with a rising barometer and only the faintest of breezes. The hammocks had been piled in the netting, and the watch not at their stations were clattering onto the deck with buckets and holystones. The routine of the Navy had to be maintained, even though there was every chance that the decks they were swabbing would be running with blood before the day was over. The men were skylarking and joking  Hornblower felt a little thrill of pride as he looked at them and remembered the sullen despondent crowd with which he had sailed. Consciousness of real achievement was some compensation for the thankless service which employed him; and it helped him to forget, too, the uneasy feeling that today or tomorrow  soon, anyway  he would know again, as the whirl of battle eddied round him, the physical fear of which he was so intolerably ashamed.

As the sun climbed up the sky the wind dropped steadily, moving round even more southerly, and the mountains of Spain came nearer and nearer and grew more and more defined as their course brought them closer to the land. Hornblower held on as long as he could, bracing up his yards as the wind veered, and then finally heaving-to while the French squadron crept up over the horizon. The shift in the wind had deprived them of the windward position; if they moved down to attack him he could escape northward so that if they pursued him they would be running towards the Pluto and Caligula, but he had no hope that they would. French ships of the line who had evaded the blockading squadron would race to accomplish their mission first, and would only fight afterwards, however tempting the bait dangled before them. If the wind shifted no farther round they could just hold their course for Barcelona, and he had not the least doubt that they would do so if not prevented. He would hang on to them and try to attack some isolated ship during the night if no help arrived.

Theyre signalling a lot, sir, said Bush, his glass to his eye.

They had been signalling all day, for that matter  the first flurry of bunting, Hornblower shrewdly surmised, had been occasioned by their catching sight of the Sutherland, unaware that she had been keeping company with them for fifteen hours. Frenchmen retained their talkative habits at sea, and no French captain was happy without messages passing back and forth along the squadron.

The Sutherland was clear of the Cape Creus peninsula now, and Rosas Bay was opening out on her beam. It was in these very waters, but in very different weather conditions, that the Pluto had lost her masts and had been towed to safety by the Sutherland; over there, on those green-grey slopes, had occurred the fiasco of the attack on Rosas; through his glass Hornblower thought he could discern the precipitous face of the mesa up which Colonel Claros had led his fugitive Catalans. If the wind came farther round now, the French had a refuge open to them under the guns of Rosas, where they would be safe until the British could bring up fireships and explosion vessels to drive them out again; actually it would be a more secure refuge for them than the anchorage at Barcelona.

He looked up at the pendant flapping at the masthead  the wind was certainly southerly. It was growing doubtful whether the French would weather Palamos Point on their present tack, while he would certainly have to go about soon and stand out into the Frenchmens wake, with all his advantage of position lost by the inconstancy of the weather. And the wind was beginning to come in irregular puffs now  a sure sign of its diminishing force. He turned his glass on the French squadron again to see how they were behaving. There was a fresh series of signals fluttering at their yard-arms.

Deck, there! yelled Savage from the masthead.

Then there was a pause. Savage was not too sure of what he could see.

What is it, Mr. Savage?

I think  Im not quite sure, sir  theres another sail, right on the horizon, sir, abaft the enemys beam.

Another sail! It might be a stray merchant ship. Otherwise it would only be Leightons ships or the Cassandra.

Keep your eye on her, Mr. Savage.

It was impossible to wait for news. Hornblower swung himself up into the shrouds and climbed upwards. At Savages side he trained his glass in the direction indicated. For a second the French squadron danced in the object glass, disregarded, as he searched.

A bit farther round, sir. About there, I think, sir.

It was the tiniest fleck of white, too permanent for a wave crest, of a different shade from the few clouds against the blue. Hornblower nearly spoke, but succeeded in limiting himself to Ha  hm.

Its nearer now, sir, said Savage, telescope to eye. I should say, sir, its a ships fore-royal.

There could be no doubt about it. Some ship under full sail was out there beyond the Frenchmen, and standing in to cross their wake.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. He said no more, but snapped his telescope shut and addressed himself to the descent.

Bush dropped to the deck to meet him from the shrouds he had ascended; Gerard, Crystal, they were all on the quarterdeck eyeing him anxiously.

The Cassandra, said Hornblower, standing in towards us.

By saying that, he was risking his dignity to demonstrate his good sight. No one could guess the new arrival to be the Cassandra from just that glimpse of her royals. But it could only be the Cassandra who would be on that course, unless his judgment were sadly at fault. Should she be revealed not to be, he would appear ridiculous  but the temptation to appear to recognise her when Savage was not even sure whether she was a ship or a cloud was too strong.

All the implications of the Cassandras appearance were evident to the officers minds at once.

Wheres the flagship and Caligula? demanded Bush, of no one in particular.

Maybe coming up, too, said Gerard.

The Frogs are cut off if they are, said Crystal.

With the Pluto and Caligula to seaward of them, and the Sutherland to landward, Palamos Point to windward, and a fluky wind veering foul, it would be only by good fortune they could escape a battle. Every eye turned towards the French squadron; they were nearly hull-up now, heading south-by-west close-hauled, a three-decker in the van followed by three two-deckers, admirals flags flying at the foremasts of the first and third ships. The broad white stripes which decorated their sides stood out sharp and clear in the pure air. If the Pluto and Caligula were far astern of the Cassandra the Frenchmen would still be as much in ignorance of their proximity as was the Sutherland, which would explain why they were still holding their course.

Deck there! hailed Savage. The strange sails Cassandra. I can see her topsls now, sir.

Bush and Gerard and Crystal looked at Hornblower with a strange respect for his penetrating vision; it had been well worth risking his dignity for that.

The sails suddenly flapped loudly; a puff of wind had followed a comparative lull, and from a more southerly point than before. Bush turned to shout orders for the trimming of the sails, and the others turned instantly to watch the French reaction.

Theyre going about! said Gerard, loudly.

Undoubtedly they were doing so; on the new tack they would weather Palamos Point but would be standing out to sea nearer to the British squadron  if the British were there.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. Put the ship about, if you please.

Cassandras signalling, sir, yelled Savage.

Up with you! snapped Hornblower to Vincent and Longley. Telescope and signal book in hand, they raced for the masthead; everyone on the quarterdeck watched their progress anxiously.

Cassandras signalling to the flagship, sir! yelled Vincent.

So Leighton was out there, over the horizon  over the Frenchmens horizon, too, judging from their actions. Bonaparte might send out four French ships to fight three English ones, but no French admiral, safely at sea and knowing the capacity of his crews far better than his emperor, would obey those orders if he could help it.

Whats she saying, boy? hailed Hornblower.

Shes too far off to be sure, sir, but I think shes reporting the enemys new course.

Let the Frenchmen hold that course for an hour, and they were lost, cut off from Rosas and certain to be overhauled before they reached Barcelona.

Theyre going about again, by God! said Gerard, suddenly.

Wordless, they watched the four French ships come up into the wind, and come over onto the other tack. Then they came round, farther and farther still, until in all four ships their three masts were in line; every one of them was heading straight for the Sutherland.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower, watching his fate bearing down upon him; and again, Ha  hm.

The French lookouts must have glimpsed Leightons mastheads. With Rosas Bay six miles under his lee and Barcelona a hundred miles almost to windward the French admiral could have taken little time to reach a decision in face of those strange sails on his horizon. He was dashing instantly for shelter; the single ship of the line which lay directly in his path must be destroyed if she could not be evaded.

The sick waves of excitement and apprehension which Hornblower experienced did not prevent calculations pouring into his mind. The French had six miles to go with a fair wind. He still did not know whereabouts on the circumference of the possible circle whose centre was the French flagship Leighton was at the moment. But he would have twenty miles, perhaps a little more, to sail for certain, and with the wind  such wind as there was  abeam, if he were in the most advantageous position, and on his port bow if he were far astern. And, shifting as it was, it would be dead foul for him in two hours. Twenty to one, Hornblower estimated the odds against the admiral being able to catch the French before they reached the protection of the guns at Rosas. Only unheard-of flukes of wind would do it, and only then if the Sutherland were able to knock away a good many spars before she was beaten into helplessness. So keenly had Hornblower been calculating that it was only then that he remembered, with a gulp of excitement, that the Sutherland was his ship, and the responsibility his, as well.

Longley came sliding down the backstay, the whole height from topmasthead to the deck, his face white with excitement.

Vincent sent me, sir. Cassandras signalling, and he thinks its Flag to Sutherland, No. 21. Twenty ones Engage the enemy, sir. But its hard to read the flags.

Very good. Acknowledge.

So Leighton at least had the moral courage to assume the responsibility for sending one ship against four. In that respect he was worthy of being Lady Barbaras husband.

Mr. Bush, he said. Weve a quarter of an hour. See that the men get a bite to eat in that time.

Aye aye, sir.

He looked again at the four ships all steering slowly down upon him. He could not hope to turn them back, but he could only hope to accompany them in their race to Rosas Bay. Any ship that he could totally dismast would fall prey to Leighton; the others he must damage so sorely that they could not repair themselves in Rosas, which had not the smallest dockyard facilities. Then they would stay there until fireships, or a large-scale cutting-out expedition, or a properly organised attack by land on the fortress, should result in their destruction. He thought he ought to succeed in that, but he could not bring himself to visualise what would happen to the Sutherland meanwhile. He swallowed hard, and set himself to plan the manœuvres of the first encounter. The leading French ship mounted eighty guns  they were run out and grinning at him through her open ports, while each of the Frenchmen had, as though in bravado, at least four tricolour flags floating in the rigging. He looked up at the battered red ensign hanging from the peak against the blue of the sky, and then he plunged into realities.

Hands to the braces, Mr. Bush. I want the ship handled like lightning when the time comes. Mr. Gerard! Ill have every gun captain flogged tomorrow who fires before his gun bears.

The men at the guns grinned; they would give of their best for him without any threat of flogging, and they knew he knew it.

Bow to bow the Sutherland was approaching the eighty-gun ship, unwavering; if both captains held their courses steadily there would be a collision which might sink both ships. Hornblower kept his eye on the Frenchman to detect the first signs of irresolution; the Sutherland was lying as near to the wind as she could, with her sails on the point of flapping. If the French captain had the sense to bring his ship to the wind the Sutherland could do nothing decisive against her, but the chances were he would leave his decision to the last moment and then instinctively put his ship before the wind as the easiest course with an unhandy crew. At half a mile smoke suddenly eddied round the Frenchmans bows, and a shot came humming overhead. She was firing her bow chasers, but there was no need to warn Gerard not to reply  he knew the value of that first unhurried broadside too well. With the distance halved two holes appeared in the Sutherlands main topsail; Hornblower did not hear the passage of the shot, so intent was he on noting the Frenchmans actions.

Which way will he go? said Bush, beating one hand with the other. Which way? Hes holding on farther than I thought.

The farther the better; the more hurried the Frenchmans manœuvre the more helpless he would be. The bowsprits were only a hundred yards apart now, and Hornblower set his teeth so as not to give the instinctive order to up helm. Then he saw a flurry on the Frenchmans decks, and her bow swung away from him  to leeward.

Hold your fire! Hornblower shouted to Gerard, fearful lest a premature broadside should waste the opportunity. Gerard waved his hat in reply, with a flash of white teeth in his brown face. The two ships were overlapping now, not thirty yards apart, and the Frenchmans guns were beginning to bear. In the bright sunlight Hornblower could see the flash of the epaulettes of the officers on the quarterdeck, the men at the forecastle carronades stooping to look along the sights. This was the moment.

Helm a-weather, slow, he said to the helmsman. A glance at Bush was enough  he was anticipating this order. The Sutherland began to wear round slowly, beginning her turn to cross the Frenchmans stern before the two ships were alongside. Bush began to bellow the orders to the men at the braces and the headsail sheets, and as he did so the Frenchmans broadside burst into thunder and flame and smoke. The Sutherland shook and jarred with the impact of the shot; one of the mizzen shrouds above Hornblowers head parted with a twang at the same moment as a hole appeared in the quarterdeck bulwark near him amid a shower of splinters. But the Sutherlands bow was already almost touching the Frenchmans stern. Hornblower could see an eddy of panic on her quarterdeck.

Keep her at that! he shouted to the helmsman.

Then with a series of heavy crashes, one following another as the Sutherland crossed her enemys stern and each section of guns bore in turn, she fired her broadside into her, heeling slightly at each discharge, with every shot tearing its destructive course from end to end of the ship. Gerard came leaping onto the quarterdeck, having run down the whole length of the main deck, keeping pace with the firing. He bent eagerly over the nearest carronade, altered its elevation with a quick twist of the screw, and jerked the lanyard, with a wave of the hand to the other gun captains to do the same. The carronades roared out, sweeping the Frenchmans quarterdeck with grape on top of the roundshot. Hornblower saw the officers there dashed to the deck like lead soldiers, saw rigging parting, and the big stern windows of the French ship disappear like a curtain jerked from its pole.

Thats given him a bellyful, said Bush.

That was the sort of broadside which won battles. That single discharge had probably knocked half the fight out of the Frenchman, killing and wounding a hundred men or more, dismounting half a dozen guns. In a single-ship duel she would strike her flag in less than an hour. But now she had drawn ahead while the Sutherland was completing her turn, and the second Frenchman, the one with the rear admirals flag, was close on the weather quarter. She had all plain sail set, and was overhauling them fast; in a moment she would be able to rake the Sutherland as the Sutherland had raked her consort.

Starboard! said Hornblower to the helmsman. Stand to your guns on the port side! His voice rang uncannily loud in the stillness following the firing.

The Frenchman came on undeviating, not disdaining a broadside to broadside duel, but not attempting to manœuvre, especially against an enemy who had proved himself alert, at a time when manœuvring meant delay in gaining the shelter of Rosas. The ships inclined together, growing nearer and nearer as the Frenchman head-reached upon the Sutherland and the Sutherlands course approached hers. From the Sutherlands deck they could hear the excited orders which the French officers were shouting to their men, trying to restrain their eagerness until the decisive moment.

They were not entirely successful all the same, as first one gun and then another went off as excitable gunners let fly  where the shots went Heaven alone knew. A word from Hornblower swung the Sutherland round until she lay parallel to her opponent, and as she steadied on her new course Hornblower waved his hand to Gerard as a signal to open fire. There was not more than half a second between the two broadsides; the Sutherland, heaving up her side to the recoil of her guns, heaved over farther still to the impact of the shot. As the smoke came billowing up round her the air was filled with the splintering crash of the shot striking her sides; there were screams and cries from below in proof of the damage received.

Keep at it now, lads! Fire as you will! shouted Gerard.

Those hours of drill bore fruit now. The sponges were thrust into the reeking gun muzzles, and the moment they were withdrawn the powder and the rammer and the shot were ready for insertion. Almost simultaneously the gun trucks rumbled as the crews flung themselves on the tackles and ran the guns up; almost simultaneously the guns roared out. This time there was a perceptible and measurable interval before the Frenchman replied in a straggling and irregular salvo. The gentle wind blowing on the engaged quarter kept the ship engulfed in the smoke; the gunners labouring on the main deck were as vague as in a dense fog to Hornblower, but the masts and sails of the Frenchman still stood out clear against the blue sky. The Sutherlands third broadside followed close on the heels of the Frenchmans second.

Three to her two, as usual, said Bush, coolly. A shot struck the mizzenmast bitts and sprayed the deck with splinters. Shes still drawing ahead, sir.

It was hard to think clearly in this frightful din, with death all round. Captain Morris had his marines all along the port-side gangway firing away at everyone visible on the other ships decks; the two ships were within easy musket shot. The Sutherlands broadsides were growing irregular now, as the most efficient crews worked their guns faster than the others, while the Frenchman was delivering a running fire in which there were occasional louder explosions to be heard when several guns went off together. It was like the clattering of the hoofs of four coach horses on a hard road, sometimes in unison for a space, and then spreading out again.

I fancy his fires slackening, sir, said Bush. It doesnt surprise me.

The Sutherland had not suffered mortally yet, judging by the number of dead on the main deck. She could still fight for a long time yet.

See his mainmast, sir! yelled Bush.

His main topmast was bowing forward, slow and dignified, with the topgallant mast bowing further forward still. Through the smoke they could see the mainmast inclining aft. Then all dignity left the soaring mass of spar and canvas. It hung S-shaped in the air for a breathless second, and then tumbled down with a rush, fore and mizzen topmasts falling with it. Hornblower felt a grim satisfaction at the sight  there were no spare mainmasts to be had in Rosas. The Sutherlands crew cheered piercingly, and hastened to fire in a few last shots as their ship drew ahead of her crippled opponent. A minute later the din of the firing ceased, the tiny breeze blew away the smoke, and the sun came shining through upon the littered deck again.

Aft lay their late antagonist, a great mass of wreckage trailing alongside, the second lower-deck gun from the bow pointing out of its port at an impossible angle of elevation to show she had one gun at least knocked useless. A quarter of a mile ahead was the first ship they had fired into; she had paid no attention to the duel behind her but had continued under all sail for the safety of Rosas Bay, just like a Frenchman. And beyond her, sweeping round the horizon, were the cruel mountains of Spain, and the white roofs of Rosas were clearly visible above the golden shore. The Sutherland was close to the wide mouth of the bay; halfway between her and Rosas lay two gigantic beetles on the flat blue surface  gunboats coming out of Rosas under sweeps.

And close astern of the crippled ship came the other two ships of the French squadron, the three-decker with the vice admirals flag and a two-decker in her wake. It was the moment for decision.

Masthead there! hailed Hornblower. Can you see anything of the flagship?

No, sir. Nothing but Cassandra.

Hornblower could see the Cassandras royals himself, from the deck, pearly white on the horizon; the Pluto and Caligula must still be nearly twenty miles away  possibly becalmed. The tiny breeze which was urging the Sutherland into the bay was probably a sea breeze; the day was hot enough for that. Leighton would hardly arrive in time to take part in this battle. Hornblower could put his ship about now, and tack into safety, beating off the two other enemies if they interfered with him, or he could throw himself into their path; and with every second carrying him a yard nearer Rosas he must decide quickly. If he fought, there was the faintest possible chance that Leighton might be brought up in time to pick up the cripples, but so faint a chance as to be negligible.

The Sutherland would be destroyed, but her enemies would be so knocked about as to be detained in Rosas for days or even weeks. And that was desirable, because it would be several days before preparations could be made to attack them in their anchorage, and during those days there would always be the chance of their escaping  three of them, at least  from Rosas as they had escaped from Toulon.

Hornblower balanced in his mind the loss of a seventy four to England against the certain loss of four ships of the line to France. And then he knew, suddenly, that his cogitation had been wasted. If he withdrew, he would all the rest of his life suspect himself of having done so out of cowardice, and he foresaw with clarity the years of mental uneasiness it would bring. He would fight whether it was the right thing or not, and as he reached that decision he realised with relief that it was the correct course as well. One more second he wasted, looking up at the blue sky which he loved, and then he gulped down his muddled emotions.

Lay the ship on the port tack, if you please, Mr. Bush, he said.

The crew cheered again, the poor fools, when they saw that they were about to face the rest of the French, even though it meant the certain death of half of them at least. Hornblower felt pity  or was it contempt?  for them and their fighting madness or thirst for glory. Bush was as bad as any of them, judging by the way his face had lit up at the order. He wanted the Frenchmens blood just because they were Frenchmen, and thought nothing of the chance of being a legless cripple if he were granted the chance of smashing a few French legs first.

The crippled two-decker with the rear admirals flag came drifting down on them  this sea breeze would push all wrecks into Rosas Bay under the guns of the fortress  and the men working lackadaisically at clearing the wreckage ran from their work when they looked up and saw the Sutherlands guns swinging round towards them. The Sutherland fired three broadsides into her with hardly a gun in reply before she drifted clear  another fifty or so dead Frenchmen for Bush, thought Hornblower, viciously, as the rumble of the gun trucks died away and the men stood waiting once more, silent now, beside their guns. Here came the three-decker, now, beautiful with her towering canvas, hideous with her grinning guns. Even at that moment Hornblower marked, with professional interest, the decided tumble-home of her sides, much greater than English shipwrights allowed.

Let her pay off slowly, Mr. Bush, he said. He was going to set his teeth into the three-decker like a bulldog.

Round came the Sutherland, slowly, slowly. Hornblower saw that his last manœuvre with the Sutherland was going to be as well-timed as ever he could wish. She was on the same course as the three-decker at exactly the moment the latter drew up opposite to her; the guns of both ships bore simultaneously, a hundred yards apart, and burst simultaneously into thunder and smoke.

In the earlier encounters time had seemed to pass slowly. Now it seemed to be passing fast, the infernal din of the broadsides seeming almost unintermitting, the figures hurrying about in the smoke seeming to be moving twice as fast as normally.

Edge in closer on her, said Hornblower to the helmsman, and then, his last order given, he could abandon himself to the mad inconsequence of it all. Shots seemed to be tearing up the deck all round him, smashing great gashes in the planking. With the clear unreality of a nightmare he saw Bush fall, with blood running from the stump of his leg where a foot was missing. Two men of the surgeons crew bent over him to carry him below.

Leave me on deck, said Bush. Let go of me, you dogs.

Take him away, said Hornblower. The harshness of his voice was of a piece with the madness of everything else, for he was glad to be able to order Bush into a place of safety where he might yet live.

The mizzen topmast fell, and spars and blocks and tackle came raining all round him  death falling from the heavens as well as hurtling in from overside, but still he lived. Now the fore-topsail yard was shot through in the slings; dimly through the smoke he could see Hooker leading a party aloft to repair it. Out of the tail of his eye he saw something new and strange looming through the smoke  it was the fourth French ship, coming up on the Sutherlands disengaged side. He found himself waving his hat and shrieking some nonsense or other to his men, who cheered him back as they brought the starboard-side guns into action. The smoke was thicker, and the din more tremendous, and the whole ship throbbing with every gun in action.

Little Longley was at his side now, white-faced, miraculously alive after the fall of the mizzen topmast.

Im not frightened. Im not frightened, the boy said; his jacket was torn clean across the breast and he was trying to hold it together as he denied the evidence of the tears in his eyes.

No, sonny, of course youre not, said Hornblower.

Then Longley was dead, hands and breast smashed into pulp. There was a main-deck gun not run out, he saw as he looked away from Longleys body. He was about to call attention to the abandoned gun, when he noticed its slaughtered crew lying in fragments round it, and he saw that there were no longer any men to spare to get it into action again. Soon there would be more guns than one out of action. The very carronade beside him had but three men to man it  so had the next one, and the next. Down on the main deck there were marines carrying powder and shot; Gerard must have set them to that work, and the powder boys must be mostly dead. If only this din would stop, and allow him to think!

It seemed to him as if at that the din redoubled. Foremast and mainmast came down together with a splintering crash audible high above the gunfire, the mass of wreckage tumbling over the starboard side. He ran forward, to find Hooker there already hard at work with a group of men drawn from the blinded guns hacking away at the rigging to cut it clear. The three-foot-thick end of the broken mainmast had smashed a gun carriage and killed the crew during its fall. Shots from the two-decker on that side were smashing through the men at work, and already smoke was pouring up from the canvas hanging over the side where the flame of the guns had set it on fire. Hornblower took an axe from the hand of a dead man and fell to work hacking and cutting along with the others. When the last rope was cut, and the flaring mass had dropped overside, and a hasty inspection showed that the timber of the ship had not caught fire, he swept the sweat from his forehead and looked round the ship from his new point of view.

The whole deck was heaped and littered with dead men and fragments of dead men. The wheel was gone, the masts, the bulwarks were beaten flat, the hatch coamings a mere fringe of splinters. But the guns which could still be worked were still firing, each manned by its attenuated crew. On either side the enemy loomed through the smoke, but the three-decker had lost two topmasts and the two-decker her mizzen mast, and their sails were in shreds and their rigging hanging in festoons, seen dimly in the smoke. The firing was as fierce as ever. He wondered dully by what miracle he survived to walk through the tempest of shot back to his post on the quarterdeck.

Some puff of wind was altering the relative position of the ships. The three-decker was swinging round, coming closer; Hornblower was already running forward down the port side, with seeming feet of lead, when the three-deckers starboard bow came with a grinding bump against the Sutherlands port bow. Frenchmen were gathering to leap down onto the Sutherlands deck, and Hornblower drew his sword as he ran.

Boarders! he yelled. All hands repel boarders! Boom them off, there, Hooker, Crystal.

High above his head towered the three-decker. Musketry was spattering along her bulwarks, and Hornblower heard bullets rapping into the deck round him. Men with swords and pikes in their hands were scrambling down the three-deckers sides, and more were spewing out of the middle-deck gun port onto the Sutherlands gangway. Hornblower found himself caught up in a wave of British sailors with cutlasses and pikes, rammers and handspikes, men naked to the waist and grey with powder smoke. Everyone was jostling and slipping and struggling. He was flung up against a dapper little French lieutenant with his hat rakishly awry. For the moment his arms were pinned to his sides by the press, and the Frenchman was struggling to pull a pistol from his waistband.

Rends-toi, he spluttered, as the weapon came free, but Hornblower brought up his knee and the Frenchmans head went back in agony and he dropped the pistol.

And the three-decker was swinging away clear again, urged by the puff of wind and the thrust of the spar Crystal and Hooker and their party were pushing against her side. Some of the Frenchmen leaped back to the ship. Some leaped into the sea. A dozen who were left dropped their weapons  one of them too late to check the pike which was thrust into his stomach. The puff of wind was still blowing, drifting the French ships away from the dismasted Sutherland and rolling away the smoke. The sun came out and shone upon them and the hideous decks as though from behind a cloud, and the din of the firing ended magically as the guns ceased to bear.

Sword in hand, Hornblower stood while the men about him secured the prisoners. The cessation of the noise had not brought him the relief he had hoped for  on the contrary, he was mazed and stupid, and in his weariness he found it a desperate effort to think clearly. The wind had drifted the Sutherland well inside the bay, and there was no sign at all of the Pluto or Caligula  only the Cassandra, hull down over the horizon, a helpless spectator of the fight. The two battered French ships, almost as helpless as the Sutherland, thanks to the damage they had received aloft, were floating a short distance off; down the side of the three-decker, dribbling from the scuppers, Hornblower noticed a dark streak  human blood.

The two-decker was still swinging round; her shattered side was out of sight, now she was presenting her stern, and now her other side to the Sutherlands bow. Hornblower watched her stupidly. And then  a bellowing roar, and her broadside came tearing into the Sutherland. A cloud of splinters flew from the shattered stump of the foremast, and the gun beside Hornblower rang like a bell to a glancing shot.

Oh, stop! muttered Hornblower. For Gods sake!

The men on the Sutherlands deck were dragging themselves to the guns again. Gerard was nowhere to be seen, but Hooker  a good boy, that  was walking along the main deck apportioning the men to the guns so that some at least might be worked. But the men were faint with fatigue, and at present no gun would bear, while the dismasted Sutherland could do nothing to save herself. Another broadside, ripping and tearing through the ship. Hornblower became conscious of a faint undercurrent of noise  the feeble chorus of the wounded men huddled in every corner of the ship. The gunboats were working round cautiously with their sweeps to take up a position under the Sutherlands stern; soon they would be firing their forty-two-pounders into her on the water line. Sun and blue sea and blue sky; the grey-green mountains of Spain, the golden beach and white houses of Rosas  Hornblower looked round him at them all, despairingly, and it was agony to look.

Another broadside; Hornblower saw two men knocked into a bloody mess at Hookers side.

Strike, he said to himself. We must strike.

But the Sutherland had no colours flying that she could strike, and Hornblowers dazed mind wrestled with this problem as he walked aft. The forty-two-pounder in one of the gunboats boomed out loudly, and Hornblower felt the jar as the shot smashed into the ships side below him. Hooker was on the quarterdeck now, and Crystal, and Howell the carpenter.

Theres four feet of water in the well, sir, said this last, an no pump left.

Yes, said Hornblower, dully. I shall surrender.

He read agreement in the grey faces of his officers, but they said nothing. If only the Sutherland would sink under them the problem would solve itself but that would be too much to hope for. She would only grow more and more waterlogged, sinking as each deck in turn was submerged, while the pitiless cannonade would continue. It might be as much as twenty four hours before she sank completely and in that time the little wind would have drifted her aground under the guns of Rosas. All he could do was to surrender. He thought of the other British captains who had found themselves in similar positions  Thompson of the Leander and the captain of the Swiftsure and the unfortunate man under Saumarez in Algeciras Bay; they, too, had hauled down their flags after a long fight against heavy odds.

Somebody was hailing from the two-decker; he could not understand what was said, but it must be a demand to surrender.

Oui, he shouted back. Oui.

For answer there came another broadside, smashing home with a splintering of timber and to the accompaniment of a shriek from below.

Oh God! said Hooker.

Hornblower realised that he must have misunderstood the question, and with the realisation came a solution of the difficulty. He ran as fast as his stiff legs would carry him, down to the indescribable chaos which represented what was left of his cabin. Hurriedly he turned over the litter there, while the men at the guns watched him expressionless as animals. He found what he sought at last, and came up on the quarterdeck with his arms full of it.

Here, he said, giving it to Crystal and Howell. Hang that over the side.

It was the tricolour flag he had had made to deceive the batteries at Llanza. At sight of it the men in the gunboats bent to their oars to propel their craft alongside, while Hornblower stood with the sun shining on his bare head waiting for them. They would take his sword of honour away from him. And the other sword of honour was still in pawn to Duddingstone the ship chandler, and he would never be able to redeem it now, with his career wrecked. And the shattered hull of the Sutherland would be towed in triumph under the guns of Rosas  how long would it be before the Mediterranean fleet came down to avenge her, to retake her from her captors, or burn her in one vast pyre along with her shattered conquerors? And Maria was going to bear him a child, whom he would never see during all the years of his captivity. And Lady Barbara would read of his capture in the newspapers  what would she think of his surrendering? But the sun was hot on his head, and he was very weary.
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Chapter I
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CAPTAIN HORNBLOWER WAS walking up and down along that sector of the ramparts of Rosas, delimited by two sentries with loaded muskets, which the commandant had granted to him for exercise. Overhead shone the bright autumn sun of the Mediterranean, hanging in a blue Mediterranean sky and shining on the Mediterranean blue of Rosas Bay  the blue water fringed with white where the little waves broke against the shore of golden sand and grey-green cliff. Black against the sun above his head there flapped the tricolour flag of France, proclaiming to the world that Rosas was in the hands of the French, that Captain Hornblower was a prisoner. Not half a mile from where he walked lay the dismasted wreck of his ship the Sutherland, beached to prevent her from sinking, and in line beyond her there swung at their anchors the four ships of the line which had fought her. Hornblower, narrowing his eyes and with a twinge of regret for his lost telescope, could see even at that distance that they were not ready for sea again, nor were likely to be. Even the two-decker which had emerged from the fight with all her masts intact still had her pumps at work every two hours to keep her afloat, and the other three had not yet succeeded in setting up masts to replace the ones lost in the battle. The French were a lubberly lot of non-seamen, as might be expected after seventeen years of defeat at sea and six of continuous blockade.

They had been all honey to him, in their French fashion, praising him for his glorious defence after his bold initiative in dashing in with his ship to interpose between their four and their refuge at Rosas. They had expressed the liveliest pleasure at discovering that he had miraculously emerged unhurt from a battle which had left two thirds of his men killed and wounded. But they had plundered in the fashion which had made the armed forces of the Empire hated throughout Europe. They had searched the pockets even of the wounded who had cumbered the Sutherlands decks in moaning heaps. Their admiral, on his first encounter with Hornblower, had expressed surprise that the latter was not wearing the sword which the admiral had sent back to him in recognition of his gallantry, and on Hornblowers denial that he had ever seen the weapon again after giving it up had instituted a search which discovered the sword cast aside somewhere in his flagship, the glorious inscription still engraved upon the blade, but with the gold stripped from hilt and guard and scabbard. And the admiral had merely laughed at that and had not dreamed of instituting a search for the thief; the Patriotic Funds gift still hung at Hornblowers side, the tang of the blade protruding nakedly from the scabbard without the gold and ivory and seed pearls which had adorned it.

The French soldiers and sailors who had swarmed over the captured ship had torn away even the brasswork in the same fashion; they had gorged upon the unappetising provisions in a way which proved how miserable were the rations provided for the men who fought for the Empire  but it was only a few who had swilled themselves into insensibility from the rum casks. In face of similar temptation (to which no British officer would have exposed his men) British seamen would have drunk until nine tenths of them were incapable or fighting mad. The French officers had made the usual appeal to their prisoners to join the French ranks, making the usual tempting offers of good treatment and regular pay to anyone who cared to enlist either in the army or the navy. Hornblower was proud that no single man had succumbed to the temptation.

As a consequence the few sound men now languished in strict confinement in one of the empty storerooms of the fortress, deprived of the tobacco and rum and fresh air which for most of them represented the difference between heaven and hell. The wounded  the hundred and forty-five wounded  were rotting in a dank casemate where gangrene and fever would soon make an end of them. To the logical French mind the poverty-stricken Army of Catalonia, which could do little even for its own wounded, would be mad to expend any of its resources on attention to wounded who would be intolerable nuisances should they survive.

A little moan escaped Hornblowers lips as he paced the ramparts. He had a room of his own, a servant to wait on him, fresh air and sunshine, while the poor devils he had commanded were suffering all the miseries of confinement  even the three or four other unwounded officers were lodged in the town gaol. True, he suspected that he was being reserved for another fate. During those glorious days when, in command of the Sutherland, he had won for himself, unknowing, the nickname of the Terror of the Mediterranean, he had managed to storm the battery at Llanza by bringing his ship up close to it flying the tricolour flag. That had been a legitimate ruse de guerre for which historical precedents without number could be quoted, but the French Government had apparently deemed it a violation of the laws of war. The next convoy to France or Barcelona would bear him with it as a prisoner to be tried by a military commission. Bonaparte was quite capable of shooting him, both from personal rancour and as a proof of the most convincing sort to Europe of British duplicity and wickedness, and during the last day or two Hornblower thought he had read as much in the eyes of his gaolers.

Just enough time had elapsed for the news of the Sutherlands capture to have reached Paris and for Bonapartes subsequent orders to have been transmitted to Rosas. The Moniteur Universel would have blazed out in a pæan of triumph, declaring to the continent that this loss of a ship of the line was clear proof that England was tottering to her fall like ancient Carthage; in a month or twos time presumably there would be another announcement to the effect that a traitorous servant of perfidious Albion had met his just deserts against a wall in Vincennes or Montjuich.

Hornblower cleared his throat nervously as he walked; he expected to feel afraid and was surprised that he did not. The thought of an abrupt and inevitable end of that sort did not alarm him as much as did his shapeless imaginings when he was going into action on his quarterdeck. In fact he could almost view it with relief, as putting an end to his worries about his wife Maria whom he had left pregnant, and to his jealous torments of longing for Lady Barbara who had married his admiral; in the eyes of England he would be regarded as a martyr whose widow deserved a pension. It would be an honourable end, then, which a man ought to welcome  especially a man like Hornblower whose persistent and unfounded disbelief in his own capacity left him continually frightened of professional disgrace and ruin.

And it would be an end of captivity, too. Hornblower had been a prisoner once before, for two heartbreaking years in Ferrol, but with the passing of time he had forgotten the misery of it until this new experience. In those days, too, he had never known the freedom of his own quarterdeck, and had never tasted the unbounded liberty  the widest freedom on earth  of being a captain of a ship. It was torture now to be a prisoner, even with the liberty to look upon the sky and the sea. A caged lion must fret behind his bars in the same way as Hornblower fretted against his confinement. He felt suddenly sick and ill through restraint. He clenched his fists and only by an effort prevented himself from raising them above his head in a gesture of despair.

Then he took hold of himself again, with an inward sneer at his childish weakness. To distract himself he looked out again to the blue sea which he loved, the row of black cormorants silhouetted against the grey cliff, the gulls wheeling against the blue sky. Five miles out he could see the topsails of His Majestys frigate Cassandra, keeping sleepless watch over the four French ships huddled for shelter under the guns of Rosas, and beyond them he could see the royals of the Pluto and the Caligula  Admiral Leighton, the unworthy husband of his beloved Lady Barbara, was flying his flag in the Pluto, but he refused to let that thought worry him  where they awaited an accession of strength from the Mediterranean fleet before coming in to destroy the ships which had captured him. He could rely upon the British to avenge his defeat. Martin, the vice-admiral with the Toulon blockading squadron, would see to it that Leighton did not make a hash of this attack, powerful as might be the guns of Rosas.

He looked along the ramparts at the massive twenty-four-pounders mounted there. The bastions at the angles carried forty-two-pounders  colossal pieces. He leaned over the parapet and looked down; it was a sheer drop from there of twenty five feet to the bottom of the ditch, and along the bottom of the ditch itself ran a line of stout palisades, which no besieging army could damage until he had sapped right up to the lip of the ditch. No hurried, extemporised attack could carry the citadel of Rosas. A score of sentries paced the ramparts, even as did he; in the opposite face he could see the massive gates, with the portcullis down, where a hundred men of the grand guard were always ready to beat back any surprise attack which might elude the vigilance of the twenty sentinels.

Down there, in the body of the place, a company of infantry was being put through its drill  the shrill words of command were clearly audible to him up here. It was Italian which was being spoken; Bonaparte had attempted his conquest of Catalonia mainly with the foreign auxiliaries of his empire, Italians, Neapolitans, Germans, Swiss, Poles. The uniforms of the infantry down there were as ragged as the lines they were forming; the men were in tatters, and even the tatters were not homogeneous  the men wore white or blue or grey or brown according to the resources of the depots which had originally sent them out. They were half-starved, poor devils, as well. Of the five or six thousand men based on Rosas the ones he could see were all that could be spared for military duty; the others were all out scouring the countryside for food  Bonaparte never dreamed of trying to feed the men whom he compelled to serve him, just as he only paid them, as an afterthought, a year or two in arrears. It was amazing that his ramshackle Empire had endured so long  that was the clearest proof of the incompetence of the various kingdoms which had pitted their strengths against it. Over on the other side of the Peninsula the French Empire was at this very minute putting out all its strength against a man of real ability and an army which knew what discipline was. On the issue of that struggle depended the fate of Europe. Hornblower was convinced that the redcoats with Wellington to lead them would be successful; he would have been just as certain even if Wellington were not his beloved Lady Barbaras brother.

Then he shrugged his shoulders. Not even Wellington would destroy the French Empire quickly enough to save him from trial and execution. Moreover, the time allowed him for his days exercise was over now. The next items in his monotonous programme would be to visit the sick in the casemate, and then the prisoners in the storeroom  by the courtesy of the commandant he was allowed ten minutes for each, before being shut up again in his room, drearily to attempt to reread the half-dozen books which were all that the garrison of Rosas possessed, or to pace up and down, three steps each way, or to lie huddled on his bed wondering about Maria and the child that was to be born in the New Year, and torturing himself with thoughts of Lady Barbara.


Chapter II
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HORNBLOWER AWOKE THAT night with a start, wondering what it was that had awakened him. A moment later he knew, when the sound was repeated. It was the dull thud of a gun fired on the ramparts above his head. He leaped from his bed with his heart pounding, and before his feet touched the floor the whole fortress was in a turmoil. Overhead there were guns firing. Somewhere else, outside the body of the fortress, there were hundreds of guns firing; through the barred windows of his room came a faint flickering as the flashes were reflected down from the sky. Immediately outside his door drums were beating and bugles were pealing as the garrison was called to arms  the courtyard was full of the sounds of nailed boots clashing on the cobbles.

That tremendous pulsation of artillery which he could hear could mean only one thing. The fleet must have come gliding into the bay in the darkness, and now he could hear the rolling of its broadsides as it battered the anchored ships. There was a great naval battle in progress within half a mile of him, and he could see nothing of it. It was utterly maddening. He tried to light his candle, but his trembling fingers could do nothing with his flint and steel. He dashed the tinderbox to the floor, and, fumbling in the darkness, he dragged on his coat and trousers and shoes and then beat upon the door madly with his fists. The sentry outside was Italian, he knew, and he spoke no Italian  only fluent Spanish and bad French.

Officier! Officier! he shouted, and then he heard the sentry call for the sergeant of the guard, and the measured step of the sergeant as he came up. The clatter of the garrisons falling in under arms had already died away.

What do you want? asked the sergeants voice  at least so Hornblower fancied, for he could not understand what was said.

Officier! Officier! raved Hornblower, beating still on the heavy door. The artillery was still rolling terrifically outside. Hornblower went on pounding on the door even until he heard the key in the lock. The door swung open and he blinked at the light of a torch which shone into his eyes. A young subaltern in a neat white uniform stood there between the sergeant and the sentry.

Quest-ce-que monsieur désire? he asked  he at least understood French, even if he spoke it badly. Hornblower fumbled to express himself in an unfamiliar tongue.

I want to see! he stammered. I want to see the battle! Let me go on to the walls.

The young officer shook his head reluctantly; like the other officers of the garrison, he felt a kindly feeling towards the English captain who  so rumour said  was so shortly to be conducted to Paris and shot.

It is forbidden, he said.

I will not escape, said Hornblower; desperate excitement was loosening his tongue now. Word of honour  I swear it! Come with me, but let me see! I want to see!

The officer hesitated.

I cannot leave my post here, he said.

Then let me go alone. I swear I will stay on the walls. I will not try to escape.

Word of honour? asked the subaltern.

Word of honour. Thank you, sir.

The subaltern stood aside, and Hornblower dashed out of his room, down the short corridor to the courtyard, and up the ramp which led to the seaward bastion. As he reached it, the forty-two-pounder mounted there went off with a deafening roar, and the long tongue of orange flame nearly blinded him. In the darkness the bitter powder-smoke engulfed him. Nobody in the groups bending over the guns noticed him, and he ran down the steep staircase to the curtain wall, where, away from the guns, he could see without being blinded.

Rosas Bay was all a-sparkle with gun flashes. Then, five times in regular succession, came the brilliant red glow of a broadside, and each glow lit up a stately ship gliding in rigid line ahead past the anchored French ships. The Pluto was there; Hornblower saw her three decks, her ensign at the peak, her admirals flag at the mizzen, her topsails set and her other canvas furled. Leighton would be there, walking his quarterdeck  thinking of Barbara, perhaps. And that next astern was the Caligula. Bolton would be stumping about her deck, revelling in the crash of her broadsides. She was firing rapidly and well  Bolton was a good captain, although a badly educated man. The words Oderint dum metuant,  the Cæsar Caligulas maxim,  picked out in letters of gold across the Caligulas stern had meant nothing to Bolton until Hornblower translated and explained them to him. At this very moment, perhaps, those letters were being defaced and battered by the French shot.

But the French squadron was firing back badly and irregularly. There was no sudden glow of broadsides where they lay anchored, but only an irregular and intermittent sparkle as the guns were loosed off anyhow. In a night action like this, and after a sudden surprise, Hornblower would not have trusted even English seamen with independent fire. He doubted if as many as one-tenth of the French guns were being properly served and pointed. As for the heavy guns pealing away beside him from the fortress, he was quite certain they were doing no good to the French cause and possibly some harm. Firing at half a mile in the darkness, even from a steady platform and with large-calibre guns, they were as likely to hit friend as foe. It had well repaid Admiral Martin to send in Leighton and his ships in the moonless hours of the night, risking all the navigational perils of the bay.

Hornblower choked with emotion and excitement as his imagination called up the details of what would be going on in the English ships  the leadsmen chanting the soundings with disciplined steadiness, the heave of the ship to the deafening crash of the broadside, the battle lanterns glowing dimly in the smoke of the lower decks, the squeal and rattle of the gun trucks as the guns were run up again, the steady orders of the officers in charge of sections of guns, the quiet voice of the captain addressing the helmsmen. He leaned far over the parapet in the darkness, peering down into the bay.

A whiff of wood smoke came to his nostrils, sharply distinct from the acrid powder-smoke which was drifting by from the guns. They had lit the furnaces for heating shot, but the commandant would be a fool if he allowed his guns to fire red-hot shot in these conditions. French ships were as inflammable as English ones, and just as likely to be hit in a close battle like this. Then his grip tightened on the stonework of the parapet, and he stared and stared again with aching eyes towards what had attracted his notice. It was the tiniest, most subdued little red glow in the distance. The English had brought in fire ships in the wake of their fighting squadron. A squadron at anchor like this was the best possible target for a fire ship, and Martin had planned his attack well in sending in his ships of the line first to clear away guard boats and beat down the French fire and occupy the attention of the crews. The red glow suddenly increased, grew brighter and brighter still, revealing the hull and masts and rigging of a small brig; still brighter it grew as the few daring spirits who remained on board flung open hatches and gunports to increase the draught. The tongues of flame which soared up were visible even to Hornblower on the ramparts, and they revealed to him, too, the form of the Turenne alongside her  the one French ship which had emerged from the previous battle with all her masts. Whoever the young officer in command of the fire ship might be, he was a man with a cool head and determined will, thus to select the most profitable target of all.

Hornblower saw points of fire begin to ascend the rigging of the Turenne until she was outlined in red like some set-piece in a firework display. Sudden jets of flame showed where powder charges on her deck were taking fire; and then the whole set-piece suddenly swung round and began to drift before the gentle wind as the burnt cables gave way. A mast fell in an upward torrent of sparks, strangely reflected in the black water all round. At once the sparkle of gunfire in the other French ships began to die away as the crews were called from their guns to deal with the drifting menace, and a slow movement of the shadowy forms lit by the flames revealed that their cables had been cut by officers terrified of death by fire.

Then suddenly Hornblowers attention was distracted to a point closer in to shore, where the abandoned wreck of the Sutherland lay beached. There, too, a red glow could be seen, growing and spreading momentarily. Some daring party from the British squadron had boarded her and set her on fire too, determined not to leave even so poor a trophy in the hands of the French. Farther out in the bay three red dots of light were soaring upwards slowly, and Hornblower gulped in sudden nervousness lest an English ship should have caught fire as well, but he realised next moment that it was only a signal  three vertical red lanterns  which was apparently the prearranged recall, for with their appearance the firing abruptly ceased. The blazing wrecks lit up now the whole of this corner of the bay with a lurid red in whose light could be distinctly seen the other French ships, drifting without masts or anchors, towards the shore. Next came a blinding flash and a stunning explosion as the magazine of the Turenne took fire. For several seconds after the twenty tons of gunpowder had exploded Hornblowers eyes could not see nor his mind think; the blast of it had shaken him, like a child in the hands of an angry nurse, even where he stood.

He became aware that daylight was creeping into the bay, revealing the ramparts of Rosas in hard outlines, and dulling the flames from the wreck of the Sutherland. Far out in the bay, already beyond gunshot of the fortress, the five British ships of the line were standing out to sea in their rigid line-ahead. There was something strange about the appearance of the Pluto; it was only at his second glance that Hornblower realised that she had lost her maintopmast  clear proof that one French shot at least had done damage. The other ships revealed no sign of having received any injury during one of the best-managed affairs in the long history of the British Navy. Hornblower tore his gaze from his vanishing friends to study the field of battle. Of the Turenne and the fire ship there was no sign at all; of the Sutherland there only remained a few blackened timbers emerging from the water, with a wisp of smoke suspended above them. Two ships of the line were on the rocks to the westward of the fortress, and French seamanship would never make them seaworthy again. Only the three-decker was left, battered and mastless, swinging to the anchor which had checked her on the very edge of the surf. The next easterly gale would see her, too, flung ashore and useless. The British Mediterranean Fleet would in the future have to dissipate none of its energies in a blockade of Rosas.

Here came General Vidal, the Governor of the fortress, making his rounds with his staff at his heels, and just in time to save Hornblower from falling into a passion of despair at watching the English squadron disappear over the horizon.

What are you doing here? demanded the general, checking at the sight of him. Under the sternness of his expression could be read the kindly pity which Hornblower had noticed in the faces of all his enemies when they began to suspect that a firing party awaited him.

The officer of the grand guard allowed me to come up here, explained Hornblower in his halting French. I gave him my parole of honour not to try to escape. I will withdraw it again now, if you please.

He had no business to accept it, in any case, snapped the general, but with that fateful kindliness still apparent. You wanted to see the battle, I suppose?

Yes, General.

A fine piece of work your compatriots have done. The general shook his head sadly. It will not make the government in Paris feel any better disposed towards you, I fear, Captain.

Hornblower shrugged his shoulders; he had already caught the infection of that gesture during his few days sojourn among Frenchmen. He noted, with a lack of personal interest which seemed odd to him even then, that this was the first time the governor had hinted openly at danger threatening him from Paris.

I have done nothing to make me afraid, he said.

No, no, of course not, said the governor hastily and out of countenance, like a parent denying to a child that a prospective dose of medicine would be unpleasant.

He looked round for some way of changing the subject, and fortunate chance brought one. From far below in the bowels of the fortress came a muffled sound of cheering  English cheers, not Italian screeches.

That must be those men of yours, Captain, said the general, smiling again. I fancy the new prisoner must have told them by now the story of last nights affair.

The new prisoner? demanded Hornblower.

Yes, indeed. A man who fell overboard from the admirals ship  the Pluto, is it not?  and had to swim ashore. Ah, I suspected you would be interested, Captain. Yes, off you go and talk to him. Here, Dupont, take charge of the captain and escort him to the prison.

Hornblower could hardly spare the time in which to thank his captor, so eager was he to interview the new arrival and hear what he had to say. Two weeks as a prisoner had already had their effect in giving him a thirst for news. He ran down the ramp, Dupont puffing beside him, across the cobbled court, in through the door which a sentry opened for him at a gesture from his escort, down the dark stairway to the ironstudded door where stood two sentries on duty. With a great clattering of keys the doors were opened for him and he walked into the room.

It was a wide low room  a disused storeroom, in fact  lit and ventilated only by a few heavily barred apertures opening into the fortress ditch. It stank of closely confined humanity and it was at present filled with a babel of sound as what was left of the crew of the Sutherland plied questions at someone hidden in the middle of the crowd. At Hornblowers entrance the crowd fell apart and the new prisoner came forward; he was naked save for his duck trousers, and a long pigtail hung down his back.

Who are you? demanded Hornblower.

Phillips, sir. Maintopman in the Pluto.

His honest blue eyes met Hornblowers gaze without a sign of flinching. Hornblower could guess that he was neither a deserter nor a spy  he had borne both possibilities in mind.

How did you come here?

We was settin sail, sir, to beat out o the bay. Wed just seen the old Sutherland take fire, an Capn Elliott he says to us, he says, sir, Nows the time, my lads. Topsls and togarns. So up we went aloft, sir, an Id just taken the earring o the main togarn when down came the mast, sir, an I was pitched off into the water. So was a lot o my mates, sir, but just then the Frenchy which was burnin blew up, an I think the wreckage killed a lot of em, sir, cos then I found I was alone, an Pluto was gone away, an so I swum for the shore, an there was a lot of Frenchies what I think had swum from the burning Frenchy an they took me to some sojers an the sojers brought me here, sir. There was a orficer what arst me questions  itd a made you laugh, sir, to hear him trying to speak English  but I wasnt sayin nothin, sir. An when they see that, they puts me in here along with the others, sir. I was just telling em about the fight, sir. There was the old Pluto, an Caligula, sir, an  

Yes, I saw it, said Hornblower, shortly. I saw that Pluto had lost her main topmast. Was she knocked about much?

Lor bless you, sir, no, sir. We hadnt had half a dozen shot come aboard, an they didnt do no damage, barrin the one what wounded the admiral.

The admiral! Hornblower reeled a little as he stood, as though he had been struck. Admiral Leighton, dyou mean?

Admiral Leighton, sir.

Was  was he badly hurt?

I dunno, sir. I didnt see it meself, o course, sir, seein as how I was on the main deck at the time. Sailmakers mate, he told me, sir, that the admiral had been hit by a splinter. Coopers mate told him, sir, what helped to carry him below.

Hornblower could say no more for the present. He could only stare at the kindly stupid face of the sailor before him. Yet even in that moment he could take note of the fact that the sailor was not in the least moved by the wounding of his admiral. Nelsons death had put the whole fleet into mourning, and he knew of half a dozen other flag officers whose death or whose wounding would have brought tears into the eyes of the men serving under him. If it had been one of those, the man would have told of the accident to him before mentioning his own misadventures. Hornblower had known before that Leighton was not beloved by his officers, and here was a clear proof that he was not beloved by his men either. But perhaps Barbara had loved him. She had at least married him. Hornblower forced himself to speak, to bear himself naturally.

That will do, he said, curtly, and then looked round to catch his coxswains eye. Anything to report, Brown?

No, sir. All well, sir.

Hornblower rapped on the door behind him to be let out of prison, to be conducted by his guard back to his room again, where he could walk up and down, three steps each way, his brain seething like a pot on a fire. He knew only enough to unsettle him, to make him anxious. Leighton had been wounded, but that did not mean that he would die. A splinter wound  that might mean much or little. Yet he had been carried below. No admiral would have allowed that, if he had been able to resist  not in the heat of a fight, at any rate. His face might be lacerated or his belly torn open  Hornblower, shuddering, shook his mind free from the memories of all the horrible wounds he had seen received on shipboard during twenty years service. But, cold-bloodedly, it was an even chance that Leighton would die  Hornblower had signed too many casualty lists to be unaware of the chances of a wounded mans recovery.

If Leighton were to die, Barbara would be free again. But what had that to do with him, a married man  a married man whose wife was pregnant? She would be no nearer to him, not while Maria lived. And yet it assuaged his jealousy to think of her as a widow. But then perhaps she would marry again, and he would have to go once more through all the torment he had endured when he had first heard of her marriage to Leighton. In that case he would rather Leighton lived  a cripple, perhaps, mutilated or impotent; the implications of that train of thought drove him into a paroxysm of too-rapid thinking from which he emerged only after a desperate struggle for sanity.

In the cold reaction which followed he sneered at himself for a fool. He was the prisoner of a man whose empire extended from the Baltic to Gibraltar. He told himself he would be an old man, that his child and Marias would be grown up before he regained his liberty. And then with a sudden shock he remembered that he might soon be dead  shot for violation of the laws of war. Strange how he could forget that possibility. Sneering, he told himself that he had a cowards mind which could leave the imminence of death out of its calculations because the possibility was too monstrous to bear contemplation.

There was something else he had not reckoned upon lately, too. If Bonaparte did not have him shot, if he regained his freedom, even then he still had to run the gauntlet of a court-martial for the loss of the Sutherland. A court-martial might decree for him death or disgrace or ruin; the British public would not hear lightly of a British ship of the line surrendering, however great the odds against her. He would have liked to ask Phillips, the seaman from the Pluto, about what had been said in the fleet regarding the Sutherlands action, whether the general verdict had been one of approval or not. But of course it would be impossible to ask; no captain could ask a seaman what the fleet thought of him, even if there was a chance of hearing the truth  which, too, was doubtful. He was compassed about with uncertainties  the uncertainties of his imprisonment, of the possibility of his trial by the French, of his future court-martial, of Leightons wound. There was even an uncertainty regarding Maria; she was pregnant  would the child be a girl or a boy, would he ever see it, would anyone raise a finger to help her, would she be able to educate the child properly without his supervision?

Once more the misery of imprisonment was borne in upon him. He grew sick with longing for his liberty, for his freedom, for Barbara and for Maria.


Chapter III
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HORNBLOWER WAS WALKING next day upon the ramparts again; the sentries with their loaded muskets stood one at each end of the sector allotted to him, and the subaltern allotted to guard him sat discreetly against the parapet so as not to break in upon the thoughts which preoccupied him. But he was too tired to think much now  all day and nearly all night yesterday he had paced his room, three paces up and three paces back, with his mind in a turmoil. Exhaustion was saving him now, and he could think no more.

He welcomed as a distraction a bustle at the main gate, the turning out of the guard, the opening of the gate, and the jingling entrance of a coach drawn by six fine horses. He stood and watched the proceedings with all the interest of a captive. There was an escort of fifty mounted men in the cocked hats and blue-and-red uniforms of Bonapartes gendarmerie, coachman and servants on the box, an officer dismounting hurriedly to open the door. Clearly the new arrival must be a man of importance. Hornblower experienced a faint feeling of disappointment when there climbed out of the coach not a Marshal with plumes and feathers, but just another officer of gendarmerie. A youngish man with a bullet-black head, which he revealed as he held his cocked hat in his hand while stooping to descend; the star of the Legion of Honour on his breast; high black boots with spurs. Hornblower wondered idly why a colonel of gendarmerie who was obviously not crippled should arrive in a coach instead of on horseback. He watched him go clinking across to the governors headquarters.

Hornblowers walk was nearly finished when one of the young French aides-de-camp of the governor approached him on the ramparts and saluted.

His Excellency sends you his compliments, sir, and he would be glad if you could spare him a few minutes of your time as soon as it is convenient to you.

Addressed to a prisoner, as Hornblower told himself bitterly, these words might as well have been Come at once.

I will come now, with the greatest pleasure, said Hornblower, maintaining the solemn farce.

Down in the governors office the same colonel of gendarmerie was standing conversing alone with His Excellency; the governors expression was sad.

I have the honour of presenting to you, Captain, he said, turning, Colonel Jean-Baptiste Caillard, Grand Eagle of the Legion of Honour, and one of His Imperial Majestys personal aides-de-camp. Colonel, this is Captain Horatio Hornblower, of His Britannic Majestys Navy.

The governor was clearly worried and upset. His hands were fluttering and he stammered a little as he spoke, and he had made a pitiful muddle of his attempt on the aspirates of Hornblowers name. Hornblower bowed, but as the colonel remained unbending he stiffened to attention. He could recognize that type of man at once  the servant of a tyrant, and in close personal association with him, modelling his conduct not on the tyrants, but on what he fancied should be the correct behaviour of a tyrant, far out-Heroding Herod in arbitrariness and cruelty. It might be merely a pose  the man might be a kind husband and the loving father of a family  but it was a pose which might have unpleasant results for anyone in his power. His victims would suffer in his attempt to prove, to himself as well as to others, that he could be more stern, more unrelenting  and therefore naturally more able  than the man who employed him.

Caillard ran a cold eye over Hornblowers appearance.

What is he doing with that sword at his side? he asked of the governor.

The admiral returned it to him on the day of the battle, explained the governor hastily. He said  

It doesnt matter what he said, interrupted Caillard. No criminal as guilty as he can be allowed a weapon. And a sword is the emblem of a gentleman of honour, which he most decidedly is not. Take off that sword, sir.

Hornblower stood appalled, hardly believing he had understood. Caillards face wore a fixed mirthless smile which showed white teeth, below the black moustache which lay like a gash across his olive face.

Take off that sword, repeated Caillard; and then, as Hornblower made no movement, If Your Excellency will permit me to call in one of my gendarmes, I will have the sword removed.

At the threat Hornblower unbuckled his belt and allowed the weapon to fall to the ground; the clatter rang loud in the silence. The sword of honour which the Patriotic Fund had awarded him ten years ago for his heading of the boarding party which took the Castilla lay on the floor, jerked half out of its scabbard. The hiltless tang and the battered places on the sheath where the gold had been torn off bore mute witness to the lust for gold of the Empires servants.

Good! said Caillard. Now will Your Excellency have the goodness to warn this man of his approaching departure?

Colonel Caillard, said the governor, has come to take you and your first lieutenant, Mistaire  Mistaire Bush, to Paris.

Bush? blazed out Hornblower, moved as not even the loss of his sword could move him. Bush? That is impossible. Lieutenant Bush is seriously wounded. It might easily be fatal to take him on a long journey at present.

The journey will be fatal to him in any case, said Caillard, still with the mirthless smile and the gleam of white teeth.

The governor wrung his hands.

You cannot say that, Colonel. These gentlemen have still to be tried. The Military Commission has yet to give its verdict.

These gentlemen, as you call them, Your Excellency, stand condemned out of their own mouths.

Hornblower remembered that he had made no attempt to deny, while the admiral was questioning him and preparing his report, that he had been in command of the Sutherland the day she wore French colours and her landing party stormed the battery at Llanza. He had known the ruse to be legitimate enough, but he had not reckoned on a French emperor determined upon convincing European opinion of the perfidy of England and cunning enough to know that a couple of resounding executions might well be considered evidence of guilt.

The colonel, said the governor to Hornblower, has brought his coach. You may rely upon it that Mistaire Bush will have every possible comfort. Please tell me which of your men you would like to accompany you as your servant. And if there is anything which I can provide which will make the journey more comfortable I will do so with the greatest pleasure.

Hornblower debated internally the question of the servant. Polwheal, who had served him for years, was among the wounded in the casemate. Nor, he fancied, would he have selected him in any case; Polwheal was not the man for an emergency  and it was just possible that there might be an emergency. Latude had escaped from the Bastille. Was not there a faint chance that Hornblower might escape from Vincennes? Hornblower thought of Browns bulging muscles and cheerful devotion.

I would like to take my coxswain, Brown, if you please, he said.

Certainly. I will send for him and have your present servant pack your things with him. And with regard to your needs for the journey?

I need nothing, said Hornblower. At the same time as he spoke he cursed himself for his pride. If he were ever to save himself and Bush from the firing party in the ditch at Vincennes, he would need gold.

Oh, I cannot allow you to say that, protested the governor. There may be some few comforts you would like to buy when you are in France. Besides, you cannot deprive me of the pleasure of being of assistance to a brave man. Please do me the favour of accepting my purse. I beg you to, sir.

Hornblower fought down his pride and took the proffered wallet. It was of surprising weight and gave out a musical chink as he took it.

I must thank you for your kindness, he said. And for all your courtesy while I have been your prisoner.

It has been a pleasure to me, as I said, replied the governor. I want to wish you the  the very best of good luck on your arrival in Paris.

Enough of this, said Caillard. My orders from His Majesty call for the utmost expedition. Is the wounded man in the courtyard?

The governor led the way out, and the gendarmes closed up round Hornblower as they walked towards the coach. Bush was lying there on a stretcher, strangely pale and strangely wasted out there in the bright light. He was feebly trying to shield his eyes from the sun; Hornblower ran and knelt beside him.

Theyre going to take us to Paris, Bush, he said.

What, you and me, sir?

Yes.

Its a place Ive often wanted to see.

The Italian surgeon who had amputated Bushs foot was plucking at Hornblowers sleeve and fluttering some sheets of paper. These were instructions, he explained in faulty Italian French, for the further treatment of the stump. Any surgeon in France would understand them. As soon as the ligatures came away the wound would heal at once. He had put a parcel of dressings into the coach for use on the journey. Hornblower tried to thank him, but was interrupted when the surgeon turned away to supervise the lifting of Bush, stretcher and all, into the coach. It was an immensely long vehicle, and the stretcher just fitted in across one door, its ends on the two seats.

Brown was there now, with Hornblowers valise in his hand. The coachman showed him how to put it into the boot. Then a gendarme opened the other door and stood waiting for Hornblower to enter. Hornblower looked up at the ramparts towering above him; no more than half an hour ago he had been walking there, worn out with doubt. At least one doubt was settled now. In a fortnights time perhaps they would all be settled, after he had faced the firing party at Vincennes. A spurt of fear welled up within him at the thought, destroying the first momentary feeling almost of pleasure. He did not want to be taken to Paris and shot; he wanted to resist. Then he realised that resistance would be both vain and undignified, and he forced himself to climb into the coach, hoping that no one had noticed his slight hesitation.

A gesture from the sergeant of gendarmerie brought Brown to the door as well, and he came climbing in to sit apologetically with his officers. Caillard was mounting a big black horse, a spirited, restless creature which champed at its bit and passaged feverishly about. When he had settled himself in the saddle the word was given, and the horses were led round the courtyard, the coach jolting and heaving over the cobbles, out through the gate and down to the road which wound under the guns of the fortress. The mounted gendarmerie closed up round the coach, a whip cracked, and they were off at a slow trot, to the jingling of the harness and the clattering of the hoofs and the creaking of the leatherwork.

Hornblower would have liked to have looked out of the windows at the houses of Rosas village going by  after three weeks captivity the change of scene allured him  but first he had to attend to his wounded lieutenant.

How is it going, Bush? he asked, bending over him.

Very well, thank you, sir, said Bush.

There was sunlight streaming in through the coach windows now, and here a succession of tall trees by the roadside threw flickering shadows over Bushs face. Fever and loss of blood had made Bushs face less craggy and gnarled, drawing the flesh tight over the bones so that he looked unnaturally younger, and he was pale instead of being the mahogany brown to which Hornblower was accustomed. Hornblower thought he saw a twinge of pain cross Bushs expression as the coach lurched on the abominable road.

Is there anything I can do? he asked, trying hard to keep the helplessness out of his voice.

Nothing, thank you, sir, whispered Bush.

Try and sleep, said Hornblower.

Bushs hand which lay outside the blanket twitched and stirred and moved towards him; he took it and he felt a gentle pressure. For a few brief seconds Bushs hand stroked his, feebly, caressing it as though it were a womans. There was a glimmer of a smile on Bushs drawn face with its closed eyes. During all the years they had served together it was the first sign of affection either had shown for the other. Bushs head turned on the pillow, and he lay quite still, while Hornblower sat not daring to move for fear of disturbing him.

The coach had slowed to a walk  it must be breasting the long climb which carried the road across the roots of the peninsula of Cape Creus. Yet even at that speed the coach lurched and rolled horribly; the surface of the road must be utterly uncared for. The sharp ringing of the hoofs of the escorts horses told that they were travelling over rock, and the irregularity of the sound was a clear indication of the way the horses were picking their way among the holes. Framed in the windows Hornblower could see the gendarmes in their blue uniforms and cocked hats jerking and swaying about with the rolling of the coach. The presence of fifty gendarmes as an escort was not a real indication of the political importance of himself and Bush, but only a proof that even here, only twenty miles from France, the road was unsafe for small parties  a little band of Spanish guerilleros was to be found on every inaccessible hill-top.

But there was always a chance that Claros or Rovira with their Catalan miqueletes a thousand strong might come swooping down on the road from their Pyrenean fastnesses. Hornblower felt hope surging up within him at the thought that at any moment, in that case, he might find himself a free man again. His pulse beat faster and he crossed and uncrossed his knees restlessly  with the utmost caution so as not to disturb Bush. He did not want to be taken to Paris to face a mockery of a trial. He did not want to die. He was beginning to fret himself into a fever, when common sense came to his rescue and he compelled himself to sink into a stolid indifference.

Brown was sitting opposite him, primly upright with his arms folded. Hornblower almost grinned, sympathetically, at sight of him. Brown was actually self-conscious. He had never in his life before, presumably, had to be at such close quarters with a couple of officers. Certainly he must be feeling awkward at having to sit in the presence of two such lofty individuals as a captain and a first lieutenant. For that matter, it was at least a thousand to one that Brown had never been inside a coach before, had never sat on leather upholstery with a carpet under his feet. Nor had he had any experience in gentlemens service, his duties as captains coxswain being mainly disciplinary and executive. There was something comic about seeing Brown, with the proverbial adaptability of the British seaman, aping what he thought should be the manners of the gentlemans gentleman, and sitting there as if butter would not melt in his mouth.

The coach lurched again, quickening its pace, and the horses broke from a walk into a trot. They must be at the top of the long hill now, with a long descent before them, which would bring them back to the seashore somewhere near Llanza, where he had stormed the battery under protection of the tricolour flag. It was an exploit he had been proud of  still was, for that matter. He had never dreamed for one moment that it would lead him to Paris and a firing party. Through the window on Bushs side he could see the rounded brown slopes of the Pyrenees soaring upwards; on the other side, as the coach swung sickeningly round a bend, he caught a glimpse of the sea far below, sparkling in the rays of the afternoon sun. He craned his neck to look at it, the sea which had played him so many scurvy tricks and which he loved. He thought, with a little catch in his throat, that this would be the last day on which he would ever see it. Tonight they would cross the frontier; tomorrow they would plunge into France; and in ten days, a fortnight, he would be rotting in his grave at Vincennes. It would be hard to leave this life, even with all its doubts and uncertainties, to lose the sea with its whims and its treacheries, Maria and the child, Lady Barbara . . .

Those were white cottages drifting past the windows; and on the side towards the sea, perched on the grassy cliff, was the battery of Llanza. He could see a sentry dressed in blue and white; stooping and looking upwards he could see the French flag at the top of the flagstaff  Bush, here, had hauled it down not so many weeks ago. He heard the coachmans whip crack and the horses quickened their pace; it was still eight miles or so to the frontier and Caillard must be anxious to cross before dark. The mountains, bristling here with pines, were hemming the road in close between them and the sea. Why did not Claros or Rovira come to save him? At every turn of the road there was an ideal site for an ambush. Soon they would be in France and it would be too late. He had to struggle again to remain impassive. The prospect of crossing into France seemed to make his fate far more certain and imminent.

It was growing dark fast  they could not be far now from the frontier. Hornblower tried to visualise the charts he had often handled, so as to remember the name of the French frontier town, but his mind was not sufficiently under control to allow it. The coach was coming to a standstill; he heard footsteps outside, heard Caillards metallic voice saying In the name of the Emperor and an unknown voice say Passez, passez, monsieur. The coach lurched and accelerated again; they were in France now. Now the horses hoofs were ringing on cobblestones. There were houses; one or two lights to be seen. Outside the houses there were men in all kinds of uniforms, and a few women picking their way among them, dressed in pretty costumes with caps on their heads. He could hear laughter and joking. Then abruptly the coach swerved to the right and drew up in the courtyard of an inn. Lights were appearing in plenty in the fading twilight. Someone opened the door of the coach and drew down the steps for him to descend.


Chapter IV
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HORNBLOWER LOOKED ROUND the room to which the innkeeper and the sergeant of gendarmerie had jointly conducted them. He was glad to see a fire burning there, for he was stiff and chilled with his long inactivity in the coach. There was a truckle bed against one wall, a table with a white cloth already spread. A gendarme appeared at the door, stepping slowly and heavily  he was the first of the two who were carrying the stretcher. He looked round to see where to lay it down, turned too abruptly, and jarred it against the jamb of the wall.

Careful with that stretcher! snapped Hornblower; and then, remembering he had to speak French, Attention! Mettez le brancard là. Doucement!

Brown came and knelt over the stretcher.

What is the name of this place? asked Hornblower of the innkeeper.

Cerbère. Hotel Iéna, monsieur, answered the innkeeper, fingering his leather apron.

Monsieur is allowed no speech with anyone whatever, interposed the sergeant. He will be served, but he must address no speech to the inn servants. If he has any wishes, he will speak to the sentry outside his door. There will be another sentry outside his window.

A gesture of his hand called attention to the cocked hat and the musket barrel of a gendarme, darkly visible through the glass.

You are too amiable, monsieur, said Hornblower.

I have my orders. Supper will be served in half an hour.

I would be obliged if Colonel Caillard would give orders for a surgeon to attend Lieutenant Bushs wounds at once.

I will ask him, sir, said the sergeant, escorting the innkeeper from the room.

Bush, when Hornblower bent over him, seemed somehow a little better than in the morning. There was a little colour in his cheeks and more strength in his movements.

Is there anything I can do, Bush? asked Hornblower.

Yes . . .

Bush explained the needs of sick-room nursing. Hornblower looked up at Brown, a little helplessly.

I am afraid itll call for two of you, sir, because Im a heavy man, said Bush apologetically. It was the apology in his tone which brought Hornblower to the point of action.

Of course, he said with all the cheerfulness he could bring into his voice. Come on, Brown. Lift him from the other side.

After the business was finished, with no more than a single half-stifled groan from Bush, Brown displayed more of the astonishing versatility of the British seaman.

Ill wash you, sir, shall I? An you havent had your shave today, have you, sir?

Hornblower sat and watched in helpless admiration the deft movements of the burly sailor as he washed and shaved his first lieutenant. The towels were so well arranged that no single drop of water fell on the bedding.

Thank ee, Brown, thank ee, said Bush, sinking back on his pillow.

The door opened to admit a little bearded man in a semi-military uniform carrying a leather case.

Good evening, gentlemen, he said, sounding all his consonants in the manner which Hornblower was yet to discover was characteristic of the Midi. I am the surgeon, if you please. And this is the wounded officer? And these are the hospital notes of my confrère at Rosas? Excellent. Yes, exactly. And how are you feeling, sir?

Hornblower had to translate, limpingly, the surgeons questions to Bush, and the latters replies. Bush put out his tongue, and submitted to having his pulse felt, and his temperature gauged by a hand thrust into his shirt.

So, said the surgeon. And now let us see the stump. Will you hold the candle for me here, if you please, sir?

He turned back the blankets from the foot of the stretcher, revealing the little basket which guarded the stump, laid the basket on the floor and began to remove the dressings.

Would you tell him, sir, asked Bush, that my foot which isnt there tickles most abominably and I dont know how to scratch it?

The translation taxed Hornblowers French to the utmost, but the surgeon listened sympathetically.

That is not at all unusual, he said. And the itchings will come to a natural end in course of time. Ah, now here is the stump. A beautiful stump. A lovely stump.

Hornblower, compelling himself to look, was vaguely reminded of the knuckle end of a roast leg of mutton; the irregular folds of flesh were caught in by half-healed scars, but out of the scars hung two ends of black thread.

When Monsieur le Lieutenant begins to walk again, explained the surgeon, he will be glad of an ample pad of flesh at the end of the stump. The end of the bone will not chafe

Yes, exactly, said Hornblower, fighting down his squeamishness.

A very beautiful piece of work, said the surgeon. As long as it heals properly and gangrene does not set in. At this stage the surgeon has to depend on his nose for his diagnosis.

Suiting the action to the word the surgeon sniffed at the dressings and at the raw stump.

Smell, monsieur, he said, holding the dressings to Hornblowers face. Hornblower was conscious of the faintest whiff of corruption.

Beautiful, is it not? said the surgeon. A fine healthy wound and yet every evidence that the ligatures will soon free themselves.

Hornblower realised that the two threads hanging out of the scars were attached to the ends of the two main arteries. When corruption inside was complete the threads could be drawn out and the wounds allowed to heal; it was a race between the rotting of the arteries and the onset of gangrene.

I will see if the ligatures are free now. Warn your friend that I shall hurt him a little.

Hornblower looked towards Bush to convey the message, and was shocked to sec that Bushs face was distorted with apprehension.

I know, said Bush. I know what hes going to do  sir.

Only as an afterthought did he say that sir, which was the clearest proof of his mental preoccupation. He grasped the bedclothes in his two fists, his jaw set and his eyes shut.

Im ready, he said through his clenched teeth.

The surgeon drew firmly on one of the threads and Bush writhed a little. He drew on the other.

A-ah, gasped Bush, with sweat on his face.

Nearly free, commented the surgeon. I could tell by the feeling of the threads. Your friend will soon be well. Now let us replace the dressings. So. And so. His dexterous plump fingers rebandaged the stump, replaced the wicker basket, and drew down the bed coverings.

Thank you, gentlemen, said the surgeon, rising to his feet and brushing his hands one against the other. I will return in the morning.

Hadnt you better sit down, sir? came Browns voice to Hornblowers ears as though from a million miles away, after the surgeon had withdrawn. The room was veiled in grey mist which gradually cleared away as he sat, to reveal Bush lying back on his pillow and trying to smile, and Browns homely honest face wearing an expression of acute concern.

Rare bad you looked for a minute, sir. You must be hungry, I expect, sir, not having eaten nothing since breakfast, like.

It was tactful of Brown to attribute this faintness to hunger, to which all flesh might be subject without shame, and not merely to weakness in face of wounds and suffering.

That sounds like supper coming now, croaked Bush from the stretcher, as though one of a conspiracy to ignore their captains feebleness.

The sergeant of gendarmerie came clanking in, two women behind him bearing trays. The women set the table deftly and quickly, their eyes downcast, and withdrew without looking up, although one of them smiled at the corner of her mouth in response to a meaning cough from Brown, which drew a gesture of irritation from the sergeant. The latter cast one searching glance round the room before shutting and locking the door with a clashing of keys.

Soup, said Hornblower, peering into the tureen which steamed deliciously. And I fancy this is stewed veal.

The discovery confirmed him in his notion that Frenchmen lived exclusively on soup and stewed veal  he put no faith in the more vulgar notions regarding frogs and snails.

You will have some of this broth, I suppose, Bush? he continued. He was talking desperately hard now to conceal the feeling of depression and unhappiness which was overwhelming him. And a glass of this wine? It has no label  lets hope for the best.

Some of their rotgut claret, I suppose, grunted Bush. Eighteen years of war with France had given most Englishmen the notion that the only wines fit for men to drink were port and sherry and Madeira, and that Frenchmen only drank thin claret, which gave an unaccustomed drinker the bellyache.

Well see, said Hornblower as cheerfully as he could. Lets get you propped up first.

With his hand behind Bushs shoulders he heaved him up a little; as he looked round helplessly, Brown came to his rescue with pillows taken from the bed, and between them they settled Bush with his head raised and his arms free and a napkin under his chin. Hornblower brought him a plate of soup and a piece of bread.

Mm, said Bush, tasting. Might be worse. Please, sir, dont let yours get cold.

Brown brought a chair for his captain to sit at the table, and stood in an attitude of attention beside it; there was another place laid, but his action proclaimed as loudly as words how far it was from his mind to sit with his captain. Hornblower ate, at first with distaste and then with increasing appetite.

Some more of that soup, Brown, said Bush. And my glass of wine, if you please.

The stewed veal was extraordinarily good, even to a man who was accustomed to meat he could set his teeth in.

Dash my wig, said Bush from the bed. Do you think I could have some of that stewed veal, sir? This travelling has given me an appetite.

Hornblower had to think about that. A man in a fever should be kept on a low diet, but Bush could not be said to be in a fever now, and he had lost a great deal of blood which he had to make up. The yearning look on Bushs face decided him.

A little will do you no harm, he said. Take this plate to Mr. Bush, Brown.

Good food and good wine  the fare in the Sutherland had been repulsive, and at Rosas scanty  tended to loosen their tongues and make them more cheerful. Yet it was hard to unbend beyond a certain unstated limit. The awful majesty surrounding a captain of a ship of the line lingered even after the ship had been destroyed; more than that, the memory of the very strict reserve which Hornblower had maintained during his command acted as a constraint. And to Brown a first lieutenant was in a position nearly as astronomically lofty as a captain; it was awesome to be in the same room as the two of them, even with the help of making-believe to be their old servant. Hornblower had finished his cheese by now, and the moment which Brown had been dreading had arrived.

Here, Brown, he said rising, sit down and eat your supper while its still hot.

Brown, now at the age of twenty-eight, had served His Majesty in His Majestys ships from the age of eleven, and during that time he had never made use at table of other instruments than his sheath knife and his fingers; he had never eaten off china, nor had he drunk from a wineglass. He experienced a nightmare sensation as if his officers were watching him with four eyes as large as footballs the while he nervously picked up a spoon and addressed himself to this unaccustomed task. Hornblower realised his embarrassment in a clairvoyant flash. Brown had thews and sinews which Hornblower had often envied; he had a stolid courage in action which Hornblower could never hope to rival. He could knot and splice, hand, reef, and steer, cast the lead or pull an oar, all of them far better than his captain. He could go aloft on a black night in a howling storm without thinking twice about it, but the sight of a knife and fork made his hands tremble. Hornblower thought about how Gibbon would have pointed the moral epigrammatically in two vivid antithetical sentences.

Humiliation and nervousness never did any good to a man  Hornblower knew that if anyone ever did. He took a chair unobtrusively over beside Bushs stretcher and sat down with his back almost turned to the table, and he plunged desperately into conversation with his first lieutenant while the crockery clattered behind him.

Would you like to be moved into the bed? he asked, saying the first thing which came into his head.

No thank you, sir, said Bush. Two weeks now Ive slept in the stretcher. Im comfortable enough, sir, and itd be painful to move me, even if  if  

Words failed Bush to describe his utter determination not to sleep in the only bed and leave his captain without one.

What are we going to Paris for, sir? asked Bush.

God knows, said Hornblower. But I have a notion that Boney himself wants to ask us questions.

That was the answer he had decided upon hours before in readiness for this inevitable question; it would not help Bushs convalescence to know the fate awaiting him.

Much good will our answers do him, said Bush, grimly. Perhaps well drink a dish of tea in the Tuileries with Maria Louisa.

Maybe, answered Hornblower. And maybe he wants lessons in navigation from you. Ive heard hes weak at mathematics.

That brought a smile. Bush notoriously was no good with figures and suffered agonies when confronted with a simple problem in spherical trigonometry. Hornblowers acute ears heard Browns chair scrape a little; presumably his meal had progressed satisfactorily.

Help yourself to the wine, Brown, he said, without turning round.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown cheerfully.

There was a whole bottle of wine left as well as some in the other. This would be a good moment for ascertaining if Brown could be trusted with liquor. Hornblower kept his back turned to him and struggled on with his conversation with Bush. Five minutes later Browns chair scraped again more definitely, and Hornblower looked round.

Had enough, Brown?

Aye aye, sir. A right good supper.

The soup tureen and the dish of stew were both empty; the bread had disappeared all save the heel of the loaf; there was only a morsel of cheese left. But one bottle of wine was still two thirds full  Brown had contented himself with a half bottle at most, and the fact that he had drunk that much and no more was the clearest proof that he was safe as regards alcohol.

Pull the bellrope, then.

The distant jangling brought in time the rattling of keys to the door, and in came the sergeant and the two maids; the latter set about clearing the tables under the formers eye.

I must get something for you to sleep on, Brown, said Hornblower.

I can sleep on the floor, sir.

No, you cant.

Hornblower had decided opinions about that; there had been occasions as a young officer when he had slept on the bare planks of a ships deck, and he knew their unyielding discomfort.

I want a bed for my servant, he said to the sergeant.

He can sleep on the floor.

I will not allow anything of the kind. You must find a mattress for him.

Hornblower was surprised to find how quickly he was acquiring the ability to talk French; the quickness of his mind enabled him to make the best use of his limited vocabulary and his retentive memory had stored up all sorts of words, once heard, and was ready to produce them from the subconscious part of his mind as soon as the stimulus of necessity was applied.

The sergeant had shrugged his shoulders and rudely turned his back.

I shall report your insolence to Colonel Caillard tomorrow morning, said Hornblower, hotly. Find a mattress immediately.

It was not so much the threat that carried the day as long-ingrained habits of discipline. Even a sergeant of French gendarmerie was accustomed to yielding deference to gold lace and epaulettes and an authoritative manner. Possibly the obvious indignation of the maids at the suggestion that so fine a man should be left to sleep on the floor may have weighed with him too. He called to the sentry at the door and told him to bring a mattress from the stables where the escort were billeted. It was only a palliasse of straw when it came, but it was something infinitely more comfortable than bare and draughty boards, all the same. Brown looked his gratitude to Hornblower as the mattress was spread out in the corner of the room.

Time to turn in, said Hornblower, ignoring it, as the door was locked behind the sergeant. Lets make you comfortable, first, Bush.

It was some obscure self-conscious motive which made Hornblower select from his valise the embroidered nightshirt over which Marias busy fingers had laboured lovingly  the nightshirt which he had brought with him from England for use should he dine and sleep at a governors or on board the flagship. All the years he had been a captain he had never shared a room with anyone save Maria, and it was a novel experience for him to prepare for bed in sight of Bush and Brown, and he was ridiculously self-conscious about it, regardless of the fact that Bush, white and exhausted, was already lying back on his pillow with drooping eyelids, while Brown modestly stripped off his trousers with downcast eyes, wrapped himself in the cloak which Hornblower insisted on his using, and curled himself up on his palliasse without a glance at his superior.

Hornblower got into bed.

Ready? he asked, and blew out the candle; the fire had died down to embers which gave only the faintest red glow in the room. It was the beginning of one of those wakeful nights which Hornblower had grown by now able to recognise in advance. The moment he blew out the candle and settled his head on the pillow he knew he would not be able to sleep until just before dawn. In his ship he would have gone up on deck or walked his stern gallery; here he could only lie grimly immobile. Sometimes a subdued crackling told how Brown was turning over on his straw mattress; once or twice Bush moaned a little in his feverish sleep.

Today was Wednesday. Only sixteen days ago and Hornblower had been captain of a seventy-four, and absolute master of the happiness of five hundred seamen. His least word directed the operations of a gigantic engine of war; the blows it had dealt had caused an imperial throne to totter. He thought regretfully of night-time aboard his ship, the creaking of the timbers and the singing of the rigging, the impassive quartermaster at the wheel in the faint light of the binnacle and the officer of the watch pacing the quarterdeck.

Now he was a nobody; where once he had minutely regulated five hundred mens lives he was reduced to chaffering for a single mattress for the only seaman left to him; police sergeants could insult him with impunity; he had to come and to go at the bidding of someone he despised. Worse than that  Hornblower felt the hot blood running under his skin as the full realisation broke upon him again  he was being taken to Paris as a criminal. Very soon indeed, in some cold dawn, he would be led out into the ditch at Vincennes to face a firing party. Then he would be dead. Hornblowers vivid imagination pictured the impact of the musket bullets upon his breast, and he wondered how long the pain would last before oblivion came upon him. It was not the oblivion that he feared, he told himself  indeed in his present misery he almost looked forward to it. Perhaps it was the finality of death, the irrevocableness of it.

No, that was only a minor factor. Mostly it was instinctive fear of a sudden and drastic change to something completely unknown. He remembered the night he had spent as a child in the inn at Andover, when he was going to join his ship next day and enter upon the unknown life of the Navy. That was the nearest comparison  he had been frightened then, he remembered, so frightened he had been unable to sleep; and yet frightened was too strong a word to describe the state of mind of someone who was quite prepared to face the future and could not be really blamed for this sudden acceleration of heartbeat and prickling of sweat!

A moaning sigh from Bush, loud in the stillness of the room, distracted him from his analysis of his fear. They were going to shoot Bush, too. Presumably they would lash him to a stake to have a fair shot at him  curious how, while it was easy to order a party to shoot an upright figure, however helpless, every instinct revolted against shooting a helpless man prostrate on a stretcher. It would be a monstrous crime to shoot Bush, who, even supposing his captain were guilty, could have done nothing except obey orders. But Bonaparte would do it. The necessity of rallying Europe round him in his struggle against England was growing ever more pressing. The blockade was strangling the Empire of the French as Antæus had been strangled by Hercules. Bonapartes unwilling allies  all Europe, that was to say, save Portugal and Sicily  were growing restive and thinking about defection; the French people themselves, Hornblower shrewdly guessed, were by now none too enamoured of this King Stork whom they had imposed on themselves. It would not be sufficient for Bonaparte merely to say that the British fleet was the criminal instrument of a perfidious tyranny; he had said that for a dozen years. The mere announcement that British naval officers had violated the laws of war would carry small enough weight, too. But to try a couple of officers and shoot them would be a convincing gesture, and the perverted statement of facts issued from Paris might help to sustain French public opinion  European public opinion as well  for another year or two in its opposition to England.

But it was bad luck that the victims should be Bush and he. Bonaparte had had a dozen British naval captains in his hands during the last few years, and he could have trumped up charges against half of them. Presumably it was destiny which had selected Hornblower and Bush to suffer. Hornblower told himself that for twenty years he had been aware of a premonition of sudden death. It was certain and inevitable now. He hoped he would meet it bravely, go down with colours flying; but he mistrusted his own weak body. He feared that his cheeks would be pale and his teeth would chatter, or worse still that his heart would weaken so that he would faint before the firing party had done their work. That would be a fine opportunity for a mordant couple of lines in the Moniteur Universel  fine reading for Lady Barbara and Maria.

If he had been alone in the room he would have groaned aloud in his misery and turned over restlessly. But as it was he lay grimly rigid and silent. If his subordinates were awake they would never be allowed to guess that he was awake, too. To divert his mind from his approaching execution he cast round in search of something else to think about, and new subjects presented themselves in swarms. Whether Admiral Leighton were alive or dead, and whether, if the latter were the case, Lady Barbara Leighton would think more often or less often about Hornblower, her lover; how Marias pregnancy was progressing; what was the state of British public opinion regarding the loss of the Sutherland, and, more especially, what Lady Barbara thought about his surrendering  there were endless things to think and worry about; there was endless flotsam bobbing about in the racing torrent of his mind. And the horses stamped in the stable, and every two hours he heard the sentries being changed outside window and door.


Chapter V
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DAWN WAS NOT fully come, the room was only faintly illuminated by the grey light, when a clash of keys and a stamping of booted feet outside the door heralded the entrance of the sergeant of gendarmerie.

The coach will leave in an hours time, he announced. The surgeon will be here in half an hour. You gentlemen will please be ready.

Bush was obviously feverish; Hornblower could see that at his first glance as he bent over him, still in his embroidered silk nightshirt. Yet Bush stoutly affirmed that he was not ill.

Im well enough, thank you, sir, he said; but his face was flushed and yet apprehensive, and his hands gripped his bedclothes. Hornblower suspected that the mere vibration of the floor as he and Brown walked about the room was causing pain to the unhealed stump of his leg.

Im ready to do anything you want done, said Hornblower.

No, thank you, sir. Lets wait till the doctor comes, if you dont mind, sir.

Hornblower washed and shaved in the cold water in the wash-hand-stand jug; during the time which had elapsed since he had left the Sutherland he had never been allowed hot. But he yearned for the cold shower bath he had been accustomed to take under the jet of the wash-deck pump; his skin seemed to creep when he stopped to consider it, and it was a ghoulish business to make shift with washing glove and soap, wetting a few inches at a time. Brown dressed himself unobtrusively in his own corner of the room, scurrying out like a mouse to wash when his captain had finished.

The doctor arrived with his leather satchel.

And how is he this morning? he asked, briskly; Hornblower saw a shade of concern pass over his face as he observed Bushs evident fever.

He knelt down and exposed the stump, Hornblower beside him. The limb jerked nervously as it was grasped with firm fingers; the doctor took Hornblowers hand and laid it on the skin above the wound.

A little warm, said the doctor. It was hot to Hornblowers touch. That may be a good sign. We shall know now.

He took hold of one of the ligatures and pulled at it. The thing came gliding out of the wound like a snake.

Good! said the doctor. Excellent!

He peered closely at the debris entangled in the knot, and then bent to examine the trickle of pus which had followed the ligature out of the wound.

Excellent, repeated the doctor.

Hornblower went back in his mind through the numerous reports which surgeons had made to him regarding wounded men, and the verbal comments with which they had amplified them. The words laudable pus came up in his mind; it was important to distinguish between the drainage from a wound struggling to heal itself and the stinking ooze of a poisoned limb. This was clearly laudable pus, judging by the doctors comments.

Now for the other one, said the doctor. He pulled at the remaining ligature, but all he got was a cry of pain from Bush  which seemed to go clean through Hornblowers heart  and a convulsive writhing of Bushs tortured body.

Not quite ready, said the doctor. I should judge that it will only be a matter of hours, though. Is your friend proposing to continue his journey today?

He is under orders to continue it, said Hornblower in his limping French. You would consider such a course unwise?

Most unwise, said the doctor. It will cause him a great deal of pain and may imperil the healing of the wound.

He felt Bushs pulse and rested his hand on his forehead.

Most unwise, he repeated.

The door opened behind him to reveal the gendarmerie sergeant.

The carriage is ready.

It must wait until I have bandaged this wound. Get outside, said the doctor testily.

I will go and speak to the colonel, said Hornblower.

He brushed past the sergeant, who tried too late to intercept him, into the main corridor of the inn, and out into the courtyard where stood the coach. The horses were being harnessed up, and a group of gendarmes were saddling their mounts on the farther side. Chance dictated that Colonel Caillard should be crossing the courtyard, too, in his blue-and-red uniform and his gleaming high boots, the star of the Legion of Honour dancing on his breast.

Sir, said Hornblower.

What is it now? demanded Caillard.

Lieutenant Bush must not be moved. He is very badly wounded and a crisis approaches.

The broken French came tumbling disjointedly from Hornblowers lips.

I can do nothing in contravention of my orders, said Caillard. His eyes were cold and his mouth hard.

You were not ordered to kill him, protested Hornblower.

I was ordered to bring you and him to Paris with the utmost dispatch. We shall start in five minutes.

But, sir . . . Cannot you wait even today?

Even as a pirate you must be aware of the impossibility of disobeying orders, said Caillard.

I protest against those orders in the name of humanity.

That was a melodramatic speech, but it was a melodramatic moment, and in his ignorance of French Hornblower could not pick and choose his words. A sympathetic murmur in his ear attracted his notice, and, looking round, he saw the two aproned maids and a fat woman and the innkeeper all listening to the conversation with obvious disapproval of Caillards point of view. They shut themselves away behind the kitchen door as Caillard turned a terrible eye upon them, but they had granted Hornblower a first momentary insight into the personal unpopularity which imperial harshness was causing in France.

Sergeant, said Caillard abruptly. Put the prisoners into the coach.

There was no hope of resistance. The gendarmes carried Bushs stretcher out into the courtyard and perched it upon the seats, with Brown and Hornblower running round it to protect it from unnecessary jerks. The surgeon was scribbling notes hurriedly at the foot of the sheaf of notes regarding Bushs case which Hornblower had brought from Rosas. One of the maids came clattering across the courtyard with a steaming tray, which she passed in to Hornblower through the open window. There was a platter of bread and three bowls of a black liquid which Hornblower was later to come to recognise as coffee  what blockaded France had come to call coffee. It was no pleasanter than the infusion of burnt crusts which Hornblower had sometimes drunk on shipboard during a long cruise without the opportunity of renewing cabin stores, but it was warm and stimulating at that time in the morning.

We have no sugar, sir, said the maid apologetically.

It doesnt matter, answered Hornblower, sipping thirstily.

It is a pity the poor wounded officer has to travel, she went on. These wars are terrible.

She had a snub nose and a wide mouth and big black eyes  no one could call her attractive, but the sympathy in her voice was grateful to a man who was a prisoner. Brown was propping up Bushs shoulders and holding a bowl to his lips. He took two or three sips and turned his head away. The coach rocked as two men scrambled up on to the box.

Stand away, there! roared the sergeant.

The coach lurched and rolled and wheeled round out of the gates, the horses hoofs clattering loud on the cobbles, and the last Hornblower saw of the maid was the slight look of consternation on her face as she realised that she had lost the breakfast tray for good.

The road was bad, judging by the way the coach lurched; Hornblower heard a sharp intake of breath from Bush at one jerk. He remembered what the swollen and inflamed stump of Bushs leg looked like; every jar must be causing him agony. He moved up the seat to the stretcher and caught Bushs hand.

Dont you worry yourself, sir, said Bush. Im all right.

Even while he spoke Hornblower felt him grip tighter as another jolt caught him unexpectedly.

Im sorry, Bush, was all he could say; it was hard for the captain to speak at length to the lieutenant on such personal matters as his regret and unhappiness.

We cant help it, sir, said Bush, forcing his peaked features into a smile.

That was the main trouble, their complete helplessness. Hornblower realised that there was nothing he could say, nothing he could do. The leather-scented stuffiness of the coach was already oppressing him, and he realised with horror that they would have to endure this jolting prison of theirs for another twenty days, perhaps, before they should reach Paris. He was restless and fidgety at the thought of it, and perhaps his restlessness communicated itself by contact to Bush, who gently withdrew his hand and turned his head to one side leaving his captain free to fidget within the narrow confines of the coach.

Still there were glimpses of the sea to be caught on one side, and of the Pyrenees on the other. Putting his head out of the window Hornblower ascertained that their escort was diminished today. Only two troopers rode ahead of the coach, and four clattered behind at the heels of Caillards horse. Presumably their entry into France made any possibility of a rescue far less likely. Standing thus, his head awkwardly protruding through the window, was less irksome than sitting in the stuffiness of the carriage. There were the vineyards and the stubble fields to be seen, and the swelling heights of the Pyrenees receding into the blue distance. There were people, too  nearly all women, Hornblower noted  who hardly looked up from their hoeing to watch the coach and its escort bowling along the road. Now they were passing a party of uniformed soldiers  recruits and convalescents, Hornblower guessed, on their way to their units in Catalonia  shambling along the road more like sheep than soldiers. The young officer at their head saluted the glitter of the star on Caillards chest and eyed the coach curiously at the same time.

Strange prisoners had passed along that road before him; Alvarez, the heroic defender of Gerona, who died on a wheelbarrow  the only bed granted him  in a dungeon on his way to trial, and Toussaint lOuverture, the Negro hero of Haiti, kidnapped from his sunny island and sent to die, inevitably, of pneumonia in a rocky fortress in the Jura; Palafox of Zaragoza, young Mina from Navarre  all victims of the tyrants Corsican rancour. He and Bush would only be two more items in a list already notable. DEnghien, who had been shot in Vincennes six years ago, was of the blood-royal, and his death had caused a European sensation; but Bonaparte had murdered plenty more. Thinking of all those who had preceded him made Hornblower gaze more yearningly from the carriage window, and breathe more deeply of the free air.

Still in sight of sea and hills  Mount Canigou still dominating the background  they halted at a posting inn beside the road to change horses. Caillard and the escort took new mounts; four new horses were harnessed up to the coach, and in less than a quarter of an hour they were off again, breasting the steep slope before them with renewed strength. They must be averaging six miles to the hour at least, thought Hornblower, his mind beginning to make calculations. How far Paris might be he could only guess  five or six hundred miles, he fancied. From seventy to ninety hours of travel would bring them to the capital, and they might travel eight, twelve, fifteen hours a day. It might be five days, it might be twelve days, before they reached Paris  vague enough figures. He might be dead in a weeks time, or he might be still alive in three weeks. Still alive! As Hornblower thought those words he realised how greatly he desired to live; it was one of those moments when the Hornblower whom he observed so dispassionately and with a faint contempt suddenly blended with the Hornblower who was himself, the most important and vital person in the whole world. He envied the bent old shepherd in the distance with the plaid rug over his shoulders, hobbling over the hillside bent over his stick.

Here was a town coming  there were ramparts, a frowning citadel, a lofty cathedral. They passed through a gateway and the horses hoofs rang loudly on cobblestones as the coach threaded its way through narrow streets. Plenty of soldiers here, too; the streets were filled with variegated uniforms. This must be Perpignan, of course, the French base for the invasion of Catalonia. The coach stopped with a jerk in a wider street where an avenue of plane trees and a flagged quay bordered a little river, and, looking upward, Hornblower read the sign Hotel de la Poste et du Perdrix. Route Nationale 9. Paris 849. With a rush and bustle the horses were changed, Brown and Hornblower were grudgingly allowed to descend and stretch their stiff legs before returning to attend to Bushs wants  they were few enough in his present fever. Caillard and the gendarmes were snatching a hasty meal  the latter at tables outside the inn, the former visible through the windows of the front room. Someone brought the prisoners a tray with slices of cold meat, bread, wine, and cheese. It had hardly been handed into the coach when the escort climbed upon their horses again, the whip cracked, and they were off. The coach heaved and dipped like a ship at sea as it mounted first one hump-backed bridge and then another, before the horses settled into a steady trot along the wide straight road bordered with poplars.

They waste no time, said Hornblower, grimly.

No sir, that they dont, agreed Brown.

Bush would eat nothing, shaking his head feebly at the offer of bread and meat. All they could do for him was to moisten his lips with wine, for he was parched and thirsty; Hornblower made a mental note to remember to ask for water at the next posting house, and cursed himself for forgetting anything so obvious up to now. He and Brown shared the food, eating with their fingers and drinking turn and turn about from the bottle of wine, Brown apologetically wiping the bottles mouth with the napkin after drinking. And as soon as the food was finished Hornblower was on his feet again, craning through the carriage window, watching the countryside drifting by. A thin chill rain began, soaking his scanty hair as he stood there, wetting his face and even running in trickles down his neck, but still he stood there, staring out at freedom.

The sign of the inn where they stopped at nightfall read Hotel de la Poste de Sigean. Route Nationale 9. Paris 805. Perpignan 44. This place Sigean was no more than a sparse village, straggling for miles along the high road, and the inn was a tiny affair, smaller than the posting stables round the other three sides of the courtyard. The staircase to the upper rooms was too narrow and winding for the stretcher to be carried up them; it was only with difficulty that the bearers were able to turn with it into the salon which the innkeeper reluctantly yielded to them. Hornblower saw Bush wincing as the stretcher jarred against the sides of the door.

We must have a surgeon at once for the lieutenant, he said to the sergeant.

I will inquire for one.

The innkeeper here was a surly brute with a squint; he was ungracious about clearing his best sitting-room of its spindly furniture, and bringing in beds for Hornblower and Brown, and producing the various articles they asked for to help make Bush comfortable. There were no wax candles nor lamps; only tallow dips which stank atrociously.

Hows the leg feeling? asked Hornblower, bending over Bush.

All right, sir, said Bush, stubbornly, but he was so obviously feverish and in such obvious pain that Hornblower was anxious about him.

When the sergeant escorted in the maid with the dinner he asked, sharply:

Why has the surgeon not come?

There is no surgeon in this village.

No surgeon? The lieutenant is seriously ill. Is there no  no apothecary?

Hornblower used the English word in default of French.

The cow-doctor went across the hills this afternoon and will not be back tonight. There is no one to be found.

The sergeant went out of the room, leaving Hornblower to explain the situation to Bush.

All right, said the latter, turning his head on the pillow with the feeble gesture which Hornblower dreaded. Hornblower nerved himself.

Id better dress that wound of yours myself, he said. We might try cold vinegar on it, as they do in our service.

Something cold, said Bush, eagerly.

Hornblower pealed at the bell, and when it was eventually answered he asked for vinegar and obtained it. Not one of the three had a thought for their dinner cooling on the side table.

Now, said Hornblower.

He had a saucer of vinegar beside him, in which lay the soaking lint, and the clean bandages which the surgeon at Rosas had supplied were at hand. He turned back the bedclothes and revealed the bandaged stump. The leg twitched nervously as he removed the bandages; it was red and swollen and inflamed, hot to the touch for several inches above the point of amputation.

Its pretty swollen here, too, sir, whispered Bush. The glands in his groin were huge.

Yes, said Hornblower.

He peered at the scarred end, examined the dressings he had removed, with Brown holding the light. There had been a slight oozing from the point where the ligature had been withdrawn yesterday; much of the rest of the scar was healed and obviously healthy. There was only the other ligature which could be causing this trouble; Hornblower knew that if it were ready to come out it was dangerous to leave it in. Cautiously he took hold of the silken thread. The first gentle touch of it conveyed to his sensitive fingers a suggestion that it was free. It moved distinctly for a quarter of an inch, and, judging by Bushs quiescence, it caused him no sudden spasm of pain. Hornblower set his teeth and pulled; the thread yielded very slowly, but it was obviously free, and no longer attached to the elastic artery. He pulled steadily against a yielding resistance. The ligature came slowly out of the wound, knot and all. Pus followed it in a steady trickle, only slightly tinged with blood. The thing was done.

The artery had not burst, and clearly the wound was in need of the free drainage open to it now with the withdrawal of the ligature.

I think youre going to start getting well now, he said, aloud, making himself speak cheerfully. How does it feel?

Better, said Bush. I think its better, sir.

Hornblower applied the soaking lint to the scarred surface. He found his hands trembling, but he steadied them with an effort as he bandaged the stump  not an easy job, this last, but one which he managed to complete in adequate fashion. He put back the wicker shield, tucked in the bedclothes, and rose to his feet. The trembling was worse than ever now, and he was shaken and sick, which surprised him.

Supper, sir? asked Brown. Ill give Mr. Bush his.

Hornblowers stomach registered a protest at the suggestion of food. He would have liked to refuse, but that would have been too obvious a confession of weakness in front of a subordinate.

When Ive washed my hands, he said loftily.

It was easier to eat than he had expected, when he sat down to force himself. He managed to choke down enough mouthfuls to make it appear as if he had eaten well, and with the passage of the minutes the memory of the revolting task on which he had been engaged became rapidly less clear. Bush displayed none of the appetite nor any of the cheerfulness which had been so noticeable last night; that was the obvious result of his fever. But with free drainage to his wound it could be hoped that he would soon recover. Hornblower was tired now, as a result of his sleepless night the night before, and his emotions had been jarred into a muddle by what he had had to do; it was easier to sleep tonight, waking only at intervals to listen to Bushs breathing, and to sleep again reassured by the steadiness and tranquillity of the sound.


Chapter VI
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AFTER THAT DAY the details of the journey became more blurred and indistinct  up to that day they had had all the unnatural sharpness of a landscape just before rain. Looking back at the journey, what was easiest to remember was Bushs convalescence  his steady progress back to health from the moment that the ligature was withdrawn from his wound. His strength began to come back fast, so fast that it would have been astonishing to anyone who did not know of his iron constitution and of the Spartan life he had always led. The transition was rapid between the time when his head had to be supported to allow him to drink and the time when he could sit himself up by his own unaided strength.

Hornblower could remember those details when he tried to, but all the rest was muddled and vague. There were memories of long hours spent at the carriage window, when it always seemed to be raining, and the rain wetted his face and hair. Those were hours spent in a sort of melancholy; Hornblower came to look back on them afterwards in the same way as someone recovered from insanity must look back on the blank days in the asylum. All the inns at which they stayed and the doctors who had attended to Bush were confused in his mind. He could remember the relentless regularity with which the kilometre figures displayed at the posting stations indicated the dwindling distance between them and Paris  Paris 525, Paris 383, Paris 287; somewhere at that point they changed from Route Nationale No. 9 to Route Nationale No. 7. Each day was bringing them nearer to Paris and death, and each day he sank farther into apathetic melancholy. Issoire, Clermont-Ferrand, Moulins; he read the names of the towns through which they passed without remembering them.

Autumn was gone now, left far behind down by the Pyrenees. Here winter had begun. Cold winds blew in melancholy fashion through the long avenues of leafless trees, and the fields were brown and desolate. At night he was sleeping heavily, tormented by dreams which he could not remember in the morning; his days he spent standing at the carriage window staring with sightless eyes over a dreary landscape where the chill rain fell. It seemed as if he had spent years consecutively in the leathery atmosphere of the coach, with the clatter of the horses hoofs in his ears, and, visible in the tail of his eye, the burly figure of Caillard riding at the head of the escort close to the offside hind wheel.

During the bleakest afternoon they had yet experienced it did not seem as if Hornblower would be roused from his stupor even by the sudden unexpected stop which to a bored traveller might provide a welcome break in the monotony of travel. Dully, he watched Caillard ride up to ask the reason; dully, he gathered from the conversation that one of the coach horses had lost a shoe and had gone dead lame. He watched with indifference the unharnessing of the unfortunate brute, and heard without interest the unhelpful answers of a passing travelling salesman with a pack-mule of whom Caillard demanded the whereabouts of the nearest smith. Two gendarmes went off at a snails pace down a side track, leading the crippled animal; with only three horses the coach started off again towards Paris.

Progress was slow, and the stage was a long one. Only rarely before had they travelled after dark, but here it seemed that night would overtake them long before they could reach the next town. Bush and Brown were talking quite excitedly about this remarkable mishap  Hornblower heard their cackle without noticing it, as a man long resident beside a waterfall no longer hears the noise of the fall. The darkness which was engulfing them was premature. Low black clouds covered the whole sky, and the note of the wind in the trees carried with it something of menace. Even Hornblower noted that, nor was it long before he noticed something else: that the rain beating upon his face was changing to sleet, and then from sleet to snow; he felt the big flakes upon his lips, and tasted them with his tongue. The gendarme who lit the lamps beside the drivers box revealed to them through the windows the front of his cloak caked thick with snow, shining faintly in the feeble light of the lamp. Soon the sound of the horses feet was muffled and dull, the wheels could hardly be heard, and the pace of the coach diminished still further as it ploughed through the snow piling in the road. Hornblower could hear the coachman using his whip mercilessly upon his weary animals  they were heading straight into the piercing wind, and were inclined to take every opportunity to flinch away from it.

Hornblower turned back from the window to his subordinates inside the coach  the faint light which the glass front panel allowed to enter from the lamps was no more than enough to enable him just to make out their shadowy forms. Bush was lying huddled under all his blankets; Brown was clutching his cloak round him, and Hornblower for the first time noticed the bitter cold. He shut the coach window without a word, resigning himself to the leathery stuffiness of the interior. His dazed melancholy was leaving him without his being aware of it.

God help sailors, he said, cheerfully, on a night like this.

That drew a laugh from the others in the darkness  Hornblower just caught the note of pleased surprise in it which told him that they had noticed and regretted the black mood which had gripped him during the last few days, and were pleased with this first sign of his recovery. Resentfully he asked himself what they expected of him. They did not know, as he did, that death awaited him and Bush in Paris. What was the use of thinking and worrying, guarded as they were by Caillard and six gendarmes? With Bush a hopeless cripple, what chance was there of escape? They did not know that Hornblower had put aside all thought of escaping by himself. If by a miracle he had succeeded, what would they think of him in England when he arrived there with the news that he had left his lieutenant to die? They might sympathise with him, pity him, understand his motive  he hated the thought of any of that; better to face a firing party at Bushs side, never to see Lady Barbara again, never to see his child. And better to spend his last few days in apathy than in fretting. Yet the present circumstances, so different from the monotony of the rest of the journey, had stimulated him. He laughed and chatted with the others as he had not done since they left Béziers.

The coach crawled on through the darkness with the wind shrieking overhead. Already the windows on one side were opaque with the snow which was plastered upon them  there was not warmth enough within the coach to melt it. More than once the coach halted, and Hornblower, putting his head out, saw that they were having to clear the horses hoofs of the snow balled into ice under their shoes.

If were more than two miles from the next posthouse, he announced, sitting back again, we wont reach it until next week.

Now they must have topped a small rise, for the horses were moving quicker, almost trotting, with the coach swaying and lurching over the inequalities of the road. Suddenly from outside they heard an explosion of shouts and yells.

Hé, hé, hé!

The coach swung round without warning, lurching frightfully, and came to a halt leaning perilously over to one side. Hornblower sprang to the window and looked out. The coach was poised perilously on the brink of a river; Hornblower could see the black water sliding along almost under his nose. Two yards away a small rowing boat, moored to a post, swayed about under the influence of wind and stream. Otherwise there was nothing to be seen in the blackness. Some of the gendarmes had run to the coach horses heads; the animals were plunging and rearing in their fright at the sudden apparition of the river before them.

Somehow in the darkness the coach must have got off the road and gone down some side track leading to the river here; the coachman had reined his horses round only a fraction of a second before disaster threatened. Caillard was sitting his horse blaring sarcasms at the others.

A fine coachman you are, God knows. Why didnt you drive straight into the river and save me the trouble of reporting you to the sous-chef of the administration? Come along, you men. Do you want to stay here all night? Get the coach back to the road, you fools.

The snow came driving down in the darkness, the hot lamps sizzling continuously as the flakes lighted on them. The coachman got his horses under control again, the gendarmes stood back, and the whip cracked. The horses plunged and slipped, pawing for a footing, and the coach trembled without stirring from the spot.

Come along, now! shouted Caillard. Sergeant, and you, Pellaton, take the horses. You other men get to the wheels! Now, altogether. Heave! Heave!

The coach lurched a scant yard before halting again. Caillard cursed wildly.

If the gentlemen in the coach would descend and help, suggested one of the gendarmes, it would be better.

They can, unless they would rather spend the night in the snow, said Caillard; he did not condescend to address Hornblower directly. For a moment Hornblower thought of telling him that he would see him damned first  there would be some satisfaction in that  but on the other hand he did not want to condemn Bush to a night of discomfort merely for an intangible self-gratification.

Come on, Brown, he said, swallowing his resentment, and he opened the door and they jumped down into the snow.

Even with the coach thus lightened, and with five men straining at the spokes of the wheels, they could make no progress. The snow had piled up against the steep descent to the river, and the exhausted horses plunged uselessly in the deep mass.

God, what a set of useless cripples! raved Caillard. Coachman, how far is it to Nevers?

Six kilometres, sir.

You mean you think its six kilometres. Ten minutes ago you thought you were on the high road and you were not. Sergeant, ride into Nevers for help. Find the mayor, and bring every ablebodied man in the name of the Emperor. You, Ramel, ride with the sergeant as far as the high road, and wait there until he returns. Otherwise theyll never find us. Go on, sergeant, what are you waiting for? And you others, tether your horses and put your cloaks on their backs. You can keep warm digging the snow away from that bank. Coachman, come off that box and help them.

The night was incredibly dark. Two yards from the carriage lamps nothing was visible at all, and with the wind whistling by they could not hear, as they stood by the coach, the movement of the men in the snow. Hornblower stamped about beside the coach and flogged himself with his arms to get his circulation back. Yet this snow and this icy wind were strangely refreshing. He felt no desire at the moment for the cramped stuffiness of the coach. And as he swung his arms an idea came to him, which checked him suddenly in his movements, until, ridiculously afraid of his thoughts being guessed, he went on stamping and swinging more industriously than ever. The blood was running hot under his skin now, as it always did when he was making plans  when he had outmanœuvred the Natividad, for instance, and when he had saved the Pluto in the storm off Cape Creus.

There had been no hope of escape without the means of transporting a hopeless cripple; now, not twenty feet from him, there was the ideal means  the boat which rocked at its moorings at the river bank. On a night like this it was easy to lose ones way altogether  except in a boat on a river; in a boat one had only to keep shoving off from shore to allow the current to carry one away faster than any horse could travel in these conditions. Even so, the scheme was utterly harebrained. For how many days would they be able to preserve their liberty in the heart of France, two ablebodied men and one on a stretcher? They would freeze, starve  possibly even drown. But it was a chance, and nothing nearly as good would present itself (as far as Hornblower could judge from his past observations) between now and the time when the firing party at Vincennes would await them. Hornblower observed with mild interest that his fever was abating as he formed his resolve; and he was sufficiently amused at finding his jaw set in an expression of fierce resolution to allow his features to relax into a grim smile. There was always something laughable to him in being involved in heroics.

Brown came stamping round the coach and Hornblower addressed him, contriving with a great effort to keep his voice low and yet matter-of-fact.

Were going to escape down the river in that boat, Brown, he said.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown, with no more excitement in his voice than if Hornblower had been speaking of the cold. Hornblower saw his head in the darkness turn towards the nearly invisible figure of Caillard, pacing restlessly in the snow beside the coach.

That man must be silenced, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. Brown meditated for a second before continuing. Better let me do that, sir.

Very good.

Now, sir?

Yes.

Brown took two steps towards the unsuspecting figure.

Here, he said. Here, you.

Caillard turned and faced him, and as he turned he received Browns fist full on his jaw, in a punch which had all Browns mighty fourteen stone behind it. He dropped in the snow, with Brown leaping upon him like a tiger, Hornblower behind him.

Tie him up in his cloak, whispered Hornblower. Hold on to his throat while I get it unbuttoned. Wait. Heres his scarf. Tie his head up in that first.

The sash of the Legion of Honour was wound round and round the wretched mans head. Brown rolled the writhing figure over and with his knee in the small of his back tied his arms behind him with his neckcloth. Hornblowers handkerchief sufficed for his ankles  Brown strained the knot tight. They doubled the man in two and bundled him into his cloak, tying it about him with his swordbelt. Bush, lying on his stretcher in the darkness of the coach, heard the door open and a heavy load drop upon the floor.

Mr. Bush, said Hornblower,  the formal Mr. came naturally again now the action had begun again, we are going to escape in the boat.

Good luck, sir, said Bush.

Youre coming too. Brown, take that end of the stretcher. Lift. Starboard a bit. Steady.

Bush felt himself lifted out of the coach, stretcher and all, and carried down through the snow.

Get the boat close in, snapped Hornblower. Cut the moorings. Now, Bush, lets get these blankets round you. Heres my cloak, take it as well. Youll obey orders, Mr. Bush. Take the other side, Brown. Lift him into the stern-sheets. Lower away. Bow thwart, Brown. Take the oars. Right. Shove off. Give way.

It was only six minutes from the time when Hornblower had first conceived the idea. Now they were free, adrift on the black river, and Caillard was gagged and tied into a bundle on the floor of the coach. For a fleeting moment Hornblower wondered whether Caillard would suffocate before being discovered, and he found himself quite indifferent in the matter. Bonapartes personal aides-de-camp, especially if they were colonels of gendarmerie as well, must expect to run risks while doing the dirty work which their situation would bring them. Meanwhile he had other things to think about.

Easy! he hissed at Brown. Let the current take her.

The night was absolutely black; seated on the stern thwart he could not even see the surface of the water overside. For that matter, he did not know what river it was. But every river runs to the sea. The sea! Hornblower writhed in his seat in wild nostalgia at a vivid recollection of sea breezes in his nostrils and the feel of a heaving deck under his feet. Mediterranean or Atlantic, he did not know which, but if they had fantastic luck they might reach the sea in this boat by following the river far enough, and the sea was Englands and would bear them home, to life instead of death, to freedom instead of imprisonment, to Lady Barbara, to Maria and his child.

The wind shrieked down on them, driving snow down his neck  thwarts and bottom boards were thick with snow. He felt the boat swing round under the thrust of the wind, which was in his face now instead of on his cheek.

Turn her head to wind, Brown, he ordered, and pull slowly into it.

The surest way of allowing the current a free hand with them was to try to neutralise the effect of the wind  a gale like this would soon blow them on shore, or even possibly blow them upstream; in this blackness it was impossible to guess what was happening to them.

Comfortable, Mr. Bush? he asked.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush was faintly visible now, for the snow had driven up already against the grey blankets that swathed him and could just be seen from where Hornblower sat, a yard away.

Would you like to lie down?

Thank you, sir, but Id rather sit.

Now that the excitement of the actual escape was over, Hornblower found himself shivering in the keen wind without his cloak. He was about to tell Brown that he would take one of the sculls when Bush spoke again.

Pardon, sir, but dyou hear anything?

Brown rested on his oars, and they sat listening.

No, said Hornblower Yes I do, by God!

Underlying the noise of the wind there was a distant monotonous roaring.

Hm, said Hornblower, uneasily.

The roar was growing perceptibly louder; now it rose several notes in the scale, suddenly, and they could distinguish the sound of running water. Something appeared in the darkness beside the boat; it was a rock nearly covered, rendered visible in the darkness by the boiling white foam round it. It came and was gone in a flash, the clearest proof of the speed with which the boat was travelling.

Jesus! said Brown in the bows.

Now the boat was spinning round, lurching, jolting. All the water was white overside, and the bellowing of the rapid was deafening. They could do no more than sit and cling to their seat as the boat heaved and jerked. Hornblower shook himself free from his dazed helplessness, which seemed to have lasted half an hour and probably had lasted no more than a couple of seconds.

Give me a scull, he snapped at Brown. You fend off port side. Ill take starboard.

He groped in the darkness, found a scull, and took it from Browns hand; the boat spun, hesitated, plunged again. All about them was the roar of the rapid. The starboard side of the boat caught on a rock; Hornblower felt icy water deluge his legs as it poured in over the side behind him. But already he was thrusting madly and blindly with his scull against the rock, he felt the boat slip and swing, he thrust so that the swing was accentuated, and next moment they were clear, wallowing sluggishly with the water up to the thwarts. Another rock slid hissing past, but the roar of the fall was already dwindling.

Christ! said Bush, in a mild tone contrasting oddly with the blasphemy. Were through!

Dyou know if theres a bailer in the boat, Brown? demanded Hornblower.

Yes, sir, there was one at my feet when I came on board.

Find it and get this water out. Give me your other scull.

Brown splashed about in the icy water in a manner piteous to hear as he groped for the floating wooden basin.

Got it, sir, he reported, and they heard the regular sound of the water being scooped overside as he began work.

In the absence of the distraction of the rapids they were conscious of the wind again now, and Hornblower turned the boats bows into it and pulled slowly at the sculls. Past experience appeared to have demonstrated conclusively that this was the best way to allow the current a free hand to take the boat downstream and away from pursuit. Judging by the speed with which the noise of the rapids was left behind, the current of this river was very fast indeed  that was only to be expected, too, for all the rain of the past few days must have brought up every river brim full. Hornblower wondered vaguely again what river this was, here in the heart of France. The only one with whose name he was acquainted and which it might possibly be was the Rhone, but he felt a suspicion that the Rhone was fifty miles or so farther eastward. This river presumably had taken its origin in the gaunt Cevennes, whose flanks they had turned in the last two days journey. In that case it would run northward, and must presumably turn westward to find the sea  it must be the Loire or one of its tributaries. And the Loire fell into the Bay of Biscay, below Nantes, which must be at least four hundred miles away. Hornblowers imagination dallied with the idea of a river four hundred miles long, and with the prospect of descending it from source to mouth in the depth of winter.

A ghostly sound as if from nowhere brought him back to earth again. As he tried to identify it it repeated itself more loudly and definitely, and the boat lurched and hesitated. They were gliding over a bit of rock which providence had submerged to a depth sufficient just to scrape their keel. Another rock, foam-covered, came boiling past them close overside. It passed them from stern to bow, telling him what he had no means of discovering in any other way in the blackness: that in this reach the river must be running westward, for the wind was in the east and he was pulling into it.

More of those to come yet, sir, said Bush  already they could hear the growing roar of water among rocks.

Take a scull and watch the port side, Brown, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. Ive got the boat nearly dry, volunteered Brown, feeling for the scull.

The boat was lurching again now, dancing a little in the madness of the river. Hornblower felt bow and stern lift successively as they dropped over what felt like a downward step in the water; he reeled as he stood, and the water remaining in the bottom of the boat surged and splashed against his ankles. The din of the rapid in the darkness round them was tremendous; white water was boiling about them on either side. The boat swung and pitched and rolled. Then something invisible struck the port side amidships with a splintering crash. Brown tried unavailingly to shove off, and Hornblower swung round and with his added strength forced the boat clear. They plunged and rolled again; Hornblower, feeling in the darkness, found the gunwale stove in, but apparently only the two upper strakes were damaged  chance might have driven that rock through below the waterline as easily as it had done above it. Now the keel seemed to have caught; the boat heeled hideously, with Bush and Hornblower falling on their noses, but she freed herself and went on through the roaring water. The noise was dying down again and they were through another rapid.

Shall I bail again, sir? asked Brown.

Yes. Give me your scull.

Light on the starboard bow, sir! interjected Bush.

Hornblower craned over his shoulder. Undoubtedly it was a light, with another close beside it, and another farther on, barely visible on the driving snow. That must be a village on the river bank, or a town  the town of Nevers, six kilometres, according to the coachman, from where they had embarked. They had come four miles already.

Silence now! hissed Hornblower. Brown, stop bailing.

With those lights to guide him in the darkness, stable permanent things in this insane world of infinite indefiniteness, it was marvellous how he felt master of his fate once more. He knew again which was upstream and which was down  the wind was still blowing downstream. With a touch of the sculls he turned the boat downstream, wind and current sped her along fast, and the lights were gliding by rapidly. The snow stung his face  it was hardly likely there would be anyone in the town to observe them on a night like this. Certainly the boat must have come down the river faster than the plodding horses of the gendarmes whom Caillard had sent ahead. A new roaring of water caught his ear, different in timbre from the sound of a rapid. He craned round again to see the bridge before them, silhouetted in white against the blackness by reason of the snow driven against the arches. He tugged wildly, first at one scull and then at both, heading for the centre of an arch; he felt the bow dip and the stern heave as they approached  the water was banked up above the bridge and rushed down through the arches in a long sleek black slope. As they whirled under, Hornblower bent to his sculls, to give the boat sufficient way to carry her through the eddies which his seamans instinct warned him would await them below the piers. The crown of the arch brushed his head as he pulled  the floods had risen as high as that. The sound of rushing water echoed strangely under the stonework for a second; and then they were through, with Hornblower tugging madly at the sculls.

One more light on the shore, and then they were in utter blackness again, their sense of direction lost.

Christ! said Bush again, this time with utter solemnity, as Hornblower rested on his sculls. The wind shrieked down upon them, blinding them with snow. From the bows came a ghostly chuckle.

God help sailors, said Brown, on a night like this.

Carry on with the bailing, Brown, and save your jokes for afterwards, snapped Hornblower. But he giggled, nevertheless, even despite the faint shock he experienced at hearing the lower deck cracking jokes to a captain and a first lieutenant. His ridiculous habit of laughing insanely in the presence of danger or hardship was always ready to master him, and he giggled now, while he dragged at the oars and fought against the wind  he could tell by the way the blades dragged through the water that the boat was making plenty of leeway. He stopped giggling only when he realised with a shock that it was hardly more than two hours back that he had first uttered the prayer about God helping sailors on a night like this. It seemed like a fortnight ago at least that he had last breathed the leathery stuffiness of the inside of the coach.

The boat grated heavily over gravel, caught, freed itself, bumped again, and stuck fast. All Hornblowers shoving with the sculls would not get her afloat again.

Nothing to do but shove her off, said Hornblower, laying down his sculls.

He stepped over the side into the freezing water, slipping on the stones, with Brown beside him. Between them they ran her out easily, scrambled on board, and Hornblower made haste to seize the sculls and pull into the wind. Yet a few seconds later they were aground again. It was the beginning of a nightmare period. In the darkness Hornblower could not guess whether their difficulties arose from the action of the wind in pushing them against the bank, or from the fact that the river was sweeping round in a great bend here, or whether they had strayed into a side channel with scanty water. However it was, they were continually having to climb out and shove the boat off. They slipped and plunged over the invisible stones; they fell waist-deep into unseen pools, they cut themselves and bruised themselves in this mad game of blind-mans-buff with the treacherous river. It was bitterly cold now; the sides of the boat were glazed with ice. In the midst of his struggles with the boat Hornblower was consumed with anxiety for Bush, bundled up in cloak and blankets in the stern.

How is it with you, Bush? he asked.

Im doing well, sir, said Bush.

Warm enough?

Aye aye, sir. Ive only one foot to get wet now, you know, sir.

He was probably being deceitfully cheerful, thought Hornblower, standing ankle-deep in rushing water and engaged in what seemed to be an endless haul of the boat through invisible shallows. Blankets or no blankets, he must be horribly cold and probably wet as well, and he was a convalescent who ought to have been kept in bed. Bush might die out here this very night. The boat came free with a run, and Hornblower staggered back waist-deep in the chill water. He swung himself in over the swaying gunwale while Brown, who apparently had been completely submerged, came spluttering in over the other side. Each of them grabbed a scull in their anxiety to have something to do while the wind cut them to the bone.

The current whirled them away. Their next contact with the shore was among trees  willows, Hornblower guessed in the darkness. The branches against which they scraped volleyed snow at them, scratched them and whipped them, held the boat fast until by feeling round in the darkness they found the obstruction and lifted it clear. By the time they were free of the willows Hornblower had almost decided that he would rather have rocks if he could choose, and he giggled again, feebly, with his teeth chattering. Naturally, they were among rocks again quickly enough; at this point apparently there was a sort of minor rapid down which the river rolled among rocks and banks of stones.

Already Hornblower was beginning to form a mental picture of the river  long swift reaches alternating with narrow and rock-encumbered stretches, looped back and forth at the whim of the surrounding country. This boat they were in had probably been built close to the spot where they had found her, had been kept there as a ferry boat, probably by farming people, on the clear reach where they had started, and had probably never been more than a half a mile from her moorings before. Hornblower, shoving off from a rock, decided that the odds were heavily against her ever seeing her moorings again.

Below the rapid they had a long clear run  Hornblower had no means of judging how long. Their eyes were quick now to pick out the snow-covered shore when it was a yard or more away, and they kept the boat clear. Every glimpse gave them a chance to guess at the course of the river compared with the direction of the wind, so that they could pull a few lusty strokes without danger of running aground as long as there were no obstructions in mid-channel. In fact, it had almost stopped snowing  Hornblower guessed that what little snow was being flung at them by the wind had been blown from branches or scooped from drifts. That did not make it any warmer; every part of the boat was coated with ice  the floorboards were slippery with it except where his heels rested while rowing.

Ten minutes of this would carry them a mile or more  more for certain. He could not guess at all how long they had been travelling, but he could be sure that with the countryside under thick snow they were well ahead of any possible pursuit, and the longer this wonderful rock-free reach endured the safer they would be. He tugged away fiercely, and Brown in the bows responded, stroke for stroke.

Rapids ahead, sir, said Bush at length.

Resting on his oar Hornblower could hear, far ahead, the familiar roar of water pouring over rocks; the present rate of progress had been too good to last, and soon they would be whirling down among rocks again, pitching and heaving.

Stand by to fend off on the port side, Brown, he ordered.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower sat on his thwart with his scull poised; the water was sleek and black overside. He felt the boat swing round. The current seemed to be carrying her over to one side, and he was content to let her go. Where the main mass of water made its way was likely to be the clearest channel down the rapid. The roar of the fall was very loud now.

By God! said Hornblower in sudden panic, standing up to peer ahead.

It was too late to save themselves  he had noticed the difference in the sound of the fall only when they were too close to escape. Here there was no rapid like those they had already descended, not even one much worse. Here there was a rough dam across the river  a natural transverse ledge, perhaps, which had caught and retained the rocks rolled down in the bed, or else something of human construction. Hornblowers quick brain turned these hypotheses over even as the boat leaped at the drop. Along its whole length water was brimming over the obstruction; at this particular point it surged over in a wide swirl, sleek at the top, and plunging into foaming chaos below. The boat heaved sickeningly over the summit and went down the slope like a bullet. The steep steady wave at the foot was as unyielding as a brick wall as they crashed into it.

Hornblower found himself strangling under the water, the fall still roaring in his ears, his brain still racing. In nightmare helplessness he was scraped over the rocky bottom. The pressure in his lungs began to hurt him. It was agony  agony. Now he was breathing again  one single gulp of air like fire in his throat as he went under again, and down to the rocks at the bottom until his breast was hurting worse than before. Then another quick breath  it was as painful to breathe as it was to strangle. Over and down, his ears roaring and his head swimming. The grinding of the rocks of the river bed over which he was scraped was louder than any clap of thunder he had ever heard. Another gulp of air  it was as if he had been anticipating it, but he had to force himself to make it, for he felt as if it would be easier not to, easier to allow this agony in his breast to consume him.

Down again, to the roar and torment below the surface. His brain, still working like lightning, guessed how it was with him. He was caught in the swirl below the dam, was being swept downstream on the surface, pushed into the undertow and carried up again along the bottom, to be spewed up and granted a second in which to breathe before being carried round again. He was ready this time to strike out feebly, no more than three strokes, sideways, at his next breathing space. When he was next sucked down the pain in his breast was inconceivably greater, and blending with that agony was another just as bad of which he now became conscious  the pain of the cold in his limbs. It called for every scrap of his resolution to force himself to take another breath and to continue his puny effort sideways when the time came for it. Down again; he was ready to die, willing, anxious to die, now, so that this pain would stop. A bit of board had come into his hand, with nails protruding from one end. That must be a plank from the boat, shattered to fragments and whirling round and round with him, eternally. Then his resolution flickered up once more. He caught a gulp of air as he rose to the surface, striking out for the shore, waiting in apprehension to be dragged down. Marvellous; he had time for a second breath, and a third. Now he wanted to live, so heavenly were these painless breaths he was taking. But he was so tired, and so sleepy. He got to his feet, fell as the water swept his legs away again from under him, splashed and struggled in mad panic, scrambling through the shallows on his hands and knees. Rising, he took two more steps, before falling with his face in the snow and his feet still trailing in the rushing water.

He was roused by a human voice bellowing, apparently in his ear. Lifting his head he saw a faint dark figure a yard or two away, bellowing with Browns voice:

Ahoy! Capn, Capn! Oh, Capn!

Im here, moaned Hornblower, and Brown came and knelt over him.

Thank God, sir, he said, and then, raising his voice, The capns here, Mr. Bush.

Good! said a feeble voice five yards away.

At that Hornblower fought down his nauseating weakness and sat up. If Bush was still alive he must be looked after at once. He must be naked and wet, exposed in the snow to this cutting wind. Hornblower reeled to his feet, staggered, clutched Browns arm, and stood with his brain whirling.

Theres a light up there, sir, said Brown, hoarsely. I was just goin to it if you hadnt answered my hail.

A light?

Hornblower passed his hands over his eyes and peered up the bank. Undoubtedly it was a light shining faintly, perhaps a hundred yards away. To go there meant surrender  that was the first reaction of Hornblowers mind. But to stay here meant death. Even if by a miracle they could light a fire and survive the night here they would be caught next morning  and Bush would be dead for certain. There had been a faint chance of life when he planned the escape from the coach, and now it was gone.

Well carry Mr. Bush up, he said.

Aye aye, sir.

They plunged through the snow to where Bush lay.

Theres a house just up the bank, Bush. Well carry you there.

Hornblower was puzzled by his ability to think and to speak while he felt so weak; the ability seemed unreal, fictitious.

Aye aye, sir.

They stooped and lifted him between them, linking hands under his knees and behind his back. Bush put his arms round their necks; his flannel nightshirt dripped a further stream of water as they lifted him. Then they started trudging, knee-deep in the snow, up the bank towards the distant light.

They stumbled over obstructions hidden in the snow. They slipped and staggered. Then they slid down a bank and fell, altogether, and Bush gave a cry of pain.

Hurt, sir? asked Brown.

Only jarred my stump. Captain, leave me here and send down help from the house.

Hornblower could still think. Without Bush to burden them they might reach the house a little quicker, but he could imagine all the delays that would ensue after they had knocked at the door  the explanations which would have to be made in his halting French, the hesitation and the time-wasting before he could get a carrying party started off to find Bush  who meanwhile would be lying wet and naked in the snow. A quarter of an hour of it would kill Bush, and he might be exposed for twice as long as that. And there was the chance that there would be no one in the house to help carry him.

No, said Hornblower cheerfully. Its only a little way. Lift, Brown.

They reeled along through the snow towards the light. Bush was a heavy burden  Hornblowers head was swimming with fatigue and his arms felt as if they were being dragged out of their sockets. Yet somehow within the shell of his fatigue the inner kernel of his brain was still active and restless.

How did you get out of the river? he asked, his voice sounding flat and unnatural in his ears.

Current took us to the bank at once, sir, said Bush, faintly surprised. Id only just kicked my blankets off when I touched a rock, and there was Brown beside me hauling me out.

Oh, said Hornblower.

The whim of a river in flood was fantastic; the three of them had been within a yard of each other when they entered the water, and he had been dragged under while the other two had been carried to safety. They could not guess at his desperate struggle for life, and they would never know of it, for he would never be able to tell them about it. He felt for the moment a bitter sense of grievance against them, resulting from his weariness and his weakness. He was breathing heavily, and he felt as if he would give a fortune to lay down his burden and rest for a couple of minutes; but his pride forbade, and they went on through the snow, stumbling over the inequalities below the surface. The light was coming near at last.

They heard a faint inquiring bark from a dog.

Give em a hail, Brown, said Hornblower.

Ahoy! roared Brown. House ahoy!

Instantly two dogs burst into a clamorous barking.

Ahoy! yelled Brown again, and they staggered on. Another light flashed into view from another part of the house. They seemed to be in some kind of garden now; Hornblower could feel plants crushing under his feet in the snow, and the thorns of a rose tree tore at his trouser-leg. The dogs were barking furiously. Suddenly a voice came from a dark upper window.

Who is there? it asked in French.

Hornblower prodded at his weary brain to find words to reply.

Three men, he said. Wounded.

That was the best he could do.

Come nearer, said the voice, and they staggered forward, slipped down an unseen incline, and halted in the square of light cast by the big lighted window in the ground floor, Bush in his nightshirt resting in the arms of the bedraggled other two.

Who are you?

Prisoners of war, said Hornblower.

Wait one moment, if you please, said the voice, politely.

They stood shuddering in the snow until a door opened near the lighted window, showing a bright rectangle of light and some human silhouettes.

Come in, gentlemen, said the polite voice.


Chapter VII
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THE DOOR OPENED into a stone-flagged hall; a tall thin man in a blue coat with a glistening white cravat stood there to welcome them, and at his side was a young woman, her shoulders bare in the lamplight. There were three others, too  maidservants and a butler, Hornblower fancied vaguely, as he advanced into the hall under the burden of Bushs weight. On a side table the lamplight caught the ivory butts of a pair of pistols, evidently laid there by their host on his deciding that his nocturnal visitors were harmless. Hornblower and Brown halted again for a moment, ragged and dishevelled and daubed with snow, and water began to trickle at once to the floor from their soaking garments; and Bush was between them, one foot in a grey worsted sock sticking out under the hem of his flannel nightshirt. Hornblowers constitutional weakness almost overcame him again and he had to struggle hard to keep himself from giggling as he wondered how these people were explaining to themselves the arrival of a nightshirted cripple out of a snowy night.

At least his host had sufficient self-control to show no surprise.

Come in, come in, he said. He put his hand to a door beside him and then withdrew it. You will need a better fire than I can offer you in the drawing-room. Felix, show the way to the kitchen  I trust you gentlemen will pardon my receiving you there? This way, sirs. Chairs, Felix, and send the maids away.

It was a vast low-ceilinged room, stone-flagged like the hall. Its grateful warmth was like Paradise; in the hearth glowed the remains of a fire, and all round them kitchen utensils winked and glittered. The woman without a word piled fresh billets of wood upon the fire and set to work with bellows to work up a blaze. Hornblower noticed the glimmer of her silk dress; her piled-up hair was golden, nearly auburn.

Cannot Felix do that, Marie, my dear? Very well, then. As you will, said their host. Please sit down, gentlemen. Wine, Felix.

They lowered Bush into a chair before the fire. He sagged and wavered in his weakness, and they had to support him; their host clucked in sympathy.

Hurry with those glasses, Felix, and then attend to the beds. A glass of wine, sir? And for you, sir? Permit me.

The woman he had addressed as Marie had risen from her knees, and withdrew silently; the fire was crackling bravely amid its battery of roasting spits and cauldrons. Hornblower was shivering uncontrollably, nevertheless, in his dripping clothes. The glass of wine he drank was of no help to him; the hand he rested on Bushs shoulder shook like a leaf.

You will need dry clothes, said their host. If you will permit me I will

He was interrupted by the reentrance of the butler and Marie, both of them with their arms full of clothes and blankets.

Admirable! said their host. Felix, you will attend these gentlemen. Come, my dear.

The butler held a silken nightshirt to the blaze while Hornblower and Brown stripped Bush of his wet clothes and chafed him with a towel.

I thought I should never be warm again, said Bush, when his head came out through the collar of the nightshirt. And you, sir? You shouldnt have troubled about me. Wont you change your clothes now, sir? Im all right.

Well see you comfortable first, said Hornblower. There was a fierce perverse pleasure in neglecting himself to attend to Bush. Let me look at that stump of yours.

The blunt seamed end still appeared extraordinarily healthy. There was no obvious heat or inflammation when Hornblower took it in his hand, no sign of pus exuding from the scars. Felix found a cloth in which Hornblower bound it up, while Brown wrapped him about in a blanket.

Lift him up now, Brown. Well put him into bed.

Outside in the flagged hall they hesitated as to which way to turn, when Marie suddenly appeared from the left-hand door.

In here, she said; her voice was a harsh contralto. I have had a bed made up on the ground floor for the wounded man. I thought it would be more convenient.

One maid  a gaunt old woman, rather  had just taken a warming-pan from between the sheets; the other was slipping a couple of hot bottles into the bed. Hornblower was impressed by Maries practical forethought. He tried with poor success to phrase his thanks in French while they lowered Bush into bed and covered him up.

God, thats good, thank you, sir, said Bush.

They left him with a candle burning at his bedside  Hornblower was in a perfect panic now to strip off his wet clothes before that roaring kitchen fire. He towelled himself with a warm towel and slipped into a warm woollen shirt; standing with his bare legs toasting before the blaze he drank a second glass of wine. Fatigue and cold fell away from him, and he felt exhilarated and lightheaded as a reaction. Felix crouched before him tendering him a pair of trousers, and he stepped into them and suffered Felix to tuck in his shirttails and button him up  it was the first time since childhood that he had been helped into his trousers, but this evening it seemed perfectly natural. Felix crouched again to put on his socks and shoes, stood to buckle his stock and help him on with waistcoat and coat.

Monsieur le Comte and Madame la Vicomtesse await monsieur in the drawing-room, said Felix  it was odd how, without a word of explanation, Felix had ascertained that Brown was of a lower social level. The very clothes he had allotted to Brown indicated that.

Make yourself comfortable here, Brown, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown, standing at attention with his black hair in a rampant mass  only Hornblower had had an opportunity so far of using the comb.

Hornblower stepped in to look at Bush, who was already asleep, snoring faintly at the base of his throat. He seemed to have suffered no ill effects from his immersion and exposure  his iron frame must have grown accustomed to wet and cold during twenty five years at sea. Hornblower blew out the candle and softly closed the door, motioning to the butler to precede him. At the drawing-room door Felix asked Hornblower his name, and when he announced him Hornblower was oddly relieved to hear him make a sad hash of the pronunciation  it made Felix human again.

His host and hostess were seated on either side of the fire at the far end of the room, and the Count rose to meet him.

I regret, he said, that I did not quite hear the name which my major-domo announced.

Captain Horatio Hornblower, of His Britannic Majestys ship Sutherland, said Hornblower.

It is the greatest pleasure to meet you, Captain, said the Count, side-stepping the difficulty of pronunciation with the agility to be expected of a representative of the old régime. I am Lucien Antoine de Ladon, Comte de Graçay.

The men exchanged bows.

May I present you to my daughter-in-law? Madame la Vicomtesse de Graçay.

Your servant, maam, said Hornblower, bowing again, and then felt like a graceless lout because the English formula had risen to his lips by the instinct the action prompted. He hurriedly racked his brains for the French equivalent, and ended in a shamefaced mumble of Enchanté.

The Vicomtesse had dark eyes in the maddest contrast with her nearly auburn hair. She was stoutly  one might almost say stockily  built, and was somewhere near thirty years of age, dressed in black silk which left sturdy white shoulders exposed. As she curtseyed her eyes met his in complete friendliness.

And what is the name of the wounded gentleman whom we have the honour of entertaining? she asked; even to Hornblowers unaccustomed ear her French had a different quality from the Counts.

Bush, said Hornblower, grasping the import of the question with an effort. First Lieutenant of my ship. I have left my servant, Brown, in the kitchen.

Felix will see that he is comfortable, interposed the Count. What of yourself, Captain? Some food? A glass of wine?

Nothing, thank you, said Hornblower. He felt in no need of food in this mad world, although he had not eaten since noon.

Nothing, despite the fatigues of your journey?

There could hardly be a more delicate allusion than that to Hornblowers recent arrival through the snow, drenched and battered.

Nothing, thank you, repeated Hornblower.

Will you not sit down, Captain? asked the Vicomtesse.

They all three found themselves chairs.

You will pardon us, I hope, said the Count, if we continue to speak French. It is ten years since I last had occasion to speak English, and even then I was a poor scholar, while my daughter-in-law speaks none.

Bush, said the Vicomtesse. Brown. I can say those names. But your name, Captain, is difficult. Orrenblor  I cannot say it.

Bush! Orrenblor! exclaimed the Count, as though reminded of something. I suppose you are aware, Captain, of what the French newspapers have been saying about you recently?

No, said Hornblower. I should like to know, very much.

Pardon me, then.

The Count took up a candle and disappeared through a door; he returned quickly enough to save Hornblower from feeling too self-conscious in the silence that ensued.

Here are recent copies of the Moniteur, said the Count. I must apologise in advance, Captain, for the statements made in them.

He passed the newspapers over to Hornblower, indicating various columns in them. The first one briefly announced that a dispatch by semaphore just received from Perpignan informed the Ministry of Marine that an English ship of the line had been captured at Rosas. The next was the amplification. It proclaimed in triumphant detail that the hundred-gun ship Sutherland which had been committing acts of piracy in the Mediterranean had met a well-deserved fate at the hands of the Toulon fleet directed by Admiral Cosmao. She had been caught unawares and overwhelmed, and had pusillanimously hauled down the colours of perfidious Albion under which she had committed so many dastardly crimes. The French public was assured that her resistance had been of the poorest, it being advanced in corroboration that only one French ship had lost a topmast during the cannonade. The action took place under the eyes of thousands of the Spanish populace, and would be a salutary lesson to those few among them who, deluded by English lies or seduced by English gold, still cherished notions of resistance to their lawful sovereign King Joseph.

Another article announced that the infamous Captain Hornblower and his equally wicked lieutenant, Bush, had surrendered in the Sutherland, the latter being one of the few wounded in the encounter. All those peace-loving French citizens who had suffered as a result of their piratical depredations could rest assured that a military court would inquire immediately into the crimes these two had committed. Too long had the modern Carthage sent forth her minions to execute her vile plans with impunity! Their guilt would soon be demonstrated to a world which would readily discriminate between the truth and the vile lies which the poisoned pens in Cannings pay so persistently poured forth.

Yet another article declared that as a result of Admiral Cosmaos great victory over the Sutherland at Rosas English naval action on the coasts of Spain had ceased, and the British army of Wellington, so imprudently exposed to the might of the French arms, was already suffering seriously from a shortage of supplies. Having lost one vile accomplice in the person of the detestable Hornblower, perfidious Albion was about to lose another on Wellingtons inevitable surrender.

Hornblower read the smudgy columns in impotent fury. A hundred-gun ship, forsooth, when the Sutherland was only a seventy-four and almost the smallest of her rate in the list! Resistance of the poorest! One topmast lost! The Sutherland had beaten three bigger ships into wrecks and had disabled a fourth before surrendering. One of the few wounded! Two thirds of the Sutherlands crew had given life or limb, and with his own eyes he had seen the blood running from the scuppers of the French flagship. English naval action had ceased! There was not a hint that a fortnight after the capture of the Sutherland the whole French squadron had been destroyed in the night attack on Rosas Bay.

His professional honour had been impugned; the circumstantial lies had been well told, too  that subtle touch about only one topmast being lost had every appearance of verisimilitude. Europe might well believe that he was a poltroon as well as a pirate, and he had not the slightest chance of contradicting what had been said. Even in England such reports must receive a little credit  most of the Moniteurs bulletins, especially the naval ones, were reproduced in the English press. Lady Barbara, Maria, his brother captains, must all be wondering at the present moment just how much credence should be given to the Moniteurs statements. Accustomed as the world might be to Bonapartes exaggerations, people could hardly be expected to realise that in this case everything said  save for the bare statement of his surrender  had been completely untrue. His hands shook a little with the passion that consumed him, and he was conscious of the hot flush in his cheeks as he looked up and met the eyes of the others. It was hard to grope for his few French words while he was so angry.

He is a liar! he spluttered at length. He dishonours me!

He dishonours everyone, said the Count, quietly.

But this  but this said Hornblower, and then gave up the struggle to express himself in French. He remembered that while he was in captivity in Rosas he had realised that Bonaparte would publish triumphant bulletins regarding the capture of the Sutherland, and it was only weakness to be enraged by them now that he was confronted by them.

Will you forgive me, asked the Count, if I change the subject and ask you a few personal questions?

Certainly.

I presume you have escaped from an escort which was taking you to Paris?

Yes, said Hornblower.

Where did you escape?

Hornblower tried to explain that it was at a point where a by-road ran down to the rivers edge, six kilometres on the farther side of Nevers. Haltingly, he went on to describe the conditions of his escape, the silencing of Colonel Caillard, and the wild navigation of the river in the darkness.

That must have been about six oclock, I presume? asked the Count.

Yes.

It is only midnight now, and you have come twenty kilometres. There is not the slightest chance of your escort seeking you here for some time. That is what I wanted to know. You will be able to sleep in tranquillity tonight, Captain.

Hornblower realised with a shock that he had long taken it for granted that he would sleep in tranquillity, at least as far as immediate recapture was concerned; the atmosphere of the house had been too friendly for him to feel otherwise. By way of reaction, he began to feel doubts.

Are you going to  to tell the police we are here? he asked; it was infernally difficult to phrase that sort of thing in a foreign language and avoid offence.

On the contrary, said the Count, I shall tell them, if they ask me, that you are not here. I hope you will consider yourself among friends in this house, Captain, and that you will make your stay here as long as is convenient to you.

Thank you, sir. Thank you very much, stammered Hornblower.

I may add, went on the Count, that circumstances  it is too long a story to tell you  make it quite certain that the authorities will accept my statement that I know nothing of your whereabouts. To say nothing of the fact that I have the honour to be mayor of this commune, and so represent the Government, even though my adjoint does all the work of the position.

Hornblower noticed his wry smile as he used the word honour, and tried to stammer a fitting reply, to which the Count listened politely. It was amazing, now Hornblower came to think about it, that chance should have led him to a house where he was welcomed and protected, where he might consider himself safe from pursuit, and sleep in peace. The thought of sleep made him realise that he was desperately tired, despite his excitement. The impassive face of the Count, and the friendly face of his daughter-in-law, gave no hint as to whether or not they too were tired; for a moment Hornblower wrestled with the problem which always presents itself the first evening of ones stay in a strange house  whether the guest should suggest going to bed or wait for a hint from his host. He made his resolve, and rose to his feet.

You are tired, said the Vicomtesse  the first words she had spoken for some time.

Yes, said Hornblower.

I will show you your room, sir. Shall I ring for your servant? No? said the Count.

Out in the hall, after Hornblower had bowed good-night, the Count indicated the pistols still lying on the side table.

Perhaps you would care to have those at your bedside? he asked politely. You might feel safer?

Hornblower was tempted, but finally he refused the offer. Two pistols would not suffice to save him from Bonapartes police should they come for him.

As you will, said the Count leading the way with a candle. I loaded them when I heard your approach, because there was a chance that you were a party of réfractaires  young men who evade the conscription by hiding in the woods and mountains. Their number has grown considerably since the latest decree anticipating the conscription. But I quickly realised that no gang meditating mischief would proclaim its proximity with shouts. Here is your room, sir. I hope you will find here everything you require. The clothes you are wearing appear to fit so tolerably that perhaps you will continue to wear them tomorrow? Then I shall say good-night. I hope you will sleep well.

The bed was deliciously warm as Hornblower slid into it and closed the curtains. His thoughts were pleasantly muddled; disturbing memories of the appalling swoop of the little boat down the long black slope of water at the fall, and of his agonised battle for life in the water, were overridden by mental pictures of the Counts long, mobile face and of Caillard bundled in his cloak and dumped down upon the carriage floor. He did not sleep well, but he could hardly be said to have slept badly.


Chapter VIII
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FELIX ENTERED THE next morning bearing a breakfast tray, and he opened the bed curtains while Hornblower lay dazed in his bed. Brown followed Felix, and while the latter arranged the tray on the bedside table he applied himself to the task of gathering together the clothes which Hornblower had flung down the night before, trying hard to assume the unobtrusive deference of a gentlemans servant. Hornblower sipped gratefully at the steaming coffee, and bit into the bread; Brown recollected another duty and hurried across to open the bedroom curtains.

Gales pretty nigh dropped, sir, he said. I think what wind theres left is backing southerly, and we might have a thaw.

Through the deep windows of the bedroom Hornblower could see from his bed a wide landscape of dazzling white, falling steeply away down to the river which was black by contrast, appearing like a black crayon mark on white paper. Trees stood out starkly through the snow where the gale had blown their branches bare; down beside the river the willows there  some of them stood in the flood, with white foam at their feet  were still domed with white. Hornblower fancied he could hear the rushing of water, and was certain that he could hear the regular droning of the fall, the tumbling water at whose foot was just visible over the shoulder of the bank. Far beyond the river could be seen the snow-covered roofs of a few small houses.

Ive been in to Mr. Bush already, sir, said Brown  Hornblower felt a twinge of remorse at being too interested in the landscape to have a thought to spare for his lieutenant and hes all right an sends you his best respects, sir. Im goin to help him shave after Ive attended to you, sir.

Yes, said Hornblower.

He felt deliciously languorous. He wanted to be idle and lazy. The present was a moment of transition between the miseries and dangers of yesterday and the unknown activities of today, and he wanted that moment to be prolonged on and on indefinitely; he wanted time to stand still, the pursuers who were seeking him on the other side of Nevers to be stilled into an enchanted rigidity while he lay here free from danger and responsibility. The very coffee he had drunk contributed to his ease by relieving his thirst without stimulating him to activity. He sank imperceptibly and delightfully into a vague day-dream; it was hateful of Brown to recall him to wakefulness again by a respectful shuffling of his feet.

Right, said Hornblower, resigning himself to the inevitable.

He kicked off the bedclothes and rose to his feet, the hard world of the matter-of-fact closing round him, and his day-dreams vanishing like the cloud-colours of a tropical sunrise. As he shaved, and washed in the absurdly small basin in the corner, he contemplated grimly the prospect of prolonged conversation in French with his hosts. He grudged the effort it would involve, and he envied Bush his complete inability to speak any other tongue than English. Having to exert himself today loomed as large to his self-willed mind as the fact that he was doomed to death if he were caught again. He listened absent-mindedly to Bushs garrulity when he went in to visit him, and did nothing at all to satisfy his curiosity regarding the house in which they had found shelter, and the intentions of their hosts. Nor was his mood relieved by his pitying contempt for himself at thus working off his ill-temper on his unoffending lieutenant. He deserted Bush as soon as he decently could and went off in search of his hosts in the drawing-room.

The Vicomtesse alone was there, and she made him welcome with a smile.

M. de Graçay is at work in his study, she explained. You must be content with my entertaining you this morning.

To say even the obvious in French was an effort for Hornblower, but he managed to make the suitable reply, which the lady received with a smile. But conversation did not proceed smoothly, with Hornblower having laboriously to build up his sentences beforehand and to avoid the easy descent into Spanish which was liable to entrap him whenever he began to think in a foreign tongue. Nevertheless, the opening sentences regarding the storm last night, the snow in the fields, and the flood, elicited for Hornblower one interesting fact  that the river whose roar they could hear was the Loire, four hundred miles or more from its mouth in the Bay of Biscay. A few miles upstream lay the town of Nevers; a little way downstream the large tributary, the Allier, joined the Loire, but there was hardly a house and no village on the river in that direction for twenty miles as far as Pouilly  from whose vineyards had come the wine they had drunk last night.

The river is only as big as this in winter, said the Vicomtesse. In summer it dwindles away to almost nothing. There are places where one can walk across it, from one bank to the other. Then it is blue, and its banks are golden, but now it is black and ugly.

Yes, said Hornblower.

He felt a peculiar tingling sensation down his thighs and calves as the words recalled his experience of the night before, the swoop over the fall and the mad battle in the flood. He and Bush and Brown might easily all be sodden corpses now, rolling among the rocks at the bottom of the river until the process of corruption should bring them to the surface.

I have not thanked you and M. de Graçay for your hospitality, he said, picking his words with care. It is very kind of the Count.

Kind? He is the kindest man in the whole world. I cant tell you how good he is.

There was no doubting the sincerity of the Counts daughter-in-law as she made this speech; her wide humorous mouth parted and her dark eyes glowed.

Really? said Hornblower  the word vraiment slipped naturally from his lips now that some animation had come into the conversation.

Yes, really. He is good all the way through. He is sweet and kind, by nature and not  not as a result of experience. He has never said a word to me, not once, not a word, about the disappointment I have caused him.

You, madame?

Yes. Oh, isnt it obvious? I am not a great lady  Marcel should not have married me. My father is a Normandy peasant, on his own land, but a peasant all the same, while the Ladons, Counts of Graçay, go back to  to Saint Louis, or before that. Marcel told me how disappointed was the Count at our marriage, but I should never have known of it otherwise  not by word or by action. Marcel was the eldest son then, because Antoine had been killed at Austerlitz. And Marcel is dead, too,  he was wounded as Aspern,  and I have no son, no child at all, and the Count has never reproached me, never.

Hornblower tried to make some kind of sympathetic noise.

And Louis-Marie is dead as well now. He died of fever in Spain. He was the third son, and M. de Graçay is the last of the Ladons. I think it broke his heart, but he has never said a bitter word.

The three sons are all dead? said Hornblower.

Yes, as I told you. M. de Graçay was an émigré  he lived in your town of London with his children for years after the Revolution. And then the boys grew up and they heard of the fame of the Emperor  he was First Consul then  and they all wanted to share in the glory of France. It was to please them that the Count took advantage of the amnesty and returned here  this is all that the Revolution has left of his estates. He never went to Paris. What would he have in common with the Emperor? But he allowed his sons to join the army, and now they are all dead, Antoine and Marcel and Louis-Marie. Marcel married me when his regiment was billeted in our village, but the others never married. Louis-Marie was only eighteen when he died.

Terrible! said Hornblower.

The banal word did not express his sense of the pathos of the story, but it was all he could think of. He understood now the Counts statement of the night before that the authorities would be willing to accept his bare word that he had seen nothing of any escaped prisoners. A great gentleman whose three sons had died in the Imperial service would never be suspected of harbouring fugitives.

Understand me, went on the Vicomtesse. It is not because he hates the Emperor that he makes you welcome here. It is because he is kind, because you needed help  I have never known him deny help to anyone. Oh, it is hard to explain, but I think you understand.

I understand, said Hornblower, gently.

His heart warmed to the Vicomtesse. She might be lonely and unhappy; she was obviously as hard as her peasant upbringing would make her, and yet her first thought was to impress upon this stranger the goodness and virtue of her father-in-law. With her nearly-red hair and dark eyes she was a striking-looking woman, and her skin had a thick creaminess which enhanced her looks; only a slight irregularity of feature and the wideness of her mouth prevented her from being of dazzling beauty. No wonder the young subaltern in the Hussars  Hornblower took it for granted that the dead Vicomte de Graçay had been a subaltern of Hussars  had fallen in love with her during the dreary routine of training, and had insisted on marrying her despite his fathers opposition. Hornblower thought he would not find it hard to fall in love with her himself if he were mad enough to allow such a thing to happen while his life was in the hands of the Count.

And you? asked the Vicomtesse. Have you a wife in England? Children?

I have a wife, said Hornblower.

Even without the handicap of a foreign language it was difficult to describe Maria to a stranger; he said that she was short and dark, and he said no more. Her red hands and dumpy figure, her loyalty to him which cloyed when it did not irritate  he could not venture on a fuller description lest he should betray the fact that he did not love her, and he had never betrayed it yet.

So that you have no children either? asked the Vicomtesse again.

Not now, said Hornblower.

This was torment. He told of how little Horatio and little Maria had died of smallpox in a Southsea lodging, and then with a gulp he went on to say that there was another child due to be born in January next.

Let us hope you will be home with your wife then, said the Vicomtesse. Today you will be able to discuss plans of escape with my father-in-law.

As if this new mention of his name had summoned him, the Count came into the room on the tail of this sentence.

Forgive my interrupting you, he said, even while he returned Hornblowers bow; but from my study window I have just seen a gendarme approaching this house from a group which was riding along the river bank. Would it be troubling you too much, Captain, to ask you to go into Monsieur Bushs room for a time? I shall send your servant in to you, too, and perhaps then you would be good enough to lock the door. I shall interview the gendarme myself, and you will only be detained for a few minutes, I hope.

A gendarme! Hornblower was out of the room and was crossing over to Bushs door before this long speech was finished, while M. de Graçay escorted him thither, unruffled, polite, his words unhurried. Bush was sitting up in bed as Hornblower entered, but what he began to say was broken off by Hornblowers abrupt gesture demanding silence. A moment later Brown tapped at the door and was admitted, Hornblower carefully locking the door after him.

What is it, sir? whispered Bush, and Hornblower whispered an explanation, still standing with his hand on the handle, stooping to listen.

He heard a knocking on the outer door, and the rattling of chains as Felix went to open it. Feverishly he tried to hear the ensuing conversation, but he could not understand it. But the gendarme was speaking with respect, and Felix in the flat passionless tones of the perfect butler. He heard the tramp of booted feet and the ring of spurs as the gendarme was led into the hall, and then all the sounds died away with the closing of a door upon them. The minutes seemed like hours as he waited. Growing aware of his nervousness he forced himself to turn and smile at the others as they sat with their ears cocked, listening.

The wait was too long for them to preserve their tension; soon they relaxed, and grinned at each other, not with hollow mirth as Hornblowers had been at the start. At last a renewed burst of sound from the hall keyed them up again, and they stayed rigid listening to the penetrating voices. And then they heard the clash of the outside door shutting, and the voices ceased. Still it was a long time before anything more happened  five minutes  ten minutes, and then a tap on the door startled them as though it were a pistol shot.

May I come in, Captain? said the Counts voice.

Hurriedly Hornblower unlocked the door to admit him, and even then he had to stand and wait in feverish patience, translating awkwardly while the Count apologised to Bush for intruding upon him, and made polite inquiries about his health and whether he slept well.

Tell him I slept nicely, if you please, sir, said Bush.

I am delighted to hear it, said the Count. Now in the matter of this gendarme

Hornblower brought forward a chair for him. He would not allow it to be thought that his impatience overrode his good manners.

Thank you, Captain, thank you. You are sure I will not be intruding if I stay? That is good of you. The gendarme came to tell me

The narrative was prolonged by the need for interpreting to Bush and Brown. The gendarme was one of those posted at Nevers; every available man in that town had been turned out shortly before midnight by a furious Colonel Caillard to search for the fugitives. In the darkness they had been able to do little, but with the coming of the dawn Caillard had begun a systematic search of both banks of the river, seeking for traces of the prisoners and making inquiries at every house and cottage along the banks. The visit of the gendarme had been merely one of routine  he had come to ask if anything had been seen of three escaped Englishmen, and to give warning that they might be in the vicinity. He had been perfectly satisfied with the Counts assurance upon the point. In fact, the gendarme had no expectation of finding the Englishmen alive. The search had already revealed a blanket, one of those which had been used by the wounded Englishman, lying on the bank down by the Bec dAllier, which seemed a sure indication that their boat had capsized, in which case, with the river in flood, there could be no doubt that they had been drowned. Their bodies would be discovered somewhere along the course of the river during the next few days. The gendarme appeared to be of the opinion that the boat must have upset somewhere in the first rapid they had encountered, before they had gone a mile, so madly was the river running.

I hope you will agree with me, Captain, that this information is most satisfactory, added the Count.

Satisfactory! said Hornblower. Could it be better?

If the French should believe them to be dead there would be an end of the pursuit. He turned and explained the situation to the others in English, and they endeavoured with nods and smiles to indicate to the Count their gratification.

Perhaps Bonaparte in Paris will not be satisfied with this bald story, said the Count. In fact I am sure he will not, and will order a further search. But it will not trouble us.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower, and the Count made a deprecatory gesture.

It only remains, he said, to make up our minds about what you gentlemen would find it best to do in the future. Would it be officious of me to suggest that it might be inadvisable for you to continue your journey while Lieutenant Bush is still unwell?

What does he say, sir? asked Bush  the mention of his name had drawn all eyes on him. Hornblower explained.

Tell his lordship, sir, said Bush, that I can make myself a jury leg in two shakes, an this time next week Ill be walking as well as he does.

Excellent! said the Count, when this had been translated and expurgated for him. And yet I cannot see that the construction of a wooden leg is going to be of much assistance in our problem. You gentlemen might grow beards, or wear disguises. It was in my mind that by posing as German officers in the Imperial service you might, during your future journey, provide an excuse for your ignorance of French. But a missing foot cannot be disguised; for months to come the arrival of a stranger without a foot will recall to the minds of inquisitive police officers the wounded English officer who escaped and was believed to be drowned.

Yes, said Hornblower. Unless we could avoid all contact with police officers.

That is quite impossible, said the Count with decision. In this French Empire there are police officers everywhere. To travel you will need horses certainly, a carriage very probably. In a journey of a hundred leagues horses and a carriage will bring you for certain to the notice of the police. No man can travel ten miles along a road without having his passport examined.

The Count pulled in perplexity at his chin; the deep parentheses at the corners of his mobile mouth were more marked than ever.

I wish, said Hornblower, that our boat had not been destroyed last night. On the river, perhaps . . .

The idea came up into his mind fully formed, and as it did so his eyes met the Counts. He was conscious afresh of a strange sympathy between him and the Count. The same idea was forming in the Counts mind, simultaneously  it was not the first time that he had noticed a similar phenomenon.

Of course! said the Count. The river! How foolish of me not to think of it. As far as Orleans the river is unnavigable; because of the winter floods the banks are practically deserted save at the towns, and there are few of those, which you could pass at night if necessary, as you did at Nevers.

Unnavigable, sir?

There is no commercial traffic. There are fishermens boats here and there, and there are a few others engaged in dredging sand from the river bed. That is all. From Orleans to Nantes, Bonaparte has been making efforts to render the river available to barges, but I understand he has had small success. And above Briare the new lateral canal carries all the traffic, and the river is deserted.

But could we descend it, sir? persisted Hornblower.

Oh, yes, said the Count, meditatively. You could do so in summer, in a small rowing boat. There are many places where it would be difficult, but never dangerous.

In summer! exclaimed Hornblower.

Why, yes. You must wait until the lieutenant here is well, and then you must build your boat  I suppose you sailors can build your own boat? You cannot hope to start for a long time. And then in January the river usually freezes, and in February come the floods, which last until March. Nothing could live on the river then  especially as it would be too cold and wet for you. It seems to be quite necessary that you should give me the pleasure of your company until April, Captain.

This was something entirely unexpected, this prospect of waiting for four months the opportunity to start. Hornblower was taken by surprise; he had supposed that a few days, three or four weeks at most, would see them on their way towards England again. For ten years he had never been as long as four months consecutively in the same place  for that matter during those ten years he had hardly spent four months on shore altogether. His mind sought unavailingly for alternatives. To go by road undoubtedly would involve horses, carriages, contact with all sorts of people. He could not hope to bring Bush and Brown successfully through. And if they went by river they obviously would have to wait; in four months Bush could be expected to make a complete recovery, and with the coming of summer they would be able to dispense with the shelter of inns or houses, sleeping on the river bank, avoiding all intercourse with Frenchmen, drifting downstream until they reached the sea.

If you have fishing rods with you, supplemented the Count, anyone observing you as you go past the towns will look on you as a fishing party out for the day. For some reason which I cannot fully analyse a fresh-water fisherman can never be suspected of evil intent  except possibly by the fish.

Hornblower nodded. It was odd that at that very moment he too had been visualising the boat drifting downstream, with rods out, watched by incurious eyes from the bank. It was the safest way of crossing France which he could imagine.

And yet  April? His child would be born. Lady Barbara might have forgotten that he ever existed.

It seems monstrous, he said, that you should be burdened with us all through the winter.

I assure you, Captain, your presence will give the greatest pleasure both to Madame la Vicomtesse and to myself.

He could only yield to circumstances.


Chapter IX
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LIEUTENANT BUSH WAS watching Brown fastening the last strap of his new wooden leg, and Hornblower, from across the room, was watching the pair of them.

 Vast heaving, said Bush. Belay.

Bush sat on the edge of his bed and moved his leg tentatively.

Good, he said. Give me your shoulder. Now, heave and wake the dead.

Hornblower saw Bush rise and stand; he watched his lieutenants expression change to one of hurt wonderment as he clung to Browns burly shoulders.

God! said Bush, feebly, how she heaves!

It was the giddiness only to be expected after weeks of lying and sitting. Evidently to Bush the floor was pitching and tossing, and, judging by the movement of his eyes, the walls were circling round him. Brown stood patiently supporting him as Bush confronted this unexpected phenomenon. Hornblower saw Bush set his jaw, his expression hardening as he battled with his weakness.

Square away, said Bush to Brown. Set a course for the captain.

Brown began walking slowly towards Hornblower, Bush clinging to him, the leather-tipped end of the wooden leg falling with a thump on the floor at each effort to take a stride with it  Bush was swinging it too high, while his sound leg sagged at the knee in its weakness.

God! said Bush again. Easy! Easy!

Hornblower rose in time to catch him and to lower him into the chair, where Bush sat and gasped. His big white face, already unnaturally pale through long confinement, was whiter than ever. Hornblower remembered with a pang the old Bush, burly and self-confident, with a face which might have been rough-hewn from a solid block of wood; the Bush who feared nothing and was prepared for anything. This Bush was frightened of his weakness. It had not occurred to him that he would have to learn to walk again  and that walking with a wooden leg was another matter still.

Take a rest, said Hornblower, before you start again.

Desperately anxious as Bush had been to be active, weary as he was of helplessness, there were times during the next few days when Hornblower had to give him encouragement while he was learning to walk. All the difficulties that arose had been unforeseen by him, and depressed him out of proportion to their importance. It was a matter of some days before he mastered his giddiness and weakness, and then as soon as he was able to use the wooden leg effectively they found all manner of things wrong with it. It was none too easy to find the most suitable length, and they discovered to their surprise that it was a matter of some importance to set the leather tip at exactly the right angle to the shaft  Brown and Hornblower between them, at a work-table in the stable yard, made and remade that wooden leg half a dozen times. Bushs bent knee, on which his weight rested when he walked, grew sore and inflamed; they had to pad the kneecap and remake the socket to fit, more than once, while Bush had to take his exercise in small amounts until the skin over his kneecap grew calloused and more accustomed to its new task. And when he fell  which was often  he caused himself frightful agony in his stump, which was hardly healed; with his knee bent at right angles the stump necessarily bore the brunt of practically any fall, and the pain was acute.

But teaching Bush to walk was one way of passing the long winter days, while orders from Paris turned out the conscripts from every depôt round, and set them searching once more for the missing English prisoners. They came on a day of lashing rain, a dozen shivering boys and a sergeant, wet through, and made only the poorest pretence at searching the house and its stabling  Hornblower and Bush and Brown were safe enough behind the hay in an unobtrusive loft. The conscripts were given in the kitchen a better meal by the servants than they had enjoyed for some time, and marched off to prosecute their inquiries elsewhere  every house and village for miles round was at least visited.

After that the next occurrence out of the ordinary was the announcement in Bonapartes newspapers that the English captain and lieutenant, Hornblower and Bush, had met a well-deserved fate by being drowned in the Loire during an attempt to escape from an escort which was conducting them to their trial; undoubtedly (said the bulletin) this had saved the miscreants from the firing party which awaited them for the purpose of exacting the penalty of their flagrant piracy in the Mediterranean.

Hornblower read the announcement with mixed feelings when the Count showed it to him; not every man has the privilege of reading his own obituary. His first reaction was that it would make their escape considerably easier, seeing that the police would no longer be on the watch for them. But that feeling of relief was swamped by a wave of other feelings. Maria in England would think herself a widow, at this very moment when their child was about to be born. What would it mean to her? Hornblower knew, only too acutely, that Maria loved him as dearly as a woman could love a man, although he only admitted it to himself at moments like this. He could not guess what she would do when she believed him dead. It would be the end of everything she had lived for. And yet she would have a pension, security, a child to cherish. She might set herself, unconsciously, to make a new life for herself. In a clairvoyant moment Hornblower visualised Maria in deep mourning, her mouth set in prim resignation, the coarse red skin of her cheeks wet with tears, and her red hands nervously clasping and unclasping. She had looked like that the summer day when little Horatio and little Maria had been buried in their common grave.

Hornblower shuddered away from the recollection. Maria would at least be in no need of money; the British press would see that the Government did its duty there. He could guess at the sort of articles which would be appearing in reply to this announcement of Bonapartes, the furious indignation that a British officer should be accused of piracy, the openly expressed suspicions that he had been murdered in cold blood and had not died while attempting to escape, the clamour for reprisals. To this day a British newspaper seldom discussed Bonaparte without recalling the death of another British naval captain, Wright, who was said to have committed suicide in prison in Paris. Everyone in England believed that Bonaparte had had him murdered  they would believe the same in this case. It was almost amusing that nearly always the most effective attacks on the tyrant were based on actions on his part which were either trivial or innocent. The British genius for invective and propaganda had long discovered that it paid better to exploit trivialities rather than inveigh broadly against policies and principles; the newspapers would give more space to a condemnation of Bonaparte for causing the death of a single naval officer than to a discussion of the criminal nature of, say, the invasion of Spain, which had resulted in the wanton slaughter of some hundreds of thousands of innocent people.

And Lady Barbara would read that he was dead, too. She would be sorry  Hornblower was prepared to believe that  but how deep her sorrow would be he could not estimate at all. The thought called up all the flood of speculations and doubts which lately he had been trying to forget  whether she cared for him at all or not, whether or not her husband had survived his wound, and what he could do in the matter in any event.

I am sorry that this announcement seems to cause you so much distress, said the Count, and Hornblower realised that his expression had been anxiously studied during the whole reading. He had for once been caught off his guard, but he was on guard again at once. He made himself smile.

It will make our journey through France a good deal easier, he said.

Yes. I thought the same as soon as I read it. I can congratulate you, Captain.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

But there was a worried look in the Counts face; he had something more to say and was hesitating to say it.

What are you thinking about, sir? asked Hornblower.

Only this  Your position is in one way more dangerous now. You have been pronounced dead by a government which does not admit mistakes  cannot afford to admit them. I am afraid in this case I have done you a disservice in so selfishly accepting the pleasure of your company. If you are recaptured you will be dead; the Government will see that you die without further attention being called to you.

Hornblower shrugged his shoulders with a carelessness quite unassumed for once.

They were going to shoot me if they caught me. This makes no difference.

He dallied with the notion of a modern government dabbling in secret murder, for a moment was inclined to put it aside as quite impossible, as something one might believe of the Turks or perhaps even of the Sicilians, but not of Bonaparte; and then he realised with a shock that it was not at all impossible, that a man with unlimited power and much at stake, with underlings on whose silence he could rely, could not be expected to risk appearing ridiculous in the eyes of his public when a mere murder would save him. It was a sobering thought, but he made himself smile again, bravely.

You have all the courage characteristic of your nation, Captain, said the Count. But this news of your death will reach England. I fear that Madame Orrenblor will be distressed by it?

I am afraid she will.

I could find means of sending a message to England  my bankers can be trusted. But whether it would be advisable is another matter.

If it were known in England that he was alive it would be known in France, and a stricter search would be instituted for him. It would be terribly dangerous. Maria would draw small profit from the knowledge that he was alive if that knowledge were to cause his death.

I think it would not be advisable, said Hornblower.

There was a strange duality in his mind: the Hornblower for whom he could plan so coolly, and whose chances of life he could estimate so closely, was a puppet of the imagination compared with the living, flesh and blood Hornblower whose face he had shaved that morning. He knew by experience now that only when a crisis came, when he was swimming for his life in a whirlpool, or walking a quarterdeck in the heat of action, that the two blended together  that was the moment when fear came.

I hope, Captain, said the Count, that this news has not disturbed you too much?

Not at all, sir, said Hornblower.

I am delighted to hear it. And perhaps you will be good enough to give Madame la Vicomtesse and myself the pleasure of your company again tonight at whist, you and Mr. Bush?

Whist was the regular way of passing the evening. The Counts delight in the game was another bond of sympathy between him and Hornblower. He was not a player of the mathematical variety, as was Hornblower. Rather did he rely upon a flair, an instinctive system of tactics. It was marvellous how often his blind leads found his partners short suit and snatched tricks from the jaws of the inevitable, how often he could decide intuitively upon the winning play when confronted by a dilemma. There were rare evenings when this faculty would desert him, and when he would sit with a rueful smile losing rubber after rubber to the remorseless precision of his daughter-in-law and Hornblower. But usually his uncanny telepathic powers would carry him triumphantly through, to the exasperation of Hornblower if they had been opponents, and to his intense satisfaction if they had been partners  exasperation at the failure of his painstaking calculations, or satisfaction of their complete vindication.

The Vicomtesse was a good well-taught player of no brilliance whose interest in the game, Hornblower suspected, was due entirely to her devotion to her father-in-law. It was Bush to whom these evenings of whist were a genuine penance. He disliked card games of any sort  even the humble vingt-et-un  and in the supreme refinement of whist he was hopelessly at a loss. Hornblower had cured him of some of his worst habits,  of asking, for instance, What are trumps? halfway through every hand,  had insisted on his counting cards as they fell, on his learning the conventional leads and discards, and by so doing had made of him a player whose presence three good players could just tolerate rather than miss their evenings amusement; but the evenings to him were periods of agonised, hard-breathing concentration, of flustered mistakes and shamefaced apology  misery made no less acute by the fact that conversation was carried on in French in which he could never acquire any facility. Bush mentally classed together French, whist, and spherical trigonometry as subjects in which he was too old ever to make any further progress, and which he would be content, if he were allowed, to leave entirely to his admired captain.

For Hornblowers French was improving rapidly, thanks to the need for continual use of the language. His defective ear would never allow him to catch the trick of the accent  he would always speak with the tonelessness of the foreigner  but his vocabulary was widening and his grammar growing more certain and he was acquiring a fluency in the idiom which more than once earned him a pretty compliment from his host. Hornblowers pride was held in check by the astonishing fact that below stairs Brown was as rapidly acquiring the same fluency. He was living largely with French people, too  with Felix and his wife the housekeeper, and their daughter Louise the maid, and, living over the stables across the yard, the family of Bertrand, who was Felixs brother and incidentally the coachman; Bertrands wife was cook, with two daughters to help her in the kitchen, while one of her young sons was footman under Felix and the other two worked in the stables under their father.

Hornblower had once ventured to hint to the Count that the presence of himself and the others might well be betrayed to the authorities by one of all these servants, but the Count merely shook his head with a serene confidence that could not be shaken.

They will not betray me, he said, and so intense was his conviction on the point that it carried conviction to Hornblower  and the better he came to know the Count the more obvious it became that no one who knew him well would ever betray him. And the Count added with a wry smile:

You must remember, too, Captain, that here I am the authorities.

Hornblower could allow his mind to subside into security and sloth again after that  a sense of security with a fantastic quality about it that savoured of a nightmare. It was unreal to be mewed for so long within four walls, deprived of the wide horizons and the endless variety of the sea. He could spend his mornings tramping up and down the stable yard, as though it were a quarterdeck and as though Bertrand and his sons chattering about their duties were a ships crew engaged on their mornings deck-washing. The smell of the stables and the land winds which came in over the high walls were a poor substitute for the keen freshness of the sea. He spent hours in a turret window of the house, with a spyglass which the Count found for him, gazing round the countryside; the desolate vineyards in their winter solitude, the distant towers of Nevers  the ornate Cathedral tower and the graceful turrets of the Gonzaga palace; the rushing black river, its willows half-submerged,  the ice which came in January and the snow which three times covered the blank slopes,  that winter were welcome variations of the monotonous landscape; there were the distant hills and the nearby slopes; the trace of the valley of the Loire winding off into the unknown, and of the valley of the Allier coming down to meet it  to a landsmans eye the prospect from the turret window would have been delightful, even perhaps in the lashing rain that fell so often, but to a seaman and a prisoner it was revolting. The indefinable charm of the sea was wanting, and so were the mystery and magic and freedom of the sea. Bush and Brown, noting the black bad temper in which Hornblower descended from the turret window after a sitting with his spyglass, wondered why he spent his time in that fashion. He wondered why himself, but weakly he could not stop himself from doing so. Specially marked was his bad temper when the Count and his daughter-in-law went out riding, returning flushed and healthy and happy after some brisk miles of the freedom for which he craved  he was stupidly jealous, he told himself, angrily, but he was jealous all the same.

He was even jealous of the pleasure Bush and Brown took in the building of the new boat. He was not a man of his hands, and once the design of the boat had been agreed upon  its fifteen feet length and four feet of beam and its flat bottom  he could contribute nothing towards the work except unskilled labour. His subordinates were far more expert with tools than he was, with plane and saw and drill, and characteristically found immense pleasure in working with them. Bushs childish delight in finding his hands, softened by a long period of convalescence, forming their distinguishing calluses again, irritated him. He envied them the simple creative pleasure which they found in watching the boat grow under their hands in the empty loft which they had adopted as a workshop  more still he envied Brown the accuracy of eye he displayed, working with a spoke-shave shaping the sculls without any of the apparatus of templates and models and stretched strings which Hornblower would have found necessary.

They were black days, all that winter of confinement. January came, and with it the date when his child would be born; he was half mad with the uncertainty of it all, with his worry about Maria and the child, with the thought that Barbara would think him dead and would forget him. Even the Counts sweetness of temper and unvarying courtesy irritated him as soon as it began to cloy. He felt he would give a year of his life to hear him make a tart rejoinder to one of Bushs clumsy speeches; the impulse to be rude to the Count, to flare up into a quarrel with him, even though  or perhaps because  he owed him his life, was sometimes almost irresistible, and the effort of self-control tried his temper still further. He was surfeited with the Counts unwearying goodness, even with the odd way in which their thoughts ran so frequently together; it was queer, even uncanny, to see in the Count so often what seemed like reflections of himself in a mirror. It was madder still to remember that he had felt similar ties of sympathy, sometimes, with the wickedest man he had ever known  with El Supremo in Central America.

El Supremo had died for his crimes on a scaffold at Panama; Hornblower was worried by the thought that the Count was risking the guillotine at Paris for his friends sake  it was mad to imagine any parallelism between the careers of El Supremo and the Count, but Hornblower was in a mad mood. He was thinking too much and he had too little to do, and his overactive brain was racketing itself to pieces. There was insanity in indulging in ridiculous mystic speculations about spiritual relationships between himself and the Count and El Supremo, and he knew it. Only self-control and patience were necessary, he told himself, to come safely through these last few weeks of waiting, but his patience seemed to be coming to an end, and he was so weary of exerting self-control.

It was the flesh that saved him when his spirit grew weak. One afternoon, descending from a long and maddening sitting with his telescope in the turret, he met the Vicomtesse in the upper gallery. She was at her boudoir door, about to enter, and she turned and smiled at him as he approached. His head was whirling; somehow his exasperation and feverishness drove him into holding out both his hands to her, risking a rebuff, risking everything, in his longing for some kind of comfort, something to ease this unbearable strain. She put her hands in his, smiling still, and at the touch self-possession broke down. It was madness to yield to the torrent of impulses let loose, but madness was somehow sweet. They were inside the room now, and the door was closed. There was sweet, healthy, satisfying flesh in his arms. There were no doubts nor uncertainties; no mystic speculations. Now blind instinct could take charge, all the bodily urges of months of celibacy. Her lips were ripe and rich and ready, the breasts which he crushed against him were hillocks of sweetness. In his nostrils was the faint intoxicating scent of womanhood.

Beyond the boudoir was the bedroom; they were there now and she was yielding to him. Just as another man might have given way to drink, might have stupefied his brain in beastly intoxication, so Hornblower numbed his own brain with lust and passion. He forgot everything, and he cared for nothing, in this mad lapse from self-control.

And she understood his motives, which was strange, and she did not resent them, which was stranger still. As his passion ebbed away, he could see her face again clearly, and her expression was tender and detached and almost maternal. She was aware of his unhappiness as she had been aware of his lust for that splendid body of hers. She had given him her body because of his crying need for it, as she might have given a cup of water to a man dying of thirst. Now she held his head to her breast, and stroked his hair, rocking a little as though he were a child, and murmuring little soothing words to him. A tear fell from her eye on to Hornblowers temple. She had come to love this Englishman, but she knew only too well that it was not love which had brought him into her arms. She knew of the wife and child in England, she guessed at the existence of the other woman whom he loved. It was not the thought of them which brought the tears to her eyes; it was the knowledge that she was not any part of his real life, that this stay of his on the banks of the Loire was as unreal to him as a dream, something to be endured until he could escape again to the sea, into the mad world which to him was sanity, where every day he would encounter peril and discomfort. These kisses he was giving her meant nothing to him compared with the business of life, which was war  the same war which had killed her young husband, the wasteful, prodigal, beastly business which had peopled Europe with widows and disfigured it with wasted fields and burned villages. He was kissing her as a man might pat his dogs head during an exciting business deal.

Then Hornblower lifted his face to hers again, and read the tragedy in her eyes. The sight of her tears moved him inexpressibly. He stroked her cheek.

Oh, my dear, he said in English, and then began to try to find French words to express what he wanted to say. Tenderness was welling up within him. In a blinding moment of revelation he realised the love she bore him, and the motives which had brought her submissively into his arms. He kissed her mouth, he brushed away the splendid red hair from her pleading eyes. Tenderness re-awoke passion; and under his caresses her last reserve broke down.

I love you! she sighed, her arms about him. She had not meant to admit it, either to him or to herself. She knew that if she gave herself to him with passion he would break her heart in the end, and that he did not love her, not even now, when tenderness had replaced the blind lust in his eyes. He would break her heart if she allowed herself to love him; for one more second she had that clairvoyance before she let herself sink into the self-deception which she knew in the future she would not believe to be self-deception. But the temptation to deceive herself into thinking he loved her was overwhelming. She gave herself to him passionately.


Chapter X
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THE AFFAIR THUS consummated seemed, to Hornblowers mind at least, to clear the air like a thunder-storm. He had something more definite to think about now than mystic speculations; there was Maries loving kindness to soothe him, and for counter-irritant there was the pricking of his conscience regarding his seduction of his hosts daughter-in-law under his hosts roof. His uneasiness lest the Counts telepathic powers should enable him to guess at the secret he shared with Marie, the fear lest someone should intercept a glance or correctly interpret a gesture, kept his mind healthily active.

And the love-affair while it ran its course brought with it a queer unexpected happiness. Marie was everything Hornblower could desire as a mistress. By marriage she was of a family noble enough to satisfy his liking for lords, and yet the knowledge that she was of peasant birth saved him from feeling any awe on that account. She could be tender and passionate, protective and yielding, practical and romantic; and she loved him so dearly, while at the same time she remained reconciled to his approaching departure and resolute to help it on in every way, that his heart softened towards her more and more with the passage of the days.

That departure suddenly became a much nearer and more likely possibility  by coincidence it seemed to come up over the horizon from the hoped-for into the expected only a day or two after Hornblowers meeting with Marie in the upper gallery. The boat was finished, and lay, painted and equipped, in the loft ready for them to use; Brown kept it filled with water from the well and proudly announced that it did not leak a drop. The plans for their journey to the sea were taking definite shape. Fat Jeanne the cook baked biscuit for them  Hornblower came triumphantly into his own then, as the only person in the house who knew how ships biscuit should be baked, and Jeanne worked under his supervision.

Anxious debate between him and the Count had ended in his deciding against running the risk of buying food while on their way unless compelled; the fifty pounds of biscuit which Jeanne baked for them (there was a locker in the boat in which to store it) would provide the three of them with a pound of bread each day for seventeen days, and there was a sack of potatoes waiting for them, and another of dried peas; and there were long thin Arles sausages  as dry as sticks, and, to Hornblowers mind, not much more digestible, but with the merit of staying eatable for long periods  and some of the dry cod which Hornblower had come to know during his captivity at Ferrol, and a corner of bacon; taken all in all  as Hornblower pointed out to the Count, who was inclined to demur  they were going to fare better on their voyage down the Loire than they had often fared in the ships of His Majesty King George. Hornblower, accustomed for so long to sea voyages, never ceased to marvel at the simplicity of planning a river trip thanks to the easy solution of the problem of water supply; overside they would have unlimited fresh water for drinking and washing and bathing  much better water, too, as he told the Count again, than the stinking green stuff, alive with animalcula, doled out at the rate of four pints a head a day, with which people in ships had to be content.

He could anticipate no trouble until they neared the sea; it was only with their entry into tidal waters that they would be in any danger. He knew how the French coast swarmed with garrisons and customs officers  as a lieutenant under Pellew he had once landed a spy in the salt marshes of Bourgneuf  and it would be under their noses that they would have to steal a fishing boat and make their way to sea. Thanks to the Continental system, and the fear of English descents, and precautions against espionage, tidal waters would be watched closely indeed. But he felt he could only trust to fortune  it was hard to make plans against contingencies which might take any shape whatever, and, besides, those dangers were weeks away, and Hornblowers newly contented mind was actually too lazy to devote much thought to them. And as he grew fonder of Marie, too, it grew harder to make plans which would take him away from her. His attachment for her was growing even as strong as that.

It was left to the Count to make the most helpful suggestion of all.

If you would permit me, he said, one evening, I would like to tell you of an idea I have for simplifying your passage through Nantes.

It would give me pleasure to hear it, sir, said Hornblower  the Counts long-winded politeness was infectious.

Please do not think, said the Count, that I wish to interfere in any way in the plans you are making, but it occurred to me that your stay on the coast might be made safer if you assumed the role of a high official of the customs service.

I think it would, sir, said Hornblower, patiently, but I do not understand how I could do it.

You would have to announce yourself, if necessary, as a Dutchman, said the Count. Now that Holland is annexed to France and King Louis Bonaparte has fled, it is to be presumed that his employés will join the Imperial service. I think it is extremely likely that, say, a colonel of Dutch douaniers should visit Nantes to learn how to perform his duties  especially as it was over the enforcement of customs regulations that Bonaparte and his brother fell out. Your very excellent French would be just what might be expected of a Dutch customs officer, even though  please pardon my frankness  you do not speak quite like a native Frenchman.

But  but stammered Hornblower; it really seemed to him that the Counts customary good sense had deserted him. It would be difficult, sir

Difficult? smiled the Count. It might be dangerous, but, if you will forgive my contradicting you so directly, it would hardly be difficult. In your English democracy you perhaps have had no opportunity of seeing how much weight an assured manner and a uniform carry with them in a country like this, which has already made the easy descent from an autocracy to a bureaucracy. A colonel of douaniers on the coast can go anywhere, command anything. He never has to account for himself  his uniform does that for him.

But I have no uniform, sir, said Hornblower, and before the words were out of his mouth he guessed what the Count was going to say.

We have half a dozen needlewomen in the house, smiled the Count, from Marie here to little Christine, the cooks daughter. It would be odd if between them they could not make uniforms for you and your assistants. I might add that Mr. Bushs wound, which we all so much deplore, will be an actual advantage if you adopt the scheme. It is exactly consonant with Bonapartes methods to provide for an officer wounded in his service by giving him a position in the customs. Mr. Bushs presence with you would add a touch of  shall we say realism?  to the effect produced by your appearance.

The Count gave a little bow to Bush, in apology for thus alluding to Bushs crippled condition, and Bush returned it awkwardly from his chair in bland ignorance of at least two thirds of what had been said.

The value of the suggestion was obvious to Hornblower at once, and for days afterwards the women in the house were at work cutting and stitching and fitting, until the evening came when the three of them paraded before the Count in their neat coats of blue piped with white and red, and their rakish képis  it was the making of these which had taxed Maries ingenuity most, for the képi was still at that time an unusual headdress in the French Government services. On Hornblowers collar glittered the eight-pointed stars of colonels rank, and the top of his képi bore the gold lace rosette; as the three of them rotated solemnly before the Count the latter nodded approvingly.

Excellent, he said, and then hesitated. There is only one addition which I can think of to add realism. Excuse me a moment.

He went off to his study leaving the others looking at each other, but he was back directly with a little leather case in his hand which he proceeded to open. Resting on the silk was a glittering cross of white enamel, surmounted by a golden crown and with a gold medallion in the centre.

We must pin this on you, he said. No one reaches colonels rank without the Legion of Honour.

Father! said Marie  it was rare that she used the familiar mode of address with him That was Louis-Maries!

I know, my dear, I know. But it may make the difference between Captain Hornblowers success or  or failure.

His hands trembled a little, nevertheless, as he pinned the scarlet ribbon to Hornblowers coat.

Sir  sir, it is too good of you, protested Hornblower.

The Counts long mobile face, as he stood up, was sad, but in a moment he had twisted it into his usual wry smile.

Bonaparte sent it to me, he said, after  after my sons death in Spain. It was a posthumous award. To me of course it is nothing  the trinkets of the tyrant can never mean anything to a Knight of the Holy Ghost. But because of its sentimental value I should be grateful if you would endeavour to preserve it unharmed and return it to me when the war is over.

I cannot accept it, sir, said Hornblower, bending to unpin it again, but the Count checked him.

Please, Captain, he said, wear it, as a favour to me. It would please me if you would.

More than ever after his reluctant acceptance did Hornblowers conscience prick him at the thought that he had seduced this mans daughter-in-law while enjoying his hospitality, and later in the evening when he found himself alone with the Count in the drawing-room the conversation deepened his sense of guilt.

Now that your stay is drawing to an end, Captain, said the Count, I know how much I shall miss your presence after you have gone. Your company has given me the very greatest pleasure.

I do not think it can compare with the gratitude I feel towards you, sir, said Hornblower.

The Count waved aside the thanks which Hornblower was endeavouring awkwardly to phrase.

A little while ago we mentioned the end of the war. Perhaps there will come an end some day, and although I am an old man perhaps I shall live to see it. Will you remember me then, and this little house beside the Loire?

Of course, sir, protested Hornblower. I could never forget.

He looked round the familiar drawing-room, at the silver candelabra, the old-fashioned Louis Seize furniture, the lean figure of the Count in his blue dress-coat.

I could never forget you, sir, repeated Hornblower.

My three sons were all young when they died, said the Count. They were only boys, and perhaps they would not have grown into men I could have been proud of. And already when they went off to serve Bonaparte they looked upon me as an old-fashioned reactionary for whose views they had only the smallest patience  that was only to be expected. If they had lived through the wars we might have become better friends later. But they did not, and I am the last Ladon. I am a lonely man, Captain, lonely under this present régime, and yet I fear that when Bonaparte falls and the reactionaries return to power I shall be as lonely still. But I have not been lonely this winter, Captain.

Hornblowers heart went out to the lean old man with the lined face sitting opposite him in the comfortable armchair.

But that is enough about myself, Captain, went on the Count. I wanted to tell you of the news which has come through  it is all of it important. The salute which we heard fired yesterday was, as we thought, in honour of the birth of an heir to Bonaparte. There is now a King of Rome, as Bonaparte calls him, to sustain the Imperial throne. Whether it will be any support I am doubtful  there are many Bonapartists who will not, I fancy, be too pleased at the thought of the retention of power indefinitely in a Bonaparte dynasty. And the fall of Holland is undoubted  there was actual fighting between the troops of Louis Bonaparte and those of Napoleon Bonaparte over the question of customs enforcement. France now extends to the Baltic  Hamburg and Lubeck are French towns like Amsterdam and Leghorn and Trieste.

Hornblower thought of the cartoons in the English newspapers which had so often compared Bonaparte with the frog who tried to blow himself up as big as an ox.

I fancy it is symptomatic of weakness, said the Count. Perhaps you do not agree with me? You do? I am glad to have my suspicions confirmed. More than that; there is going to be war with Russia. Already troops are being transferred to the East, and the details of a new conscription were published at the same time as the proclamation of a King of Rome. There will be more refractories than ever hiding about the country now. Perhaps Bonaparte will find he has undertaken a task beyond his strength when he come to grips with Russia.

Perhaps so, said Hornblower. He had not a high opinion of Russian military virtues.

But there is more important news still, said the Count. There has at last been published a bulletin of the Army of Portugal. It was dated from Almeida.

It took a second or two for Hornblower to grasp the significance of this comment, and it only dawned upon him gradually, along with the endless implications.

It means, said the Count, that your Wellington has beaten Bonapartes Masséna. That the attempt to conquer Portugal has failed, and that the whole of the affairs of Spain are thrown into flux again. A running sore has been opened in the side of Bonapartes empire, which may drain him of his strength  at what cost to poor France one can hardly imagine. But of course, Captain, you can form a more reliable opinion of the military situation than I can, and I have been presumptuous in commenting on it. Yet you have not the facilities which I have of gauging the moral effect of this news. Wellington has beaten Junot, and Victor and Soult. Now he has beaten Masséna, the greatest of them all. There is only one man now against whom European opinion can measure him, and that is Bonaparte. It is not well for a tyrant to have rivals in prestige. Last year how many years of power would one have given Bonaparte if asked? Twenty? I think so. Now in 1811 we change our minds. Ten years, we think. In 1812 we may revise our estimate again, and say five. I myself do not believe the Empire as we know it will endure after 1814  empires collapse at a rate increasing in geometrical progression, and it will be your Wellington who will pull this one down.

I hope sincerely you are right, sir, said Hornblower.

The Count was not to know how disturbing this mention of Wellington was to his audience; he could not guess that Hornblower was daily tormented by speculations as to whether Wellingtons sister was widowed or not, whether Lady Barbara Leighton, née Wellesley, ever had a thought to devote to the naval captain who had been reported dead. Her brothers triumphs might well occupy her mind to the exclusion of everything else, and Hornblower feared that when at last he should reach England she would be far too great a lady to pay him any attention at all. The thought irked him.

He went to bed in a peculiarly sober mood, his mind busy with problems of the most varying nature  from speculations about the approaching fall of the French Empire to calculations regarding the voyage down the Loire which he was about to attempt. Lying awake, long after midnight, he heard his bedroom door quietly open and close; he lay rigid, instantly, conscious of a feeling of faint distaste at this reminder of the intrigue which he was conducting under a hospitable roof. Very gently, the curtains of his bed were drawn open, and in the darkness he could see, through half-opened eyes, a shadowy ghost bending over him. A gentle hand found his cheek and stroked it; he could no longer sham sleep, and he pretended to wake with a start.

It is Marie, Oratio, said a voice, softly.

Yes, said Hornblower.

He did not know what he should say or do  for that matter he did not know what he wanted. Mostly he was conscious of Maries imprudence in thus coming to his room, risking discovery and imperilling everything. He shut his eyes, as though still sleepy, to gain time for consideration; the hand ceased to stroke his cheek. Hornblower waited for a second or two more, and was astonished to hear the slight click of the latch of the door again. He sat up with a jerk. Marie had gone, as silently as she had come. Hornblower continued to sit up, puzzling over the incident, but he could make nothing of it. Certainly he was not going to run any risks by going to seek Marie in her room and asking for explanations; he lay down again to think about it, and this time, with its usual capriciousness, sleep surprised him in the midst of his speculations, and he slept soundly until Brown brought him his breakfast coffee.

It took him half the morning to nerve himself for what he foresaw to be a very uncomfortable interview; it was only then that he tore himself away from a last inspection of the boat, in Bushs and Browns company, and climbed the stairs to Maries boudoir and tapped at the door. He entered when she called, and stood there in the room of so many memories  the golden chairs with their oval backs upholstered in pink and white, the windows looking out on the sunlit Loire, and Marie in the window-seat with her needlework.

I wanted to say good morning,  he said at length, as Marie did nothing to help him out.

Good morning, said Marie. She bent her head over her needlework  the sunshine through the windows lit her hair gloriously  and spoke with her face concealed. We only have to say good morning today, and tomorrow we shall say good-bye. 

Yes, said Hornblower, stupidly.

If you loved me, said Marie, it would be terrible for me to have you go, and to know that for years we should not meet again  perhaps for ever. But as you do not, then I am glad that you are going back to your wife and your child, and your ships, and your fighting. That is what you want, and I am pleased that you should have it all.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

Still she did not look up.

You are the sort of man, she went on, whom women love very easily. I do not expect that I shall be the last. I dont think that you will ever love anybody, or know what it is to do so.

Hornblower could have said nothing in English in reply to these two astonishing statements, and in French he was perfectly helpless. He could only stammer.

Good-bye, said Marie.

Good-bye, madame, said Hornblower, lamely.

His cheeks were burning as he came out into the upper hall, in a condition of mental distress in which humiliation played only a minor part. He was thoroughly conscious of having acted despicably, and of having been dismissed without dignity. But he was puzzled by the other remarks Marie had made. It had never occurred to him that women loved him easily. Maria  it was odd, that similarity of names, Maria and Marie  loved him, he knew; he had found it a little tiresome and disturbing. Barbara had offered herself to him, but he had never ventured to believe that she had loved him  and had she not married someone else? And Marie loved him; Hornblower remembered guiltily an incident of a few days ago, when Marie in his arms had whispered hotly Tell me you love me, and he had answered, with facile kindness, I love you, dear. Then I am happy, answered Marie. Perhaps it was a good thing that Marie knew now that he was lying, and had made easy his retreat. Another woman with a word might have sent him and Bush to prison and death  there were women capable of it.

And this question of his never loving anyone; surely Marie was wrong about that. She did not know the miseries of longing he had been through on Barbaras account, how much he had desired her and how much he still desired her. He hesitated guiltily here, wondering whether his desire would survive gratification. That was such an uncomfortable thought that he swerved away from it in a kind of panic. If Marie had merely revengefully desired to disturb him she certainly had achieved her object; and if on the other hand she had wanted to win him back to her she was not far from success either. What with the torments of remorse and his sudden uneasiness about himself Hornblower would have returned to her if she had lifted a finger to him, but she did not.

At dinner that evening she appeared young and lighthearted, her eyes sparkling and her expression animated, and when the Count lifted his glass for the toast of a prosperous voyage home she joined in with every appearance of enthusiasm. Hornblower was glum beneath his forced gaiety. Only now, with the prospect of an immediate move ahead of him, had he become aware that there were decided arguments in favour of the limbo of suspended animation in which he had spent the past months. Tomorrow he was going to leave all this certainty and safety and indifferent negativeness. There was physical danger ahead of him; that he could face calmly and with no more than a tightening of the throat, but besides that there was the resolution of all the doubts and uncertainties which had so troubled him.

Hornblower was suddenly aware that he did not so urgently desire his uncertainties to be resolved. At present he could still hope. If Leighton were to declare that Hornblower had fought at Rosas contrary to the spirit of his orders; if the court-martial were to decide that the Sutherland had not been fought to the last gasp  and courts-martial were chancy affairs; if  if  if . . . And there was Maria with her cloying sweetness awaiting him, and the misery of longing for Lady Barbara, all in contrast with the smoothness of life here with the Counts unruffled politeness and the stimulus of Maries healthy animalism. Hornblower had to force a smile as he lifted his glass.


Chapter XI
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THE BIG GREEN Loire was shrinking to its summer level. Hornblower had seen its floods and its ice come and go, had seen the willows at its banks almost submerged, but now it was back safely in its wide bed, with a hint of golden-brown gravel exposed on either bank. The swift green water was clear now, instead of turbid, and under the blue sky the distant reaches were blue as well, in charming colour contrast with the spring-time emerald of the valley and the gold of the banks.

The two sleek dun oxen, patient under the yoke, had dragged the travois-sledge down to the waters edge in the first early light of dawn, Brown and Hornblower walking beside to see that the precious boat balanced on it came to no harm, and Bush stumping breathlessly behind them. The boat slid gently into the water, and under Bushs supervision the stable hands loaded her with the bags of stores which they had carried down. The faint morning mist still lay in the valley, and wreathed over the surface of the water, awaiting the coming of the sun to drink it up. It was the best time for departure; the mist would shield them from inquisitive persons who might be unduly curious at the sight of the expedition starting off. Up at the house the farewells had all been said  the Count as unruffled as ever, as though it were usual for him to rise at five in the morning, and Marie smiling and calm. In the stable yard and the kitchen there had been tears; all the women had lamented Browns going, weeping unashamed and yet laughing through their tears as he laughed and joked in the voluble French which he had acquired, and as he smacked their broad posteriors. Hornblower wondered how many of them Brown had seduced that winter, and how many Anglo-French children would be born next autumn as a result.

Remember your promise to return after the war, the Count had said to Hornblower. Marie will be as delighted to see you as I shall be.

His smile had conveyed no hint of a hidden meaning  but how much did he guess, or know? Hornblower gulped as he remembered.

Shove off, he rasped. Brown, take the sculls.

The boat scraped over the gravel, and then floated free as the current took her, dancing away from the little group of stable hands and the stolid oxen, vague already in the mist. The row-locks creaked and the boat swayed to Browns pulls; Hornblower heard the noises, and felt Bush seated in the stern beside him, but for some seconds he saw nothing. There was a mist about him far denser than the reality.

The one mist cleared with the other, as the sun came breaking through, warm on Hornblowers back. High up the bank on the opposite side was the orchard at which Hornblower had often gazed from his window; it was marvellous now under its load of blossom. Looking back he saw the château shining in the sun. The turrets at the corners had been added, he knew, no more than fifty years ago by Comte de Graçay with a rococo taste for the antique, but they looked genuine enough at this distance. It was like a fairy castle in the pearly light, a dream castle; and already the months he had spent there seemed like a dream too, a dream from which he regretted awakening.

Mr. Bush, he said sharply, Ill trouble you to get out your rod and make an appearance of fishing. Take a slower stroke, Brown.

They went drifting on down the noble river, blue in the distance and green overside, clear and transparent, so that they could actually see the bottom passing away below them. It was only a few minutes before they reached the confluence of the Allier, itself a fine river almost the size of the Loire, and the united stream was majestically wide, a hundred and fifty fathoms at least from bank to bank. They were a long musket-shot from land, but their position was safer even than that implied, for from the waters edge on either side stretched an extensive no mans land of sand and willow which the periodic floods kept free from human habitations and which was only likely to be visited by fishermen and laundering housewives.

The mist had entirely vanished now, and the hot sun bore with it all the promise of one of those splendid spring days of central France. Hornblower shifted in his seat to make himself more comfortable. The hierarchy of this, his new command, was topheavy. A proportion of one seaman to one lieutenant and one captain was ludicrous. He would have to exercise a great deal of tact to keep them all three satisfied  to see that Brown was not made resentful by having all the work to do and yet that discipline was not endangered by a too democratic division of labour. In a fifteen-foot boat it would be difficult to keep up the aloof dignity proper to a captain.

Brown, he said, Ive been very satisfied with you so far. Keep in my good books and Ill see youre properly rewarded when we get back to England. Therell be a warrant for you as masters mate if you want it.

Thank ee, sir. Thank ee very kindly. But Im happy as I am, beggin your pardon, sir.

He meant he was happy in his rating as a coxswain, but the tone of his voice implied more than that. Hornblower looked at him as he sat with his face turned up to the sun, pulling slowly at the sculls. There was a blissful smile on his face  the man was marvellously happy. He had been well-fed and well-housed for months, with plenty of womens society, with light work and no hardship. Even now there was a long prospect ahead of him of food better than he had ever known before he entered France, of no harder work than a little gentle rowing, of no need ever to turn out on a blustering night to reef topsails. Twenty years of the lower deck in King Georges Navy, Hornblower realised, must make any man form the habit of living only in the present. Tomorrow might bring a flogging, peril, sickness, death; certainly hardship and probably hunger, and all without the opportunity of lifting a finger to ward off any of these, for any lifting of a finger would make them all more certain. Twenty years of being at the mercy of the incalculable, and not merely in the major things of life but in the minor ones, must make a fatalist of any man who survived them. For a moment Hornblower felt a little twinge of envy of Brown, who would never know the misery of helplessness, or the indignity of indecision.

The river channel here was much divided by islands each bordered by a rim of golden gravel; it was Hornblowers business to select what appeared to be the most navigable channel  no easy task. Shallows appeared mysteriously right in the centre of what had seemed to be the main stream; over these the clear green water ran faster and faster and shallower and shallower until the bottom of the boat was grating on the pebbles. Sometimes the bank would end there with astonishing abruptness, so that one moment they were in six inches of rushing water and the next in six feet of transparent green, but more than once now they found themselves stuck fast, and Brown and Hornblower, trousers rolled to the knee, had to get out and haul the boat a hundred yards over a barely covered bank before finding water deep enough. Hornblower thanked his stars that he had decided on having the boat built flat-bottomed  a keel would have been a hampering nuisance.

Then they came to a dam, like the one which had brought them disaster in the darkness during their first attempt to navigate the river. It was half natural, half artificial, roughly formed of lumps of rock piled across the river bed, and over it the river poured in fury at a few points.

Pull over to the bank there, Brown, snapped Hornblower as his coxswain looked to him for orders.

They ran the boat up onto the gravel just above the dam, and Hornblower stepped out and looked downstream. There was a hundred yards of turbulent water below the dam; they would have to carry everything down. It took three journeys on the part of Hornblower and Brown to carry all their stores to the point he chose for them to re-enter the river  Bush with his wooden leg could only just manage to stumble over the uneven surface unladen  and then they addressed themselves to the business of transporting the boat. It was not easy; there was a colossal difference between dragging the boat through shallows even an inch deep only and carrying her bodily. Hornblower contemplated the task glumly for some seconds before plunging at it. He stooped and got his hands underneath.

Take the other side, Brown. Now  lift.

Between them they could just raise it; they had hardly staggered a yard with it before all the strength was gone from Hornblowers wrists and fingers and the boat slipped to the ground again. He avoided Browns eye and stooped again, exasperated.

Lift! he said.

It was impossible to carry the heavy boat that way. He had no sooner lifted it than he was compelled to drop it again.

Its no go, sir, said Brown gently. Well have to get her up on our backs, sir. Thats the only way.

Hornblower heard the respectful murmur as if from a long distance.

If you take the bows, beggin your pardon, sir, Ill look after the stern. Here, sir, lift tother way round. Hold it, sir, till I can get aft. Right, sir. Ready. Lift!

They had the boat up on their backs now, stooping double under the heavy load. Hornblower, straining under the lighter bows, thought of Brown carrying the much heavier stern, and he set his teeth and vowed to himself that he would not rest until Brown asked to. Within five seconds he was regretting his vow. His breath was coming with difficulty and there were stabbing pains in his chest. It grew harder and harder to take the trouble to attend to the proper placing of his feet as he stumbled over the uneven surface. Those months in the Château de Graçay had done their work in making him soft and out of condition; for the last few yards of the portage he was conscious of nothing save the overwhelming weight on his neck and shoulders and his difficulty of breathing. Then he heard Bushs bluff voice.

Right, sir. Let me get hold, sir.

With the small but welcome help that Bush could afford he was able to disengage himself and lower the boat to the ground; Brown was standing over the stern gasping, and sweeping the sweat off his forehead with his forearm. Hornblower saw him open his mouth to make a remark, presumably regarding the weight of the boat, and then shut it again when he remembered that now he was under discipline again and must only speak when spoken to. And discipline, Hornblower realised, required that he himself should display no sign of weakness before his subordinates  it was bad enough that he should have had to receive advice from Brown as to how to lift the boat.

Take hold again, Brown, and well get her into the water, he said, controlling his breathing with a vast effort.

They slid the boat in, and heaved the stores on board again. Hornblowers head was swimming with the strain; he thought longingly of his comfortable seat in the stern, and then put the thought from him.

Ill take the sculls, Brown, he said.

Brown opened and shut his mouth again, but he could not question explicit orders. The boat danced out over the water, with Hornblower at the sculls happy in the rather baseless conviction that he had demonstrated that a captain in the Kings Navy was the equal even in physical strength of any mere coxswain, however Herculean his thews.

Once or twice that day shallows caught them out in midstream which they were unable to pass without lightening the boat to a maximum extent. When Hornblower and Brown, ankle-deep in rushing water, could drag the boat no farther, Bush had to get out too, his wooden leg sinking in the sand despite its broad leather sole, and limp downstream to the edge of the shallows and wait until the others dragged the lightened boat up to him  once he had to stand holding the bag of bread and the roll of bedding before they could tug the boat over the shallows, and on that occasion they had to unstrap his wooden leg, help him in, and then tug the leg free from the sand, so deeply had it sunk. There was another portage to be made that day, fortunately not nearly such a long one as the first; altogether there was quite enough interest in the days journey to keep them from growing bored.

On that big lonely river it was almost like travelling through an uninhabited country. For the greater part of the day there was hardly a soul in sight. Once they saw a skiff moored to the bank which was obviously used as a ferry boat, and once they passed a big waggon ferry  a flat-bottomed scow which was moored so as to swing itself across the river by the force of the current, pendulum-fashion on long mooring ropes. Once they passed a small boat engaged in the task of dredging sand for building purposes from the river bed; there were two weather-beaten men on board, hard at work with small hand-dredgers on poles, which they scraped over the bottom and emptied into the boat. It was a nervous moment as they approached them, Bush and Brown with their ornamental fishing rods out, Hornblower forcing himself to do no more with the sculls than merely keep the boat in midstream. He had thought, as they drifted down, of giving orders to Bush and Brown regarding the instant silencing of the two men if they appeared suspicious, but he checked himself. He could rely on their acting promptly without warning, and his dignity demanded that he should betray none of the apprehension which he felt.

But the apprehension was quite baseless. There was no curiosity in the glances which the two sand dredgers threw at them, and there was cordiality in their smiles and in their polite Bonjour, messieurs.

Bonjour, said Hornblower and Brown  Bush had the sense to keep shut the mouth which would instantly have betrayed them, and devoted his attention instead to his rod. Clearly boats with fishing parties on board were just common enough on the Loire to escape comment; and, besides, the intrinsic innocence of fishing as a pastime shielded them from suspicion, as Hornblower and the Count had agreed long before. And nobody could ever dream that a small boat in the heart of France was manned by escaped prisoners of war.

The commonest sight of all along the river was the women washing clothes, sometimes singly, sometimes in little groups whose gossiping chatter floated out to them distinctly over the water. The Englishmen could hear the clop clop clop of the wooden beaters smacking the wet clothes on the boards, and could see the kneeling women sway down and up as they rinsed them in the current; most of the women looked up from their work and gave them a glance as they drifted by, but it was never more than a long glance, and often not as much. In a time of war and upheaval there were so many possible explanations for the women not to know the occupants of the boat that their inability did not trouble them.

Of the roaring rapids such as had nearly destroyed them once before, they saw nothing; the junction of the Allier, and the cessation of the winter floods, accounted for that. The rock-strewn sand bars represented the sites of winter rapids and were far easier to navigate, or rather to circumvent. In fact, there were no difficulties at all. Even the weather was benign, a lovely clear day of sunshine, comfortably warm, lighting up the changing panorama of gold and blue and green. Brown basked in it all unashamedly, and the hard-bitten Bush took his ease whenever the peacefulness of it caught him napping; in Bushs stern philosophy mankind  naval mankind at least  was born to sorrow and difficulty and danger, and any variation from such a state of affairs must be viewed with suspicion and not enjoyed too much lest it should have to be paid for at compound interest. It was too good to be true, this delightful drifting down the river, as morning wore into noon and noon into a prolonged and dreamy afternoon, with a delicious lunch to eat of a cold pâté (a parting gift from fat Jeanne) and a bottle of wine.

The little towns, or rather villages, which they passed were all perched up high on the distant banks beyond the flood limits; Hornblower, who already knew by heart the brief itinerary and table of distances which the Count had made out for him, was aware that the first town with a bridge was at Briare, which they could not reach until late evening. He had intended to wait above the town until nightfall and then to run through in the darkness, but as the day wore on his resolve steadily hardened to push on without waiting. He could not analyse his motives. He was aware that it was a very remarkable thing for him to do, to run into danger, even the slightest, when urged neither by the call of duty nor the thirst for distinction. Here the only benefit would be the saving of an hour or twos time. The Nelsonian tradition to lose not an hour was grained deeply into him, but it was hardly that which influenced him.

Partly it was his innate cross-grainedness. Everything had gone so supremely well. Their escape from their escort had been almost miraculous, the coincidence which had brought to the Château de Graçay, where alone in all France they could have found safety, was more nearly miraculous still. Now this voyage down the river bore every promise of easy success. His instinctive reaction to all this unnatural prosperity was to put himself into the way of trouble  there had been so much trouble in his life that he felt uneasy without it.

But partly he was being driven by devils. He was morose and cantankerous. Marie was being left behind, and he was regretting that more with every yard that divided them. He was tormented by the thought of the shameful part he had played, and by memories of the hours they had spent together; sentimentally he was obsessed with longing for her. And ahead of him lay England where they thought him dead, where Maria would by now have reconciled herself to her loss and would be doubly and painfully happy with him in consequence, and where Barbara would have forgotten him, and where a court-martial to inquire into his conduct awaited him. He thought grimly that it might be better for everyone if he were dead; he shrank a little from the prospect of returning to England as one might shrink from a cold plunge, or as he shrank from the imminent prospect of danger. That was the ruling motive. He had always forced himself to face danger, to advance bravely to meet it. He had always gulped down any pill which life had presented to him, knowing that any hesitation would give him a contempt for himself more bitter still. So now he would accept no excuse for delay.

Briare was in sight now, down at the end of the long wide reach of the river. Its church tower was silhouetted against the evening sky, and its long straggling bridge stood out black against the distant silver of the water. Hornblower at the sculls looked over his shoulder and saw all this; he was aware of his subordinates eyes turned inquiringly upon him.

Take the sculls, Brown, he growled.

They changed places silently, and Bush handed over the tiller to him with a puzzled look  he had been well aware of the design to run past bridges only at night. There were two vast black shapes creeping over the surface of the river down there, barges being warped out of the lateral canal on one side and into the canal of Briare on the other by way of a channel across the river dredged for the purpose. Hornblower stared forward as they approached under the impulse of Browns steady strokes. A quick examination of the water surface told him which arch of the bridge to select, and he was able to discern the tow-ropes and warps of the barges  there were teams of horses both on the bridge and on the banks, silhouetted clearly against the sky as they tugged at the ropes to drag the bulky barges across the rushing current.

Men were looking at them now from the bridge, and there was just sufficient gap left between the barges to enable the boat to slip between without the necessity for stopping and making explanations.

Pull! he said to Brown, and the boat went careening head-long down the river. They slid under the bridge with a rush, and neatly rounded the stern of one of the barges; the burly old man at the tiller, with a little grandchild beside him, looked down at them with a dull curiosity as they shot by. Hornblower waved his hand gaily to the child  excitement was a drug which he craved, which always sent his spirits high  and looked up with a grin at the other men on the bridge and on the banks. Then they were past, and Briare was left behind.

Easy enough, sir, commented Bush.

Yes, said Hornblower.

If they had been travelling by road they certainly would have been stopped for examination of their passports; here on the unnavigable river such a proceeding occurred to no one. The sun was low now, shining right into his eyes as he looked forward, and it would be dark in less than an hour. Hornblower began to look out for a place where they could be comfortable for the night. He allowed one long island to slide past them before he saw the ideal spot  a tiny hummock of an island with three willow trees, the green of the central part surrounded by a broad belt of golden-brown where the receding river had left the gravel exposed.

Well run the boat aground over there, Brown, he announced. Easy. Pull starboard. Pull both. Easy.

It was not a very good landing. Hornblower, despite his undoubted ability in handling big ships, had much to learn regarding the behaviour of flat-bottomed boats amid the shoals of a river. There was a back eddy which swung them round; the boat had hardly touched bottom before the current had jerked her free again. Brown, tumbling over the bows, was nearly waist-deep in water and had to grab the painter and brace himself against the current to check her. The tactful silence which ensued could almost be felt while Brown tugged the boat up to the gravel again  Hornblower, in the midst of his annoyance, was aware of Bushs restless movement and thought of how his first lieutenant would have admonished a midshipman guilty of such a careless piece of work. It made him grin to think of Bush bottling up his feelings, and the grin made him forget his annoyance.

He stepped out into the shallow water and helped Brown run the lightened boat farther up the bank, checking Bush when he made to step out too  Bush could never accustom himself to seeing his captain at work while he sat idle. The water was no more than ankle-deep by the time he allowed Bush to disembark; they dragged the boat up as far as she could go and Brown made fast the painter to a peg driven securely into the earth, as a precaution in case any unexpected rise in the water level should float the boat off. The sun had set now in the flaming west, and it was fast growing dark.

Supper, said Hornblower. What shall we have?

A captain with strict ideas of discipline would merely have announced what they should eat, and would certainly not have called his subordinates into consultation, but Hornblower was too conscious of the topheavy organisation of his present ships company to be able to maintain appearances to that extent. Yet Bush and Brown were still oppressed by a lifelong experience of subordination and could not bring themselves to proffer advice to their captain; they merely fidgeted and stood silent, leaving it to Hornblower to decree that they should finish off the cold pâté with some boiled potatoes. Once the decision was made, Bush proceeded to amplify and interpret his captains original order, just as a good first lieutenant should.

Ill handle the fire here, he said. There ought to be all the driftwood we need, Brown. Yes, an Ill want some sheer-legs to hang the pan over the fire  cut me three off those trees, there.

Bush felt it in his bones that Hornblower was meditating taking part in the preparation of supper, and could not bear the thought. He looked up at his captain half appealingly, half defiantly. A captain should not merely never be doing undignified work, but he should be kept in awful isolation, screened away in the mysterious recesses of his cabin. Hornblower left them to it, and wandered off round the tiny island, looking over at the distant banks and the rare houses, fast disappearing in the growing twilight. It was a shock to discover that the pleasant green which carpeted most of the island was not the grass he had assumed it to be, but a bank of nettles, knee-high already despite the earliness of the season. Judging by his language, Brown on the other side had just made the same discovery while seeking fuel with his feet bare.

Hornblower paced the gravel bank for a space, and on his return it was an idyllic scene which met his eyes. Brown was tending the little fire which flickered under the pot swinging from its tripod, while Bush, his wooden leg sticking stiffly out in front of him, was peeling the last of the potatoes. Apparently Bush had decided that a first lieutenant could share menial work with the sole member of the crew without imperilling discipline. They all ate together, wordless but friendly, beside the dying fire; even the chill air of the evening did not cool the feeling of comradeship of which each was conscious in his own particular way.

Shall I set a watch, sir? asked Bush, as supper ended.

No, said Hornblower.

The minute additional security which would be conferred by one of them staying awake would not compare with the discomfort and inconvenience of everyones losing four hours sleep each night.

Bush and Brown slept in cloak and blanket on the bare soil; probably, Hornblower anticipated, most uncomfortably. For himself there was a mattress of cut nettles cunningly packed under the boat cover which Brown had prepared for him on the most level part of the gravel spit, presumably at a grave cost in stings. He slept on it peacefully, the dew wetting his face and a gibbous moon shining down upon it from the starry sky. Vaguely he remembered, in a troubled fashion, the stories of the great leaders of men  Charles XII especially  who shared their mens coarse fare and slept like them on the bare ground. For a second or two he feared he should be doing likewise, and then his common sense overrode his modesty and told him that he did not need to have recourse to theatrical tricks to win the affections of Bush and Brown.


Chapter XII
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THOSE DAYS ON the Loire were pleasant, and every day was more pleasant than the one preceding. For Hornblower there was not merely the passive pleasure of a fortnights picnic, but there was the far more active one of the comradeliness of it all. During his ten years as a captain his natural shyness had reinforced the restrictions surrounding his position, and had driven him more and more in upon himself until he had grown unconscious of his aching need for human companionship. In that small boat, living at close quarters with the others, and where one mans misfortune was everyones, he came to know happiness. His keen insight made him appreciate more than ever the sterling good qualities of Bush, who was secretly fretting over the loss of his foot, and the inactivity to which that loss condemned him, and the doubtfulness of his future as a cripple.

Ill see you posted as captain, said Hornblower, on the only occasion on which Bush hinted at his troubles, if its my last act on earth.

He thought he might possibly contrive that, even if disgrace awaited him personally in England. Lady Barbara must still remember Bush and the old days in the Lydia, and must be as aware of his good qualities as Hornblower was himself. An appeal to her, properly worded  even from a man broken by court-martial  might have an effect, and might set turning the hidden wheels of Government patronage. Bush deserved post rank more than half the captains he knew on the list.

Then there was Brown with his unfailing cheerfulness. No one could judge better than Hornblower the awkwardness of Browns position, living in such close proximity to two officers. But Brown always could find the right mixture of friendliness and deference; he could laugh gaily when he slipped on a rounded stone and sat down in the Loire, and he could smile sympathetically when the same thing happened to Hornblower. He busied himself over the jobs of work which had to be done, and never, not even after ten days routine had established something like a custom, appeared to take it for granted that his officers would do their share. Hornblower could foresee a great future for Brown, if helped by a little judicious exertion of influence. He might easily end as a captain, too  Darby and Westcott had started on the lower deck in the same fashion. Even if the court-martial broke him, Hornblower could do something to help him. Elliott and Bolton at least would not desert him entirely, and would rate Brown as midshipman in their ships if he asked them to with special earnestness.

In making these plans for the future of his friends, Hornblower could bring himself to contemplate the end of the voyage and the inevitable court-martial with something like equanimity; for the rest, during those golden days, he was able to avoid all thought of their approaching end. It was a placid journey through a placid limbo. He was leaving behind him in the past the shameful memory of his treatment of Marie, and the troubles to come were still in the future; for once in his life he was able to live in the lotus-eating present.

All the manifold little details of the journey helped towards this desirable end  they were so petty and yet temporarily so important. Selecting a course between the golden sandbanks of the river; stepping out overside to haul the boat over when his judgment was incorrect; finding a lonely island on which to camp at night, and cooking supper when one was found; drifting past the gravel dredgers and the rare fishing parties; avoiding conspicuous behaviour while passing towns; there were always trifles to occupy the mind. There were the two nights when it rained, and they all slept huddled together under the shelter of a blanket stretched between willow trees  there had been a ridiculous pleasure about waking up to find Bush snoring beside him with a protective arm across him.

There was the pageantry of the Loire  Gien with its château-fortress high on its terraces, and Sully with its vast rounded bastions, and Château-Neuf-sur-Loire, and Jargeau. Then for miles along the river they were in sight of the gaunt square towers of the cathedral of Orleans  Orleans was one of the few towns with an extensive river front, past which they had to drift unobtrusively and with special care at its difficult bridges. Orleans was hardly out of sight before they reached Beaugency with its interminable bridge of countless arches and its strange square tower. The river was blue and gold and green. The rocks above Nevers were succeeded by the gravel banks of the middle reaches, and now the gravel gave way to sand, golden sand amid the shimmering blue of the river whose water was a clear green overside. All the contrasted greens delighted Hornblowers eyes, the green of the never-ending willows, of the vineyards and the cornfields and the meadows.

They passed Blois, its steeply-humped bridge crowned by the pyramid whose inscription proclaimed the bridge to be the first public work of the infant Louis XV, and Chaumont and Amboise, their lovely châteaux towering above the river, and Tours  an extensive water front to sidle past here, too  and Langeais. The wild desolation of the island-studded river was punctuated everywhere by towers and châteaux and cathedrals on the distant banks. Below Langeais the big placid Vienne entered the river on their left, and appeared to convey some of its own qualities to the united stream, which was now a little slower and more regular in its course, its shallows becoming less and less frequent. After Saumur and the innumerable islands of Les Ponts de Cé, the even bigger Maine came in on their right, and finally deprived the wild river of all the characteristics which had endeared it to them. Here it was far deeper and far slower, and for the first time they found the attempt to make the river available for commercial traffic successful here  they had passed numerous traces of wasted work on Bonapartes part higher up.

But below the confluence of the Maine the groynes and dykes had withstood the winter floods and the continual erosion, had piled up long beaches of golden sand on either bank, and had left in the centre a deep channel navigable to barges  they passed several working their way up to Angers from Nantes. Mostly they were being towed by teams of mules, but one or two were taking advantage of a westerly wind to make the ascent under vast gaff-mainsails. Hornblower stared hungrily at them, for they were the first sails he had seen for months, but he put aside all thought of stealing one. A glance at their clumsy lines assured him that it would be more dangerous to put to sea, even for a short distance, in one of those than in the cockleshell boat they had already.

That westerly wind that brought the barges up brought something else with it, too. Brown, diligently tugging at the sculls as he forced the boat into it, suddenly wrinkled his nose.

Begging your pardon, sir, he said, I can smell the sea.

They sniffed at the breeze, all three of them.

By God, youre right, Brown, said Bush.

Hornblower said nothing, but he had smelt the salt as well, and it had brought with it such a wave of mixed feelings as to leave him without words. And that night, after they had camped,  there were just as many desolate islands to choose from, despite the changes in the river,  Hornblower noticed that the level of the water had risen perceptibly above where it had stood when they beached the boat. It was not flood water as it was once when after a day of heavy rain their boat had nearly floated during the night; on this evening above Nantes there had been no rain, nor sign of it, for three days. Hornblower watched the water creep up at a rate almost perceptible, watched it reach a maximum, dally there for a space, and then begin to sink. It was the tide. Down at Paimbœuf at the mouth there was a rise and fall of ten or twelve feet, at Nantes one of four or six; up here he was witnessing the last dying effort of the banked-up sea to hold the river back in its course.



There was a strange emotion in the thought. They had reached tidewater at last, the habitat on which he had spent more than half his life; they had travelled from sea to sea, from the Mediterranean to what was at least technically the Atlantic; this same tide he was witnessing here washed also the shores of England, where were Barbara, and Maria, and his unknown child, and the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty. But more than that. It meant that their pleasant picnic on the Loire was over. In tidal water they could not hope to move about with half the freedom they had known inland; strange faces and new arrivals would be scanned with suspicion, and probably the next forty-eight hours or so would determine whether he was to reach England to face a court-martial or be recaptured to face a firing squad. Hornblower knew that moment the old sensations of excitement, which he called fear to himself  the quickened heartbeat, the dampening palms, the tingling in the calves of his legs. He had to brace himself to master these symptoms before returning to the others to tell them of his observations.

High water half an hour back, sir? repeated Bush in reply.

Yes.

Mm, said Bush.

Brown said nothing, as accorded with his position in life, but his face bore momentarily the same expression of deep cogitation. They were both assimilating the fact, in the manner of seamen. Hornblower knew that from now on, with perhaps a glance at the sun but not necessarily with a glance at the river, they would be able to tell offhand the state of the tide, producing the information without a thought by the aid of a subconscious calculating ability developed during a lifetime at sea. He could do the same himself  the only difference between them was that he was interested in the phenomenon while they were indifferent to it or unaware of it.


Chapter XIII

[image: img31.jpg]

FOR THEIR ENTRANCE into Nantes Hornblower decided that they must wear their uniforms as officials of the customs service. It called for long and anxious thought to reach this decision, a desperately keen balancing of chances. If they arrived in civilian clothes they would almost certainly be questioned, and in that case it would be almost impossible to explain their lack of papers and passports, whereas in uniform they might easily not be questioned at all, and if they were a haughty demeanour might still save them. But to pose as a colonel of douaniers would call for histrionic ability on the part of Hornblower, and he mistrusted himself  not his ability, but his nerve. With remorseless self-analysis he told himself that he had played a part for years, posing as a man of rigid imperturbability when he was nothing of the kind, and he asked himself why he could not pose for a few minutes as a man of swaggering and overbearing haughtiness, even under the additional handicap of having to speak French. In the end it was in despite of his doubts that he reached his decision, and put on the neat uniform and pinned the glittering Legion of Honour on his breast.

As always, it was the first moment of departure which tried him most  getting into the stern-sheets of the boat and taking the tiller while Brown got out the sculls. The tension under which he laboured was such that he knew that, if he allowed it, the hand that rested on the tiller would tremble, and the voice which gave the orders to Brown would quaver. So he carried himself with the unbending rigidity which men were accustomed to see in him, and he spoke with the insensitive harshness he always used in action.

Under the impulse of Browns sculls the river glided away behind them, and the city of Nantes came steadily nearer. Houses grew thicker and thicker on the banks, and then the river began to break up into several arms; to Hornblower the main channel between the islands was made obvious by the indications of traces of commercial activity along the banks  traces of the past, largely, for Nantes was a dying town, dying of the slow strangulation of the British blockade. The lounging idlers along the quays, the deserted warehouses, all indicated the dire effects of war upon French commerce.

They passed under a couple of bridges, with the tide running strongly, and left the huge mass of the ducal château to starboard; Hornblower forced himself to sit with careless ease in the boat, as though neither courting nor avoiding observation; the Legion of Honour chinked as it swung upon his breast. A side glance at Bush suddenly gave him enormous comfort and reassurance, for Bush was sitting with a masklike immobility of countenance which told Hornblower that he was nervous too. Bush could go into action and face an enemys broadside with an honest indifference to danger, but this present situation was trying his nerves severely, sitting watched by a thousand French eyes, and having to rely upon mere inactivity to save himself from death or imprisonment. The sight was like a tonic to Hornblower. His cares dropped from him, and he knew the joy and thrill of reckless bravery.

Beyond the next bridge the maritime port began. Here first were the fishing boats  Hornblower looked keenly at them, for he had it in mind to steal one of them. His experience under Pellew in the blockading squadron years ago was serving him in good stead now, for he knew the ways of those fishing boats. They were accustomed to ply their trade among the islands of the Breton coast, catching the pilchards which the French persisted in calling sardines, and bringing their catch up the estuary to sell in the market at Nantes. He and Bush and Brown between them could handle one of those boats with ease, and they were seaworthy enough to take them safely out to the blockading squadron, or to England if necessary. He was practically certain that he would decide upon such a plan, so that as they rowed by he sharply ordered Brown to pull more slowly, and he turned all his attention upon them.

Below the fishing boats two American ships were lying against the quay, the Stars and Stripes fluttering jauntily in the gentle wind. His attention was caught by a dreary clanking of chains  the ships were being emptied of their cargoes by gangs of prisoners, each man staggering bent double under a bag of grain. That was interesting. Hornblower looked again. The chain gangs were under the charge of soldiers  Hornblower could see the shakos and the flash of the musket barrels  which gave him an insight into who the poor devils might be. They were military criminals, deserters, men caught sleeping at their posts, men who had disobeyed an order, all the unfortunates of the armies Bonaparte maintained in every corner of Europe. Their sentences condemned them to the galleys and as the French Navy no longer used galleys in which they could be forced to tug at the oars, they were now employed in all the hard labour of the ports; twice as lieutenant in Pellews Indefatigable Hornblower had seen picked up small parties of desperate men who had escaped from Nantes in much the same fashion as he himself proposed now to do.

And then against the quay below the American ships they saw something else, something which caused them to stiffen in their seats. The tricolour here was hoisted above a tattered blue ensign, flaunting a petty triumph.

Witch of Endor, ten-gun cutter, said Bush hoarsely. A French frigate caught her on a lee shore off Noirmoutier last year. By God, isnt it what youd expect of the French? Its eleven months ago and theyre still wearing French colours over British.

She was a lovely little ship; even from where they were they could see the perfection of her lines  speed and seaworthiness were written all over her.

The Frogs dont seem to have over-sparred her the way youd expect em to, commented Bush.

She was ready for sea, and their expert eyes could estimate the area of the furled mainsail and jib. The high graceful mast nodded to them, almost imperceptibly, as the cutter rocked minutely beside the quay. It was as if a prisoner were appealing to them for aid, and the flapping colours, tricolour over blue ensign, told a tragic story. In a sudden rush of impulse Hornblower put the helm over.

Lay us alongside the quay, he said to Brown.

A few strokes took them there; the tide had turned some time ago, and they headed against the flood. Brown caught a ring and made the painter fast, and first Hornblower, nimbly, and then Bush, with difficulty, mounted the stone steps to the top of the quay.

Suivez-nous, said Hornblower to Brown, remembering at the last moment to speak French.

Hornblower forced himself to hold up his head and walk with a swagger; the pistols in his side-pockets bumped reassuringly against his hips, and his sword tapped against his thigh. Bush walked beside him, his wooden leg thumping with measured stride on the stone quay. A passing group of soldiers saluted the smart uniform, and Hornblower returned the salute nonchalantly, amazed at his new coolness. His heart was beating fast, but ecstatically he knew he was not afraid. It was worth running this risk to experience this feeling of mad bravery.

They stopped and looked at the Witch of Endor against the quay. Her decks were not of the dazzling whiteness upon which an English first lieutenant would have insisted, and there was a slovenliness about her standing rigging which was heartbreaking to contemplate. A couple of men were moving lackadaisically about the deck under the supervision of a third.

Anchor watch, muttered Bush. Two hands and a masters mate.

He spoke without moving his lips, like a naughty boy in school, lest some onlooker should read his words and realise that he was not speaking French.

Everyone else on shore, the lubbers, went on Bush.

Hornblower stood on the quay, the tiny breeze blowing round his ears, soldiers and sailors and civilians walking by, the bustle of the unloading of the American ships noisy in the distance. Bushs thoughts were following on the heels of his own. Bush was aware of the temptation Hornblower was feeling, to steal the Witch of Endor and to sail her to England  Bush would never have thought of it himself, but years of service under his captain made him receptive of ideas however fantastic.

Fantastic was the right word. Those big cutters carried a crew of sixty men, and the gear and tackle were planned accordingly. Three men  one a cripple  could not even hope to be able to hoist the big mainsail, although it was just possible that the three of them might handle her under sail in the open sea in fair weather. It was that possibility which had given rise to the train of thought, but on the other hand there was all the tricky estuary of the Loire between them and the sea; and the French, Hornblower knew, had removed the buoys and navigation marks for fear of an English raid. Unpiloted, they could never hope to find their way through thirty five miles of shoals without going aground, and besides, there were batteries at Paimbœuf and St. Nazaire to prohibit unauthorised entrance and exit. The thing was impossible  it was sheer sentimentality to think of it, he told himself, suddenly self-critical again for a moment.

He turned away and strolled up towards the American ships, and watched with interest the wretched chain gangs staggering along the gang-planks with their loads of grain. The sight of their misery sickened him; so did the bullying sergeants who strutted about in charge of them. Here, if anywhere, he told himself, was to be found the nucleus of that rising against Bonaparte which everyone was expecting. All that was needed was a desperate leader  that would be something worth reporting to the Government when he reached home. Farther down the river yet another ship was coming up to the port, her topsails black against the setting sun, as, with the flood behind her, she held her course close-hauled to the faint southerly breeze. She was flying the Stars and Stripes  American again. Hornblower experienced the same feeling of exasperated impotence which he had known in the old days of his service under Pellew. What was the use of blockading a coast, and enduring all the hardships and perils of that service, if neutral vessels could sail in and out with impunity? Their cargoes of wheat were officially noncontraband, but wheat was of as vital importance to Bonaparte as ever was hemp, or pitch, or any other item on the contraband list  the more wheat he could import, the more men he could draft into his armies. Hornblower found himself drifting into the eternal debate as to whether America, when eventually she became weary of the indignities of neutrality, would turn her arms against England or France  she had actually been at war with France for a short time already, and it was much to her interest to help pull down the imperial despotism, but it was doubtful whether she would be able to resist the temptation to twist the British lions tail.

The new arrival, smartly enough handled, was edging in now to the quay. A backed topsail took the way off her, and the warps creaked round the bollards. Hornblower watched idly, Bush and Brown beside him. As the ship was made fast, a gang-plank was thrown to the quay, and a little stout man made ready to walk down it from the ship. He was in civilian clothes, and he had a rosy round face with a ridiculous little black moustache with upturned ends. From his manner of shaking hands with the captain, and from the very broken English which he was speaking, Hornblower guessed him to be the pilot.

The pilot! In that moment a surge of ideas boiled up in Hornblowers mind. It would be dark in less than an hour, with the moon in its first quarter  already he could see it, just visible in the sky high over the setting sun. A clear night, the tide about to ebb, a gentle breeze, southerly with a touch of east. A pilot available on the one hand, a crew on the other. Then he hesitated. The whole scheme was rash to the point of madness  beyond that point. It must be ill-digested, unsound. His mind raced madly through the scheme again, but even as it did so he was carried away by a wave of recklessness. There was an intoxication about throwing caution to the winds which he had forgotten since his boyhood. In the tense seconds which were all he had, while the pilot was descending the gang-plank and approaching them along the quay, he had formed his resolution. He nudged his two companions, and then stepped forward and intercepted the fat little pilot as he walked briskly past them.

Monsieur, he said. I have some questions to ask you. Will you kindly accompany me to my ship for a moment?

The pilot noted the uniform, the star of the Legion of Honour, the assured manner.

Why, certainly, he said. His conscience was clear; he was guilty of no more than venal infringements of the Continental system. He turned and trotted alongside Hornblower. You are a newcomer to this port, Colonel, I fancy?

I was transferred here yesterday from Amsterdam, answered Hornblower, shortly.

Brown was striding along at the pilots other elbow; Bush was bringing up the rear, gallantly trying to keep pace with them, his wooden leg thumping the pavement. They came up to the Witch of Endor, and made their way up her gang-plank to her deck; the officer there looked at them with a little surprise. But he knew the pilot, and he knew the customs uniform.

I want to examine one of your charts, if you please, said Hornblower. Will you show us the way to the cabin?

The mate had not a suspicion in the world. He signed to his men to go on with their work and led the way down the brief companion to the after cabin. The mate entered, and politely Hornblower thrust the pilot in next, before him. It was a tiny cabin, but there was sufficient room to be safe when they were at the farther end. He stood by the door and brought out his two pistols.

If you make a sound, he said, and excitement rippled his lips into a snarl, I will kill you.

They simply stood and stared at him, but at last the pilot opened his mouth to speak  speech was irrepressible with him.

Silence! snapped Hornblower.

He moved far enough into the room to allow Brown and Bush to enter after him.

Tie em up, he ordered.

Belts and handkerchiefs and scarves did the work efficiently enough; soon the two men were gagged and helpless, their hands tied behind them.

Under the table with em, said Hornblower. Now, be ready for the two hands when I bring em down.

He ran up on deck.

Here, you two, he snapped. Ive some questions to ask you. Come down with me.

They put down their work and followed him meekly to the cabin, where Hornblowers pistols frightened them into silence. Brown ran on deck for a generous supply of line with which to bind them, and to make the lashings of the other two more secure yet. Then he and Bush  neither of them had spoken as yet since the adventure began  looked to him for further orders.

Watch em, said Hornblower. Ill be back in five minutes with a crew. Therell be one more man at least to make fast.

He went up to the quay again, and along to where the gangs of galley slaves were assembling, weary after their days work of unloading. The ten chained men under the sergeant whom he addressed looked at him with lack-lustre eyes, only wondering faintly what fresh misery this spruce colonel was bringing them.

Sergeant, he said. Bring your party down to my ship. There is work for them there.

Yes, Colonel, said the sergeant.

He rasped an order at the weary men, and they followed Hornblower down the quay. Their bare feet made no sound, but the chain which ran from waist to waist clashed rhythmically with their stride.

Bring them down onto the deck, said Hornblower. Now come down into the cabin for your orders.

It was all so easy, thanks to that uniform and star. Hornblower had to try hard not to laugh at the sergeants bewilderment as they disarmed him and tied him up. It took no more than a significant gesture with Hornblowers pistol to make the sergeant indicate in which pocket was the key of the prisoners chain.

Ill have these men laid out under the table, if you please, Mr. Bush, said Hornblower. All except the pilot. I want him on deck.

The sergeant and the mate and the two hands were laid out, none too gently, and Hornblower went out on deck while the others dragged the pilot after him; it was nearly quite dark now, with only the moon shining. The galley slaves were squatting listlessly on the hatchcoaming. Hornblower addressed them quietly. Despite his difficulty with the language, his boiling excitement conveyed itself to them.

I can set you men free, he said. There will be an end of beatings and slavery if you will do what I order. I am an English officer, and I am going to sail this ship to England. Does anyone not want to come?

There was a little sigh from the group; it was as if they could not believe they were hearing aright  probably they could not.

In England, went on Hornblower, you will be rewarded. There will be a new life awaiting you.

Now at last they were beginning to understand that they had not been brought on board the cutter for further toil, that there really was a chance of freedom.

Yes, sir, said a voice.

I am going to unfasten your chain, said Hornblower. Remember this. There is to be no noise. Sit still until you are told what to do.

He fumbled for the padlock in the dim light, unlocked it and snapped it open  it was pathetic, the automatic gesture with which the first man lifted his arms. He was accustomed to being locked and unlocked daily, like an animal. Hornblower set free each man in turn, and the chain clanked on the deck; he stood back with his hands on the butts of his pistols ready in case of trouble, but there was no sign of any. The men stood dazed  the transition from slavery to freedom had taken no more than three minutes.

Hornblower felt the movement of the cutter under his feet as the wind swung her; she was bumping gently against the fend-offs hung between her and the quay. A glance over the side confirmed his conclusions  the tide had not yet begun to ebb. There were still some minutes to wait, and he turned to Brown, standing restless aft of the mainmast with the pilot sitting miserably at his feet.

Brown, he said quietly, run down to our boat and bring me my parcel of clothes. Run along now  what are you waiting for?

Brown went, unhappily. It seemed dreadful to him that his captain should waste precious minutes over recovering his clothes, and should even trouble to think of them. But Hornblower was not as mad as might appear. They could not start until the tide turned, and Brown might as well be employed fetching clothes as standing fidgeting. For once in his life Hornblower had no intention of posing before his subordinates. His head was clear despite his excitement.

Thank you, he said, as Brown returned, panting, with the canvas bag. Get me my uniform coat out.

He stripped off his colonels tunic and put on the coat which Brown held for him, experiencing a pleasant thrill as his fingers fastened the buttons with their crown and anchor. The coat was sadly crumpled, and the gold lace bent and broken, but still it was a uniform, even though the last time he had worn it was months ago when they had been capsized in the Loire. With this coat on his back he could no longer be accused of being a spy, and should their attempt result in failure and recapture it would shelter both himself and his subordinates. Failure and recapture were likely possibilities, as his logical brain told him, but secret murder now was not. The stealing of the cutter would attract sufficient public attention to make that impossible. Already he had bettered his position  he could not be shot as a spy or be quietly strangled in prison. If he were recaptured now he could be tried only on the old charge of violation of the laws of war, and Hornblower felt that his recent exploits might win him sufficient public sympathy to make it impolitic for Bonaparte to press even that charge.

It was time for action now. He took a belaying pin from the rail, and walked up slowly to the seated pilot, weighing the instrument meditatively in his hand.

Monsieur, he said, I want you to pilot this ship out to sea.

The pilot goggled up at him in the faint moonlight.

I cannot, he gabbled. My professional honour  my duty

Hornblower cut him short with a menacing gesture of the belaying pin.

We are going to start now, he said. You can give instructions or not, as you choose. But I tell you this, monsieur. The moment this ship touches ground, I will beat your head into a paste with this.

Hornblower eyed the white face of the pilot  his moustache was lop-sided and ridiculous now after his rough treatment. The mans eyes were on the belaying pin with which Hornblower was tapping the palm of his hand, and Hornblower felt a little thrill of triumph. The threat of a pistol bullet through the head would not have been sufficient for this imaginative southerner. But the man could picture so clearly the crash of the belaying pin upon his skull, and the savage blows which would beat him to death, that the argument Hornblower had selected was the most effective one.

Yes, monsieur, said the pilot, weakly.

Right, said Hornblower. Brown, lash him to the rail, there. Then we can start. Mr. Bush, will you take the tiller if you please?

The necessary preparations were brief; the convicts were led to the halliards and the ropes put in their hands, ready to haul on the word of command. Hornblower and Brown had so often before had experience in pushing raw crews into their places, thanks to the all-embracing activities of the British press-gangs, and it was good to see that Browns French, eked out by the force of his example, was sufficient for the occasion.

Cut the warps, sir? volunteered Brown.

No. Cast them off, snapped Hornblower.

Cut warps left hanging to the bollards would be a sure proof of a hurried and probably illegal departure; to cast them off meant possibly delaying inquiry and pursuit by a few more minutes, and every minute of delay might be precious in the uncertain future. The first of the ebb was tightening the ropes now, simplifying the business of getting away from the quay. To handle the tiny fore-and-aft rigged ship was an operation calling for little either of the judgment or of the brute strength which a big square-rigger would demand, and the present circumstances  the wind off the quay and the ebbing tide  made the only precaution necessary that of casting off the stern warp before the bow, as Brown understood as clearly as Hornblower. It happened in the natural course of events, for Hornblower had to fumble in the dim light to disentangle the clove hitches with which some French sailor had made fast, and Brown had completed his share long before him. The push of the tide was swinging the cutter away from the quay. Hornblower, in the uncertain light, had to time his moment for setting sail, making allowance for the unreliability of his crew, the eddy along the quayside, the tide and the wind.

Hoist away, said Hornblower, and then, to the men, Tirez.

Mainsail and jib rose, to the accompaniment of the creaking of the blocks. The sails flapped, bellied, flapped again. Then they filled, and Bush at the tiller  the cutter steered with a tiller, not a wheel  felt a steady pressure. The cutter was gathering way; she was changing from a dead thing to a live. She heeled the tiniest fraction to the breeze with a subdued creaking of her cordage, and simultaneously Hornblower heard a little musical chuckle from the bows as her forefoot bubbled through the water. He picked up the belaying pin again, and in three strides was at the pilots side, balancing the instrument in his hand.

To the right, monsieur, gabbled that individual. Keep well to the right.

Port your helm, Mr. Bush. Were taking the starboard channel, said Hornblower, and then, translating the further hurried instructions of the pilot, Meet her! Keep her at that!

The cutter glided on down the river in the faint moonlight. From the bank of the river she must make a pretty picture  no one would guess that she was not setting forth on some quite legitimate expedition.

The pilot was saying something else now; Hornblower bent his ear to listen. It had regard to the advisability of having a man at work with the lead taking soundings, and Hornblower would not consider it for a moment. There were only Brown and himself who could do that, and they both might be wanted at any moment in case it should be necessary for the cutter to go about  moreover, there would be bound to be a muddle about fathoms and metres.

No, said Hornblower. You will have to do your work without that. And my promise still holds good.

He tapped his palm with the belaying pin, and laughed. That laugh surprised him, it was so blood-curdling in its implications. Anyone hearing it would be quite sure that Hornblower was determined upon clubbing the pilot to death if they went aground. Hornblower asked himself if he were acting and was puzzled to discover that he could not answer the question. He could not picture himself killing a helpless man  and yet he could not be sure. This fierce, relentless determination that consumed him was something new to him, just as it always was. He was aware of the fact that once he had set his hand to a scheme he never allowed any consideration to stop his carrying it through, but he always looked upon himself as fatalistic or resigned. It was always startling to detect in himself qualities which he admired in other men. But it was sufficient, and satisfactory, for the moment, to know that the pilot was quite sure that he would be killed in an unpleasant fashion if the cutter should touch ground.

Within half a mile it was necessary to cross to the other side  it was amusing to note how this vast estuary repeated on a grand scale the characteristics of the upper river, where the clear channel serpentined from shore to shore between the sandbanks. At the pilots warning Hornblower got his motley crew together in case it might be necessary to go about, but the precaution was needless. Closehauled, and with the tide running fast behind her, the cutter glided across, Hornblower and Brown at the sheets, and Bush at the tiller demonstrating once more what an accomplished seaman he was. They steadied her with the wind again over her quarter, Hornblower anxiously testing the direction of the wind and looking up at the ghostly sails.

Monsieur, pleaded the pilot, monsieur, these cords are tight.

Hornblower laughed again, horribly.

They will serve to keep you awake, then, he said.

His instinct had dictated the reply; his reason confirmed it. It would be best to show no hint of weakness towards this man who had it in his power to wreck everything  the more firmly the pilot was convinced of his captors utter pitilessness the less chance there was of his playing them false. Better that he should endure the pain of tight ligatures than that three men should risk imprisonment and death. And suddenly Hornblower remembered the four other men  the sergeant and the mate and the two hands  who lay gagged and bound in the cabin. They must be highly uncomfortable, and probably fairly near to suffocation. It could not be helped. No one could be spared for a moment from the deck to go below and attend to them. There they must lie until there was no hope of rescue for them.

He found himself feeling sorry for them, and put the feeling aside. Naval history teemed with stories of recaptured prizes, in which the prisoners had succeeded in overpowering weak prize crews. He was going to run no risk of that. It was interesting to note how his mouth set itself hard at the thought, without his own volition; and it was equally interesting to observe how his reluctance to go home and face the music reacted contrariwise upon his resolution to see this affair through. He did not want to fail, and the thought that he might be glad of failure because of the postponement of the settlement of his affairs only made him more set in his determination not to fail.

I will loosen the cords, he said to the pilot, when we are off Noirmoutier. Not before.


Chapter XIV
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THEY WERE OFF Noirmoutier at dawn, with the last dying puff of wind. The grey light found them becalmed and enwreathed in a light haze which drifted in patches over the calm surface of the sea, awaiting the rising of the sun to dissipate it. Hornblower looked round him as the details became more clear. The galley slaves were all asleep on the foredeck, huddled together for warmth like pigs in a sty, with Brown squatting on the hatch beside them, his chin on his hand. Bush still stood at the tiller, betraying no fatigue after his sleepless night; he held the tiller against his hip with his wooden leg braced against a ringbolt. Against the rail the pilot drooped in his bonds; his face which yesterday had been plump and pink was this morning drawn and grey with pain and fatigue.

With a little shudder of disgust Hornblower cut him loose.

I keep my promise, you see, he said, but the pilot only dropped to the deck, his face distorted with pain, and a minute later he was groaning with the agony of returning circulation.

The big mainsail boom came inboard with a clatter as the sail flapped.

I cant hold the course, sir, said Bush.

Very well, said Hornblower.

He might have expected this. The gentle night wind which had wafted them down the estuary was of just the sort to die away with the dawn, leaving them becalmed. But had it held for another half-hour, had they made another couple of miles of progress, they would be far safer. There lay Noirmoutier to port, and the mainland astern; through the shredding mist he could make out the gaunt outlines of the semaphore station on the mainland  sixteen years ago he had been second in command of the landing party which Pellew had sent ashore to destroy it. The islands were all heavily garrisoned now, with big guns mounted, as a consequence of the incessant English raids. He scanned the distance which separated them from Noirmoutier, measuring it with his eye  they were out of big-gun range, he fancied, but the tide might easily drift them in closer. He even suspected, from what he remembered of the set of the tides, that there was danger of their being drifted into the Bay of Bourgneuf.

Brown, he called, sharply. Wake those men up. Set them to work with the sweeps.

On either side of every gun was a thole for a sweep, six on each side of the ship; Brown shoved his blear-eyed crew into their positions and showed them how to get out the big oars, with the long rope joining the looms.

One, two, three, pull! shouted Brown.

The men put their weight on the oars; the blades bubbled ineffectively through the still water.

One, two, three, pull! One, two, three, pull!

Brown was all animation, gesticulating, running from man to man beating time with his whole body. Gradually the cutter gathered way, and as she began to move the oar-blades began to bite upon the water with more effect.

One, two, three, pull!

It did not matter that Brown was counting time in English, for there was no mistaking his meaning, nor the meaning of the convulsive movements of his big body.

Pull!

The galley slaves sought for foothold on the deck as they tugged; Browns enthusiasm was infectious, so that one or two of them even raised their voices in a cracked cheer as they leaned back. Now the cutter was perceptibly moving; Bush swung the tiller over, felt the rudder bite, and steadied her on her course again. She rose and fell over the tiny swell with a clattering of blocks.

Hornblower looked away from the straining men over the oily sea. If he had been lucky he might have found one of the ships of the blockading squadron close inshore  often they would come right in among the islands to beard Bonaparte. But today there was no sail in sight. He studied the grim outlines of the island for signs of life. Even as he looked the gallows-like arms of the semaphore station on the mainland sprang up to attention. They made no further movement, and Hornblower guessed that they were merely announcing the operators readiness to receive a message from the station farther inshore, invisible to him  he could guess the purport of the message. Then the arms started signalling, moving jerkily against the blue sky, transmitting a brief reply to the interior. Another period of quiescence, and then Hornblower saw the signal arms swing round towards him  previously they had been nearly in profile. Automatically he turned towards Noirmoutier, and he saw the tiny speck of the flag at the masthead there dip in acknowledgment. Noirmoutier was ready to receive orders from the land. Round and round spun the arms of the semaphore; up and down went the flag in acknowledgment of each sentence.

Near the foot of the mast appeared a long jet of white smoke, rounding off instantly into a ball; and one after the other four fountains of water leaped from the glassy surface of the sea as a shot skipped over it, the dull report following after. The nearest fountain was a full half-mile away, so that they were comfortably out of range.

Make those men pull! roared Hornblower to Brown.

He could guess what would be the next move. Under her sweeps the cutter was making less than a mile in the hour, and all day they would be in danger, unless a breeze came, and his straining eyes could see no hint of a breeze on the calm surface of the sea, nor in the vivid blue of the morning sky. At any moment boats crowded with men would be putting off towards them  boats whose oars would move them far faster than the cutters sweeps. There would be fifty men in each, perhaps a gun mounted in the bows as well. Three men with the doubtful aid of a dozen galley slaves could not hope to oppose them.

Yes I can, by God! said Hornblower to himself.

As he sprang into action he could see the boats heading out from the tip of the island, tiny dots upon the surface of the sea. The garrison must have turned out and bundled into the boats immediately on receiving the order from the land.

Pull! shouted Brown.

The sweeps groaned on the tholes, and the cutter lurched under the impulse.

Hornblower had cleared away the aftermost six-pounder on the port side. There was shot in the locker under the rail, but no powder.

Keep the men at work, Brown, he said, and watch the pilot.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown.

He stretched out a vast hand and took hold of the pilots collar, while Hornblower dived into the cabin. One of the four prisoners there had writhed and wriggled his way to the foot of the little companion  Hornblower trod on him in his haste. With a curse he dragged him out of the way; as he expected there was a hatchway down into the lazarette. Hornblower jerked it open and plunged through; it was nearly dark, for the only light was what filtered through the cabin skylight and then down the hatchway, and he stumbled and blundered upon the piled-up stores inside. He steadied himself; whatever the need for haste there was no profit in panic. He waited for his eyes to grow accustomed to the darkness, while overhead he could hear Brown still bellowing and the sweeps still groaning on the tholes. Then in the bulkhead before him he saw what he sought, a low doorway with a glass panel, which must indicate the magazine  the gunner would work in there by the light of a lantern shining through.

He heaved the piled-up stores out of his way, sweating in his haste and the heat, and wrenched open the door. Feeling about him in the tiny space, crouching nearly double, his hands fell upon four big hogsheads of gunpowder. He fancied he could feel the grittiness of gunpowder under his feet; any movement on his part might start a spark and blow the cutter to fragments  it was just like the French to be careless with explosives. He sighed with relief when his fingers encountered the paper containers of ready charges. He had hoped to find them, but there had always been the chance that there were no cartridges available, and he had not been enamoured of the prospect of using a powder-ladle. He loaded himself with cartridges and backed out of the tiny magazine to the cabin, and sprang up on deck again, to the clear sunshine.

The boats were appreciably nearer, for they were no longer black specks but boats, creeping beetle-like over the surface towards them, three of them, already spaced out in their race to effect a recapture. Hornblower put down his cartridges upon the deck. His heart was pounding with his exertions and with excitement, and each successive effort that he made to steady himself seemed to grow less successful. It was one thing to think and plan and direct, to say Do this or Go there, and it was quite another to have success dependent upon the cunning of his own fingers and the straightness of his own eye.

His sensations were rather similar to those he experienced when he had drunk a glass of wine too many  he knew clearly enough what he had to do, but his limbs were not quite as ready as usual to obey the orders of his brain. He fumbled more than once as he rigged the train-tackle of the gun.

That fumbling cured him; he rose from the task shaking his unsteadiness from him, like Christian losing his burden of sin. He was cool now, set completely on the task in hand.

Here, you, he said to the pilot.

The pilot demurred for a moment, full of fine phrases regarding the impossibility of training a gun upon his fellow countrymen, but a sight of the alteration in Hornblowers expression reduced him to instant humble submission. Hornblower was unaware of the relentless ferocity of his glance, being only conscious of a momentary irritation at anyone crossing his will. But the pilot had thought that any further delay would lead to Hornblowers killing him, pitilessly  and the pilot may have been right. Between them they laid hold of the train-tackle and ran the gun back. Hornblower took out the tompion and went round to the breech; he twirled the elevating screw until his eye told him that the gun was at the maximum elevation at which it could be run out. He cocked the lock, and then, crouching over the gun so that the shadow of his body cut off the sunlight, jerked the lanyard. The spark was satisfactory.

He ripped open a cartridge, poured the powder into the muzzle of the gun, folded the paper into a wad, and rammed the charge home with the flexible rammer. A glance towards the boats showed that they were still probably out of range, so that he was not pressed for time. He devoted a few seconds to turning over the shot in the locker, selecting two or three of the roundest, and then strolled across the deck to the starboard side locker to make a selection from there. For long range work with a six-pounder he did not want shot that bounced about during its passage up the gun and was liable to fly off God-knew-where when it emerged. He rammed his eventual selection well down upon the wad  at this elevation there was no need for a second wad  and, ripping open a second cartridge, he primed the breech.

Allons! he snapped at the pilot, and they ran the gun up. Two men were the barest minimum crew for a six-pounder, but Hornblowers long slight body was capable of exerting extraordinary strength at the behest of his mind.

With a handspike he trained the gun round aft as far as possible. Even so, the gun did not point towards the leading boat, which lay far abaft the beam; the cutter would have to yaw to fire at her. Hornblower straightened himself up in the sunlight. Brown was chanting hoarsely at the galley slaves almost in his ear, and the aftermost sweep had been working right at his elbow, and he had not noticed either, so intent had he been on his task. For the cutter to yaw meant losing a certain amount of distance; he had to balance that certain loss against the chances of hitting a boat with a six-pounder ball at two thousand yards. It would not pay at present; it would be better to wait a little, for the range to shorten, but it was an interesting problem, even though it could have no exact solution in consequence of the presence of an unknown, which was the possibility of the coming of a wind.

Of that there was still no sign, long and anxiously though Hornblower stared over the glassy sea. As he looked round he caught the eye of Bush at the tiller directed anxiously at him  Bush was awaiting the order to yaw. Hornblower smiled at him and shook his head, resuming his study of the horizon, the distant islands, the unbroken expanse to seaward where lay freedom. A sea gull was wheeling overhead, dazzling white against the blue, and crying plaintively. The cutter was nodding a little in the faint swell.

Beggin your pardon, sir, said Brown in his ear. Beggin your pardon, sir  Pull!  These men cant go on much longer, sir. Look at that one over there on the starboard side, sir  Pull!

There could be no doubt of it; the men were swaying with fatigue as they reached forward with the long sweeps. Dangling from Browns hand was a length of knotted cord; clearly he had already been using the most obvious argument to persuade them to work.

Give em a bit of a rest, sir, and summat to eat an drink, an theyll go on all right, sir. Pull, you bastards! They havent had no breakfast, sir, nor no supper yesterday.

Very good, said Hornblower. You can rest em and get em fed. Mr. Bush! Let her come slowly round.

He bent over the gun, oblivious at once to the clatter of the released sweeps as the galley slaves ceased work, just as he was oblivious that he himself had not eaten or drunk or slept since yesterday. At the touch of the tiller and with her residual way the cutter turned slowly. The black mass of a boat appeared in the V of the dispart sight, and he waved his hand to Bush. The boat had disappeared again, and came back into his field of vision as Bush checked the turn with the tiller, but not quite in alignment with the gun. Hornblower eased the gun round with the handspike until the aim was true, drew himself up, and stepped out of the way of the recoil, lanyard in hand. Of necessity, he was far more doubtful of the range than of the direction, and it was vital to observe the fall of the shot. He took note of the motion of the cutter on the swell, waited for the climax of the roll, and jerked the lanyard. The gun roared out and recoiled past him; he sprang sideways to get clear of the smoke. The four seconds of the flight of the shot seemed to stretch out indefinitely, and then at last he saw the jet of water leap into brief existence, fully two hundred yards short and a hundred yards to the right. That was poor shooting.

He sponged out the gun and reloaded it, called the pilot to him with an abrupt gesture, and ran the gun out again. It was necessary, he realized, to get acquainted with the weapon if he wanted to do any fancy shooting with it, so that he made no alteration in elevation, endeavored to lay the gun exactly as before, and jerked the lanyard at as nearly the same instant of the roll as possible. This time it appeared that the elevation was correct, for the shot pitched well up to the boat, but it was out to the right again, fifty yards off at least. It seemed likely that the gun, therefore, had a tendency to throw to the right. He trained the gun round a trifle to the left, and, still without altering the elevation, fired again. Too far to the left, and two hundred yards short again.

Hornblower told himself that a variation of two hundred yards in the fall of shot from a six-pounder at full elevation was only to be expected, and he knew it to be true, but that was cold comfort to him. The powder varied from charge to charge, the shot were never truly round, quite apart from the variations in atmospheric conditions and in the temperature of the gun. He set his teeth, aimed and fired again. Short, and a trifle to the left. It was maddening.

Breakfast, sir, said Brown at his elbow.

Hornblower turned abruptly, and there was Brown with a tray, bearing a basin of biscuit, a bottle of wine, a jug of water, a pewter mug; the sight made Hornblower realise that he was intensely hungry and thirsty.

What about you? asked Hornblower.

Were all right, sir, said Brown.

The galley slaves were squatting on the deck wolfing bread and drinking water; so was Bush, over by the tiller. Hornblower discovered that his tongue and the roof of his mouth were dry as leather  his hands shook as he mixed water with wine and gulped it down. Beside the cabin skylight lay the four men who had been left in bonds in the cabin. Their hands were free now, although their feet were still bound. The sergeant and one of the seamen were noticeably pale.

I took the liberty of bringing em up, sir, said Brown. Those two was pretty nigh dead, cause o their gags, sir. But theyll be all right soon, I fancy, sir.

It had been thoughtless cruelty to leave them bound, thought Hornblower. But going back in his mind through the events of the night he could not think of any time until now when any attention could have been spared for them. In war there was always plenty of cruelty.

These beggars, said Brown, indicating the galley slaves, wanted to throw their sojer overboard when they saw im, sir.

He grinned widely, as though that were very amusing. The remark opened a long vista of thought, regarding the miseries of the life of a galley slave and the brutalities of their guards.

Yes, said Hornblower, gulping down a morsel of biscuit and drinking again. You had better set em all to work at the sweeps.

Aye aye, sir. I had the same idea, beggin your pardon. We can have two watches with all these men.

Arrange it as you like, said Hornblower, turning back to the gun.

The nearest boat was appreciably nearer now; Hornblower judged it advisable to make a small reduction in the elevation, and this time the shot pitched close to the boat, almost among the oars on one side, apparently.

Beautiful, sir! said Bush beside the tiller.

Hornblowers skin was prickling with sweat and powder smoke. He took off his gold-laced coat, suddenly conscious of the heavy weight of the pistols in the side-pockets; he proffered them to Bush, but the latter shook his head and grinned, pointing to the bell-mouthed blunderbuss on the deck beside him. That would be a far more efficacious weapon if there was trouble with their motley crew. For an exasperated moment Hornblower wondered what to do with the pistols, and finally laid them handy in the scuppers before sponging out and reloading the gun. The next shot was a close one, too  apparently the small reduction of range had had a profound effect on the accuracy of the gun. Hornblower saw the shot pitch close to the bows of the boat; it would be a matter of pure chance at that range if he scored an actual hit, for no gun could be expected to be accurate to fifty yards.

Sweeps are ready, sir, said Brown.

Very good. Mr. Bush, kindly lay a course so that I can keep that boat under fire.

Brown was a pillar of strength. He had had rigged only the three foremost sweeps on each side, setting six men to work on them. The others were herded together forward, ready to relieve the men at work when they were tired  six sweeps would only just give the big cutter steerage way, but continuous slow progress was preferable to an alternation of movement and passivity. What arguments he had used to persuade the four Frenchmen who were not galley slaves to work at the sweeps Hornblower judged it best not to inquire  it was sufficient that they were there, their feet hobbled, straining away at the sweeps while Brown gave them the time, his knotted ropes end dangling from his fist.

The cutter began to creep through the blue water again, the rigging rattling at each tug on the sweeps. To make the chase as long as possible she should have turned her stern to her pursuers, instead of keeping them on her quarter. But Hornblower had decided that the chance of scoring a hit with the gun was worth the loss in distance  a decision of whose boldness he was painfully aware and which he had to justify. He bent over the gun and aimed carefully, and this time the shot flew wide again. Watching the splash from the rail Hornblower felt a surge of exasperation. For a moment he was tempted to hand the gun over to Bush, for him to try his hand, but he put the temptation aside. In the face of stark reality, without allowing false modesty to enter into the debate, he could rely on himself to lay a gun better than Bush could.

Tirez! he snapped at the pilot, and between them they ran the gun up again.

The pursuing boats, creeping black over the blue sea, had shown no signs so far of being dismayed by the bombardment to which they were being subjected. Their oars kept steadily at work, and they maintained resolutely a course which would cut the Witch of Endors a mile or so further on. They were big boats, all three of them, carrying at least a hundred and fifty men between them  only one of them need range alongside to do the business. Hornblower fired again and then again, doggedly, fighting down the bitter disappointment at each successive miss. The range was little over a thousand yards now, he judged  what he would call in an official report long cannon shot. He hated those black boats creeping onward, immune, threatening his life and liberty, just as he hated this cranky gun which would not shoot the same two rounds running. The sweat was making his shirt stick to him, and the powder-grains were irritating his skin.

At the next shot there was no splash; Hornblower could see no sign of its fall anywhere. Then he saw the leading boat swing half round, and her oars stop moving.

Youve hit her, sir, called Bush.

Next moment the boat straightened on her course again, her oars hard at work. That was disappointing  it had hardly been likely that a ships long boat could survive a direct hit from a six-pounder ball without injury to her fighting ability, but it was possible, all the same. Hornblower felt for the first time a sense of impending failure. If the hit he had scored with such difficulty was of no avail, what was the sense in continuing the struggle? Then, doggedly, he bent over the gun again, staring along the sights to allow for the small amount of right hand bias which the gun exhibited. Even as he looked he saw the leading boat cease rowing again. She wavered and then swung round, signalling wildly to the other boats. Hornblower trained the gun round upon her and fired again and missed, but he could see that she was perceptibly lower in the water. The other boats drew up alongside her, evidently to transfer her crew.

Port a point, Mr. Bush! yelled Hornblower  already the group of boats was out of the field of fire of the gun, and yet was far too tempting a mark to ignore. The French pilot groaned as he helped to run the gun up, but Hornblower had no time for his patriotic protests. He sighted carefully, and fired. Again there was no sign of a splash  the ball had taken effect, but presumably upon the boat which had already been hit, for immediately afterwards the other two drew away from their water-logged fellow to resume the pursuit.

Brown was changing over the men at the sweeps  Hornblower remembered now that he had heard him cheering hoarsely when he had scored his hit  and Hornblower found a second in which to admire his masterful handling of the men, prisoners of war and escaping slaves alike. There was time for admiration, but no time for envy. The pursuers were changing their tactics  one boat was heading straight at them, while the other, diverging a little, was still heading to intercept them. The reason was soon obvious, for from the bows of the former boat came a puff of smoke, and a cannon-ball raised a splash from the surface of the water on the cutters quarter and skipped past the stern.

Hornblower shrugged his shoulders at that  a three-pounder boat gun, fired from a platform far more unsteady even than the Witch of Endor, could hardly do them any harm at that range, and every shot meant delay in the pursuit. He trained his gun round upon the intercepting boat, fired, and missed. He was already taking aim again before the sound of the second shot from the boat gun reached his ears, and he did not trouble to find out where the ball went. His own shot fell close to its target, for the range was shortening and he was growing more experienced with the gun and more imbued with the rhythm of the long Atlantic swell which rocked the Witch of Endor. Three times he dropped a shot so close to the boat that the men at the oars must have been wet by the splashes  each shot deserved to be a hit, he knew, but the incalculable residuum of variables in powder and ball and gun made it a matter of chance just where the ball fell in a circle of fifty yards radius, however well aimed. Ten guns properly controlled, and fired together in a broadside, would do the business, but there was no chance of firing ten guns together.

There was a crash from forward, a fountain of splinters from the base of a stanchion, and a shot scarred the deck diagonally close beside the fore hatchway.

No you dont! roared Brown, leaping forward with his ropes end. Keep pulling, you bastards!

He jerked the scared galley slave who had dropped his sweep  the shot must have missed him by no more than a yard  back into position.

Pull! he shouted, standing, magnificent in his superb physique, right in the midst of them, the weary ones lying on the deck, the others sweating at the sweeps, the knotted rope swinging from his hand. He was like a lion tamer in a cage. Hornblower could see there was no need for him and his pistols, and bent again, this time with a real twinge of envy, over his gun.

The boat which was firing at them had not closed in at all  if anything she had fallen a trifle back  but the other one was far nearer by now. Hornblower could see the individual men in her, the dark heads and the brown shoulders. Her oars were still for the moment, and there was some movement in her, as if they were re-arranging the men at the oars. Now she was in motion again, and moving far faster, and heading straight at them. The officer in charge, having worked up as close as this, had double-banked his oars so as to cover the last, most dangerous zone with a rush, pouring out the carefully conserved energy of his men prodigally in his haste to come alongside.

Hornblower estimated the rapidly diminishing range, twirled the elevating screw, and fired. The shot hit the water ten yards from her bows and must have ricochetted clean over her. He sponged and loaded and rammed  a misfire now, he told himself, would be fatal, and he forced himself to go through the routine with all the exactness he had employed before. The sights of the gun were looking straight at the bows of the boat, it was point-blank range. He jerked the lanyard and sprang instantly to reload without wasting time by seeing where the shot went. It must have passed close over the heads of the men at the oars, for when he looked along the sights again there she was, still heading straight at him. A tiny reduction in elevation, and he stepped aside and jerked the lanyard. He was dragging at the train tackles before he could look again. The bows of the boat had opened like a fan. In the air above her there was a black dot  a water breaker, presumably, sent flying like a football by the impact of the shot, which had hit clean and square upon her stem at water level. Her bows were lifted a little out of the water, the loose strakes spread wide, and then they came down again and the water surged in, and she was gunwale deep in a flash, her bottom smashed, presumably, as well as her bows, by the passage of the shot.

Brown was cheering again, and Bush was capering as well as he could with a wooden leg, while steering, and the little French pilot at his side was pulling in his breath with a sharp hissing noise. There were black dots on the surface of the blue water where men struggled for their lives  it must be bitter cold and they would die quickly, those who could not find support on the shattered hull, but nothing could be done to help them. Already they had more prisoners than they could conveniently handle, and delay would bring the other boat alongside them.

Keep the men at work! said Hornblower, harshly, to Brown, and unnecessarily. Then he bent to reload the gun once more.

What course, sir? asked Bush, from the tiller. He wanted to know if he should steer so as to allow fire to be opened on the third boat, which had ceased firing now and was pulling hastily towards the wreck.

Keep her as she is, snapped Hornblower. He knew perfectly well that the boat would not annoy them further; having seen two of her fellows sunk and being of necessity vastly overcrowded she would turn back sooner than maintain the contest. And so it proved. After the boat had picked up the survivors they saw her swing round and head towards Noirmoutier, followed by a derisive cheer from Brown.

Hornblower could look round him now. He walked aft to the taffrail beside Bush  it was curious how much more natural it felt to be there than at the gun  and scanned the horizon. During the fight the cutter had made very decided progress under her sweeps. The mainland was lost in the faint haze; Noirmoutier was already far behind. But there was still no sign of a breeze. They were still in danger  if darkness should find them where boats could reach them from the islands a night attack would tell a very different story. They needed every yard they could gain, and the men must go on slaving at the sweeps all through the day, all through the night too, if necessary.

He was conscious now that he ached in every joint after the frantic exertions of serving the gun the whole morning, and he had had a whole night without sleep  so had Bush, so had Brown. He felt that he stank of sweat and smoke, and his skin tingled with powder grains. He wanted to rest, yet automatically he walked over to make the gun secure again, to put the unused cartridges out of harms way, and to repocket the pistols which he noticed reproaching his carelessness from the scuppers.


Chapter XV
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AT MIDNIGHT, AND not before, a tiny breeze came whispering over the misty surface of the water, at first merely swinging over the big mainsail and setting the rigging chattering, but then breathing more strongly until the sails could catch it and hold it, filling out in the darkness until Hornblower could give the word for the exhausted men at the sweeps to abandon their labour and the cutter could glide on with almost imperceptible motion, so slowly that there was hardly a bubble at her bows, yet even at that faster than the sweeps had moved her. Out of the east came that breath of wind, steady even though feeble; Hornblower could feel hardly any pull as he handled the mainsheet, and yet the cutters big area of canvas was able to carry her graceful hull forward over the invisible surface as though in a dream.

It was like a dream indeed  weariness and lack of sleep combined to make it so for Hornblower, who moved about his tasks in a misty unreality which matched the misty darkness of the sea. The galley slaves and prisoners could lie and sleep  there was no fear of trouble from them at present, when they had spent ten hours out of the last twenty pulling at the sweeps with hands which by nightfall were running with blood, but there was no sleep for him nor for Bush and Brown. His voice sounded strange and distant in his own ears, like that of a stranger speaking from another room, as he issued his orders; the very hands with which he held the ropes seemed not to belong to him. It was as if there was a cleavage between the brain with which he was trying to think and the body which condescended to obey him.

Somewhere to the northwest lay the fleet which maintained its unsleeping watch over Brest; he had laid the cutter on a northwesterly course with the wind comfortably on her quarter, and if he could not find the Channel fleet he would round Ushant and sail the cutter to England. He knew all this  it made it more like a dream than ever that he could not believe it although he knew it. The memory of Marie de Graçays upper boudoir, or of his battle for life in the floodwater of the Loire, was far more real to him than this solid little ship whose deck he trod and whose mainsheet he was handling. Setting a course for Bush to steer was like playing a make-believe game with a child. He told himself desperately that this was not a new phenomenon,  that often enough before he had noticed that although he could dispense with one nights sleep without missing it greatly, on the second in succession his imagination began to play tricks with him,  but it did not help to clear his mind.

He came back to Bush at the tiller when the faint binnacle light made the lieutenants face just visible in the darkness; Hornblower was even prepared to enter into conversation in exchange for a grasp at reality.

Tired, Mr. Bush? he asked.

No, sir. Of course not. But how is it with you, sir?

Bush had served with his captain through too many fights to have an exaggerated idea of his strength.

Well enough, thank you.

If this breeze holds, sir, said Bush, realising that this was one of the rare occasions when he was expected to make small talk with his captain, well be up to the fleet in the morning.

I hope so, said Hornblower.

By God, sir, said Bush, what will they say of this in England?

Bushs expression was rapt. He was dreaming of fame, of promotion, for his captain as much as for himself.

In England? said Hornblower vaguely.

He had been too busy to dream any dreams himself, to think about what the British public, sentimental as always, would think of an escaping British captain retaking almost single-handed a captured ship of war and returning in her in triumph. And he had seized the Witch of Endor in the first place merely because the opportunity had presented itself, and because it was the most damaging blow he could deal the enemy; since the seizure he had been at first too busy, and latterly too tired, to appreciate the dramatic quality of his action. His distrust of himself, and his perennial pessimism regarding his career, would not allow him to think of himself as dramatically successful. The unimaginative Bush could appreciate the potentialities better than he could.

Yes, sir, said Bush, eagerly  even with tiller and compass and wind claiming so much of his attention he could be loquacious on this point Itll look fine in the Gazette, this recapture of the Witch. Even the Morning Chronicle, sir  

The Morning Chronicle was a thorn in the side of the Government, ever ready to decry a victory or make capital of a defeat. Hornblower remembered how during the bitter early days of his captivity at Rosas he had worried about what the Morning Chronicle would say regarding his surrender of the Sutherland.

He felt sick now, suddenly. His mind was active enough now. Most of its vagueness must have been due, he told himself, to his refusing in cowardly fashion to contemplate the future. Until this night everything had been uncertain  he might have been recaptured at any moment; but now, as sure as anything could be at sea, he would see England again. He would have to stand his trial for the loss of the Sutherland, and face a court-martial, after eighteen years of service. The court might find him guilty of not having done his utmost in the presence of the enemy, and for that there was only one penalty, death  that Article of War did not end, as others did, with the mitigating words or such less penalty . . . Byng had been shot fifty years before under that Article of War.

Absolved on that account, the wisdom of his actions in command of the Sutherland might still be called into question. He might be found guilty of errors of judgment in hazarding his ship in a battle against quadruple odds, and be punished by anything from dismissal from the service, which would make him an outcast and a beggar, down to a simple reprimand which would merely wreck his career. A court-martial was always a hazardous ordeal from which few emerged unscathed  Cochrane, Sydney Smith, half a dozen brilliant captains had suffered damage at the hands of a court-martial, and the friendless Captain Hornblower might be the next.

And a court-martial was only one of the ordeals that awaited him. The child must be three months old now; until this moment he had never been able to think clearly about the child  boy or girl, healthy or feeble. He was torn with anxiety for Maria  and yet, gulping at the pill of reality, he forced himself to admit that he did not want to go back to Maria. He did not want to. It had been in mad jealousy of the moment, when he heard of Lady Barbaras marriage to Admiral Leighton, that the child had been conceived. Maria in England, Marie in France  his conscience was in a turmoil about both of them, and underlying the turmoil was an unregenerate hunger for Lady Barbara which had remained quiescent during his preoccupation but which he knew would grow into an unrelenting ache, an internal cancer, the moment his other troubles ceased, if ever they did.

Bush was still babbling away happily beside him at the tiller. Hornblower heard the words, and attached no meaning to them.

Ha  hm, he said. Quite so.

He could find no satisfaction in the simple pleasures Bush had been in ecstasy about  the breath of the sea, the feeling of a ships deck underfoot  not now, not with all these bitter thoughts thronging his mind. The harshness of his tone checked Bush in the full career of his artless and unwonted chatter, and the lieutenant pulled himself up abruptly. Hornblower thought it was absurd that Bush should still cherish any affection for him after the cutting cruelty with which he sometimes used him. Bush was like a dog, thought Hornblower bitterly  too cynical for the moment to credit Bush with any perspicacity at all  like a dog, coming fawning to the hand that beat him. Hornblower despised himself as he walked forward again to the mainsheet, to a long, long period of a solitary black hell of his own.

There was just the faintest beginning of daylight, the barest pearly softening of the sombreness of night, a greyness instead of a blackness in the haze, when Brown came aft to Hornblower.

Beggin your pardon, sir, but I fancy I see the loom of something out there just now. On the port bow, sir  there, dyou see it, sir?

Hornblower strained his eyes through the darkness. Perhaps there was a more solid nucleus to the black mist out there, a tiny something. It came and went as his eyes grew tired.

What dyou make of it, Brown?

I thought it was a ship, sir, when I first saw it, but in this haze, sir

There was a faint chance she might be a French ship of war  it was about as likely as to find the king unguarded when leading from a suit of four to the ace. Much the most likely chance was that she was an English ship of war, and the next most likely was that she was a merchantman. The safest course was to creep down upon her from the windward, because the cutter, lying nearer the wind than any square-rigged ship could do, could escape if necessary the way she came, trusting to the mist and darkness and surprise to avoid being disabled before she got out of range.

Mr. Bush, I fancy theres a sail to leeward. Put the cutter before the wind and run down to her, if you please. Be ready to go about if I give the word. Jib-sheet, Brown.

Hornblowers head was clear again now, in the face of a possible emergency. He regretted the quickening of his pulse  uncertainty always had that effect. The cutter steadied upon her new course, creeping before the wind over the misty water, mainsail boom far out to port. Hornblower experienced a moments doubt in case Bush was sailing her by the lee, but he would not allow himself to call a warning  he knew he could trust a sailor of Bushs ability not to risk a gibe in an emergency of this sort. He strained his eyes through the darkness; the mist was patchy, coming and going as he looked, but that was a ship without any doubt. She was under topsails alone  that made it almost certain that she was an English ship of war, one of the fleet which maintained unceasing watch over Brest. Another patch of mist obscured her again, and by the time they had run through it she was appreciably nearer and dawn was at hand  her sails were faint grey in the growing light.

Now they were close upon her.

Suddenly the stillness was rent by a hail, high-pitched, penetrating, its purity of quality almost unspoilt by the speaking trumpet  the voice which uttered it was trained in clarity in Atlantic gales.

Cutter ahoy! What cutters that?

At the sound of the English speech Hornblower relaxed. There was no need now to go about, to claw up to windward, to seek shelter in the mist. But on the other hand all the unpleasantnesses of the future which he had been visualising were certain now. He swallowed hard, words failing him for the moment.

What cutters that? repeated the hail, impatiently.

Unpleasant the future might be; he would fly his colours to the last, and if his career were ending, he would end it with a joke.

His Britannic Majestys armed cutter Witch of Endor, Captain Horatio Hornblower. What ships that?

Triumph, Captain Sir Thomas Hardy  what did you say that cutter was?

Hornblower grinned to himself. The officer of the watch in the strange sail had begun his reply automatically; it was only after he had stated the names of his ship and captain that it had suddenly dawned upon him that the cutters statement was quite incredible. The Witch of Endor had been a prize to the French for nearly a year, and Captain Horatio Hornblower had been dead six months.

Hornblower repeated what he had said before; both Bush and Brown were chuckling audibly at a joke which appealed to them forcibly indeed.

Come under my lee, and no tricks, or Ill sink you, hailed the voice.

From the cutter they could hear guns being run out in the Triumph; Hornblower could picture the bustle on board, hands being turned up, the captain being called  Sir Thomas Hardy must be Nelsons late flag captain at Trafalgar, two years Hornblowers senior in the captains list. Hornblower had known him as a lieutenant, although since then their paths had hardly crossed. Bush eased the cutter under the stern of the two-decker, and brought her to the wind under her lee. Dawn was coming up fast now, and they could see the details of the ship, as she lay hove to, rolling in the swell, and a long, shuddering sigh burst from Hornblowers breast. The sturdy beauty of the ship, the two yellow streaks along her sides, checkered with black gunports, the pendant at the main, the hands on the deck, the red coats of the marines, the boatswains voice roaring at dilatory seamen  all the familiar sights and sounds of the Navy in which he had grown up moved him inexpressibly at this moment, the end of his long captivity and flight.

The Triumph had launched a boat, which came dancing rapidly over to them, and a young midshipman swung himself dexterously on board, dirk at his hip, arrogant suspicion on his face, four seamen at his back with pistols and cutlasses.

Whats all this? demanded the midshipman. His glance swept the cutters deck, observing the sleepy prisoners rubbing their eyes, the wooden-legged civilian at the tiller, the bare-headed man in a Kings coat awaiting him.

You call me sir,  barked Hornblower, as he had done to midshipmen ever since he became a lieutenant.

The midshipman eyed the gold-laced coat  undoubtedly it was trimmed in the fashion of the coat of a captain of more than three years seniority, and the man who wore it carried himself as though he expected deference.

Yes, sir, said the midshipman, a little abashed.

That is Lieutenant Bush at the tiller. You will remain here with these men under his orders, while I go to interview your captain.

Aye aye, sir, said the midshipman, stiffening to attention.

The boat bore Hornblower to the Triumphs side; the coxswain made the four-finger gesture which indicated the arrival of a captain, but marines and side-boys were not in attendance as Hornblower went up the side  the Navy could not risk wasting her cherished compliments on possible impostors. But Hardy was there on deck, his huge bulk towering over everyone round him; Hornblower saw the expression of his beefy face alter as he saw him.

Good God, its Hornblower all right, said Hardy, striding forward, with his hand outstretched. Welcome back, sir. How do you come here, sir? How did you retake the Witch? How

What Hardy wanted to say was How have you risen from the grave? but such a question seemed to savour of impoliteness. Hornblower shook hands, and trod gratefully the quarterdeck of a ship of the line once more. His heart was too full for speech, or his brain was too numb with fatigue, and he could make no reply to Hardys questioning.

Come below to my cabin, said Hardy, kindly  phlegmatic though he was, he still could just appreciate the others difficulty.

There was more ease in the cabin, sitting on the cushioned locker under the portrait of Nelson that hung on the bulkhead, and with the timbers groaning faintly all round, and the blue sea visible through the great stern window. Hornblower told a little of what happened to him  not much, and not in detail; only half a dozen brief sentences, for Hardy was not a man with much use for words. He listened with attention, pulling at his whiskers, and nodding at each point.

There was a whole Gazette, he remarked, about the attack in Rosas Bay. They brought Leightons body back for burial in St. Pauls.

The cabin swam round Hornblower; Hardys homely face and magnificent whiskers vanished in a mist.

He was killed, then? Hornblower asked.

He died of his wounds at Gibraltar.

So Barbara was a widow  had been one for six months now.

Have you heard anything of my wife? asked Hornblower. The question was a natural one to Hardy, little use though he himself had for women; and he could see no connection between it and the preceding conversation.

I remember reading that she was awarded a Civil List pension by the Government when the news of  of your death arrived.

No other news? There was a child coming.

None that I know of. I have been four months in this ship.

Hornblowers head sunk on his breast. The news of Leightons death added to the confusion of his mind. He did not know whether to be pleased or sorry about it. Barbara would be as unattainable to him as ever, and perhaps there would be all the jealous misery to endure of her re-marriage.

Now, said Hardy. Breakfast?

Theres Bush and my coxswain in the cutter, said Hornblower. I must see that all is well with them first.


Chapter XVI

[image: img31.jpg]

A MIDSHIPMAN CAME into the cabin as they ate breakfast.

The fleets in sight from the masthead, sir, he reported to Hardy.

Very good. As the midshipman went out again Hardy turned back to Hornblower. I must report your arrival to His Lordship.

Is he still in command? asked Hornblower, startled. It was a surprise to him that the Government had left Admiral Lord Gambier in command of the Channel Fleet for three years, despite the disastrous waste of opportunity at the Basque Roads.

He hauls down his flag next month, said Hardy, gloomily. (Most officers turned gloomy when discussing Dismal Jimmy.) They whitewashed him at the court-martial, and had to leave him his full three years.

A shade of embarrassment appeared in Hardys expression; he had let slip the mention of a court-martial to a man who soon would endure the same ordeal.

I suppose they had to, said Hornblower, his train of thought following that of his fellow captain as he wondered if there would be any whitewash employed at his trial.

Hardy broke the embarrassed silence which followed.

Would you care to come on deck with me? he asked.

Over the horizon to leeward was appearing a long line of ships, close-hauled. They were in rigid, regular line, and as Hornblower watched they went about in succession in perfect order, as if they were chained together. The Channel Fleet was at drill  eighteen years of drill at sea had given them their unquestioned superiority over any other fleet in the world.

Victorys in the van, said Hardy, handing his glass to Hornblower. Signal midshipman! Triumph to flag. Have on board . . . 

Hornblower looked through the glass while Hardy dictated his message. The three-decker with her admirals flag at the main was leading the long line of ships, the broad stripes on her side glistening in the sunlight. She had been Jerviss flagship at St. Vincent, Hoods in the Mediterranean, Nelsons at Trafalgar. Now she was Dismal Jimmys  a tragedy if ever there was one. Signal-hoists were soaring up to her yard-arms; Hardy was busy dictating replies.

The admiral is signalling for you to go on board, sir, he said at last, turning back to Hornblower. I trust you will do me the honour of making use of my barge?

The Triumphs barge was painted primrose yellow picked out with black, and so were the oar-blades; her crew wore primrose-coloured jumpers with black neckcloths. As Hornblower took his seat, his hand still tingling from Hardys handclasp, he reminded himself gloomily that he had never been able to afford to dress his barges crew in a fancy rig-out; he always felt sore on the point. Hardy must be a wealthy man with his Trafalgar prize money and his pension as Colonel of Marines. He contrasted their situations  Hardy, a baronet, moneyed, famous; and he himself, poor, undistinguished, and awaiting trial.

They piped the side for him in the Victory, as Admiralty regulations laid down  the marine guard at the present, the side-boys in white gloves to hand him up, the pipes of the boatswains mates all a-twittering; and there was a captain on the quarterdeck ready to shake hands with him  odd, that was to Hornblower, seeing that soon he would be on trial for his life.

Im Calendar, Captain of the Fleet, he said. His Lordship is below, waiting for you.

He led the way below, extraordinarily affable.

I was first of the Amazon, he volunteered, when you were in Indefatigable. Do you remember me?

Yes, said Hornblower. He had not risked a snub by saying so first.

I remember you plainly, said Calendar. I remember hearing what Pellew had to say about you.

Whatever Pellew said about him would be favourable  he had owed his promotion to Pellews enthusiastic recommendation  and it was pleasant of Calendar to remind him of it at this crisis in his career.

Lord Gambiers cabin was not nearly as ornate as Captain Hardys had been  the most conspicuous item of furniture therein was the big brass-bound Bible lying on the table. Gambier himself, heavy-jowled, gloomy, was sitting by the stern window dictating to a clerk who withdrew on the arrival of the two captains.

You can make your report verbally, sir, for the present, said the admiral.

Hornblower drew a deep breath and made the plunge. He sketched out the strategic situation at the moment when he took the Sutherland into action against the French squadron off Rosas. Only a sentence or two had to be devoted to the battle itself  these men had fought in battles themselves and could fill in the gaps. He described the whole crippled mass of ships drifting helpless up Rosas Bay to where the guns of the fortress awaited them, and the gunboats creeping out under oars.

One hundred and seventeen killed, said Hornblower. One hundred and forty-five wounded, of whom forty-four died before I was removed from Rosas.

My God! said Calendar. It was not the deaths in hospital which called forth the exclamation  that was a usual proportion  but the total casualty list. Far more than half the crew of the Sutherland had been put out of action before surrendering.

Thompson in the Leander lost ninety-two out of three hundred, my lord, he said. Thompson had surrendered the Leander to a French ship of the line off Crete after a defence which had excited the admiration of all England.

I was aware of it, answered Gambier. Please go on, Captain.

Hornblower told of how he witnessed the destruction of the French squadron, of how Caillard arrived to take him to Paris, of his escape, first from his escort and then from drowning. He made only a slight mention of Count de Graçay and of his voyage down the Loire  that was not an admirals business  but he descended to fuller details when he told of his recapture of the Witch of Endor. Details here were of importance, because in the course of the manifold activities of the British Navy it might easily happen that a knowledge of harbour arrangement at Nantes and of the navigational difficulties of the lower Loire might be useful.

Good God Almighty, man, said Calendar, how can you be so cold-blooded about it? Werent you

Captain Calendar, interrupted Gambier, I have requested you before not to allude to the Deity in that blasphemous fashion. Any repetition will incur my serious displeasure. Kindly continue, Captain Hornblower.

There was only the brush with the boats from Noirmoutier to be described now. Hornblower continued, formally, but this time Gambier himself interrupted him.

You say you opened fire with a six-pounder, he said. The prisoners were at the sweeps, and the ship had to be steered. Who laid the gun?

I did, my lord. The French pilot helped me.

Mm. And you frightened em off?

Hornblower confessed that he had succeeded in sinking two out of the three boats sent against him. Calendar whistled his surprise and admiration, but the hard lines in Gambiers face only set harder still.

Yes? he said. And then?

We went on under sweeps until midnight, my lord, and then we picked up a breeze. We sighted Triumph at dawn.

There was silence in the cabin, only broken by the noises on deck, until Gambier stirred in his chair.

I trust, Captain, he said, that you have given thanks to the Almighty for these miraculous preservations of yours. In all these adventures I can see the finger of God. I shall direct my chaplain at prayers this evening to make a special mention of your gratitude and thankfulness.

Yes, my lord.

Now you will make your report in writing. You can have it ready by dinner-time  I trust you will give me the pleasure of your company at dinner? I will then be able to enclose it in the packet I am about to despatch to Their Lordships.

Yes, my lord.

Gambier was still thinking deeply.

Witch of Endor can carry the despatches, he said. As with every admiral the world over, his most irritating and continuous problem was how to collect and disseminate information without weakening his main body by detachments; it must have been an immense relief to him to have the cutter drop from the clouds as it were, to carry these despatches. He went on thinking.

I will promote this lieutenant of yours, Bush, into her as Commander, he announced.

Hornblower gave a little gasp. Promotion to Commander meant almost certain post rank within the year, and it was this power of promotion which constituted the most prized source of patronage an admiral in command possessed. Bush deserved the step, but it was surprising that Gambier should give it to him  admirals generally had some favourite lieutenant, or some nephew or some old friends son awaiting the first vacancy. Hornblower could imagine Bushs delight at the news that he was at last on his way to becoming an admiral himself if he lived long enough.

But that was not all, by no means all. Promotion of a captains first lieutenant was a high compliment to the captain himself. It set the seal of official approval on the captains proceedings. This decision of Gambiers was a public  not merely a private  announcement that Hornblower had acted correctly.

Thank you, my lord, thank you, said Hornblower.

She is your prize, of course, went on Gambier. Government will have to buy her on her arrival.

Hornblower had not thought of that. It meant at least a thousand pounds in his pocket.

That coxswain of yours will be in clover, chuckled Calendar. Hell take all the lower decks share.

That was true, too. Brown would have a quarter of the value of the Witch of Endor for himself. He could buy a cottage and land or set up in business on his own account if he wished to.

Witch of Endor will wait until your report is ready, announced Gambier. I will send my secretary in to you. Captain Calendar will provide you with a cabin and the necessities you lack. I hope you will continue to be my guest until I sail for Portsmouth next week. It would be best, I think.

The last words were a delicate allusion to that aspect of the matter which had occupied most of Hornblowers thoughts on his arrival, and which had not as yet been touched upon  the fact that he must undergo court-martial for the loss of the Sutherland, and was of necessity under arrest until that time. By old established custom he must be under the supervision of an officer of equal rank while under arrest; there could be no question of sending him home in the Witch of Endor.

Yes, my lord, said Hornblower.

Despite all Gambiers courtesy and indulgence towards him, despite Calendars open admiration, he still felt a constriction of the throat and a dryness of the mouth at the thought of that court-martial; they were symptoms which persisted even when he tried to settle down and compose his report with the aid of the competent young clergyman who made his appearance in the cabin to which Calendar conducted him.

Arma virumque cano, quoted the Admirals secretary after the first halting sentences  Hornblowers report naturally began with the battle of Rosas. You begin in medias res, sir, as every good epic should.

This is an official report, snapped Hornblower. It continues the last report I made to Admiral Leighton.

His tiny cabin allowed him to walk only three paces each way, and crouching nearly double at that  some unfortunate lieutenant had been turned out to make room for him. In a flagship, even in a big three-decker like the Victory, the demand for cabins always greatly exceeded the supply, what with the admiral, and the Captain of the Fleet, and the flag lieutenant, and the secretary, and the chaplain, and the rest of the staff. He sat down on the breech of the twelve-pounder beside the cot.

Continue, if you please, he ordered.  Having regard to these conditions, I therefore proceeded . . . 

It was finished in the end  it was the third time that morning that Hornblower had recounted his adventures, and they had lost all their savour for him now. He was dreadfully tired  his head drooped forward at his breast as he squatted on the gun, and then he woke with a snort. He was actually falling asleep while he sat.

You are tired, sir, said the secretary.

Yes.

He forced himself to wake up again. The secretary was looking at him with eyes shining with admiration, positive hero-worship. It made him feel uncomfortable.

If you will just sign this, sir, I will attend to the seal and the superscription.

The secretary slipped out of the chair and Hornblower took the pen and dashed off his signature to the document on whose evidence he was soon to be tried for his life.

Thank you, sir, said the secretary, gathering the papers together.

Hornblower had no more attention to spare for him. He threw himself face downward onto the cot, careless of appearances. He went rushing giddily down a tremendous slope into blackness  he was snoring before the secretary had reached the door, and he never felt the touch of the blanket with which the secretary returned, five minutes later, tiptoeing up to the cot to spread it over him.


Chapter XVII
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SOMETHING ENORMOUSLY PAINFUL was recalling Hornblower to life. He did not want to return. It was agony to wake up, it was torture to feel unconsciousness slipping away from him. He clung to it, tried to recapture it, unavailingly. Remorselessly it eluded him. Somebody was gently shaking his shoulder, and he came back to complete consciousness with a start, and wriggled over to see the admirals secretary bending over him.

The admiral will dine within the hour, sir, he said. Captain Calendar thought you might prefer to have a little time in which to prepare.

Yes, grunted Hornblower. He fingered instinctively the long stubble on his unshaven chin. Yes.

The secretary was standing very stiff and still, and Hornblower looked up at him curiously. There was an odd, set expression on the secretarys face, and he held a newspaper imperfectly concealed behind his back.

Whats the matter? demanded Hornblower.

It is bad news for you, sir, said the secretary.

What news?

Hornblowers spirits fell down into the depths of despair. Perhaps Gambier had changed his mind. Perhaps he was going to be kept under strict arrest, tried, condemned, and shot. Perhaps . . .

I remembered having seen this paragraph in the Morning Chronicle of three months ago, sir, said the secretary. I showed it to his Lordship, and to Captain Calendar. They decided it ought to be shown to you as early as possible. His Lordship says

What is the paragraph? demanded Hornblower, holding out his hand for the paper.

It is bad news, sir, repeated the secretary, hesitatingly.

Let me see it, damn you.

The secretary handed over the newspaper, one finger indicating the paragraph.

The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away, he said. Blessed be the name of the Lord.

It was a very short paragraph.

We regret to announce the death in childbed, on the seventh of this month, of Mrs. Maria Hornblower, widow of the late Captain Horatio Hornblower, Bonapartes martyred victim. The tragedy occurred in Mrs. Hornblowers lodgings at Southsea, and we are given to understand that the child, a fine boy, is healthy.

Hornblower read it twice, and he began on it a third time. Maria was dead, Maria the tender, the loving.

You can find consolation in prayer, sir said the secretary, but Hornblower paid no attention to what the secretary said.

He had lost Maria. She had died in childbed, and having regard to the circumstances in which the child had been engendered, he had as good as killed her. Maria was dead. There would be no one, no one at all, to welcome him now on his return to England. Maria would have stood by him during the court-martial, and whatever the verdict, she would never have believed him to be at fault. Hornblower remembered the tears wetting her coarse red cheeks when she had last put her arms round him to say good-bye. He had been a little bored by the formality of an affectionate good-bye, then. He was free now  the realisation came creeping over him like cold water in a warm bath. But it was not fair to Maria. He would not have bought his freedom at such a price. She had earned by her own devotion his attention, his kindness, and he would have given them to her uncomplainingly for the rest of his life. He was desperately sorry that she was dead.

His Lordship instructed me, sir, said the secretary, to inform you of his sympathy in your bereavement. He told me to say that he would not take it amiss if you decided not to join him and his guests at dinner but sought instead the consolation of religion in your cabin.

Yes, said Hornblower.

Any help which I can give, sir

None, said Hornblower.

He continued to sit on the edge of the cot, his head bowed, and the secretary shuffled his feet.

Get out of here, said Hornblower, without looking up.

He sat there for some time, but there was no order in his thoughts; his mind was muddled. There was a continuous undercurrent of sadness, a hurt feeling indistinguishable from physical pain, but fatigue and excitement and lack of sleep deprived him of any ability to think clearly. Finally with a desperate effort he pulled himself together. He felt as if he was stifling in the stuffy cabin; he hated his stubbly beard and the feeling of dried sweat.

Pass the word for my servant, he ordered the sentry at his door.

It was good to shave off the filthy beard, to wash his body in cold water, to put on clean linen. He went up on deck, the clean sea air rushing into his lungs as he breathed. It was good, too, to have a deck to pace, up and down, up and down, between the slides of the quarterdeck carronades and the line of ringbolts in the deck, with all the familiar sounds of shipboard life as a kind of lullaby to his tired mind. Up and down he walked, up and down, as he had walked so many hours before, in the Indefatigable, and the Lydia, and the Sutherland. They left him alone; the officers of the watch collected on the other side of the ship and only stared at him unobtrusively, politely concealing their curiosity about this man who had just heard of the death of his wife, who had escaped from a French prison, who was awaiting his trial for surrendering his ship  the first captain to strike his colours in a British ship of the line since Captain Ferris in the Hannibal at Algeciras. Up and down he walked, the goodly fatigue closing in upon him again until his mind was stupefied with it, until he found that he could hardly drag one foot past the other. Then he went below to the certainty of sleep and oblivion. But even in his sleep tumultuous dreams came to harass him  dreams of Maria, against which he struggled, sweating, knowing that Marias body was now only a liquid mass of corruption; nightmares of death and imprisonment; and, ever-recurring, dreams of Barbara smiling to him on the farther side of the horrors that encompassed him.

From one point of view the death of his wife was of benefit to Hornblower during those days of waiting. It provided him with a good excuse for being silent and unapproachable. Without being thought impolite he could find a strip of deck and walk by himself in the sunshine. Gambier could walk with the captain of the fleet or the flag captain, little groups of lieutenants and warrant officers could walk together, chatting lightly, but they all kept out of his way; and it was not taken amiss that he should sit silent at the admirals dinner table and hold himself aloof at the admirals prayer meetings.

Had it not been so he would have been forced to mingle in the busy social life of the flagship, talking to officers who would studiously avoid all reference to the fact that shortly they would be sitting as judges on him at his court-martial. He did not have to join in the eternal technical discussions which went on round him, stoically pretending that the responsibility of having surrendered a British ship of the line sat lightly on his shoulders. Despite all the kindness with which he was treated, he felt a pariah. Calendar could voice open admiration for him, Gambier could treat him with distinction, the young lieutenants could regard him with wide-eyed hero-worship; but they had never hauled down their colours. More than once during his long wait Hornblower found himself wishing that a cannon-ball had killed him on the quarterdeck of the Sutherland. There was no one in the world who cared for him now  the little son in England, in the arms of some unknown foster-mother, might grow up ashamed of the name he bore.

Suspecting, morbidly, that the others would treat him like an outcast if they could, he anticipated them and made an outcast of himself, bitterly proud. He went through all that period of black reaction by himself, without companionship, during those last days of Gambiers tenure of command, until Hood came out in the Britannia to take over the command, and, amid the thunder of salutes, the Victory sailed for Portsmouth. There were headwinds to delay her passage; she had to beat up the Channel for seven long days before at last she glided into Spithead and the cable roared out through the hawse-hole.

Hornblower sat in his cabin  he felt no interest in the green hills of the Isle of Wight nor in the busy prospect of Portsmouth. The tap which came at his cabin door heralded, he supposed, the arrival of the orders regarding his court-martial.

Come in! he said, but it was Bush who entered, stumping along on his wooden leg, his face wreathed in smiles, his arms burdened with packages and parcels.

At the sight of that homely face Hornblowers depression evaporated like mist. He found himself grinning as delightedly as Bush, he wrung his hand over and over again, sat him down in the only chair, offered to send for drinks for him, all trace of self-consciousness and reserve disappearing in the violence of his reaction.

Oh, Im well enough, sir, thank you, said Bush, in reply to Hornblowers questions. And this is the first chance Ive had of thanking you for my promotion.

Dont thank me, said Hornblower, a trace of bitterness creeping back into his voice. You must thank his Lordship.

I know who I owe it to, all the same, said Bush, sturdily. Theyre going to post me as captain this week. They wont give me a ship  not with this leg of mine  but theres the dock-yard job at Sheerness waiting for me. I should never be captain if it werent for you, sir.

Rubbish, said Hornblower. The pathetic gratitude in Bushs voice and expression made him feel uncomfortable.

And how is it with you, sir? asked Bush, regarding him with anxious blue eyes.

Hornblower shrugged his shoulders.

Fit and well, he said.

I was sorry to hear about Mrs. Hornblower, sir, said Bush.

That was all he needed to say on that subject. They knew each other too well to have to enlarge on it.

I took the liberty, sir, said Bush, hastily, of bringing you out your letters  there was a good deal waiting for you.

Yes? said Hornblower.

This big package is a sword, Im sure, sir, said Bush. He was cunning enough to think of ways of capturing Hornblowers interest.

Lets open it, then, said Hornblower, indulgently.

A sword it was, sure enough, with a gold-mounted scabbard and a gold hilt, and when Hornblower drew it the blue steel blade bore an inscription in gold inlay. It was the sword of one hundred guineas value which had been presented to him by the Patriotic Fund for his defeat of the Natividad in the Lydia, and which he had left in pawn with Duddingstone the ships chandler at Plymouth, as a pledge for payment for captains stores when he was commissioning the Sutherland.

A sight too much writing on this for me, Duddingstone had complained at the time.

Lets see what Duddingstone has to say, said Hornblower, tearing open the note enclosed in the package.

Sir,

It was with great emotion that I read today of your escape from the Corsicans clutches and I cannot find words to express my relief that the reports of your untimely death were unfounded, nor my admiration of your exploits during your last commission. I cannot reconcile it with my conscience to retain the sword of an officer so distinguished, and have therefore taken the liberty of forwarding the enclosed to you, hoping that in consequence you will wear it when next you enforce Britannias dominion of the seas.

Your obedient and humble servant to command,

J. Duddingstone.

God bless my soul! said Hornblower.

He let Bush read the note; Bush was a captain and his equal now, as well as his friend, and there was no disciplinary objection to allowing him to know to what shifts he had been put when commissioning the Sutherland. Hornblower laughed a little self-consciously when Bush looked up at him after reading the note.

Our friend Duddingstone, said Hornblower, must have been very moved to allow a pledge for forty guineas to slip out of his fingers. He spoke cynically to keep the pride out of his voice, but he was genuinely moved. His eyes would have grown moist if he had allowed them.

Im not surprised, sir, said Bush, fumbling among the newspapers beside him. Look at this, sir, and at this. Heres the Morning Chronicle, and the Times. I saved them to show you, hoping youd be interested.

Hornblower glanced at the columns indicated; somehow the gist of them seemed to leap out at him without his having to read them. The British press had let itself go thoroughly. As even Bush had foreseen, the fancy of the British public had been caught by the news that a captain whom they had imagined to be foully done to death by the Corsican tyrant had succeeded in escaping, and not merely in escaping, but in carrying off a British ship of war which had been for months a prize to the Corsican. There were columns in praise of Hornblowers daring and ability. A passage in the Times caught Hornblowers attention and he read it more carefully. Captain Hornblower still has to stand his trial for the loss of the Sutherland, but, as we pointed out in our examination of the news of the battle of Rosas Bay, his conduct was so well advised and his behaviour so exemplary on that occasion, whether he was acting under the orders of the late Admiral Leighton or not, that although the case is still sub judice, we have no hesitation in predicting his speedy re-appointment.

Heres what the Anti-Gallican has to say, sir, said Bush.

What the Anti-Gallican had to say was very like what the other newspapers had said; it was beginning to dawn upon Hornblower that he was famous. He laughed uncomfortably again. All this was a most curious experience and he was not at all sure that he liked it. Cold-bloodedly he could see the reason for it. Lately there had been no naval officer prominent in the affections of the public  Cochrane had wrecked himself by his intemperate wrath after the Basque Roads, while six years had passed since Hardy had kissed the dying Nelson; Collingwood was dead and Leighton too, for that matter  and the public always demanded an idol. Like the Israelites in the desert, they were not satisfied with an invisible object for their devotion. Chance had made him the publics idol, and presumably Government were not sorry, seeing how much it would strengthen their position to have one of their own men suddenly popular. But somehow he did not like it; he was not used to fame, he distrusted it, and his ever-present personal modesty made him feel it was all a sham.

I hope youre pleased, sir, said Bush, looking wonderingly at the struggle on Hornblowers face.

Yes. I suppose I am, said Hornblower.

The Navy bought the Witch of Endor yesterday at the Prize Court, said Bush, searching wildly for news which might delight this odd captain of his. Four thousand pounds was the price, sir. And the division of the prize money where the prize has been taken by an incomplete crew is governed by an old regulation  I didnt know about it, sir, until they told me. It was made after that boats crew from Squirrel, after she foundered, captured the Spanish plate ship in 97. Two thirds to you, sir  thats two thousand six hundred pounds. And a thousand to me and four hundred for Brown.

Hm, said Hornblower.

Two thousand six hundred pounds was a substantial bit of money  a far more concrete reward than the acclamation of a capricious public.

And theres all these letters and packets, sir, went on Bush, anxious to exploit the propitious moment.

The first dozen letters were all from people unknown to him, writing to congratulate him on his success and escape. Two at least were from madmen, apparently  but on the other hand two were from peers; even Hornblower was a little impressed by the signatures and the coroneted notepaper. Bush was more impressed still when they were passed over to him to read.

Thats very good indeed, sir, isnt it? he said. There are some more here.

Hornblowers hand shot out and picked one letter out of the mass offered him the moment he saw the handwriting, and then when he had taken it he stood for a second holding it in his hand, hesitating before opening it. The anxious Bush saw the hardening of his mouth and the waning of the colour in his cheeks; watched him while he read, but Hornblower had regained his self-control and his expression altered no further.

London,

129 Bond Street.

3rd June 1811.

Dear Captain Hornblower,

It is hard for me to write this letter, so overwhelmed am I with pleasure and surprise at hearing at this moment from the Admiralty that you are free and well. I hasten to let you know that I have your son here in my care. When he was left orphaned after the lamented death of your wife I ventured to take charge of him and make myself responsible for his upbringing, while my brothers Lords Wellesley and Wellington consented to act as his godfathers at his baptism, whereat he was consequently given the names Richard Arthur Horatio. Richard is a fine healthy boy with a wonderful resemblance to his father and he has already endeared himself greatly to me, to such an extent that I shall be conscious of a great loss when the time comes for you to take him away from me. Let me assure you that I shall look upon it as a pleasure to continue to have charge of Richard until that time, as I can easily guess that you will be much occupied with affairs on your arrival in England. You will be very welcome should you care to call here to see your son, who grows in intelligence every day. It will give pleasure not only to Richard, but to

Your firm friend,

Barbara Leighton.

Hornblower nervously cleared his throat and reread the letter. There was too much crowded in it for him to have any emotion left. Richard Arthur Horatio Hornblower, with two Wellesleys as godfathers, and growing in intelligence every day. There would be a great future ahead of him, perhaps. Up to that moment Hornblower had hardly thought about the child  his paternal instincts had hardly been touched by any consideration of a child he had never seen; and they further were warped by memories of the little Horatio who had died of smallpox in his arms so many years ago. But now he felt a great wave of affection for the unknown little brat in London who had managed to endear himself to Barbara.

And Barbara had taken him in charge; possibly because, widowed and childless, she had sought for a convenient orphan to adopt  and yet it might be because she still cherished memories of Captain Hornblower, whom at the time she had believed to be dead at Bonapartes hands.

He could not bear to think about it any more. He thrust the letter into his pocket  all the others he had dropped on the deck  and with immobile face he met Bushs gaze again.

There are all these other, letters, sir, said Bush, with masterly tact.

They were letters from great men and from madmen  one contained an ounce of snuff as a token of some eccentric squires esteem and regard  but there was only one which caught Hornblowers attention. It was from some Chancery Lane lawyer  the name was unfamiliar  who wrote, it appeared, on hearing from Lady Barbara Leighton that the presumption of Captain Hornblowers death was unfounded. Previously he had been acting under the instructions of the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty to settle Captain Hornblowers estate, and working in conjunction with the Prize Agent at Port Mahon. With the consent of the Lord Chancellor upon the death intestate of Mrs. Maria Hornblower, he had been acting as trustee to the heir, Richard Arthur Horatio Hornblower, and had invested for the latter in the Funds the proceeds of the sale of Captain Hornblowers prizes after the deduction of expenses. As Captain Hornblower would see from the enclosed account, there was the sum of three thousand two hundred and ninety-one pounds six and fourpence invested in the Consolidated Fund, which would naturally revert to him. The lawyer awaited his esteemed instructions.

The enclosed accounts, which Hornblower was about to thrust aside, had among the innumerable six and eightpences and three and fourpences one set of items which caught his eye  they dealt with the funeral expenses of the late Mrs. Hornblower, and a grave in the cemetery of the Church of St. Thomas à Becket, and a headstone, and fees for grave-watchers; it was a ghoulish list which made Hornblowers blood run a little colder. It was hateful. More than anything else it accentuated his loss of Maria  he would only have to go on deck to see the tower of the church where she lay.

He fought down the depression which threatened to overmaster him once more. It was at least a distraction to think about the news in that lawyers letter, to contemplate the fact that he owned three thousand odd pounds in the Funds. He had forgotten all about those prizes he had made in the Mediterranean before he came under Leightons command. Altogether that made his total fortune nearly six thousand pounds  not nearly as large as some captains had contrived to acquire, but handsome enough. Even on half-pay he would be able to live in comfort now, and educate Richard Arthur Horatio properly, and take his place in a modest way in society.

The captains list has changed a lot since we saw it last, sir, said Bush, and he was echoing Hornblowers train of thought rather than breaking into it.

Have you been studying it? grinned Hornblower.

Of course, sir.

Upon the positions of their names in that list depended the date of their promotion to flag rank  year by year they would climb it as death or promotion eliminated their seniors, until one day, if they lived long enough, they would find themselves admirals, with admirals pay and privileges.

Its the top half of the list which has changed most, sir, said Bush. Leighton was killed, and Ball died at Malta, and Troubridge was lost at sea  in Indian waters, sir  and theres seven or eight others whove gone. Youre more than halfway up now.

Hornblower had held his present rank eleven years, but with each coming year he would mount more slowly, in proportion to the decrease in number of his seniors, and it would be 1825 or so before he could fly his flag. Hornblower remembered the Count de Graçays prediction that the war would end in 1814  promotion would be slower in peace-time. And Bush was ten years older than he, and only just beginning the climb. Probably he would never live to be an admiral, but then Bush was perfectly content with being a captain. Clearly his ambition had never soared higher than that; he was fortunate.

Were both of us very lucky men, Bush, said Hornblower.

Yes, sir, agreed Bush, and hesitated before going on. Im giving evidence at the court-martial, sir, but of course you know what my evidencell be. They asked me about it at Whitehall, and they told me that what I was going to say agreed with everything they knew. Youve nothing to fear from the court-martial, sir.


Chapter XVIII

[image: img31.jpg]

HORNBLOWER TOLD HIMSELF often during the next twenty-four hours that he had nothing to fear from the court-martial, and yet it was nervous work waiting for it  to hear the repeated twitter of pipes and stamping of marines boots overhead as the compliments were given to the captains and admirals who came on board to try him, to hear silence close down on the ship as the court assembled, and to hear the sullen boom of the court-martial gun as the court opened, and the click of the cabin-door latch as Calendar came to escort him before his judges.

Hornblower remembered little enough afterwards of the details of the trial  only a few impressions stood out clearly in his memory. He could always recall the flash and glitter of the gold lace on the coats of the semicircle of officers sitting round the table in the great cabin of the Victory, and the expression on Bushs anxious, honest face as he declared that no captain could have handled a ship with more skill and determination than Hornblower had handled Sutherland at Rosas Bay. It was a neat point which Hornblowers friend  the officer the Admiralty had sent to conduct his defence  made when his question brought out the fact that just before the surrender Bush had been completely incapacitated by the loss of his foot, so that he bore no responsibility whatever for the surrender and had no interest in presenting as good a case as possible. There was an officer who read, seemingly for an eternity, long extracts from depositions and official reports, in a spiritless mumble  the greatness of the occasion apparently made him nervous and affected his articulation, much to the annoyance of the President of the Court. At one point the President actually took the paper from him, and himself read, in his nasal tenor, Admiral Martins pronouncement that the Sutherlands engagement had certainly made the eventual destruction of the French squadron more easy, and in his opinion was all that had made it possible. There was an awkward moment when a discrepancy was detected between the signal logs of the Pluto and Caligula, but it passed away in smiles when someone reminded the Court that signal midshipmen sometimes made mistakes.

During the adjournment there was an elegant civilian in buff and blue, with a neat silk cravat, who came in to Hornblower with a good many questions. Frere, his name was, Hookham Frere  Hornblower had a vague acquaintance with the name. He was one of the wits who wrote in the Anti-Gallican, a friend of Cannings, who for a time had acted as ambassador to the patriot Government of Spain. Hornblower was a little intrigued by the presence of someone deep in cabinet secrets, but he was too preoccupied, waiting for the trial to re-open, to pay much attention to him or to answering his questions in detail.

And it was worse when all the evidence had been given, and he was waiting with Calendar while the Court considered its decision. Hornblower knew real fear, then. It was hard to sit apparently unmoved, while the minutes dragged by, waiting for the summons to the great cabin, to hear what his fate would be. His heart was beating hard as he went in, and he knew himself to be pale. He jerked his head erect to meet his judges eyes, but the judges in their panoply of blue and gold were veiled in a mist which obscured the whole cabin, so that nothing was visible to Hornblowers eyes save for one little space in the centre  the cleared area in the middle of the table before the Presidents seat, where lay his sword, the hundred-guinea sword presented by the Patriotic Fund. That was all Hornblower could see  the sword seemed to hang there in space, unsupported. And the hilt was towards him; he was not guilty.

Captain Hornblower, said the President of the Court  that nasal tenor of his had a pleasant tone: this Court is of the unanimous opinion that your gallant and unprecedented defence of His Majestys ship Sutherland, against a force so superior, is deserving of every praise the country and this court can give. Your conduct, together with that of the officers and men under your command, reflects not only the highest honour on you, but on the country at large. You are therefore most honourably acquitted.

There was a little confirmatory buzz from the other members of the Court, and a general bustle in the cabin. Somebody was buckling the hundred-guinea sword to his waist; someone else was patting his shoulder. Hookham Frere was there, too, speaking insistently.

Congratulations, sir. And now, are you ready to accompany me to London? I have had a post-chaise horsed and waiting this last six hours.

The mists were only clearing slowly; everything was still vague about him as he allowed himself to be led away, to be escorted on deck, to be handed down into the barge alongside. Somebody was cheering. Hundreds of voices were cheering. The Victorys crew had manned the yards and were yelling themselves hoarse. All the other ships at anchor there were cheering him. This was fame. This was success. Precious few other captains had ever been cheered by all the ships in a fleet like this.

I would suggest that you take off your hat, sir, said Freres voice in his ear, and show how much you appreciate the compliment.

He took off his hat and sat there in the afternoon sun, awkwardly in the stern-sheets of the barge. He tried to smile, but he knew his smile to be wooden  he was nearer tears than smiles. The mists were closing round him again, and the deep-chested bellowing was like the shrill piping of children in his ears.

The boat rasped against the wall. There was more cheering here, as they handed him up. People were thumping him on the shoulder, wringing his hand, while a blaspheming party of marines forced a passage for him to the post-chaise with its horses restless amid the din. Then a clatter of hoofs and a grinding of wheels, and they were flying out of the yard, the postilion cracking his whip.

A highly satisfactory demonstration of sentiment, on the part of the public and of the armed forces of the Crown, said Frere, mopping his face.

Hornblower suddenly remembered something, which made him sit up, tense.

Stop at the church! he yelled to the postilion.

Indeed, sir, and might I ask why you gave that order? I have the express commands of His Royal Highness to escort you to London without losing a moment.

My wife is buried there, snapped Hornblower.

But the visit to the grave was unsatisfactory  was bound to be with Frere fidgeting and fuming at his elbow, and looking at his watch. Hornblower pulled off his hat and bowed his head by the grave with its carved headstone, but he was too much in a whirl to think clearly. He tried to murmur a prayer  Maria would have liked that, for she was always pained by his free thinking. Frere clucked with impatience.

Come along then, said Hornblower, turning on his heel and leading the way back to the post-chaise.

The sun shone gloriously over the countryside as they left the town behind them, lighting up the lovely green of the trees and the majestic rolling Downs. Hornblower found himself swallowing hard. This was the England for which he had fought for eighteen long years, and as he breathed its air and gazed round him he felt that England was worth it.

Damned lucky for the Ministry, said Frere, this escape of yours. Something like that was needed. Even though Wellingtons just captured Almeida the mob was growing restive. We had a ministry of all the talents once  now its a ministry of no talent. I cant imagine why Castlereagh and Canning fought that duel. It nearly wrecked us. So did Gambiers affair at the Basque Roads. Cochranes been making a thorough nuisance of himself in the House ever since. Has it ever occurred to you that you might enter Parliament? Well, it will be time enough to discuss that when youve been to Downing Street. Its sufficient at present that youve given the mob something to cheer about.

Mr. Frere seemed to take much for granted  for instance, that Hornblower was wholeheartedly on the Government side, and that Hornblower had fought at Rosas Bay and had escaped from France solely to maintain a dozen politicians in office. It rather damped Hornblowers spirits. He sat silent, listening to the rattle of the wheels.

H.R.H. is none too helpful, said Frere. He didnt turn us out when he assumed the Regency, but he bears us no love  the Regency Bill didnt please him. Remember that, when you see him tomorrow. He likes a bit of flattery, too. If you can make him believe that you owe your success to the inspiring example both of H.R.H. and of Mr. Spencer Perceval you will be taking the right line. Whats this? Horndean?

The postilion drew the horses to a halt outside the inn, and ostlers came running with a fresh pair.

Sixty miles from London, commented Mr. Frere. Weve just time.

The inn servants had been eagerly questioning the postilion, and a knot of loungers  smocked agricultural workers and a travelling tinker  joined them, looking eagerly at Hornblower in his blue and gold. Someone else came hastening out of the inn; his red face and silk cravat and leather leggings seemed to indicate him as the local squire.

Acquitted, sir? he asked.

Naturally, sir, replied Frere at once. Most honourably acquitted.

Hooray for Hornblower! yelled the tinker, throwing his hat into the air. The squire waved his arms and stamped with joy, and the farm hands echoed the cheer.

Down with Boney! said Frere. Drive on.

It is surprising how much interest has been aroused in your case, said Frere a minute later. Although naturally one would expect it to be greatest along the Portsmouth Road.

Yes, said Hornblower.

I can remember, said Frere, when the mob were howling for Wellington to be hanged, drawn and quartered  that was after the news of Cintra. I thought we were gone then. It was his court of inquiry which saved us as it happened, just as yours is going to do now. Do you remember Cintra?

I was commanding a frigate in the Pacific at the time, said Hornblower, curtly.

He was vaguely irritated  and he was surprised at himself at finding that he neither liked being cheered by tinkers nor flattered by politicians.

All the same, said Frere, its just as well that Leighton was hit at Rosas. Not that I wished him harm, but it drew the teeth of that gang. It would have been them or us otherwise, I fancy. His friends counted twenty votes on a division. You know his widow, Ive heard?

I have that honour.

A charming woman for those who are partial to that type. And most influential as a link between the Wellesley party and her late husbands.

Yes, said Hornblower.

All the pleasure was evaporating from his success. The radiant afternoon sunshine seemed to have lost its brightness.

Petersfield is just over the hill, said Frere. I expect therell be a crowd there.

Frere was right. There were twenty or thirty people waiting at the Red Lion, and more came hurrying up, all agog to hear the result of the court-martial. There was wild cheering at the news, and Mr. Frere took the opportunity to slip in a good word for the Government.

Its the newspapers, grumbled Frere, as they drove on with fresh horses. I wish we could take a leaf out of Boneys book and only allow em to publish what we think they ought to know. Emancipation  Reform  naval policy  the mob wants a finger in every pie nowadays.

Even the marvellous beauty of the Devils Punch Bowl was lost on Hornblower as they drove past it. All the savour was gone from life. He was wishing he was still an unnoticed naval captain battling with Atlantic storms. Every stride the horses were taking was carrying him nearer to Barbara, and yet he was conscious of a sick, vague desire that he was returning to Maria, dull and uninteresting and undisturbing. The crowd that cheered him at Guildford  market day was just over  stank of sweat and beer. He was glad that with the approach of evening Frere ceased talking and left him to his thoughts, depressing though they were.

It was growing dark when they changed horses again at Esher.

It is satisfactory to think that no footpad or highwayman will rob us, laughed Frere. We have only to mention the name of the hero of the hour to escape scot-free.

No footpad or highwayman interfered with them at all, as it happened. Unmolested they crossed the river at Putney and drove on past the more frequent houses and along the dark streets.

Number Ten Downing Street, postie, said Frere.

What Hornblower remembered most vividly of the interview that followed was Freres first sotto voce whisper to Perceval Hes safe  which he overheard. The interview lasted no more than ten minutes, formal on the one side, reserved on the other. The Prime Minister was not in talkative mood apparently  his main wish seem to be to inspect this man who might perhaps do him an ill turn with the Prince Regent or with the public. Hornblower formed no very favourable impression either of his ability or of his personal charm.

Pall Mall and the War Office next, said Frere. God, how we have to work!

London smelt of horses  it always did, Hornblower remembered, to men fresh from the sea. The lights of Whitehall seemed astonishingly bright. At the War Office there was a young Lord to see him, someone whom Hornblower liked at first sight. Palmerston was his name, the Under-secretary of State. He asked a great many intelligent questions regarding the state of opinion in France, the success of the last harvest, the manner of Hornblowers escape. He nodded approvingly when Hornblower hesitated to answer when asked the name of the man who had given him shelter.

Quite right, he said. Youre afraid some damned foolll blab it out and get him shot. Some damned fool probably would. Ill ask you for it if ever we need it badly, and you will be able to rely on us then. And what happened to these galley slaves?

The first lieutenant in the Triumph pressed them for the service, my lord.

So theyve been hands in a Kings ship for the last three weeks? Id rather be a galley slave myself.

Hornblower was of the same opinion. He was glad to find someone in high position with no illusions regarding the hardships of the service.

Ill have them traced and brought home if I can persuade your superiors at the Admiralty to give em up. I can find a better use for em.

A footman brought in a note which Palmerston opened.

His Royal Highness commands your presence, he announced. Thank you, Captain. I hope I shall again have the pleasure of meeting you shortly. This discussion of ours has been most profitable. And the Luddites have been smashing machinery in the north, and Sam Whitbread has been raising Cain in the House, so that your arrival is most opportune. Good evening, Captain.

It was those last words which spoilt the whole effect. Lord Palmerston planning a new campaign against Bonaparte won Hornblowers respect, but Lord Palmerston echoing Freres estimate of the political results of Hornblowers return lost it again.

What does His Royal Highness want of me? he asked of Frere, as they went down the stairs together.

Thats to be a surprise for you, replied Frere, archly. You may even have to wait until tomorrows levee to find out. It isnt often Prinnys sober enough for business at this time in the evening. Probably hes not. You may find tact necessary in your interview with him.

It was only this morning, thought Hornblower, his head whirling, that he had been sitting listening to the evidence at his court-martial. So much had already happened today! He was surfeited with new experiences. He was sick and depressed. And Lady Barbara and his little son were in Bond Street, not a quarter of a mile away.

What time is it? he asked.

Ten o clock. Young Pam keeps late hours at the War Office. Hes a glutton for work.

Oh, said Hornblower.

God only knew at what hour he would escape from the palace. He would certainly have to wait until tomorrow before he called at Bond Street. At the door a coach was waiting, coachmen and footmen in the royal red liveries.

Sent by the Lord Chamberlain, explained Frere. Kind of him.

He handed Hornblower in through the door and climbed after him.

Ever met His Royal Highness? he went on.

No.

But youve been to Court?

I have attended two levees. I was presented to King George in 98.

Ah! Prinnys not like his father. And you know Clarence, I suppose?

Yes.

The carriage had stopped at a doorway brightly lit with lanterns; the door was opened, and a little group of footmen were waiting to hand them out. There was a glittering entrance hall, where somebody in uniform and powder and with a white staff ran his eyes keenly over Hornblower.

Hat under your arm, he whispered. This way, please.

Captain Hornblower, Mr. Hookham Frere, somebody announced.

It was an immense room, dazzling with the light of its candles; a wide expanse of polished floor, and at the far end a group of people bright with gold lace and jewels. Somebody came over to them, dressed in naval uniform  it was the Duke of Clarence, pop-eyed and pineapple-headed.

Ah, Hornblower, he said, hand held out, welcome home.

Hornblower bowed over the hand.

Come and be presented. This is Captain Hornblower, sir.

Evenin, Captain.

Corpulent, handsome, and dissipated, weak and sly, was the sequence of impressions Hornblower received as he made his bow. The thinning curls were obviously dyed; the moist eyes and the ruddy pendulous cheeks seemed to hint that His Royal Highness had dined well, which was more than Hornblower had.

Everyones been talkin about you, Captain, ever since your cutter  whats its name, now?  came in to Portsmouth.

Indeed, sir? Hornblower was standing stiffly at attention.

Yas. And, damme, so they ought to. So they ought to, damme, Captain. Best piece of work I ever heard of  good as I could have done myself. Here, Conyngham, make the presentations.

Hornblower bowed to Lady This and Lady That, to Lord Somebody and to Sir John Somebody-else. Bold eyes and bare arms, exquisite clothes and blue Garter-ribbons, were all the impressions Hornblower received. He was conscious that the uniform made for him by the Victorys tailor was a bad fit.

Now lets get the business done with, said the Prince. Call those fellows in.

Someone was spreading a carpet on the floor, someone else was bearing in a cushion on which something winked and sparkled. There was a little procession of three solemn men in red cloaks. Someone dropped on one knee to present the Prince with a sword.

Kneel, sir, said Lord Conyngham to Hornblower.

He felt the accolade and heard the formal words which dubbed him knight. But when he rose, a little dazed, the ceremony was by no means over. There was a ribbon to be hung over his shoulder, a star to be pinned on his breast, a red cloak to be draped about him, a vow to be repeated and signatures written. He was being invested as a Knight of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, as somebody loudly proclaimed. He was Sir Horatio Hornblower, with a ribbon and star to wear for the rest of his life. At last they took the cloak from his shoulders again and the officials of the order withdrew.

Let me be the first to congratulate you, Sir Horatio, said the Duke of Clarence, coming forward, his kindly imbecile face wreathed in smiles.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower. The broad star thumped his chest as he bowed again.

My best wishes, Colonel, said the Prince Regent.

Hornblower was conscious of all the eyes turned on him at that speech; it was that which warned him that the Prince was not making a slip regarding his rank.

Sir? he said, inquiringly, as seemed to be expected of him.

His Royal Highness, explained the Duke, has been pleased to appoint you one of his Colonels of Marines.

A Colonel of Marines received pay to the amount of twelve hundred pounds a year, and did no duty for it. It was an appointment given as a reward to successful captains, to be held until they reached flag rank. Six thousand pounds he had already, Hornblower remembered. Now he had twelve hundred a year in addition to his captains half-pay at least. He had attained financial security at last, for the first time in his life. He had a title, a ribbon and star. He had everything he had ever dreamed of having, in fact.

The poor mans dazed, laughed the Regent loudly, delighted.

I am overwhelmed, sir, said Hornblower, trying to concentrate again on the business in hand. I hardly know how to thank your Royal Highness.

Thank me by joining us at hazard. Your arrival interrupted a damned interesting game. Ring that bell, Sir John, and lets have some wine. Sit here beside Lady Jane, Captain. Surely you want to play? Yes, I know about you, Hookham. You want to slip away and tell John Walter that Ive done my duty. You might suggest at the same time that he writes one of his damned leaders and has my Civil List raised  I work hard enough for it, God knows. But I dont see why you should take the captain away. Oh, very well then, damn it. You can go if you want to.

I didnt imagine, said Frere, when they were safely in the coach again, that youd care to play hazard. I wouldnt, not with Prinny, if he were using his own dice. Well, how does it feel to be Sir Horatio?

Very well, said Hornblower.

He was digesting the Regents allusion to John Walter. That was the editor of the Times, he knew. It was beginning to dawn upon him that his investiture as Knight of the Bath and appointment as Colonel of Marines were useful pieces of news. Presumably their announcement would have some influence politically, too  that was the reason for haste. They would convince doubting people that the Governments naval officers were achieving great things  it was almost as much a political move to make him a knight as was Bonapartes scheme to shoot him for violating the laws of war. The thought took a great deal of the pleasure out of it.

I took the liberty, said Frere, of engaging a room for you at the Golden Cross. Youll find them expecting you; I had your baggage sent round. Shall I stop the coach there? Or do you want to visit Fladongs first?

Hornblower wanted to be alone; the idea of visiting the naval coffee house tonight  for the first time in five years  had no appeal for him, especially as he felt suddenly self-conscious in his ribbon and star. Even at the hotel it was bad enough, with host and boots and chambermaid all unctuously deferential with their Yes, Sir Horatio and No, Sir Horatio, making a procession out of lighting him up to his room, and fluttering round him to see that he had all he wanted, when all he wanted now was to be left in peace.

There was little enough peace for him, all the same, when he climbed into bed. Resolutely as he put out of his mind all recollection of the wild doings of the day, he could not stop himself from thinking about the fact that tomorrow he would be seeing his son and Lady Barbara. He spent a restless night.


Chapter XIX
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SIR HORATIO HORNBLOWER, announced the butler, holding open the door for him.

Lady Barbara was there; it was a surprise to see her in black  Hornblower had been visualising her as dressed in the blue gown she had worn when last he had seen her, the grey-blue which matched her eyes. She was in mourning now, of course, for Leighton had been dead less than a year still. But the black dress suited her well  her skin was creamy white against it. Hornblower remembered with a strange pang the golden tan of her cheeks in those old days on board the Lydia.

Welcome, she said, her hands outstretched to him. They were smooth and cool and delicious  he remembered their touch of old. The nurse will bring Richard directly. Meanwhile, my heartiest congratulations on your success.

Thank you, said Hornblower. I was extremely lucky, maam.

The lucky man, said Lady Barbara, is usually the man who knows how much to leave to chance.

While he digested this statement he stood awkwardly looking at her. Until this moment he had forgotten how Olympian she was, what self-assurance  kindly self-assurance  she had, which raised her to inaccessible heights and made him feel like a loutish schoolboy. His knighthood must appear ridiculously unimportant to her, the daughter of an earl, the sister of a marquis and of a viscount who was well on his way towards a dukedom. He was suddenly acutely conscious of his elbows and hands.

His awkwardness only ended with the opening of the door and the entrance of the nurse, plump and rosy in her ribboned cap, the baby held to her shoulder. She dropped a curtsey.

Hullo, son, said Hornblower, gently.

He did not seem to have much hair yet, under his little cap, but there were two startling brown eyes looking out at his father; nose and chin and forehead might be as indeterminate as one would expect in a baby, but there was no ignoring those eyes.

Hullo, baby, said Hornblower, gently, again.

He was unconscious of the caress in his voice. He was speaking to Richard as years before he had spoken to little Horatio and little Maria. He held up his hands to the child.

Come to your father, he said.

Richard made no objections. It was a little shock to Hornblower to feel how tiny and light he was  Hornblower, years ago, had grown used to older children  but the feeling passed immediately.

There, baby, there, said Hornblower.

Richard wriggled in his arms, stretching out his hands to the shining gold fringe of his epaulette.

Pretty? said Hornblower.

Da! said Richard, touching the threads of bullion.

Thats a man! said Hornblower.

His old skill with babies had not deserted him. Richard gurgled happily in his arms, smiled seraphically as he played with him, kicked his chest with tiny kicks through his dress. That good old trick of bowing the head and pretending to butt Richard in the stomach had its never-failing success. Richard gurgled and waved his arms in ecstasy.

What a joke! said Hornblower. Oh, what a joke!

Suddenly remembering, he looked round at Lady Barbara. She had eyes only for the baby, her serenity strangely exalted, her smile tender. He thought then that she was moved by her love for the child. Richard noticed her too.

Goo! he said, with a jab of an arm in her direction.

She came nearer, and Richard reached over his fathers shoulder to touch her face.

Hes a fine baby, said Hornblower.

O course hes a fine babby, said the wet nurse, reaching for him. She took it for granted that godlike fathers in glittering uniforms would only condescend to notice their children for ten seconds consecutively, and would need to be instantly relieved of them at the end of that time.

Hes a saucy one, said the wet nurse, the baby back in her arms. He wriggled there, those big brown eyes of his looking from Hornblower to Barbara.

Say bye-bye,  said the nurse. She held up his wrist and waved his fat fist at them. Bye-bye.

Do you think hes like you? asked Barbara, as the door closed behind the nurse and baby.

Well said Hornblower, with a doubtful grin.

He had been happy during those few seconds with the baby, happier than he had been for a long, long time. The morning up to now had been one of black despondency for him. He had told himself that he had everything heart could desire, and some inner man within him had replied that he wanted none of it. In the morning light his ribbon and star had appeared gaudy gewgaws. He never could contrive to feel proud of himself; there was something vaguely ridiculous about the name Sir Horatio Hornblower, just as he always felt there was something vaguely ridiculous about himself.

He had tried to comfort himself with the thought of all the money he had. There was a life of ease and security before him; he would never again have to pawn his gold-hilted sword, nor feel self-conscious in good society about the pinchbeck buckles on his shoes. And yet the prospect was frightening now that it was certain. There was something of confinement about it, something reminiscent of those weary weeks in the Château de Graçay  how well he remembered how he had fretted there. Unease and insecurity, which had appeared such vast evils when he suffered under them, had something attractive about them now, hard though that was to believe.

He had envied brother captains who had columns about themselves in the newspapers. Surfeit in that way was attained instantaneously, he had discovered. Bush and Brown would love him neither more nor less on account of what the Times had to say about him; he would scorn the love of those who loved him more  and he had good reason to fear that there would be rivals who would love him less. He had received the adulation of crowds yesterday; that did not heighten his good opinion of crowds, and he was filled with a bitter contempt for the upper circle that ruled those crowds. Within him the fighting man and the humanitarian both seethed with discontent.

Happiness was a Dead Sea fruit that turned to ashes in the mouth, decided Hornblower, generalising recklessly from his own particular experience. Prospect, and not possession, was what gave pleasure, and his cross-grainedness would deprive him, now that he had made that discovery, even of the pleasure in prospect. He misdoubted everything so much. Freedom that could only be bought by Marias death was not a freedom worth having; honours granted by those that had the granting of them were no honours at all; and no security was really worth the loss of insecurity. What life gave with one hand she took back with the other. The political career of which he had once dreamed was open to him now, especially with the alliance of the Wellesley faction, but he could see with morbid clarity how often he would hate it; and he had been happy for thirty seconds with his son, and now, more morbidly still, he asked himself cynically if that happiness could endure for thirty years.

His eyes met Barbaras again, and he knew she was his for the asking. To those who did not know and understand, who thought there was romance in his life when really it was the most prosaic of lives, that would be a romantic climax. She was smiling at him, and then he saw her lips tremble as she smiled. He remembered how Marie had said he was a man whom women loved easily, and he felt uncomfortable at being reminded of her.

THE END





The Commodore
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OR, COMMODORE HORNBLOWER

This novel was published in 1945 by Michael Joseph Ltd; Commodore Hornblower is the title of the American edition published by Little, Brown & Co. The novel is the eighth in the series of Hornblower stories (chronologically), preceded by Flying Colours which was published in 1938 (if one leaves aside the short story Hornblower and his Majesty). In reality, it was the fourth Hornblower novel written by Forester. The story was serialised in the Saturday Evening Post and caused some consternation with the storyline about Hornblower and a married Russian Countess. It is strongly hinted (but never actually stated) that Hornblower betrays the love of his life, Lady Barbara, by having a sexual encounter with the Countess, which disappointed Hornblowers fans and upset the moral sensibilities of the journals readership (which served only to amuse Forester). 

The year is 1812 and at the opening of the story, it seems that Hornblower has everything he ever wanted. Having been widowed by the death of his first wife, Maria, from smallpox, he is free to marry his great love, Lady Barbara; he has money, a knighthood and a good name and is embarking upon life as a country gentleman in Kent. Forester soon makes it clear to the reader that Hornblower is not taking easily to civilian life; he is irritable and no-one can do anything right for him except his beautiful wife; but even her adherence to the social proprieties is beginning to grate on him  the expensive new suit she likes him so well in, he regards as grotesque, ridiculous. Thus, despite all his many luxuries and advantages in life, Hornblower is viewing the future as a civilian gentleman with gloomy trepidation  because he is bitterly regretting his retirement from the seafaring life. 

Almost immediately after he has had to endure meeting his new tenants, Hornblower receives a letter from the Admiralty requesting that he take up the role of Commodore and head for the Baltic, where his mission is to maintain the balance of power in favour of England rather than the French and to ensure that Russias goodwill stays with the British and is not seduced away by the enemy. He may use any means to achieve his goal  diplomacy, or, if necessary, brute force. Once again he would be putting his reputation and even his life at stake, but he is happy to do so to escape his civilian life. Lady Barbara is less than happy, though Hornblowers momentary guilt at leaving her is soon overshadowed by his excitement to leave.

Hornblower is briefed in London, before a quick embarkation as the commander of a squadron of ships, heading for a much colder climate after spending fifteen years as a naval commander in the Mediterranean. Many of his challenges as a naval leader remain the same, however, such as the dangers of the sea itself, the threat of infection and disease and deploying mortars to attack the French. French privateers were a great threat to the British at that time, as many naval supplies came from the Baltic ports and the disruption of these ships also adversely affected vital Swedish trade with Britain; if Hornblower failed in his mission, national difficulties and personal disgrace would follow.

Eventually, Hornblower and his squadron reach Kronstadt, where Tsar Alexander I comes aboard the Nonsuch to meet Hornblower and his officers  Hornblower finds the Emperor surprisingly likeable. He is to meet His Imperial Majesty again at a formal dinner, where he also meets the beautiful Countess, who threatens to sweep Hornblower off his feet, a romantic challenge to add to his diplomatic and naval mission…

This novel places greater weight on the diplomacy of the times than other Hornblower stories and this needs to be followed closely to keep up with the plot, although the naval terminology, sea skirmishes and the commanders usual contrary, sometimes grumpy and occasionally fallible nature make the whole thing reassuringly familiar to the Hornblower follower. It is also interesting to see other characters maturing with Hornblower and his own reactions to younger officers, who inevitably make the same mistakes as he did as a younger man. It has been suggested by some commentators that the historical accuracy of the novel can be questioned and indeed, Forester did admit that certain aspects of the Baltic conflict were unknown to him. However, bearing in mind that all readers are aware that some suspension of disbelief must be employed when reading any story, historical or otherwise, this should not be a deterrent to anyone new to the novel.
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The first edition
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The novel was first serialised in this magazine


CHAPTER 1
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CAPTAIN SIR HORATIO Hornblower sat in his bath, regarding with distaste his legs dangling over the end. They were thin and hairy, and recalled to his mind the legs of the spiders he had seen in Central America. It was hard to think about anything except his legs, seeing how much they were forced upon his attention by their position under his nose as he sat in this ridiculous bath; they hung out at one end while his body protruded from the water at the other. It was only the middle portion of him, from his waist to above his knees, which was submerged, and that was bent almost double. Hornblower found it irritating to have to take a bath in this fashion, although he tried not to allow it to irritate him, and he strove desperately to dismiss from his mind recollections of thousands of more comfortable baths taken on the deck of a ship, under a wash-deck pump which threw over him unlimited quantities of stimulating sea water. He seized his soap and flannel, and began viciously to wash those parts of himself above the surface, and as he did so water slopped in quantities over the side on to the polished oak floor of his dressing room. That meant trouble for a housemaid, and in Hornblowers present mood he was glad to cause trouble.

He rose awkwardly to his feet in the bath, water flying in all directions, soaped and washed off the middle of himself, and yelled for Brown. Brown came in at once from the bedroom, although a good servant would have sensed his masters mood and delayed for a second or two so as to be sworn at. He hung a warm towel over Hornblowers shoulders, dexterously preventing the ends from dipping into the water as Hornblower stepped out of the soapy mess and walked across the floor leaving upon it a trail of drops and wet footprints. Hornblower towelled himself and stared gloomily through the door into the bedroom at the clothes which Brown had laid out for him there.

Its a lovely morning, sir, said Brown.

God damn your eyes, said Hornblower.

He would have to put on that damned suit of buff and blue, the varnished boots and the gold fob; he had never worn that suit before, and he had hated it when the tailor tried it on him, hated it when his wife admired it, and he supposed he would go on hating it for the rest of his days and still have to wear it. His hatred was a double one, firstly a simple, blind, unreasoning hatred, and secondly a hatred for a suit which he was quite sure did not properly set off his looks, making him appear absurd instead of merely plain. He pulled the two-guinea linen shirt over his head, and then with infinite trouble dragged the tight buff trousers up over his legs. They fitted him like a skin, and it was only when they were fully on, and Brown had slipped behind him and hauled the waistband taut, that he realized that he had not yet put on his stockings. To take the trousers off again would be to admit a mistake, and he refused to do so, ripping out another oath at Browns suggestion. Philosophically Brown knelt and rolled up the tight trouser legs, but they would not roll even as far as the knee, making it hopeless to try to put on the long stockings.

Cut the tops off the damned things! spluttered Hornblower.

Brown, kneeling on the floor, rolled a protesting eye up at him, but what he saw in Hornblowers face cut short anything he had in mind to say. In disciplined silence Brown obeyed orders, bringing the scissors from the dressing table. Snip, snip, snip! The tops of the stockings fell to the floor, and Hornblower put his feet into the mutilated ends and felt the first satisfaction of the day as Brown rolled down the trousers over them. The fates might be against him, by God, but he would show them that he still had a will of his own. He crammed his feet into the varnished boots and refrained from swearing at their tightness  he remembered guiltily that he had been weak with the fashionable bootmaker and had not insisted on comfort, not with his wife standing by to see that the dictates of fashion were obeyed.

He stumped across to the dressing table and tied his neck-cloth, and Brown buckled his stock. The ridiculous thing brushed his ears as he turned his head and his neck felt as if it were being stretched to double its length. He had never been more uncomfortable in his life; he would never draw an easy breath while wearing this damned choker which Brummell and the Prince Regent had made fashionable. He slipped on the flowered waistcoat  blue sprigged with pink  and then the broadcloth coat, buff, with big blue buttons; the inside of the pocket flaps and the reverse of the lapels and collar were of a matching blue. For twenty years Hornblower had worn nothing except uniform, and the image that the mirror reflected back to his jaundiced eyes was unnatural, grotesque, ridiculous. Uniform was comforting  no one could blame him if it did not suit him, because he had to wear it. But with civilian clothes he was presumed to display his own taste and choice  even though he was a married man  and people could laugh at him for what he wore. Brown attached the gold watch to the fob, and forced it into the pocket. It made an unsightly bulge there, over his belly, but Hornblower furiously put aside the idea of going without a watch so as to allow his clothes to fit better. He stuffed into his sleeve the linen handkerchief which Brown handed him after shaking scent on to it, and then he was ready.

Thats a beautiful suit, sir, said Brown.

Beautiful rubbish! said Hornblower.

He stumped back across the dressing room and knocked on the farther door.

Come in, said his wifes voice.

Barbara was still sitting in her bath, her legs dangling over the edge just as his own had done.

How handsome you look, dear, said Barbara. Its a refreshing change to see you out of uniform.

Even Barbara, the nicest woman in the world, was not free of the besetting sin of womankind, approving of change merely because it was change; but Hornblower did not answer her as he answered Brown.

Thank you, he said, trying desperately to sound gracious as he said it.

My towel, Hebe, said Barbara. The little Negro maid came gliding forward, and wrapped her up as she stepped out of the hip-bath.

Venus rises from the waves, said Hornblower gallantly. He was doing his best to fight down the feeling of awkwardness which possessed him when he saw his wife naked in the presence of another woman, even though Hebe was a mere servant, and coloured.

I expect, said Barbara, standing while Hebe patted the towel to her skin to dry her, the village has already heard of this strange habit of ours of taking baths every day. I can hardly imagine what they think of it.

Hornblower could imagine; he had been a village boy himself, once. Barbara threw off the towel and stood naked again for a moment as Hebe passed her silk shift over her head. Women, once the barriers were down, really had no sense of decency, and Barbara in that transparent shift was even more shocking than when she was naked. She sat at the dressing table and set to work to cream her face while Hebe brushed her hair; there were a myriad pots and jars on the dressing table and Barbara took ingredients from one after the other as though compounding a witches brew.

Im glad to see, said Barbara, inspecting her reflection closely, that the sun is shining. It is well to have a fine day for this mornings ceremony.

The thought of the ceremony had been in Hornblowers mind ever since he woke up; it could not be said that he disliked the prospect, but he was not comfortable about it. It would be the first landmark in a new way of life, and Hornblower felt a not unnatural distrust of his own reactions to the change. Barbara was studying the reflection of his face in her mirror.

Welcome to the new Squire of Smallbridge, she said, and smiled, turning towards him.

The smile transformed not only her expression but Hornblowers whole mental outlook as well. Barbara ceased to be the great lady, the earls daughter with the bluest blood of the aristocracy in her veins, whose perfect poise and aplomb always afflicted Hornblower with the diffidence he detested; instead she became the woman who had stood unfrightened beside him upon the shot-torn decks of the Lydia in the Pacific, the woman who throbbed with love in his arms, the beloved companion and the companionable lover. Hornblowers heart went out to her on the instant. He would have taken her in his arms and kissed her if it had not been that Hebe was in the room. But Barbaras eyes met his and read in them what was in his mind. She smiled another smile at him; they were in perfect accord, with secrets shared between them, and the world was a brighter place for both of them.

Barbara pulled on a pair of white silk stockings, and knotted above her knees the scarlet silk garters. Hebe stood ready with her gown, and Barbara dived into it. The gown flapped and billowed as Barbara made her way into it, and then at last she emerged, her arms waving as they pushed into the sleeves, and her hair tousled. No one could be a great lady in those conditions, and Hornblower loved her more dearly than ever. Hebe settled the gown about her mistress, and hung a lace cape over her shoulders ready for the final adjustment of her hair. When the last pin had been inserted, the last curl fixed in place, the shoes eased upon her feet by a grovelling Hebe with a shoehorn, Barbara devoted her attention to settling on her head the vast hat with the roses and ribbons.

And what is the time, my dear? she asked.

Nine oclock, said Hornblower, hauling his watch with an effort from out of the tense fob-pocket in the front of his trousers.

Excellent, said Barbara, reaching for the long white silk gloves which had come to her by devious smugglers routes from Paris. Hebe, Master Richard will be ready now. Tell nurse to bring him to me. And I think, dear, that your ribbon and star would be in the spirit of this mornings occasion.

At my own front door? protested Hornblower.

I fear so, said Barbara. She wagged her head with its pyramid of roses, and this time it was not so much a smile that she bestowed upon him as a grin, and all Hornblowers objections to wearing his star evaporated on the spot. It was a tacit admission that she attached no more importance, as far as he and she were concerned, to the ceremony of welcoming him as the new Squire of Smallbridge, than Hornblower himself. It was as if an augur winked.

In his bedroom Hornblower took the red ribbon of the Bath and the Star from the drawer in his wardrobe, and Brown found for him the dogskin gloves which he tugged on as he walked down the stairs. A scared housemaid dropped him a curtsey; in the hall stood Wiggins the butler with Hornblowers tall beaver hat, and beside him John the footman in the new livery which Barbara had chosen. And here came Barbara with Richard in his nurses arms. Richards curls were pomaded into stiff decorum. The nurse set him down and twitched his petticoats and his lace collar into position, and Hornblower hastened to take one of his hands while Barbara took the other; Richard was not yet sufficiently accustomed to standing on his feet and was liable to go down on all fours in a way which might not suit the dignity of this mornings ceremony. Wiggins and John threw open the door, and the three of them, Barbara and Hornblower with Richard between them, walked out to the head of the steps above the driveway, Hornblower remembering just in time to clap the tall hat on his head before crossing the threshold.

It seemed as if every inhabitant of Smallbridge were formed up below them. On one side was the parson with a herd of children; in front the four tenant farmers in ill-fitting broadcloth with their labourers in their smocks, and on the other side a cluster of women in aprons and bonnets. Behind the children the ostler at the Coach and Horses stuck a fiddle under his chin and played a note; the parson waved a hand and the children burst into shrill piping 

See-ee the conk-ring he-ee-ee-ee-ero comes,

Sow-ow-ow-ow-ound the trum-pets, be-ee-ee-eat the drums!

Obviously this was meant for Hornblower, and he took off his hat and stood awkwardly; the tune meant nothing to his tone-deaf ear, but he could distinguish some of the words. The chorus came to a ragged end, and the parson took a step forward.

Your Ladyship, he began, Sir Horatio. Welcome in the name of the village. Welcome, Sir Horatio, with all the glory you have won in the war against the Corsican tyrant. Welcome, Your Ladyship, wife of the hero before us, sister of the hero commanding our valiant army now in Spain, daughter of the highest nobility in the land! Welcome 

Man! yelled Richard unexpectedly. Da-da!

The parson took the interruption without flinching; already well in his stride, he continued to mouth out his fulsome sentences, telling of the joy the village of Smallbridge felt at finding itself in the ownership of a famous sailor. Hornblower was distracted from the discourse by the necessity of holding on tight to Richards hand  if Richard once got loose he evidently would go down on all fours and throw himself down the steps to make a closer acquaintance with the village children. Hornblower looked out over the lush green of the park; beyond it rose the massive curves of the Downs, and to one side the tower of Smallbridge church rose above the trees. On that side, too, an orchard was in full bloom, exquisitely lovely. Park and orchard and church were all his; he was the Squire, a landed gentleman, owner of many acres, being welcomed by his tenantry. Behind him was his house, full of his servants; on his breast the ribbon and star of an order of chivalry; and in London Coutts & Company had in their vaults a store of golden guineas which were his as well. This was the climax of a mans ambition. Fame, wealth, security, love, a child  he had all that heart could desire. Hornblower, standing at the head of the steps while the parson droned on, was puzzled to find that he was still not happy. He was irritated with himself in consequence. He ought to be running over with pride and joy and happiness, and yet here he was contemplating the future with faint dismay; dismay at the thought of living on here, and positive distaste at the thought of spending the fashionable season in London, even though Barbara would be beside him all the time.

These disorderly thoughts of Hornblowers were suddenly broken into. Something had been said which should not have been said, and as the parson was the only person speaking, he must have said it, although he was still droning along in obvious ignorance of any blunder. Hornblower stole a glance at Barbara; her white teeth showed for a moment against her lower lip, clear proof of her vexation to anyone who knew her well. Otherwise she was exhibiting the stoical calm of the British upper classes. What was it that had been said to upset her? Hornblower raked through his subconscious memory to recall the words the parson had been using, and which he had heard without attending. Yes, that was it. The stupid fool had spoken about Richard as though he were the child of both of them. It irritated Barbara unbearably to have her stepson taken to be her own child, and the more fond she grew of him the more it irritated her, curiously enough. But it was hard to blame the parson for his mistake; when a married pair arrives with a sixteen-month-old baby it is only natural to assume it to be their child.

The parson had finished now, and an awkward pause had already begun. Clearly something must be said in reply, and it was Hornblowers business to say it.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower  he had still not been married long enough to Barbara to have completely mastered that old habit  while he groped wildly for something to say. He ought to have been ready for this, of course; he ought to have been preparing a speech instead of standing daydreaming. Ha  hm. It is with pride that I look over this English countryside 

He managed to say all that was necessary. The Corsican tyrant. The yeomen stock of England. The King and the Prince Regent. Lady Barbara. Richard. When he finished there was another awkward pause while people looked at each other, before one of the farmers stepped forward.

Three cheers for Er Ladyship!

Everyone cheered, to Richards astonishment, expressed in a loud yell.

Three cheers for Sir Horatio! One, two, three, an a tiger!

There was nothing left to do now, except to withdraw gracefully into the house again and leave the tenantry to disperse. Thank God it was all over, anyway. John, the footman, stood at what obviously he thought was attention in the hall. Hornblower made a weary mental note to teach him to keep his elbows into his sides. If he were going to employ a footman he would make a good footman out of him. Here came the nurse, swooping down to find out how wet Richard had made himself. And here came the butler, hobbling along with a letter on a salver. Hornblower felt a rush of blood into his face as he saw the seal; that seal and that thick linen paper were only used by the Admiralty, as far as he knew. It was months, and it seemed like years, since he had last received any letter from the Admiralty. He snatched the letter from the salver, and only by the mercy of Providence remembered to glance at Barbara in apology, before breaking the seal.

The Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty,

Whitehall,

10th April, 1812

SIR,

I am commanded by the Lords Commissioners to inform you that their Lordships desire to employ you immediately as commodore with a captain under you on a service which their Lordships consider worthy of an officer of your seniority and standing. You are hereby directed and required, therefore, to inform their Lordships through me as speedily as possible as to whether or not you will accept this appointment, and in the event of your accepting it you are further directed and required to present yourself in person at this office without delay in order to receive verbally their Lordships instructions and also those of any other Minister of State whom it may be judged necessary you should address.

Your obedt servant,

E. NEPEAN, Secy to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty

Hornblower had to read the letter twice  the first time it conveyed no meaning to him at all. But at the second reading the glorious import of the letter burst in upon him. The first thing he was conscious of was that this life here in Smallbridge or in Bond Street need not continue. He was free of all that; he could take a bath under a wash-deck pump instead of in a damned hip bath with a kettleful of water in it; he could walk his own deck, breathe the sea air, take off these damned tight trousers and never put them on again, receive no deputations, speak to no damned tenants, never smell another pigsty or smack another horses back. And that was only the first thing; the second was that he was being offered appointment as commodore  a commodore of the first class, too, with a captain under him, so that he would be like an admiral. He would have a broad pennant flying at the mainmast-head, compliments and honours  not that they mattered, but they would be outward signs of the trust reposed in him, of the promotion that was his. Louis at the Admiralty must have a good opinion of him, clearly, to appoint him commodore when he was hardly more than halfway up the Captains list. Of course, that phrase about worthy of his seniority and standing was merely formula, justifying the Admiralty in anticipation in putting him on half-pay should he decline; but  those last words, about consulting with Ministers of State, had enormous import. They meant that the mission to be entrusted to him would be one of responsibility, of international importance. Waves of excitement broke over him.

He hauled out his watch. Ten-fifteen  the day was still young by civilian standards.

Wheres Brown? he snapped at Wiggins.

Brown materialized miraculously in the background  not too miraculously, perhaps; the whole house must be aware, of course, that the master had received a letter from the Admiralty.

Get out my best uniform and my sword. Have the horses put-to in the chariot. You had better come with me, Brown  I shall want you to drive. Have my things for the night ready and yours too.

The servants scattered in all directions, for not merely must the weighty orders of the master be obeyed, but this was an affair of State and doubly important in consequence. So that as Hornblower came out of his preoccupation Barbara was standing there alone.

God, he had forgotten all about her in his excitement, and she was aware of it. She was drooping a little, and one corner of her mouth was down. Their eyes met then, and that corner of her mouth went up for a moment, but then it went down again.

Its the Admiralty, explained Hornblower lamely. Theyll appoint me commodore with a captain under me.

It was a pity that Hornblower could see her try to appear pleased.

Thats a high compliment, she said. No more than you deserve, my dear, all the same. You must be pleased, and I am too.

It will take me away from you, said Hornblower.

Darling, I have had six months with you. Six months of the kind of happiness you have given me is more than any woman deserves. And you will come back to me.

Of course I will, said Hornblower.


CHAPTER 2
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THIS WAS TYPICAL April weather. It had been miraculously sunny during the ceremony at the foot of the steps of Smallbridge House, but it had rained torrentially once already during the twenty-mile drive to London. Then the sun had reappeared, had warmed and dried them; but now as they crossed Wimbledon Common the sky was black again, and the first drops began to drive into their faces. Hornblower pulled his cloak about him and rebuttoned the collar. His cocked hat with its gold lace and button lay on his knees under the sheltering tent of the cloak; cocked hats worn for long in the rain accumulated pools of water in both crown and brim and were pulled out of shape.

Now it came, wind and rain, shrieking down from the west in unbelievable contrast with the delightful weather of only half-an-hour before. The near-side horse had the full brunt of it and was inclined to shirk its work in consequence. Brown laid the whiplash on its glistening haunch and it threw itself into the collar in a fresh spasm of energy. Brown was a good whip  he was good at everything. He had been the best captains coxswain Hornblower had ever known, he had been a loyal subordinate during the escape from France, and he had made himself into the best manservant heart could desire. Now he sat here, tolerant of the driving rain, the slippery leather of the reins grasped in a big brown hand; hand and wrist and forearm acted like a spring to maintain that subtle pressure upon the horses mouths  not enough pressure to interfere in the least with their work, but enough to give them confidence on the slippery road, and to have them under control in any emergency. They were pulling the chariot over the muddy macadam up the steep ascent of Wimbledon Common with a wholeheartedness they never displayed for Hornblower.

Would you like to go to sea again, Brown? asked Hornblower. The mere fact that he allowed himself to make this unnecessary speech was proof of how much Hornblower was lifted out of himself with excitement.

Id like it main well, sir, said Brown shortly.

Hornblower was left to guess what Brown really meant  whether his curtness was just the English way of concealing enthusiasm, or whether Brown was merely being in polite agreement with his masters mood.

The rain from Hornblowers wet hair was trickling down his neck now inside his collar. He ought to have brought a souwester with him. He hunched himself together on the padded leather seat, resting his two hands on the hilt of the sword belted round his waist  the hundred-guinea sword given him by the Patriotic Fund. With the sword vertical his hands held the heavy wet cloak away from the cocked hat on his knees. Another little rivulet coursed down inside his clothes and made him squirm. By the time the shower had passed he was thoroughly damp and uncomfortable, but here once more came the glorious sun. The raindrops in the gorse and the brambles shone like diamonds; the horses steamed; larks resumed their song far overhead, and Hornblower threw open his cloak and wiped his damp hair and neck with his handkerchief. Brown eased the horses to a walk at the crest of the hill to breathe them before the brisk descent.

London, sir, he said.

And there it was. The rain had washed the smoke and dust out of the air so that even at that distance the gilt cross and bell over St Pauls gleamed in the sunshine. The church spires, dwarfed by the dome, stood out with unnatural clarity. The very rooftops were distinct. Brown clicked his tongue at the horses and they broke once more into a trot, rattling the chariot down the steep descent into Wandsworth, and Hornblower pulled out his watch. It was no more than two oclock, ample time to do business. Even though his shirt was damp inside his coat this was a far better day than he had anticipated when he sat in his bath that morning.

Brown drew the horses to a halt outside the Admiralty, and a ragged urchin appeared who guarded the wheel so that it did not muddy Hornblowers cloak and uniform as he climbed down from the chariot.

At the Golden Cross, then, Brown, said Hornblower, fumbling for a copper for the urchin.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown, wheeling the horses round.

Hornblower carefully put on his cocked hat, settled his coat more smoothly, and centred the buckle of his sword-belt. At Smallbridge House he was Sir Horatio, master of the house, lord of the manor, autocrat undisputed, but now he was just Captain Hornblower going in to see the Lords of the Admiralty. But Admiral Louis was all cordiality. He left Hornblower waiting no more than three minutes in the anteroom  no longer than would be necessary to get rid of his visitor of the moment  and he shook hands with obvious pleasure at the sight of him; he rang the bell for a clerk to take Hornblowers wet cloak away, and with his own hands he pulled up a chair for him beside the vast fire which Louis maintained summer and winter since his return from the command of the East Indian Station.

Lady Barbara is well, I trust? he asked.

Very well, thank you, sir, said Hornblower.

And Master Hornblower?

Very well too, sir.

Hornblower was mastering his shyness rapidly. He sat farther back in his chair and welcomed the heat of the fire. That was a new portrait of Collingwood on the wall; it must have replaced the old one of Lord Barham. It was pleasant to note the red ribbon and the star and to look down at his own breast and to see that he wore the same decoration.

And yet you left domestic bliss at the first moment you received our letter?

Of course, sir.

Hornblower realized that perhaps it might be more profitable not to be natural; it might be better to adopt a pose, to appear reluctant to take up his professional duties, or to make it look as if he were making a great personal sacrifice for his country, but for the life of him he could not do it. He was too pleased with his promotion, too full of curiosity regarding the mission the Admiralty had in mind for him. Louis keen eyes were studying him closely, and he met their gaze frankly.

What is it you plan for me, sir? he asked; he would not even wait for Louis to make the first move.

The Baltic, said Louis.

So that was it. The two words terminated a morning of wild speculation, tore up a wide cobweb of possibilities. It might have been anywhere in the world; Java or Jamaica, Cape Horne or the Cape of Good Hope, the Indian Ocean or the Mediterranean, anywhere within the 25,000-mile circuit of the world where the British flag flew. And it was going to be the Baltic; Hornblower tried to sort out in his mind what he knew about the Baltic. He had not sailed in northern waters since he was a junior lieutenant.

Admiral Keats is commanding there, isnt he?

At the moment, yes. But Saumarez is replacing him. His orders will be to give you the widest latitude of discretion.

That was a curious thing to say. It hinted at division of command, and that was inherently vicious. Better a bad commander-in-chief than a divided command. To tell a subordinate that his superior was under orders to grant him wide discretion was a dangerous thing to do, unless the subordinate was a man of superlative loyalty and common sense. Hornblower gulped at that moment  he had honestly forgotten temporarily that he was the subordinate under consideration; maybe the Admiralty credited him with superlative loyalty and common sense.

Louis was eyeing him curiously.

Dont you want to hear the size of your command? he asked.

Yes, of course, answered Hornblower, but he did not mind very much. The fact that he was going to command something was much more important than what he was going to command.

Youll have the Nonsuch, seventy-four, said Louis. That will give you a ship of force should you need one. For the rest youll have all the small stuff we can scrape together for you  Lotus and Raven, sloops; two bomb-ketches, Moth and Harvey, and the cutter Clam. Thats all so far, but by the time you sail we might have some more ready for you. We want you to be ready for all the inshore work that may come your way. Theres likely to be plenty.

I expect so, said Hornblower.

Dont know whether youll be fighting for the Russians or against them, mused Louis. Same with the Swedes. God knows whats building up, up there. But His Nibsll tell you all about that.

Hornblower looked a question.

Your revered brother-in-law, the most noble the Marquis Wellesley, KP, His Britannic Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. We call him His Nibs for short. Well walk across and see him in a minute. But theres something else important to settle. Who dyou want for captain in Nonsuch?

Hornblower gasped at that. This was patronage on a grand scale. He had sometimes appointed midshipmen and surgeons mates; a parson of shady record had once hungrily solicited him for nomination as chaplain in his ship, but to have a say in the appointment of a captain of a ship of the line was something infinitely more important than any of these. There were a hundred and twenty captains junior to Hornblower, men of most distinguished record, whose achievements were talked of with bated breath in the four quarters of the world, and who had won their way to that rank at the cost of their blood and by the performance of feats of skill and daring unparalleled in history. Certainly half of these, perhaps more, would jump at the suggestion of the command of a seventy-four. Hornblower remembered his own joy at his appointment to Sutherland two years ago. Captains on half-pay, captains with shore appointments eating out their hearts with waiting for a sea command, it was in his power to change the whole life and career of one of these. Yet there was no hesitation about his decision. There might be more brilliant captains available, captains with more brains, but there was only one man that he wanted.

Ill have Bush, he said, if hes available.

You can have him, said Louis, with a nod. I was expecting you to ask for him. That wooden leg of his wont be too serious a handicap, you think.

I dont think so, said Hornblower. It would have been irksome in the extreme to go to sea with any other captain than Bush.

Very well, then, said Louis, looking round at the clock on the wall. Lets walk across and see His Nibs, if youve no objection.


CHAPTER 3
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HORNBLOWER SAT IN his private sitting room in the Golden Cross inn. There was a fire burning, and on the table at which he sat there were no fewer than four wax candles lighted. All this luxury  the private sitting room, the fire, the wax candles  gave Hornblower uneasy delight. He had been poor for so long, he had had to scrape and economize so carefully all his life, that recklessness with money gave him this queer dubious pleasure, this guilty joy. His bill tomorrow would contain an item of at least half a crown for light, and if he had been content with rush dips the charge would not have been more than twopence. The fire would be a shilling, too. And you could trust an innkeeper to make the maximum charges to a guest who obviously could afford them, a Knight of the Bath, with a servant, and a two-horse chariot. Tomorrows bill would be nearer two guineas than one. Hornblower touched his breast pocket to reassure himself that his thick wad of one-pound notes was still there. He could afford to spend two guineas a day.

Reassured, he bent again to the notes which he had made during his interview with the foreign secretary. They were in irregular order, jotted down as first one thing and then another had come into Wellesleys mind. It was quite clear that not even the Cabinet knew for certain whether the Russians were going to fight Bonaparte or not. No, that was the wrong way to put it. Nobody knew whether Bonaparte was going to fight the Russians or not. However much ill will the Tsar bore towards the French  and obviously it was great  he would not fight unless he had to, unless Bonaparte deliberately attacked him. Certainly the Tsar would make every possible concession rather than fight, at least at present while he was still trying to build up and reorganize his army.

Its hard to think Boney will be mad enough to pick a quarrel, Wellesley had said, when he can get practically all he wants without fighting.

But if there was going to be war it was desirable that England should have a striking force in the Baltic.

If Boney chases Alexander out of Russia, I want you to be on hand to pick him up, said Wellesley. We can always find a use for him.

Kings in exile were at least useful figureheads for any resistance that might still be maintained by countries which Bonaparte had overrun. Under her protecting wing England had the rulers of Sicily and Sardinia, the Netherlands and Portugal and Hesse, all of them helping to keep alive hope in the bosoms of their former subjects now ground beneath the tyrants heel.

So much depends on Sweden, was another remark of Wellesleys. No one can guess what Bernadotte will do. Russias conquest of Finland has irritated the Swedes, too. We try and point out to them that of the two Bonapartes the worse menace to em. Hes at the mouth of the Baltic, while Russias only at the top. But it cant be comfortable for Sweden, having to choose between Russia and Bonaparte.

That was a pretty tangle, one way and the other  Sweden ruled by a crown prince who only three years before had been a French general, and some sort of connexion by marriage with Bonaparte at that; Denmark and Norway in the tyrants hands, Finland newly conquered by Russia, and the south shore of the Baltic swarming with Bonapartes troops.

He has army camps at Danzig and Stettin, Wellesley had said, and South German troops echelonned all the way back to Berlin, to say nothing of the Prussians and the Austrians and the other allies.

With Europe at his feet Bonaparte was able to drag in his train the armies of his late enemies; if he were to make war upon Russia it seemed as though a substantial part of his army would be foreigners  Italians and South Germans, Prussians and Austrians, Dutchmen and Danes.

There are even Spaniards and Portuguese, they tell me, said Wellesley. I hope they have enjoyed the recent winter in Poland. You speak Spanish, I understand?

Hornblower had said Yes.

And French too?

Yes.

Russian?

No.

German?

No.

Swedish? Polish? Lithuanian?

No.

A pity. But most of the educated Russians speak French better than Russian, they tell me  although in that case, judging by the Russians I have met, they must be very ignorant of their own language. And we have a Swedish interpreter for you  you will have to arrange with the Admiralty how he will be rated in the ships books  I believe that is the correct nautical expression.

It was typical of Wellesley to put in that little sneer. He was an ex-governor-general of India, and the present foreign secretary, a man of blue blood and of the height of fashion. In those few words he had been able to convey all his sublime ignorance and his consequent sublime contempt for matters nautical, as well as the man of fashions feeling of lordly superiority over the uncouth seadog, even when the seadog in question happened to be his own brother-in-law. Hornblower had been a little nettled, and was still feeling sufficiently above himself to endeavour to irritate Wellesley in return.

You are a master of all trades, Richard, he said, evenly.

It was just as well to remind the man of fashion that the seadog was closely enough related to be entitled to use the Christian name, and, in addition to that, it might annoy the marquis to suggest he had anything to do with a trade.

Not of yours, Hornblower, Im afraid. Never could learn all those ports and starboards and back-your-lees and things of that sort. One has to learn those as a schoolboy, like hic, haec, hoc.

It was hard to prick the marquiss sublime complacency; Hornblower turned away from that memory back to serious business. The Russians had a fair navy, as many as fourteen ships of the line, perhaps, at Reval and Kronstadt; Sweden nearly as many. The German and Pomeranian ports swarmed with French privateers, and an important part of Hornblowers duty would be to help protect British shipping from these wolves of the sea, for the Swedish trade was vital to England. From the Baltic came the naval stores that enabled England to rule the sea  the tar and the turpentine, the pine trees for masts, cordage and timber, rosin and oil. If Sweden were to ally herself with Bonaparte against Russia, the Swedish contribution to the trade  far more than half  would be lost, and England would have to struggle along with the little that could be gleaned from Finland and Estonia, convoyed through the Baltic in the teeth of the Swedish Navy, and somehow got out through the Sound even though Bonaparte was master of Denmark. Russia would want those stores for her own navy, and she must be persuaded, one way or another, to part with enough to maintain the British Navy at sea.

It was as well that England had not come to the rescue of Finland when Russia had attacked her; if she had, there would be far less chance of Russia going to war with Bonaparte. Diplomacy backed by force might perhaps protect Sweden from allying herself with Bonaparte, and might make the Baltic trade safe and might open the North German coastline to raids against Bonapartes communications  under that sort of pressure, if by any miracle Bonaparte should sustain a reverse, even Prussia might be persuaded to change sides. That would be another of Hornblowers tasks, to help woo Sweden from her hereditary distrust of Russia, and to woo Prussia from her enforced alliance with France, while at the same time he must do nothing to imperil the Baltic trade. A false step could mean ruin.

Hornblower laid his notes down on the table and stared unseeing at the wall across the room. Fog and ice and shoals in the Baltic; the Russian Navy and the Swedish Navy and the French privateers; the Baltic trade and the Russian alliance and the attitude of Prussia; high politics and vital commerce; during the next few months the fate of Europe, the history of the world, would be balanced on a knife-edge, and the responsibility would be his. Hornblower felt the quickening of his pulses, the tensing of his muscles, which he had known of old at the prospect of danger. Nearly a year had gone by since the last time he had experienced those symptoms, when he had entered the great cabin of the Victory to hear the verdict of the court martial which might have condemned him to death. He felt he did not like this promise of peril, this prospect of enormous responsibility; he had visualized nothing like this when he drove up at noon that day so gaily to receive his orders. It would be for this that he would be leaving Barbaras love and friendship, the life of a country squire, the tranquillity and peace of his newly won home.

Yet even while he sat there, almost despairing, almost disconsolate, the lure of the problems of the future began to make itself felt. He was being given a free hand by the Admiralty  he could not complain on that score. Reval froze in December; Kronstadt often in November. While the ice lasted he would have to base himself farther down the Baltic. Did Lubeck ever freeze? In any case it would be better to  Hornblower abruptly pushed his chair back from the table, quite unconscious of what he was doing. For him to think imaginatively while sitting still was quite impossible; he could do it for no longer than he could hold his breath; such a comparison was the more apt because if he was compelled to sit still when his brain was active he exhibited some of the characteristic symptoms of slow strangulation  his blood pressure mounted, and he thrashed about restlessly.

Tonight there was no question of having to sit still; having pushed back his chair he was able to pace up and down the room, from the table to the window and back again, a walk quite as long and perhaps more free from obstacles than he had known on many a quarterdeck. He had hardly begun when the sitting room door opened quietly and Brown peered in through the crack, his attention attracted by the sound of the chair scraping on the floor. For Brown one glance was enough. The captain had begun to walk, which meant that he would not be going to bed for a very long time.

Brown was an intelligent man who used his brains on this job of looking after the captain. He closed the door again quietly, and waited a full ten minutes before entering the room. In ten minutes Hornblower had got well into the swing of his walk and his thoughts were pursuing a torrential course from which they could not easily be diverted. Brown was able to creep into the room without distracting his master  indeed, it would be very hard to say if Hornblower knew he entered or not. Brown, timing his moves accurately against the captains crossings of the room, was able to reach the candles and snuff them  they had begun to gutter and to smell horribly  and then to reach the fireplace and put more coal on the fire, which had died down to red embers. Then he was able to make his way out of the room and settle down to a long wait; usually the captain was a considerate master who would not dream of keeping his servant up late merely eventually to put his master to bed. It was because Brown was aware of this that he did not resent the fact that tonight Hornblower had forgotten for once to tell him that he might go to bed.

Up and down the room walked Hornblower, with a regular, measured stride, turning with his foot two inches from the wainscoting under the window on one side, and on the other with his hip just brushing the end of the table as he turned. Russians and Swedes, convoys and privateers, Stockholm and Danzig, all these gave him plenty to think about. It would be cold in the Baltic, too, and he would have to make plans for conserving his crews health in cold weather. And the first thing he must do the moment his flotilla was assembled must be to see that in every vessel there was an officer who could be relied upon to read and transmit signals correctly. Unless communications were good all discipline and organization was wasted and he might as well not try to make any plans at all. Bomb-ketches had the disadvantage of 

At this point Hornblower was distracted by a knocking at the door.

Come in, he rasped.

The door opened slowly, and revealed to his gaze both Brown and a scared innkeeper in a green baize apron.

What is it? snapped Hornblower. Now that he had halted in his quarterdeck walk he was suddenly aware that he was tired; much had happened since the Squire of Smallbridge had been welcomed by his tenants that morning, and the feeling in his legs told him that he must have been doing a fair amount of walking.

Brown and the innkeeper exchanged glances, and then the innkeeper took the plunge.

Its like this, sir, he began, nervously. His Lordship is in number four just under this sitting room, sir. His Lordships a man of hasty temper, sir, beggin your pardon, sir. He says  beggin your pardon again, sir  he says that two in the mornings late enough for anyone to walk up and down over his head. He says 

Two in the morning? demanded Hornblower.

Its nearer three, sir, interposed Brown, tactfully.

Yes, sir, it struck the half-hour just when he rang for me the second time. He says if only youd knock something over, or sing a song, it wouldnt be so bad. But just to hear you walking up and down, sir  His Lordship says it makes him think about death and Judgement Day. Its too regular, like. I told him who you was, sir, the first time he rang. And now 

Hornblower had come to the surface by now, fully emerged from the wave of thought that had engulfed him. He saw the nervous gesticulations of the innkeeper, caught between the devil of this unknown Lordship downstairs and the deep sea of Captain Sir Horatio Hornblower upstairs, and he could not help smiling  in fact it was only with an effort that he prevented himself from laughing outright. He could visualize the whole ludicrous business, the irascible unknown peer down below, the innkeeper terrified of offending one or other of his two wealthy and influential guests, and as a crowning complication Brown stubbornly refusing to allow until the last possible moment any intrusion upon his masters deliberations. Hornblower saw the obvious relief in the two mens faces when he smiled, and that really made him laugh this time. His temper had been short of late and Brown had expected an explosion, while the wretched innkeeper never expected anything else  innkeepers never looked for anything better than tantrums from the people fate compelled them to entertain. Hornblower remembered damning Browns eyes without provocation only that very morning: Brown was not quite as clever as he might be, for this morning Hornblower had been fretting as an unemployed naval officer doomed to country life, while this evening he was a commodore with a flotilla awaiting him and nothing in the world could upset his temper  Brown had not allowed for that.

My respects to His Lordship, he said. Tell him that the march of doom will cease from this moment. Brown, I shall go to bed.

The innkeeper fled in huge relief down the stairs, while Brown seized a candlestick  the candle in it was burned down to a stump  and lit his master through into the bedroom. Hornblower peeled off his coat with the epaulettes of heavy bullion, and Brown caught it just in time to save it falling to the floor. Shoes and shirt and trousers followed, and Hornblower pulled on the magnificent nightshirt which was laid out on the bed; a nightshirt of solid China silk, brocaded, with faggoting at the cuffs and neck, for which Barbara had sent a special order all the way to the East through her friends in the East India Company. The blanket-wrapped brick in the bed had cooled a good deal, but had diffused its warmth gratefully over much of the area; Hornblower snuggled down into its mild welcome.

Goodnight, sir, said Brown, and darkness rushed into the room from out of the corners as he extinguished the candle. Tumultuous dreams rushed with it. Whether asleep or awake  next morning Hornblower could not decide which  his mind was turning over all through the rest of the night the endless implications of this coming campaign in the Baltic, where his life and his reputation and his self-respect would be once more at stake.


CHAPTER 4
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HORNBLOWER SAT FORWARD on the seat of the coach and peered out of the window.

Winds veering norard a little, he said. West-by-north now, I should say.

Yes, dear, said Barbara patiently.

I beg your pardon, dear, said Hornblower. I interrupted you. You were telling me about my shirts.

No. I had finished telling you about those, dear. What I was saying was that you must not let anyone unpack the flat sea-chest until the cold weather comes. Your sheepskin coat and your big fur cloak are in it, with plenty of camphor, and theyll be safe from moth just as they are. Have the chest put straight below when you go on board.

Yes, dear.

The coach was clattering over the cobbles of Upper Deal. Barbara stirred a little and took Hornblowers hand in hers again.

I dont like talking about furs, she said. I hope  oh, I hope so much  that youll be back before the cold weather comes.

So do I, dear, said Hornblower, with perfect truth.

It was gloomy and dark inside the coach, but the light from the window shone on Barbaras face, illuminating it like a saints in church. The mouth beneath the keen aquiline nose was set firm; there was nothing soft about the grey-blue eyes. No one could tell from Lady Barbaras expression that her heart was breaking; but she had slipped off her glove, and her hand was twining feverishly in Hornblowers.

Come back to me, dear. Come back to me! said Barbara softly.

Of course I will, said Hornblower.

For all her patrician birth, for all her keen wit, for all her iron self-control, Barbara could say foolish things just like any blowsy wife of any ordinary seaman. It made Hornblower love her more dearly than ever that she should say pathetically come back to me as if he had power over the French or Russian cannonballs that would be aimed at him. Yet in that moment a horrible thought shot up in Hornblowers mind, like a bloated corpse rising to the surface from the ooze at the bottom of the sea. Lady Barbara had seen a husband off to war once before, and he had not returned. He had died under the surgeons knife at Gibraltar after a splinter had torn open his groin in the battle of Rosas Bay. Was Barbara thinking of that dead husband now, at this moment? Hornblower shuddered a little at the thought, and Barbara, despite the close sympathy that always existed between them, misinterpreted the movement.

My darling, she said, my sweet.

She brought her other hand up and touched his cheek, and her lips sought his. He kissed her, fighting down the dreadful doubt that assailed him. He had contrived for months not to be jealous of the past  he was annoyed with himself for allowing it to happen at this time of all times, and his annoyance added to the devils brew of emotions within him. The touch of her lips won him over; his heart came out to her, and he kissed her with all the passion of his love, while the coach lurched unstably over the cobbles. Barbaras monumental hat threatened to come adrift; she had to withdraw from his arms to set it straight and to restore herself to her normal dignity. She was aware of, even if she had misinterpreted, the turmoil in Hornblowers soul, and she deliberately began a new line of conversation which would help them both to recover their composure ready for their imminent appearance in public again.

I am pleased, she said, whenever I think of the high compliment the government is paying you in giving you this new appointment.

I am pleased that you are pleased, dear, said Hornblower.

Hardly more than half-way up the Captains list, and yet they are giving you this command. You will be an admiral in petto.

She could have said nothing that could calm Hornblower more effectively. He grinned to himself at Barbaras mistake. She was trying to say that he would be an admiral on a small scale, in miniature, en petit as it would be phrased in French. But en petit meant nothing like in petto, all the same. In petto was Italian for in the breast; when the Pope appointed a cardinal in petto it meant that he intended to keep the appointment to himself for a time without making it public. It tickled Hornblower hugely to hear Barbara guilty of a solecism of that sort. And it made her human again in his eyes, of the same clay as his own. He warmed to her afresh, with tenderness and affection supplementing passion and love.

The coach came to a stop with a lurch and a squeaking of brakes, and the door opened. Hornblower jumped out and handed Barbara down before looking round him. It was blowing half a gale, west-by-north, undoubtedly. This morning it had been a strong breeze, southwesterly, so that it was both veering and strengthening. A little more northing in the wind and they would be weather-bound in the Downs until it backed again. The loss of an hour might mean the loss of days. Sky and sea were grey, and there were whitecaps a-plenty. The East India convoy was visible at anchor some way out  as far as they were concerned the wind had only to veer a trifle for them to up-anchor and start down-Channel. There was other shipping to the northward, and presumably the Nonsuch and the flotilla were there, but without a glass it was too far to tell ship from ship. The wind whipped round his ears and forced him to hold his hat on tightly. Across the cobbled street was the jetty with a dozen Deal luggers riding to it.

Brown stood waiting for orders while the coachman and footman were hauling the baggage out of the boot.

Ill have a hoveller take me out to the ship, Brown, said Hornblower. Make a bargain for me.

He could have had a signal sent from the castle to the Nonsuch for a boat, but that would consume precious time. Barbara was standing beside him, holding on to her hat; the wind flapped her skirt round her like a flag. Her eyes were grey this morning  if sea and sky had been blue her eyes would have been blue too. And she was making herself smile at him.

If you are going out to the ship in a lugger, dear, she said, I could come too. The lugger could bring me back.

You will be wet and cold, said Hornblower. Close-hauled and with this wind it will be a rough passage.

Do you think I mind? said Barbara, and the thought of leaving her tore at his heartstrings again.

Brown was back again already, and with him a couple of Deal boatmen, handkerchiefs bound round their heads and earrings in their ears; their faces, burned by the wind and pickled by the salt, a solid brown like wood. They laid hold of Hornblowers sea-chests and began to carry them as if they were feathers towards the jetty; in nineteen years of war innumerable officers had had their chests carried down to Deal jetty. Brown followed them, and Hornblower and Lady Barbara brought up the rear, Hornblower clutching tenaciously the leather portfolio containing his most secret orders.

Morning, Captain. The captain of the lugger knuckled his forehead to Hornblower. Morning, Your Ladyship. All the breeze anyone wants today. Still, youll be able to weather the Goodwins, Captain, even with those unweatherly bombs of yours. Winds fair for the Skaw once youre clear of the Downs.

So that was military secrecy in this England; this Deal hoveller knew just what force he had and whither he was bound  and tomorrow, as likely as not, he would have a rendezvous in mid-Channel with a French chassemarée, exchanging tobacco for brandy and news for news. In three days Bonaparte in Paris would know that Hornblower had sailed for the Baltic with a ship of the line and a flotilla.

Easy with them cases! roared the lugger captain suddenly. Them bottles aint made o iron!

They were lowering down into the lugger the rest of his baggage from the jetty; the additional cabin stores which Barbara had ordered for him and whose quality she had checked so carefully, a case of wine, a case of provisions, and the parcel of books which was her special present to him.

Wont you take a seat in the cabin, Your Ladyship? asked the lugger captain with queer untutored politeness. Twill be a wet run out to Nonsuch.

Barbara caught Hornblowers eye and refused politely; Hornblower knew those stuffy, smelly cabins of old.

A tarpaulin for Your Ladyship, then.

The tarpaulin was fastened round Barbaras shoulders, and hung round her to the deck like a candle extinguisher. The wind was still pulling at her hat, and she put up her hand and with a single gesture snatched it from her head and drew it inside the tarpaulin. The brisk wind blew her hair instantly into streamers, and she laughed, and with a shake of her head set her whole mane flying in the wind. Her cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkled, just as Hornblower could remember her in the old days when they rounded the Horn in Lydia. Hornblower wanted to kiss her.

Cast off, there! Hands to the halliard! roared the captain, coming aft and casually holding the tiller against his hip. The hands strained at the tackle, and the mainsail rose foot by foot; the lugger made a sternboard away from the jetty.

Lively with that sheet now, Ge-arge!

The captain hauled the tiller over, and the lugger checked herself, spun on her keel, and dashed forward, as handy as a horse in the hands of a skilful rider. As she came out from the lee of the jetty the wind took hold of her and laid her over, but the captain put down the tiller and Ge-arge hauled aft on the sheet until the sail was like a board, and the lugger, close-hauled  dramatically so to anyone unfamiliar with her type  plunged forward into the teeth of the gale, with the spray flying aft from her port bow in sheets. Even in the sheltered Downs there was enough of a sea running to make the lugger lively enough as she met it, pitch following roll as each wave passed under her from port bow to starboard quarter.

Hornblower suddenly realized that this was the moment when he should be seasick. He could not remember the start of any previous voyage when he had not been sick, and the motion of this lively little lugger should find him out if anything would. It was interesting that nothing of the sort was happening; Hornblower noticed with deep amazement that the horizon forward showed up above the boats bow, and then disappeared as the lugger stood up on her stern, without his feeling any qualm at all. It was not so surprising that he had retained his sea-legs; after twenty years at sea it was not easy to lose them, and he stood swaying easily with the boats quick motion; he only lost his sea-legs when he was really dizzy with seasickness, and that dread plague showed no sign of appearing. At the start of previous voyages he had always been worn out with the fatigues of fitting out and commissioning, of course short of sleep and worn down with anxieties and worries and ready to be sick even without going to sea. As commodore he had had none of these worries; the Admiralty and the Foreign Office and the Treasury had heaped orders and advice upon him, but orders and responsibility were not nearly as harassing as the petty worries of finding a crew and dealing with dockyard authorities. He was perfectly at ease.

Barbara was having to hold on tightly, and now that she looked up at him she was obviously not quite as comfortable inside as she might be; she was filled with doubts if with nothing else. Hornblower felt both amusement and pride; it was pleasant to be newly at sea and yet not sick, and it was more pleasant still to be doing something better than Barbara, who was so good at everything. He was on the point of teasing her, of vaunting his own immunity, when common sense and his tenderness for his wife saved him from such an incredible blunder. She would hate him if he did anything of the sort  he could remember with enormous clarity how much he hated the whole world when he was being seasick. He did his best for her.

Youre fortunate not to be sick, my dear, he said. This motion is lively, but then you always had a good stomach.

She looked at him, with the wind whipping her tousled hair; she looked a trifle dubious, but Hornblowers words had heartened her. He made a very considerable sacrifice for her, one she would never know about.

I envy you, dear, he said. Im feeling the gravest doubts about myself, as I always do at the beginning of a voyage. But you are your usual happy self.

Surely no man could give a better proof of his love for his wife than that he should not only conceal his feeling of superiority, but that he should even for her sake pretend to be seasick when he was not. Barbara was all concern at once.

I am sorry, dearest, she said, her hand on his shoulder. I hope so much you do not have to give way. It would be most inconvenient for you at this moment of taking up your command.

The stratagem was working; with something important to think about other than the condition of her stomach Barbara was forgetting her own qualms.

I hope I shall last out, said Hornblower; he tried to grin a brave reluctant grin, and although he was no actor Barbaras wits were sufficiently dulled not to see through him. Hornblowers conscience pricked him when he saw that this stolid mock-heroism of his was making her fonder of him than ever. Her eyes were soft for him.

Stand by to go about! bellowed the captain of the lugger, and Hornblower looked up in surprise to see that they were close up under the stern of the Nonsuch. She had some canvas showing forward and her mizzen-topsail backed so as to set her across the wind a trifle and give the lugger a lee on her starboard side. Hornblower flung back his boat cloak and stood clear so that he could be seen from the quarterdeck of the Nonsuch; for Bushs sake, if for no other reason, he did not want to come on board without due warning. Then he turned to Barbara.

Its time to say goodbye, dear, he said.

Her face was without expression, like that of a marine under inspection.

Goodbye, dearest! she said. Her lips were cold, and she did not incline towards him to offer them, but stood stiffly upright. It was like kissing a marble statue. Then she melted suddenly. Ill cherish Richard, darling. Our child.

Barbara could have said nothing to endear her more to Hornblower. He crushed her hands in his.

The lugger came up into the wind, her canvas volleying, and then she shot into the two-deckers lee. Hornblower glanced up; there was a bosuns chair dangling ready to lower to the lugger.

Belay that chair! he yelled, and then to the captain, Lay us alongside.

Hornblower had no intention of being swung up to the deck in a bosuns chair; it was too undignified a way of taking up his new command to be swung aboard legs dangling. The lugger surged beside the big ship; the painted ports were level with his shoulder, and beneath him boiled the green water confined between the two vessels. This was a nervous moment. If he were to miss his footing and fall into the sea so that he would have to be hauled in wet and dripping it would be far more undignified than any entrance in a bosuns chair. He let fall his cloak, pulled his hat firmly on to his head, and hitched his sword round out of his way. Then he leaped across the yard-wide gap, scrambling upwards the moment fingers and toes made contact. It was only the first three feet which were difficult; after that the tumble-home of the Nonsuchs side made it easy. He was even able to pause to collect himself before making the final ascent to the entry-port and to step down to the deck with all the dignity to be expected of a commodore.

Professionally speaking, this was the highest moment of his career up to now. As a captain he had grown accustomed to a captains honours, the bosuns mates twittering on their pipes, the four side-boys and the marine sentries. But now he was a commodore taking up his command; there were six side-boys with their white gloves, there was the whole marine guard and the marine band, a long double lane of bosuns mates with their pipes, and at the end of the lane a crowd of officers in full dress. As he set his foot on the deck the drums beat a ruffle in competition with the bosuns calls, and then the fifes of the band struck up Heart of oak are our ships, Jolly tars are our men  With his hand at the salute Hornblower strode up the lane of bosuns mates and side-boys; all this was peculiarly exhilarating despite his efforts to tell himself that these outward signs of the dignity of his position were mere childish baubles. He had to check himself, or his face would have borne a stupid ecstatic grin; it was with difficulty that he forced himself to assume the stern composure a commodore should display. There was Bush at the end of the lane, saluting stiffly, and standing effortlessly despite his wooden leg, and it was so pleasant to see Bush that he had to fight down his grin all over again.

Good morning, Captain Bush, he said, as gruffly as he knew how, and offering his hand with all he could manage of formal cordiality.

Good morning, sir.

Bush brought down his hand from the salute and grasped Hornblowers, trying hard to act his part, as if there was no friendship in this handshake but mere professional esteem. Hornblower noted that his hand was as hard as ever  promotion to captains rank had not softened it. And try as he would Bush could not keep his face expressionless. The blue eyes were alight with pleasure, and the craggy features kept softening into a smile as they escaped from his control. It made it harder than ever for Hornblower to remain dignified.

Out of the tail of his eye Hornblower saw a seaman hauling briskly at the main signal halyards. A black ball was soaring up the mast, and as it reached the block a twitch of the seamans wrist broke it out. It was the commodores broad pendant, hoisted to distinguish the ship he was in, and as the pendant broke out a puff of smoke forward and a loud bang marked the first gun of the salute which welcomed it. This was the highest, the greatest moment of all  thousands upon thousands of naval officers could serve all their lives and never have a distinguishing pendant hoisted for them, never hear a single gun fired in their honour. Hornblower could not help smiling now. His last reserve was broken down; he met Bushs eye and he laughed outright, and Bush laughed with him. They were like a pair of schoolboys exulting over a successful bit of mischief. It was extraordinarily pleasant to be aware that Bush was not only pleased at serving with him again, but was also pleased just because Hornblower was pleased.

Bush glanced over the port-side rail, and Hornblower looked across with him. There was the rest of the squadron, the two ugly bomb-ketches, the two big ship-rigged sloops, and the graceful little cutter. There were puffs of smoke showing at the sides of each of them, blown to nothingness almost instantly by the wind, and then the boom of the shots as each ship saluted the pendant, firing gun for gun, taking the time from the commodore. Bushs eyes narrowed as he looked them over, observing whether everything was being done decently and in order, but his face lapsed into a grin again as soon as he was sure. The last shot of the salute was fired; eleven rounds from each ship. It was interesting to work out that the mere ceremony of hoisting his pendant had cost his country fifty pounds or so, at a time when she was fighting for her life against a tyrant who dominated all Europe. The twitter of the pipes brought the ceremony to an end; the ships company took up their duties again, and the marines sloped arms and marched off, their boots sounding loud on the deck.

A happy moment, Bush, said Hornblower.

A happy moment indeed, sir.

There were presentations to be made; Bush brought forward the ships officers one by one. At this first sight one face was like another, but Hornblower knew that in a short period of crowded living each individual would become distinct, his peculiarities known to the limit of boredom.

We shall come to know each other better, I hope, gentlemen, said Hornblower, phrasing his thought politely.

A whip at the main yardarm was bringing up his baggage from the lugger, with Brown standing by to supervise  he must have come on board by an unobtrusive route, through a gun-port presumably. So the lugger and Barbara must still be alongside. Hornblower walked to the rail and peered over. True enough. And Barbara was standing just as he had left her, still, like a statue. But that must have been the last parcel swung up by the ship; Hornblower had hardly reached the side when the lugger cast off from the Nonsuchs chains, hoisted her big mainsail and wheeled away as effortlessly as a gull.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, we shall get under way immediately, if you please. Make a signal to the flotilla to that effect.


CHAPTER 5
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ILL PUT THE pistols in this locker, sir, said Brown, completing the unpacking.

Pistols? said Hornblower.

Brown brought the case over to him; he had only mentioned them because he knew that Hornblower was not aware of the pistols existence. It was a beautiful mahogany case, velvet-lined; the first thing to catch the eye inside was a white card. It bore some words in Barbaras handwriting  To my dear husband. May he never need to use them, but if he must then may they serve him well, and at least may they remind him of his loving wife, who will pray every day for his safety, for his happiness, and for his success. Hornblower read the words twice before he put the card down to examine the pistols. They were beautiful weapons, of bright steel inlaid with silver, double-barrelled, the butts of ebony, giving them a perfect balance in the hand. There were two copper tubes in the case to open next; they merely contained pistol bullets, each one cast flawlessly, a perfect sphere. The fact that the makers had gone to the trouble of casting special bullets and including them in the case recalled Hornblowers attention to the pistols. Inside the barrels were bright spiral lanes; they were rifled pistols, then. The next copper box in the case contained a number of discs of thin leather impregnated with oil; these would be for wrapping up the bullet before inserting it into the barrel, so as to ensure a perfect fit. The brass rod and the little brass mallet would be for hammering the bullets home. The little brass cup must be a measure of the powder charge. It was small, but that was the way to ensure accuracy  a small powder charge, a heavy ball, and a true barrel. With these pistols he could rely on himself to hit a small bullseye at fifty yards, as long as he held true.

But there was one more copper box to open. It was full of little square bits of copper sheet, very thin indeed. He was puzzled at the sight of them; each bit of copper had a bulge in the centre, where the metal was especially thin, making the black contents just visible through it. It dawned slowly upon Hornblower that these must be the percussion caps he had heard vaguely about recently. To prove it he laid one on his desk and tapped it sharply with the brass mallet. There was a sharp crack, a puff of smoke from under the mallet, and when he lifted up the latter he could see that the cap was rent open, and the desk was marked with the stain of the explosion.

He looked at the pistols again. He must have been blind, not to have noticed the absence of flint and priming pan. The hammer rested on what appeared at first sight to be a simple block of metal, but this pivoted at a touch, revealing a shallow cavity below it clearly intended to receive a cap. At the base of the cavity was a small hole which must communicate with the breech end of the barrel. Put a charge in the pistol, put a cap in the cavity, and fix it firm with the metal block. Now snap the hammer down upon the block. The cap explodes; the flame passes through the hole into the charge and the pistol is fired. No haphazard arrangement of flint and priming: rain or spray could never put these pistols out of action. Hornblower guessed there would not be a misfire once in a hundred shots. It was a wonderful present  it was very thoughtful indeed of Barbara to buy them for him. Heaven only knew what they must have cost; some skilled workman must have laboured for months over the rifling of those four barrels, and the copper caps  five hundred of them, every one handmade  must have cost a pretty penny of themselves. But with those two pistols loaded he would have four mens lives in his hands; on a fine day with two flintlock double-barrelled pistols he would expect one misfire, if not two, and if it were raining or there was spray flying it would be remarkable if he could fire a single shot. To Hornblowers mind the rifling was not as important as the percussion caps; in the usual shipboard scuffle when pistols were likely to be used accuracy was not important, for one generally pressed the muzzle against ones adversarys stomach before pulling the trigger.

Hornblower laid the pistols in their velvet nests and mused on. Dear Barbara. She was always thinking for him, trying to anticipate his wants, but something more than that as well. These pistols were an example of the way she tried to satisfy wants of his that he was not aware of. She had lifted her eyebrows when he had said that Gibbon would be all the reading material he would need on this commission, and she had bought and packed a score of other books for him; one of them, he could see from here, was this new poem in the Spenserian stanza, Childe Harold (whatever that might mean) by the mad peer Lord Byron. Everyone had been talking about it just before his departure; he must admit he was glad of the chance to read it, although he would never have dreamed of buying it for himself. Hornblower looked back over a life of Spartan self-denial with a twinge of queer regret that it should have ended, and then he got angrily out of his chair. In another moment he would be wishing he were not married to Barbara, and that was perfect nonsense.

He could tell, down here in his cabin, that the Nonsuch was still close-hauled to the strong northwesterly breeze; she was lying over to it so steadily that there was little roll in her motion, although she was pitching deeply as she rode the short North Sea rollers. The tell-tale compass over his head showed that she was making good her course for the Skaw; and the whole cabin was resonant with the harping of the taut rigging transmitted through the timbers of the ship, while she creaked positively thunderously as she pitched, loud enough to make conversation difficult. There was one frame that made a noise like a pistol shot at one particular moment of each pitch, and he had already grown so used to the sound as to be able to anticipate it exactly, judging it by the ships motion.

He had been puzzled for a space by a peculiar irregular thud over his head; in fact, he had been so piqued at his inability to account for it that he had put on his hat and gone up on the quarterdeck to find out. There was nothing in sight on the deck which seemed likely to have made that rhythmical noise, no pump at work, nobody beating out oakum  even if it were conceivable that such a thing could be done on the quarterdeck of a ship of the line; there were only Bush and the officers of the watch, who immediately froze into inconspicuous immobility when the great man appeared on the companion. Heaven only knew what made that thumping; Hornblower began to wonder if his ears had deceived him and if the noise really came from a deck below. He had to make a pretence of having come on deck for a purpose  interesting to find that even a Commodore, First Class, still had to sink to such subterfuges  and he began to stride up and down the weather side of the quarterdeck, hands behind him, head bowed forward, in the old comfortable attitude. Enthusiasts had talked or written of pleasures innumerable, of gardens or women, wine or fishing; it was strange that no one had ever told of the pleasure of walking a quarterdeck.

But what was it that had made that slow thumping noise? He was forgetting why he had come upon deck. He darted covert glances from under his brows as he walked up and down and still saw nothing to account for it. The noise had not been audible since he came on deck, but still curiosity consumed him. He stood by the taffrail and looked back at the flotilla. The trim ship-rigged sloops were beating up against the strong breeze without difficulty, but the bomb-ketches were not so comfortable. The absence of a foremast, the huge triangular foresail, made it hard to keep them from yawing, even in a wind. Every now and then they would put their stumpy bowsprits down and take the green sea in over their bows.

He was not interested in bomb-ketches. He wanted to know what had been thumping the deck over his head when he was in his cabin, and then common sense came to help him fight down his ridiculous self-consciousness. Why should not a commodore ask a simple question about a simple subject? Why in the world had he even hesitated for a moment? He swung round with determination.

Captain Bush! he called.

Sir! Bush came hastening aft to him, his wooden leg thumping the deck.

That was the noise! With every second step Bush took, his wooden leg with its leather button came down with a thump on the planking. Hornblower certainly could not ask the question he had just been forming in his mind.

I hope I shall have the pleasure of your company at dinner this evening, said Hornblower, thinking rapidly.

Thank you, sir. Yes, sir. Yes, indeed, said Bush. He beamed with pleasure at the invitation so that Hornblower felt positively hypocritical as he made his way down into the cabin to supervise the last of his unpacking. Yet it was as well that he had been led by his own peculiar weaknesses to give that invitation instead of spending the evening, as he would otherwise have done, dreaming about Barbara, calling up in his mind the lovely drive through springtime England from Smallbridge to Deal, and making himself as miserable at sea as he had managed to make himself on land.

Bush would be able to tell him about the officers and men of the Nonsuch, who could be trusted and who must be watched, what was the material condition of the ship, if the stores were good or bad, and all the hundred other things he needed to know. And tomorrow, as soon as the weather moderated, he would signal for All Captains, and so make the acquaintance of his other subordinates, and size them up, and perhaps begin to convey to them his own particular viewpoints and theories, so that when the time came for action there would be need for few signals and there would be common action directed speedily at a common objective.

Meanwhile, there was one more job to be done immediately; the present would be the best time, he supposed with a sigh, but he was conscious of a faint distaste for it even as he applied himself to it.

Pass the word for Mr Braun  for my clerk, he said to Brown, who was hanging up the last of the uniform coats behind the curtain against the bulkhead.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown.

It was odd that his clerk and his coxswain should have names pronounced in identical fashion; it was that coincidence which had led him to add the unnecessary last three words to his order.

Mr Braun was tall and spare, fair, youngish, and prematurely bald, and Hornblower did not like him, although typically he was more cordial to him than he would have been if he had liked him. He offered him the cabin chair while he himself sat back on the locker, and when he saw Mr Brauns eyes resting curiously on the case of pistols  Barbaras gift  he condescended to discuss it with him as a conversational preliminary, pointing out the advantages of the percussion caps and the rifled barrels.

Very good weapons indeed, sir, said Mr Braun, replacing them in their velvet case.

He looked across the cabin at Hornblower, the dying light which came through the stern windows shining on his face and reflected in curious fashion from his pale-green eyes.

You speak good English, said Hornblower.

Thank you, sir. My business before the war was largely with England. But I speak Russian and Swedish and Finnish and Polish and German and French just as well. Lithuanian a little. Estonian a little because it is so like Finnish.

But Swedish is your native language, though?

Mr Braun shrugged his thin shoulders.

My father spoke Swedish. My mother spoke German, sir. I spoke Finnish with my nurse, and French with one tutor and English with another. In my office we spoke Russian when we did not speak Polish.

But I thought you were a Swede?

Mr Braun shrugged his shoulders again.

A Swedish subject, sir, but I was born a Finn. I thought of myself as a Finn until three years ago.

So Mr Braun was one more of these stateless individuals with whom all Europe seemed to be peopled nowadays  men and women without a country, Frenchmen, Germans, Austrians, Poles who had been uprooted by the chances of war and who dragged out a dreary existence in the hope that some day another chance of war would re-establish them.

When Russia took advantage of her pact with Bonaparte, explained Mr Braun, to fall upon Finland, I was one of those who fought. What use was it? What could Finland do against all the might of Russia? I was one of the fortunate ones who escaped. My brothers are in Russian gaols at this very minute if they are alive, but I hope they are dead. Sweden was in revolution  there was no refuge for me there, even though it had been for Sweden that I was fighting. Germany, Denmark, Norway were in Bonapartes hands, and Bonaparte would gladly have handed me back to oblige his new Russian ally. But I was in an English ship, one of those to which I sold timber, and so to England I came. One day I was the richest man in Finland where there are few rich men, and the next I was the poorest man in England where there are many poor.

The pale-green eyes reflected back the light again from the cabin window, and Hornblower realized anew that his clerk was a man of disquieting personality. It was not merely the fact that he was a refugee, and Hornblower, like everybody else, was surfeited with refugees and their tales of woe although his conscience pricked him about them  the first ones had begun to arrive twenty years ago from France, and ever since then there had been an increasing tide from Poland and Italy and Germany. Brauns being a refugee was likely to prejudice Hornblower against him from the start, and actually had done so, as Hornblower admitted to himself with his usual fussy sense of justice. But that was the reason that Hornblower did not like him. There was less reason even than that  there was no reason at all.

It was irksome to Hornblower to think that for the rest of this commission he would have to work in close contact with this man. Yet the Admiralty orders in his desk enjoined upon him to pay the closest attention to the advice and information which he would receive from Braun, a gentleman whose acquaintance with the Baltic countries is both extensive and intimate. Even this evening it was a great relief when Bushs knock at the cabin door, heralding his arrival for dinner, freed Hornblower from the mans presence. Braun slid unobtrusively out of the cabin with a bow to Bush; every line of his body indicated the pose  whether forced or natural Hornblower could not guess  of the man who has seen better days resignedly doing menial duties.

How do you find your Swedish clerk, sir? asked Bush.

Hes a Finn, not a Swede.

A Finn? You dont say, sir! Itd be better not to let the men know that.

Bushs own honest face indicated a disquietude against which he struggled in vain.

Of course, said Hornblower.

He tried to keep his face expressionless, to conceal that he had completely left out of account the superstition that prevailed about Finns at sea. In a sailors mind every Finn was a warlock who could conjure up storms by lifting his finger, but Hornblower had quite failed to think of the shabby-genteel Mr Braun as that kind of Finn, despite those unwholesome pale-green eyes.


CHAPTER 6
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EIGHT BELLS, SIR.

Hornblower came back to consciousness not very willingly; he suspected he was being dragged away from delightful dreams, although he could not remember what they were.

Still dark, sir, went on Brown remorselessly, but a clear night. Wind steady at west-by-north, a strong breeze. The sloops an the flotilla in sight to looard, an were hove to, sir, under mizzen-tsl, maintmast staysl an jib. An heres your shirt, sir.

Hornblower swung his legs out of his cot and sleepily pulled off his nightshirt. He was minded at first just to put on those few clothes which would keep him warm on deck, but he had his dignity as commodore to remember, and he wanted to establish a reputation as a man who was never careless about any detail whatever. He had left orders to be called now, a quarter of an hour before it was really necessary, merely to be able to do so. So he put on uniform coat and trousers and boots, parted his hair carefully in the flickering light of the lantern Brown held, and put aside the thought of shaving. If he came on deck at four in the morning newly shaved everyone would guess that he had been at pains regarding his appearance. He clapped on his cocked hat, and struggled into the pea-jacket which Brown held for him. Outside his cabin door the sentry snapped to attention as the great man appeared. On the half-deck a group of high-spirited youngsters coming off watch subsided into awed and apprehensive silence at the sight of the commodore, which was a fit and proper thing to happen.

On the quarterdeck it was as raw and unfriendly as one might expect before dawn in the Kattegat on a spring morning. The bustle of calling the watch had just subsided; the figures which loomed up in the darkness and hurriedly moved over to the port side, leaving the starboard side clear for him, were unrecognizable. But the thump of Bushs wooden leg was unmistakable.

Captain Bush!

Sir?

What time is sunrise this morning?

Er  about five-thirty, sir.

I dont want to know about what time it will be. I asked What time is sunrise?

A seconds silence while the crestfallen Bush absorbed this rebuke, and then another voice answered:

Five-thirty-four, sir.

That was that fresh-faced lad, Carlin, the second lieutenant of the ship. Hornblower would have given something to be sure whether Carlin really knew when sunrise was, or whether he was merely guessing, taking a chance that his commodore would not check his figures. As for Bush, it was bad luck on him that he should be rebuked publicly, but he should have known what time was sunrise, seeing that last night Hornblower had been making plans with him based on that very point. And it would do the discipline of the rest of the force no harm if it were known that the commodore spared no one, not even the captain of a ship of the line, his best friend.

Hornblower took a turn or two up and down the deck. Seven days out from the Downs, and no news. With the wind steady from the westward, there could be no news  nothing could have got out from the Baltic, or even from Gothenburg. He had not seen a sail yesterday after rounding the Skaw and coming up the Kattegat. His last news from Sweden was fifteen days old, then, and in fifteen days anything could happen. Sweden might have easily changed from unfriendly neutrality to open hostility. Before him lay the passage of the Sound, three miles wide at its narrowest point; on the starboard side would be Denmark, undoubtedly hostile under Bonapartes domination whether she wanted to be or not. On the port side would be Sweden, and the main channel up the Sound lay under the guns of Helsingborg. If Sweden were Englands enemy the guns of Denmark and Sweden  of Elsinore and of Helsingborg  might easily cripple the squadron as they ran the gauntlet. And retreat would always be perilous and difficult, if not entirely cut off. It might be as well to delay, to send in a boat to discover how Sweden stood at the present moment.

But on the other hand, to send in a boat would warn Sweden of his presence. If he dashed in now, the moment there was light enough to see the channel, he might go scathless, taking the defences by surprise even if Sweden were hostile. His vessels might be knocked about, but with the wind west-by-north, in an ideal quarter, even a crippled ship could struggle along until the Sound widened and they would be out of range. If Swedens neutrality were still wobbling it would do no harm to let her see a British squadron handled with boldness and decision, nor for her to know that a British force were loose in the Baltic able to threaten her shores and ravage her shipping. Should Sweden turn hostile he could maintain himself one way or the other in the Baltic through the summer  and in a summer anything might happen  and with good fortune might fight his way out again in the autumn. There certainly were arguments in favour of temporizing and delay and communicating with the shore, but there were more cogent arguments still in favour of prompt action.

The ships bell struck one sharp note; hardly more than an hour before dawn, and already over there to leeward there was a hint of grey in the sky. Hornblower opened his mouth to speak, and then checked himself. He had been about to issue a sharp order, consonant with the tenseness of the moment and with the accelerated beating of his pulse; but that was not the way he wanted to behave. While he had time to think and prepare himself he could still pose as a man of iron nerves.

Captain Bush! he managed to make himself drawl the words, and to give his orders with an air of complete indifference. Signal all vessels to clear for action.

Aye aye, sir.

Two red lights at the main yardarm and a single gun; that was the night signal for danger from the enemy which would send all hands to quarters. It took several seconds to bring a light for the lanterns; by the time the signal was acknowledged the Nonsuch was well on the way to being cleared for action  the watch below turned up, the decks sanded and the firepumps manned, guns run out and bulkheads knocked down. It was still a pretty raw crew  Bush had been through purgatory trying to get his ship manned  but the job could have been worse done. Now the grey dawn had crept up over the eastern sky, and the rest of the squadron was just visible as vessels and not as solid nuclei in the gloom, but it was still not quite light enough to risk the passage. Hornblower turned to Bush and Hurst, the first lieutenant.

If you please, he drawled, dragging out every word with all the nonchalance he could muster, I will have the signal bent ready for hoisting, Proceed to leeward in the order of battle.

Aye aye, sir.

Everything was done now. This last two minutes of waiting in inactivity, with nothing left to do, were especially trying. Hornblower was about to walk up and down, when he remembered that he must stand still to maintain his pose of indifference. The batteries on shore might have their furnaces alight, to heat shot red-hot; there was a possibility that in a few minutes the whole force of which he was so proud might be no more than a chain of blazing wrecks. Now it was time.

Hoist, said Hornblower. Captain Bush, Ill trouble you to square away and follow the squadron.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush.

Bushs voice hinted at suppressed excitement; and it came to Hornblower, with a blinding flash of revelation, that his pose was ineffective with Bush. The latter had learned, during years of experience, that when Hornblower stood still instead of walking about, and when he drawled out his words as he was doing at present, then in Hornblowers opinion there was danger ahead. It was an intensely interesting discovery, but there was no time to think about it, not with the squadron going up the Sound.

Lotus was leading. Vickery, her commander, was the man Hornblower had picked out as the captain with the steadiest nerves who could be trusted to lead without flinching. Hornblower would have liked to have led himself, but in this operation the rear would be the post of danger  the leading ships might well get through before the gunners on shore could get to their guns and find the range  and the Nonsuch as the most solidly built and best able to endure fire must come last so as to be able to succour and tow out of action any disabled ship. Hornblower watched Lotus set topsails and courses and square away. The cutter Clam followed  she was the feeblest of all; a single shot might sink her, and she must be given the best chance of getting through. Then the two ugly bomb-ketches, and then the other sloop, Raven, just ahead of Nonsuch; Hornblower was not sorry to have the opportunity to watch how her commander, Cole, would behave in action. Nonsuch followed, driving hard with the strong breeze on her starboard quarter. Hornblower watched Bush shaking the wind out of the mizzentopsail so as to keep exact station astern of the Raven. The big two-decker seemed a lumbering clumsy thing compared with the grace and elegance of the sloops.

That was Sweden in sight now, Cape Kullen, now on the port bow.

A cast of the log, if you please, Mr Hurst.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower thought Hurst looked a little sidelong at him, unable to conceive why any sane man should want a cast of the log at a moment when the ship was about to risk everything; but Hornblower wanted to know how long the strain was likely to endure, and what was the use of being a commodore if one could not then indulge ones whims? A midshipman and a couple of quartermasters came running aft with log and glass; the speed of the ship was sufficient to make the quartermasters arms vibrate as he held the reel above his head.

Nigh on nine knots, sir, reported the midshipman to Hurst.

Nigh on nine knots, sir, reported Hurst to Hornblower.

Very good.

It would be a full eight hours, then, before they were beyond Saltholm and comparatively out of danger. There was the Danish coast on the starboard bow now, just visible in the half light; the channel was narrowing fast. Hornblower could imagine sleepy sentries and lookouts peering from their posts at the hardly visible sails, and calling to their sergeants, and the sergeants coming sleepily to see for themselves and then hastening away to tell their lieutenants and then the drums beating to arms and the gunners running to their places. On the Danish side they would make ready to fire, for there were the minions of Bonaparte, and any sail was likely to be an enemy. But on the Swedish side? What had Bernadotte decided during the last few days? Was Bonapartes marshal still neutral, or had he at last made up his mind to throw the weight of Sweden on the side of his native land?

There were the low cliffs of Elsinore, and there were the steeples of Helsingborg in plain view to port, and the fortress above the town. Lotus, nearly a mile head, must be into the narrows. Hornblower levelled his glass at her; her yards were bracing round for the turn, and still no shot had been fired. Clam was turning next  please God the clumsy bomb-ketches did not misbehave. Ah! There it was. The heavy dull boom of a gun, and then the sullen roar of a salvo. Hornblower turned his glass to the Swedish coast. He could see no smoke there. Then to the Danish side. Smoke was evident, although the brisk wind was dispersing it fast. Under Bushs orders the helmsman was putting the wheel over a spoke or two, in readiness for the turn; Elsinore and Helsingborg were suddenly surprisingly near. Three miles wide was the channel, and Vickery in Lotus was carrying out his orders correctly, and keeping well to the port side of the fairway, two miles from Denmark and only a mile from Sweden, with every vessel following exactly in his track. If the Swedish guns came into action and were well handled, they could deal the squadron some shrewd blows. Three jets of water from the surface of the sea on the starboard beam. Although the eye could not see the ball that made them it was easy to imagine one could, as it skipped over the surface, but the last jet was a full cables length from the side. The Swedish guns were still not firing; Hornblower wished he could tell whether it was because the Swedish gunners were taken by surprise or because they were under orders not to fire.

Elsinore was abaft the beam now, and the channel was opening wide. Hornblower shut his telescope with a snap, and a decided feeling of anticlimax. He could hardly imagine now what he had been worrying about. Calling up in his minds eye the chart that he had so anxiously studied, he calculated that it would be an hour before they were in range of the shore again, where the fairway lay close in to the Swedish island of Hven  however that was pronounced in these barbarous northern tongues. This latter thought made him glance round. Braun was at his station on the quarterdeck, in attendance on the commodore, as he should be. With his hands on the rail he was gazing over at the Swedish shore; Hornblower could not see his face, but every line of the mans figure disclosed rapt attention. The poor devil of an exile was looking longingly on the shores on which he could never hope to set foot. The world was full of exiles, but Hornblower felt sorry for this one.

Here came the sun, peeping between two Swedish hills as they opened up the valley. It was full daylight, with every promise of a fine day. The minute warmth of the sun, as the shadow of the mizzen-rigging ran across the quarterdeck, suddenly awoke in Hornblower the knowledge that he was stiff and chilled with having made himself stand still so long. He took a turn or two along the quarterdeck, restoring his circulation, and the fresh knowledge was borne in upon him that he wanted his breakfast. Glamorous visions of steaming cups of coffee danced momentarily in his minds eye, and it was with a sense of acute disappointment that he remembered that, with the ship cleared for action and all fires out, there was not chance of hot food at all. So acute was the disappointment that he realized guiltily that his six months ashore had made him soft and self-indulgent; it was with positive distaste that he contemplated the prospect of breakfasting off biscuit and cold meat, and washing them down with ships water which already had obviously been kept a long time in cask.

The thought reminded him of the men standing patiently at their guns. He wished Bush would remember about them, too. Hornblower could not possibly interfere in the details of the internal management of the ship  he would do more harm than good if he were to try  but he yearned to give the orders which were running through his mind. He tried for a moment to convey his wishes to Bush telepathically, but Bush seemed unreceptive, just as Hornblower expected. He walked over to the lee side as though to get a better view of the Swedish coast, stopping within two yards of Bush.

Sweden still seems to be neutral, he said, casually.

Yes, sir.

We shall know better when we reach Hven  God knows how ones supposed to pronounce that. We must pass close under the guns there; the fairways that side.

Yes, sir, I remember.

But theres nearly an hour before we come to it. I shall have a bite of breakfast brought to me here. Will you join me, Captain?

Thank you, sir. I shall be delighted.

An invitation of that sort from a commodore was as good as a command to a captain. But Bush was far too good an officer to dream of eating food when his men could not do so. Hornblower could see in his face his struggle against his nervous but impractical desire to have his crew at their guns every moment of this tense time; Bush, after all, was new to command and found his responsibility heavy. But good sense won him over in the end.

Mr Hurst. Dismiss the watch below. Half an hour for them to get their breakfast.

That was exactly the order Hornblower had wanted him to give  but the pleasure at having brought it about did not in Hornblowers mind counterbalance the annoyance at having had to make a bit of casual conversation, and now there would have to be polite small talk over the breakfast. The tense silence of the ship at quarters changed to the bustle of dismissing the watch; Bush bawled orders for chairs and a table to be brought up to the quarter deck, and fussed over having them set up just where the commodore would like them. A glance from Hornblower to Brown sufficed to spread the table with the delicacies suitable for the occasion which Brown could select from the stores Barbara had sent on board  the best hard bread money could buy; butter in a stone crock, not nearly rancid yet; strawberry jam; a heavily smoked ham; a smoked mutton ham from an Exmoor farm; Cheddar and Stilton cheese; potted char. Brown had had a brilliant idea, and squeezed some of the dwindling store of lemons for lemonade in order to disguise the flavour of the ships water; he knew that Hornblower was quite incapable of drinking beer, even small beer, at breakfast time  and beer was the only alternative.

Bush ran an appreciative eye over the loaded table, and at Hornblowers invitation sat down with appetite. Bush had been poor, too, most of his life, with a host of indigent female relations dependent on his pay. He was not yet surfeited with luxury. But Hornblowers characteristic cross-grainedness had got the better of him; he had wanted coffee, and he could not have coffee, and so he wanted nothing at all. Even lemonade was a mere mockery; he ate resentfully. It seemed to him that Bush, spreading potted char liberally on a biscuit and eating with all the appetite one might expect of him after a night on deck, was doing so deliberately to annoy him. Bush cocked an eye at him across the table and thought better of his first idea of making an appreciative comment on the food. If his queer commodore chose to be in a bad mood it was best to leave him to it  Bush was better than a wife, thought Hornblower, his acute perceptions noting the gesture.

Hornblower pulled out his watch as a reminder to Bush of the next thing to be done.

Call the watch below. Dismiss the watch on deck for breakfast, ordered Bush.

It was strange  dramatic, presumably, would be the right word  to be sitting here in this Baltic sunshine, breakfasting at leisure while no more than three miles away the hordes of the tyrant of Europe could only gaze at them impotently. Brown was offering cigars; Bush cut the end off his with the big sailors clasp-knife which he brought out of a side pocket, and Brown brought the smouldering slow match from the tub beside the quarterdeck carronades to give them a light. Hornblower breathed in the smoke luxuriously and found it impossible to maintain his evil humour, now with the sun shining, his cigar drawing well, and the advanced guard of a million French soldiers three miles distant. The table was whipped away from between them and he stretched his legs. Even Bush did the same  at least, he sat farther back instead of perching on the edge of his chair; his wooden leg stuck out straight before him although the other one remained decorously bent. The Nonsuch was still thrashing along gloriously under plain sail, heeling a little to the wind, with the green sea creaming joyously under her bows. Hornblower pulled at his cigar again in strange spiritual peace. After his recent discontent it was like the unbelievable cessation of toothache.

Hven nearly within random shot, sir, reported the first lieutenant.

Call all hands to quarters, ordered Bush, with a glance at Hornblower.

But Hornblower sat on tranquilly. He felt suddenly quite certain that the guns on Hven would not open fire, and he did not want to throw away ungratefully the cigar which had served him so well. Bush took a second glance at him and decided to sit still too. He hardly deigned to spare a glance for Hven as it came up under the lee bow and passed away under the lee quarter. Hornblower thought of Saltholm and Amager lying ahead; that would be the time of greatest danger, for both islands were in Danish hands and the twelve-fathom channel passed between them and close to both of them. But there was plenty of time to finish this cigar. It was with sincere regret that he drew the last puff, rose slowly to his feet, and sauntered to the lee rail to pitch the end carefully overside.

The sudden swoop of his squadron in the grey dawn had taken the Elsinore garrison by surprise, but there could be no surprise for Saltholm and Amager. They could see his ships in this clear weather a dozen miles away, and the gunners would have ample time to make all preparations to receive them. He looked ahead down the line of vessels.

Make a signal to Moth, he snapped over his shoulder. Keep better station.

If the line were to straggle it would be the longer exposed to fire. The land was in plain sight through his glass; it was lucky that Saltholm was low-lying so that its guns had only poor command. Copenhagen must be only just out of sight, below the horizon to starboard. Vickery was taking Lotus exactly down the course Hornblower had laid down for him in his orders. There was the smoke bursting out from Saltholm. There was the boom of the guns  a very irregular salvo. He could see no sign of damage to the ships ahead. Lotus was firing back; he doubted if her popgun nine-pounders could hit at that range, but the smoke might help to screen her. All Saltholm was covered with smoke now, and the boom of the guns across the water was in one continuous roll like a drum. They were still out of range of Amager at present; Vickery was wearing ship now for the turn. Bush very sensibly had leadsmen in the chains.

By the mark seven!

Seven fathoms was ample, with the tide making. Brown against green  those were the batteries on Saltholm, dimly visible in the smoke; young Carlin on the main deck was pointing out the target to the port-side twelve-pounders.

By the deep six, and half six!

A sudden tremendous crash, as the port-side battery fired all together. The Nonsuch heaved with the recoil, and as she did so came the leadsmans cry.

And a half six!

Starboard your helm, said Bush. Stand by, the starboard guns!

Nonsuch poised herself for the turn; as far as Hornblower could tell, not a shot had been fired at her at present.

By the mark five!

They must be shaving the point of the shoal. There were the Amager batteries in plain sight  the starboard-side guns, with the additional elevation due to the heel of the ship, should be able to reach them. Both broadsides together, this time, an ear-splitting crash, and the smoke from the starboard guns billowed across the deck, bitter and irritant.

And a half five!

That was better. God, Harvey was hit. The bomb-ketch, two cables length ahead of Nonsuch, changed in a moment from a fighting vessel to a wreck. Her towering mainmast, enormous for her size, had been cut through just above her deck; mast and shrouds, and the huge area of canvas she carried were trailing over her quarter. Her stumpy mizzentopmast had gone as well, hanging down from the cap. Raven as her orders dictated, swept past her, and Harvey lay helpless as Nonsuch hurtled down upon her.

Back the maintopsl! roared Bush.

Stand by with the heaving-line, there! said Hurst.

And a half five! called the leadsman.

Helm-a-lee, said Bush, and then in the midst of the bustle the starboard broadside bellowed out again, as the guns bore on the Amager batteries, and the smoke swept across the decks. Nonsuch heaved over; her backed topsail caught the wind and checked her way as she recovered. She hovered with the battered Harvey close alongside. Hornblower could see Mound, her captain, directing the efforts of her crew from his station at the foot of her mizzenmast. Hornblower put his speaking-trumpet to his lips.

Cut that wreckage away, smartly, now.

Stand by for the line! shouted Hurst.

The heaving-line, well thrown, dropped across her mizzen shrouds, and Mound himself seized it; Hurst dashed below to superintend the passing across of the towline, which lay on the lower gun-deck all ready to be passed out of an after gun-port. A splintering crash forward told that one shot at least from Amager had struck home on Nonsuch. Axes were cutting furiously at the tangle of shrouds over the Harveys side; a group of seamen were furiously hauling in the three-inch line from Nonsuch which had been bent on the heaving-line. Another crash forward; Hornblower swung round to see that a couple of foremast shrouds had parted at the chains. With the Nonsuch lying nearly head to wind neither port-side nor starboard-side guns bore to make reply, but Carlin had a couple of guns crews hard at work with hand-spikes heaving the two foremost guns round  it would be as well to keep the batteries under fire so as not to allow them to indulge in mere target practice. Hornblower turned back; Nonsuchs stern was almost against Harveys quarter, but some capable officer already had two spars out from the stern gallery to boom her off. The big cable itself was on its way over now; as Hornblower watched he saw Harveys men reach and grasp it.

Well take you out stern first, Mr Mound, yelled Hornblower through his speaking-trumpet  there was no time to waste while they took the cable forward. Mound waved acknowledgement.

Quarter less five, came the voice of the leadsman; the leeway which the two vessels were making was carrying them down on the Saltholm shoals.

On the heels of the cry came the bang-bang of the two guns which Carlin had brought to bear on the Amager batteries, and following that came the howl of shot passing overhead. There were holes in main and mizzentopsails  the enemy were trying to disable Nonsuch.

Shall I square away, sir? came Bushs voice at Hornblowers side.

Mound had taken a turn with the cables end round the base of the Harveys mizzenmast, which was stepped so far aft as to make a convenient point to tow from. He was waving his arms to show that all was secure, and his axemen were hacking at the last of the mainmast shrouds.

Yes, Captain. Hornblower hesitated before dropping a word of advice on a matter which was strictly Bushs business. Take the strain slowly, or youll part the tow or pluck that mizzenmast clear out of her. Haul your headsails up to starboard, then get her slowly under way before you brace up your maintopsl.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush showed no resentment at Hornblowers telling him what to do, for he knew very well that Hornblowers advice was something more valuable than gold could ever buy.

And if I were doing it Id keep the towline short  stern first, with nothing to keep her under control, Harveyll tow better that way.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush turned and began to bellow his orders. With the handling of the headsails the Nonsuch turned away from the wind, and instantly Carlin brought his guns into action again. The ship was wrapped in smoke and in the infernal din of the guns. Shots from Amager were still striking home or passing overhead, and in the next interval of comparative silence the voice of the leadsman made itself heard.

And a half four!

The sooner they were away from these shoals the better. Fore- and mizzentopsails were filling slightly, and the headsails were drawing. The towline tightened, and as the ears recovered from the shock of the next broadside they became aware of a vast creaking as the cable and the bitts took the strain  on the Nonsuchs quarterdeck they could overhear Harveys mizzenmast creaking with the strain. The ketch came round slowly, to the accompaniment of fierce bellowings at Nonsuchs helmsman, as the two-decker wavered at the pull across her stern. It was all satisfactory; Hornblower nodded to himself  if Bush were stealing glances at him (as he expected) and saw that nod it would do no harm.

Hands to the braces! bellowed Bush, echoing Hornblowers thoughts. With fore- and mizzentopsails trimmed and drawing well Nonsuch began to increase her speed, and the ketch followed her with as much docility as could be expected of a vessel with no rudder to keep her straight. Then she sheered off in ugly fashion to starboard before the tug of the line pulled her straight again to a feu de joie of creaks. Hornblower shook his head at the sight, and Bush held back his order to brace up the maintopsail.

Starboard your helm, Mr Mound! shouted Hornblower through his speaking-trumpet. Putting Harveys rudder over might have some slight effect  the behaviour of every ship being towed was an individual problem. Speed was increasing, and that, too, might affect Harveys behaviour for better or worse.

By the mark five!

That was better. And Harvey was behaving herself, too. She was yawing only very slightly now; either the increase in speed or the putting over of the rudder was having its effect.

Thats well done, Captain Bush, said Hornblower pompously.

Thank you, sir, said Bush, and promptly ordered the maintopsail to be braced up.

By the deep six!

They were well off the Saltholm shoal, then, and Hornblower suddenly realized that the guns had not fired for some time, and he had heard nothing of any more firing from Amager. They were through the channel, then, out of range of the batteries, at a cost of only a single spar knocked away. There was no need to come within range of any other hostile gun  they could round Falsterbo well clear of the Swedish batteries.

By the deep nine!

Bush was looking at him with that expression of puzzled admiration which Hornblower had seen on his face before. Yet it had been easy enough. Anyone could have foreseen that it would be best to leave to the Nonsuch the duty of towing any cripples out of range, and, once that was granted, anyone would have the sense to have a cable roused out and led aft ready to undertake the duty instantly, with heaving-lines and all the other gear to hand, and anyone would have posted Nonsuch last in the line, both to endure the worst of the enemys fire and to be in a position to run down to a cripple and start towing without delay. Anyone could have made those deductions  it was vaguely irritating that Bush should look like that.

Make a general signal to heave to, said Hornblower. Captain Bush, stand by, if you please, to cast off the tow. Ill have Harvey jury rigged before we round Falsterbo. Perhaps youll be good enough to send a party on board to help with the work.

And with that he went off below. He had seen all he wanted both of Bush and of the world for the present. He was tired, drained of his energy. Later there would be time enough to sit at his desk and begin the weary business of  Sir, I have the honour to report  There would be dead and wounded to enumerate, too.


CHAPTER 7
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HIS BRITANNIC MAJESTYS seventy-four-gun ship Nonsuch was out of sight of land in the Baltic. She was under easy sail, running before that persistent westerly wind, and astern of her, like a couple of ugly ducklings following their portly mother, came the two bomb-ketches. Far out to starboard, only just in sight, was the Lotus, and far out to port was the Raven. Beyond the Raven, unseen from the Nonsuch, was the Clam; the four ships made a visual chain which could sweep the narrow neck of the Baltic, from Sweden to Rügen, from side to side. There was still no news; in spring, with the melting of the ice, the whole traffic of the Baltic was outwards, towards England and Europe, and with this westerly wind so long prevailing little was astir. The air was fresh and keen, despite the sunshine, and the sea was silver-grey under the dappled sky.

Hornblower gasped and shuddered as he took his bath under the wash-deck pump. For fifteen years he had served in tropical and Mediterranean waters; he had had lukewarm sea water pumped over him far more often than he could remember, and this Baltic water, chilled by the melting ice in the gulfs of Bothnia and Finland, and the snow-water of the Vistula and the Oder, was still a shock to him. There was something stimulating about it, all the same, and he pranced grotesquely under the heavy jet, forgetful  as he always was while having his bath  of the proper dignity of a commodore. Half a dozen seamen, working in leisurely fashion under the direction of the ships carpenter at replacing a shattered gun-port, stole wondering glances at him. The two seamen at the pump, and Brown standing by with towel and dressing-gown, preserved a proper solemnity of aspect, close under his eye as they were.

Suddenly the jet ceased; a skinny little midshipman was standing saluting his naked commodore. Despite the gravity of addressing so great a man the child was round-eyed with wonder at this fantastic behaviour on the part of an officer whose doings were a household word.

What is it? said Hornblower, water streaming off him. He could not return the salute.

Mr Montgomery sent me, sir. Lotus signals Sail to leeward, sir.

Very good.

Hornblower snatched the towel from Brown, but the message was too important for time to be wasted drying himself, and he ran up the companion still wet and naked, with Brown following with his dressing-gown. The officer of the watch touched his hat as Hornblower appeared on the quarterdeck  it was like some old fairy story, the way everybody rigidly ignored the commodores lack of clothes.

New signal from Lotus, sir. Chase has tacked. Chase is on the port tack, bearing east-by-north, half east.

Hornblower leaped to the compass; only the topsails of the Lotus were in sight from the deck as he took the bearing by eye. Whatever that sail was, he must intercept it and gather news. He looked up to see Bush hastening on deck, buttoning his coat.

Captain Bush, Ill trouble you to alter course two points to starboard.

Aye aye, sir.

Lotus signalling again, sir. Chase is a ship. Probably British merchantman.

Very good. Set all sail, Captain Bush, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

The pipes shrilled through the ship, and 400 men went pouring up the ratlines to loose the royals and set studding-sails. Hornblower raised a professional eye to watch the operation, carried out under a storm of objurgation from the officer of the watch. The still clumsy crew was driven at top speed by the warrant officers through the evolution, and it was hardly completed before there was a yell from the mast-head.

Sail on the starboard bow!

Must be the ship Lotus can see, sir, said Bush. Masthead there! What can you see of the sail?

Shes a ship, sir, close-hauled an coming up fast. Were headin to meet her.

Hoist the colours, Mr Hurst. If she was beating up for the Sound, sir, she would have tacked whether she saw Lotus or not.

Yes, said Hornblower.

A shriek came from the mast-head, where one of the midshipmen of the watch, an urchin who had not yet mastered his changing voice, had run up with a glass.

British colours, sir!

Hornblower remembered he was still wet and naked; at least, he was still wet in those parts of him which did not offer free play for the wind to dry him. He began to dab at these inner corners with the towel he still held, only to be interrupted again.

There she is! said Bush; the ships upper sails were over the horizon, in view from the deck.

Lay a course to pass her within hail, if you please, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. Starboard a point, Quartermaster. Get those stunsls in again, Mr Hurst.

The ship they were approaching held her course steadily; there was nothing suspicious about her, not even the fact that she had gone about immediately on sighting Lotus.

Timber from the South Baltic, I expect, sir, said Bush, training his glass. You can see the deck cargo now.

Like most ships bound out of the Baltic her decks were piled high with timber, like barricades along the bulwarks.

Make the merchant ships private signal if you please, Captain, said Hornblower.

He watched the reply run up the ships halliards.

A  T  numeral  five  seven, sir, read Hurst through his glass. Thats the correct reply for last winter, and she wont have received the new code yet.

Signal her to heave to, said Hornblower.

With no more delay than was to be expected of a merchant ship, inept at reading signals, and with a small crew, the ship backed her maintopsail and lay-to. The Nonsuch came hurtling down upon her.

Thats the yellow Q shes hoisting now, sir, said Hurst, suddenly. The fever flag.

Very good. Heave to, Captain Bush, if you please.

Aye aye, sir. Ill keep to windard of her, too, if youve no objection, sir.

The Nonsuch laid her topsails to the mast and rounded-to, rocking in the gentle trough of the waves a pistol-shot to windward. Hornblower took his speaking-trumpet.

What ships that?

Maggie Jones of London. Eleven days out from Memel!

In addition to the man at the wheel there were only two figures visible on the poop-deck of the Maggie Jones; one of them, wearing white duck trousers and a blue coat, was obviously the captain. It was he who was answering by speaking-trumpet.

Whats that yellow flag for?

Smallpox. Seven cases on board, and two dead. First case a week ago.

Smallpox, by God! muttered Bush. A frightful mental picture came up before his minds eye, of what smallpox would do, let loose in his precious Nonsuch, with 900 men crammed into her restricted space.

Why are you sailing without convoy?

None available at Memel. The rendezvous for the trades off Langeland on the twenty-fourth. Were beating up for the Belt now.

Whats the news? Hornblower had waited patiently during all these interminable sentences before asking that question.

The Russian embargo still holds, but were sailing under licence.

Sweden?

God knows, sir. Some say theyve tightened up their embargo there.

A curious muffled howl came from below decks in the Maggie Jones at that moment, just audible in the Nonsuch.

Whats that noise? asked Hornblower.

One of the smallpox cases, sir. Delirious. They say the Tsars meeting Bernadotte next week for a conference somewhere in Finland.

Any sign of war between France and Russia?

None that I could see in Memel.

That delirious patient must be very violent for his shrieks to reach Hornblowers ears at this distance against the wind. Hornblower heard them again. Was it possible for one man to make all that noise? It sounded more like a muffled chorus to Hornblower. Hornblower felt a sudden wave of suspicion surging up within him. The white-trousered figure on the Maggie Jones poop was altogether too glib, too professional in his talk. A naval officer might possibly discuss the chances of war in the Baltic as coldly as this man was doing, but a merchant captain would put more feeling in his words. And more than one man was making that noise in her forecastle. The captain could easily have offered his information about the Tsars meeting with Bernadotte as a red herring to distract Hornblowers attention from the cries below deck. Something was wrong.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, send a boat with a boarding party over to that ship.

Sir! protested Bush, wildly. Sir  she has smallpox on board  sir! Aye aye, sir.

Bushs protests died an uneasy death at the look on Hornblowers face. Bush told himself that Hornblower knew as well as he did the frightful possibilities of the introduction of smallpox into Nonsuch. Hornblower knew the chances he was taking. And one more look at Hornblowers face told Bush that the decision had not been an easy one.

Hornblower put the trumpet to his lips again.

Im sending a boat to you, he shouted. It was hard at twenty yards distance to detect any change in the manner of the man he was addressing, especially when hampered with a speaking-trumpet, but Hornblower thought he could see the captain start a little. Certainly there was a decided pause before he answered.

As you wish, sir. I have warned you of smallpox. Could you send a surgeon and medicines?

That was exactly what he should have said. But all the same, there was that suspicious pause before answering, as if the man had been taken by surprise and had searched round in his mind for the best reply to make. Bush was standing by, with misery in his face, hoping that Hornblower would countermand his order, but Hornblower made no sign. Under the orders of the boatswain the whaler rose to the pull of the tackles, was swayed outboard, and dropped into the sea. A midshipman and a boats crew dropped down into her, sulkily. They would have gone cheerfully to board an armed enemy, but the thought of a loathsome disease unmanned them.

Push off, ordered the officer of the watch, after a last glance at Hornblower. The whaler danced over the waves towards the Maggie Jones, and then Hornblower saw the captain dash his speaking-trumpet to the deck and look round wildly as though for some means of escape.

Stay hove-to, or Ill sink you, roared Hornblower, and with a gesture of despair the captain stood still, drooping in defeat.

The whaler hooked on to the Maggie Jones main-chains and the midshipman led his party on to the decks with a rush. There was no sign of any opposition offered, but as the seamen ran aft there was the sudden pop of a pistol, and Hornblower saw the midshipman bending over the writhing, white-trousered body of the captain. He found himself taking an oath that he would break that midshipman, court martial him, ruin him, and have him begging his bread in the gutter if he had wantonly killed the captain. Hornblowers hunger and thirst for news, for facts, for information, was so intense that the thought of the captain escaping him by death roused him to ferocious bitterness.

Why the devil didnt I go myself ? he demanded of no one in particular. Captain Bush, Ill be obliged if youll have my barge called away.

But the smallpox, sir 

Smallpox be damned. And theres none on board that ship.

The midshipmans voice came across the water to them.

Nonsuch ahoy! Shes a prize. Taken yesterday by a French privateer.

Whos that captain I was speaking to? demanded Hornblower.

A renegade Englishman, sir. He shot himself as we came on board.

Is he dead?

Not yet, sir.

Mr Hurst, said Bush, send the surgeon over. Ill give him one minute to get his gear together. I want that renegades life saved so that we can see how he looks at a yardarm.

Send him in my barge, said Hornblower, and then, through the speaking-trumpet. Send the prisoners and the ships officers over to me.

Aye aye, sir.

And now Ill get some clothes on, by God, said Hornblower; he had only just realized that he had been standing naked on the quarterdeck for an hour or more  if he had obeyed his first impulse and gone over in his barge he would have boarded the Maggie Jones without a stitch on.

The captain and the two mates were ushered down into Hornblowers cabin, where he and Bush questioned them eagerly, the chart of the Baltic spread out before him.

We heard that renegade tell you the truth, sir, said the captain. We were ten days out from Memel, bound for the Belt, when he pounced on us yesterday  big ship-rigged privateer, ten guns a side, flush-decked. Name Blanchefleur, whatever way you say it. What the Frogs call a corvette. French colours. They put a prize crew on board under that renegade  Clarkes his name, sir  an I think we were headed for Kiel when you caught us. They shut us up in the lazarette. God, how we yelled, hoping youd hear us.

We heard you, said Bush.

How were things at Memel when you left? demanded Hornblower.

The captains face wrinkled; if he had been French he would have shrugged his shoulders.

The same as ever. Russian ports are still closed to us, but theyll give anyone a licence to trade who asks for it. Its the same with the Swedes on the other side.

What about war between Bonaparte and Russia?

This time the tangle of doubt really made the captain shrug.

Everyones talking about it, but nothing definite yet. Soldiers everywhere. If Boney really fights em hell find em as ready as Russians ever are.

Do you think he will?

I wish youd tell me, sir. I dont know. But it was true what Clarke told you, sir. The Tsar and Bernadotte are meeting soon. Perhaps you can guess what that means. It means nothing to a plain man like me, sir. There have been so many of these meetings and conferences and congresses.

So there it was; Sweden and Russia were still in the equivocal position of being nominal enemies of England and nominal allies of Bonaparte, pretending to make war, pretending to be at peace, half belligerent, half neutral, in the strange manner which seemed to have become fashionable nowadays. It was still doubtful whether Bonaparte would take the tremendous step of waging war on Russia. No one could analyse Bonapartes motives. One might think that he would do better for himself by turning all his vast resources towards finishing off the war in Spain and endeavouring to strike down England before attempting the conquest of the East; but on the other hand a swift decisive blow at Russia might free him from the menace of a powerful and doubtfully friendly nation at his back. Bonaparte had conquered so often; he had struck down every nation in Europe  except England  and it hardly seemed likely that Russia could withstand the impact of his massed forces. With Russia beaten he would have no enemies left on the mainland at all. There would only be England left to oppose him, single-handed. It was comforting that England had not taken active measures in support of Finland when Russia attacked her, all the same. That made a working alliance with Russia far more practicable now.

Now tell me more about this Blanchefleur, said Hornblower, bending over the chart.

She nabbed us off Rügen, sir. Sassnitz bore sowest, eight miles. You see, sir 

Hornblower listened to the explanations with attention. A twenty-gun corvette under a good French captain was a serious menace loose in the Baltic. With the trade beginning to move on the melting of the ice it would be his first duty to capture her or drive her into port and blockade her. A ship of that force would be able to put up a good fight even against one of his sloops. He hoped he could entrap her, for she would be far too fast for Nonsuch to overhaul her in a stern chase. She was sending her prizes into Kiel, for there they could dispose of the prisoners, pick up a French crew, and start the hazardous voyage round Denmark to the west  Bonaparte needed naval stores, with ships of war building in every port from Hamburg to Trieste.

Thank you, gentlemen, he said. Ill not detain you longer. Captain Bush, well talk to the prisoners next.

But there was little to learn from the seamen of the captured prize crew, even though they were brought in separately for questioning. Four of them were Frenchmen; Hornblower conducted his own examination of them, with Bush looking on admiringly. Bush had already succeeded in forgetting all the little French he had so painfully learned during his enforced sojourn in France. Two were Danes, and two were Germans; Mr Braun was called in to interpret while they were questioned. They were all experienced seamen, and as far as Hornblower could gather they had all been driven to take service in the Blanchefleur sooner than be conscripted into Bonapartes navy or army. Even though they were faced with what might well be a lifetime in an English prison the Frenchmen refused any offer to serve in the British Navy, but the others accepted immediately Braun put the suggestion to them. Bush rubbed his hands at acquiring four prime seamen in this fashion to help fill his chronically undermanned ships. They had picked up a little French in the Blanchefleur, and they would soon pick up enough English in the Nonsuch or the Lotus; certainly they would under the stimulus of a ropes end handled by an experienced petty officer.

Take em away and read em in, Mr Hurst, said Bush, rubbing his hands again. Now, sir, shall we take a look at that damned renegade Englishman?

Clarke was lying on the main-deck of the Nonsuch, to which he had been hoisted from the boat by a tackle at the yardarm, and the surgeon was still bending over him. He had tried to blow out his brains, but he had only succeeded in shattering his lower jaw. There was blood on his blue coat and on his white trousers, and his whole head was swathed in bandages, and he lay tossing in agony on the canvas sheet in which he had been hoisted. Hornblower peered down at him. The features he could see, chalk white so that the tan looked like a coat of dirt, were pinched and refined and weak, a thin nose and hollow cheeks, brown eyes like a womans, with scanty sandy eyebrows above them. What little hair Hornblower could see was scanty and sandy too. Hornblower wondered what combination of circumstances could have led him into betraying his country and taking service with Bonaparte. Hatred of imprisonment, perhaps  Hornblower had known what it was to be a prisoner, in Ferrol and Rosas and in France. Yet that over-refined face did not seem to indicate the sort of personality that would fret itself to pieces in confinement. It might have been a woman, perhaps, who had driven him or led him to this, or he might be a deserter from the Navy who had fled to escape punishment  it would be interesting to see if his back was scarred with the cat-o-nine-tails. He might perhaps be an Irishman, one of those fanatics who in their desire to hurt England refused to see that the worst England had ever done to Ireland would be nothing compared with what Bonaparte would do to her if she were once in his power.

Whatever might be the case, he was a man of ability and quick wit. As soon as he had seen that Lotus had cut him off from escape to the mainland he had resolutely taken the only course that gave him any chance of safety. He had steered the Maggie Jones as innocently as kiss-your-hand up to Nonsuch; that suggestion of smallpox had been an ingenious one, and his conversation by speaking-trumpet had been very nearly natural.

Is he going to live? asked Bush of the surgeon.

No, sir. The mandible is extensively comminuted on both sides  I mean his jaw is shattered, sir. There is some splintering of the maxilla as well, and his tongue  the whole glossopharyngeal region, in fact  is in rags. The haemorrhage may prove fatal  in other words the man may bleed to death, although I do not think he will, now. But I do not think anything on earth can stop mortification  gangrene, in other words, sir  which in this area will prove immediately fatal. In any event the man will die of inanition, of hunger and thirst that is to say, even if we could keep him alive for a while by injections per rectum.

It was ghoulish to smile at the surgeons pomposity, to make the inevitable light speech.

It sounds as if nothing could save him, then.

It was a human life they were discussing.

We must hang him, sir, before he dies, said Bush, turning to Hornblower. We can convene a court martial 

He cannot defend himself, replied Hornblower.

Bush spread his hands in a gesticulation which for him was vastly eloquent.

What defence has he to offer, sir? We have all the evidence we need. The prisoners have supplied it apart from the obvious facts.

He might be able to rebut the evidence if he could speak, said Hornblower. It was an absurd thing to say. There could be no possible doubt of Clarkes guilt  his attempt at suicide proved it even if nothing else did; but Hornblower knew perfectly well that he was quite incapable of hanging a man who was physically unable to make any defence.

Hell slip through our fingers if we wait, sir.

Then let him.

But the example to the men, sir 

No, no, no, flared Hornblower. What sort of example would it be to the men to hang a dying man  a man who would not know what was being done to him, for that matter?

It was horrible to see the faint play of expression in Bushs face. Bush was a kindly man, a good brother to his sisters and a good son to his mother, and yet there was that hint of the lust of cruelty, the desire for a hanging. No, that was not quite fair. What Bush lusted for was revenge  revenge on a traitor who had borne arms against their common country.

It would teach the men not to desert, sir, said Bush, still feebly raising arguments. Hornblower knew  he had twenty years of experience  how every British captain was plagued by desertion, and spent half his waking hours wondering first how to find men and second how to retain them.

It might, said Hornblower, but I doubt it very much.

He could not imagine any good being done, and he certainly could picture the harm, if the men were forced to witness a helpless man, one who could not even stand on his feet, being noosed about the neck and swung up to the yardarm.

Bush still hankered for blood. Even though he had no more to say, there was still a look in his face, there were still protests trembling on his lips.

Thank you, Captain Bush, said Hornblower. My mind is made up.

Bush did not know, and might never learn, that mere revenge, objectless, retaliatory, was always stale and unprofitable.


CHAPTER 8
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THE BLANCHEFLEUR WOULD most likely still be hovering round the island of Rügen. Cape Arcona would be a profitable haunt  shipping coming down the Baltic from Russian and Finnish ports would make a landfall there, to be easily snapped up, hemmed in between the land and the two-fathom shoal of the Adlergrund. She would not know of the arrival of a British squadron, nor guess that the immediate recapture of the Maggie Jones had so quickly revealed her presence here.

I think that is all perfectly plain, gentlemen? said Hornblower, looking round his cabin at his assembled captains.

There was a murmur of assent. Vickery of the Lotus and Cole of the Raven were looking grimly expectant. Each of them was hoping that it would be his ship that would encounter the Blanchefleur  a successful single-ship action against a vessel of so nearly equal force would be the quickest way to be promoted captain from commander. Vickery was young and ardent  it was he who had commanded the boats at the cutting-out of the Sèvres  and Cole was grey-headed and bent. Mound, captain of the Harvey, and Duncan, captain of the Moth, were both of them young lieutenants; Freeman, of the cutter Clam, swarthy and with long black hair like a gipsy, was of a different type; it would be less surprising to hear he was captain of a smuggling craft than captain of a Kings ship. It was Duncan who asked the next question.

If you please, sir, is Swedish Pomerania neutral?

Whitehall would be glad to know the answer to that question, Mr Duncan, said Hornblower, with a grin. He wanted to appear stern and aloof, but it was not easy with these pleasant boys.

They grinned back at him; it was with a curious pang that Hornblower realized that his subordinates were already fond of him. He thought, guiltily, that if only they knew all the truth about him they might not like him so much.

Any other questions, gentlemen? No? Then you can return to your ships and take your stations for the night.

At dawn when Hornblower came on deck there was a thin fog over the surface of the sea; with the dropping of the westerly wind the cold water flowing out from the melting ice-packs of the Gulf of Finland had an opportunity of cooling the warm damp air and condensing its moisture into a cloud.

It could be thicker, sir, but not much, grumbled Bush. The foremast was visible from the quarterdeck, but not the bowsprit. There was only a faint breeze from the north, and the Nonsuch, creeping along before it, was very silent, pitching hardly at all on the smooth sea, with a rattle of blocks and cordage.

I took a cast with the deep-sea lead at six bells, sir, reported Montgomery. Ninety-one fathoms. Grey mud. Thatll be the Arcona deep, sir.

Very good, Mr Montgomery, said Bush. Hornblower was nearly sure that Bushs curt manner to his lieutenants was modelled on the manner Hornblower used to employ towards him when he was first lieutenant.

Nosing our way about with the lead, said Bush, disgustedly. We might as well be a Dogger Bank trawler. And you remember what the prisoners said about the Blanchefleur, sir? They have pilots on board who know these waters like the palms of their hands.

Groping about in a fog in shoal waters was not the sort of exercise for which a big two-decker was designed, but the Nonsuch had a special value in this campaign. There were few ships this side of the Sound which could match her in force; under her protection the flotilla could cruise wherever necessary. Danes and Swedes and Russians and French had plenty of small craft, but when Nonsuch made her appearance they were powerless to hinder.

If you please, sir, said Montgomery, touching his hat. Isnt that gunfire which I can hear?

Everybody listened, enwrapped in the clammy fog. The only noises to be heard were those of the ship, and the condensed fog dripping from the rigging to the deck. Then a flat-sounding thud came faintly to their ears.

Thats a gun, sir, or my names not Sylvanus Montgomery!

From astern, said Hornblower.

Beg your pardon, sir, but I thought it was on the port bow.

Damn this fog, said Bush.

If the Blanchefleur once had warning of the presence of a British squadron in pursuit of her, and then got away, she would vanish like a needle in a haystack. Hornblower held up a wetted finger and glanced into the binnacle.

Winds north, he said. Maybe nornoreast.

That was comforting. To leeward, the likely avenue of escape, lay Rügen and the coast of Swedish Pomerania, twenty miles away. If Blanchefleur did not slip through the net he had spread she would be hemmed in.

Set the lead going, Mr Montgomery, said Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

Theres another gun! said Hornblower. On the port bow, sure enough.

A wild yell from the masthead.

Sail ho! Sail right ahead!

The mist was thinner in that direction. Perhaps as much as a quarter of a mile away could be seen the thinnest palest ghost of a ship creeping through the fog across the bows.

Ship-rigged, flush-decked, said Bush. Thats the Blanchefleur, sure as a gun!

She vanished as quickly as she had appeared, into a thicker bank of fog.

Hard-a-starboard! roared Bush. Hands to the braces!

Hornblower was at the binnacle, taking a hurried bearing.

Steady as you go! he ordered the helmsman. Keep her at that!

In this gentle breeze the heavily sparred privateer would be able to make better speed than a clumsy two-decker. All that could be hoped for would be to keep Nonsuch up to windward of her to head her off if she tried to break through the cordon.

Call all hands, said Bush. Beat to quarters.

The drums roared through the ship, and the hands came pouring up to their stations.

Run out the guns, continued Bush. One broadside into her, and shes ours.

The trucks roared as three hundred tons of metal were run out. At the breech of every gun there clustered an eager group. The linstocks smouldered sullenly.

Masthead, there! Stay awake! pealed Bush, and then more quietly to Hornblower, He may double back and throw us off the scent.

There was always the possibility of the masthead being above this thin fog  the lookout in Nonsuch might catch a glimpse of the Blanchefleurs topmasts when nothing could be seen from the deck.

For several minutes there was no more sound save for the cry of the leadsman; Nonsuch rolled gently in the trough of the waves, but it was hard to realize in the mist that she was making headway.

By the mark twenty, called the leadsman.

Before he had uttered the last word Hornblower and Bush had turned to glance at each other; up to that moment their subconscious minds had been listening to the cries without their consciousness paying any attention. But by the mark meant that now there was at most twenty fathoms under them.

Shoaling, sir, commented Bush.

Then the masthead lookout yelled again.

Sail on the lee quarter, sir!

Bush and Hornblower sprang to the rail, but in the clinging fog there was nothing to be seen.

Masthead, there! What dyou see?

Nothin now, sir. Just caught a glimpse of a ships royals, sir. There they are again, sir. Two points  three points abaft the port beam.

Whats her course?

Same as ours, sir. Shes gone again now.

Shall we bear down on her, sir? asked Bush.

Not yet, said Hornblower.

Stand to your guns on the port side! ordered Bush.

Even a distant broadside might knock away a spar or two and leave the chase helpless.

Tell the men not to fire without orders, said Hornblower. That may be Lotus.

So it may, by God, said Bush.

Lotus had been on Nonsuchs port beam in the cordon sweeping down towards Rügen. Someone had undoubtedly been firing  that must have been Lotus, and she would have turned in pursuit of the Blanchefleur, which could bring her into just the position where those royals had been seen; and the royals of two ship-rigged sloops, seen through mist, would resemble each other closely enough to deceive the eye even of an experienced seaman.

Winds freshening, sir, commented Hurst.

Thats so, said Bush. Please God it clears this fog away.

Nonsuch was perceptibly leaning over to the freshening breeze. From forward came the cheerful music of the sea under the bows.

By the deep eighteen! called the leadsman.

Then twenty voices yelled together.

There she is! Sail on the port beam! Thats Lotus!

The fog had cleared in this quarter, and there was Lotus under all said, three cables lengths away.

Ask her wheres the chase, snapped Bush.

Sail  last  seen  ahead, read of the signal midshipman, glass to eye.

Much use that is to us, Bush grumbled.

There were enough streaks of fog still remaining to obscure the whole circle of the horizon, even though there was a thin watery sunshine in the air, and a pale sun  silver instead of gold  visible to the eastward.

There she is! suddenly yelled someone at the masthead. Hull down on the port quarter!

Stole away, by God! said Hurst. She must have put up her helm the moment she saw us.

The Blanchefleur was a good six miles away, with only her royals visible from the deck of the Nonsuch, heading downwind under all sail. A string of signal flags ran up Lotus mast, and a gun from her called attention to the urgency of her signal.

Shes seen her too, said Bush.

Wear ship, Captain Bush, if you please. Signal general chase.

Nonsuch came round on the other tack, amid the curses of the officers hurled at the men for their slowness. Lotus swung round with her bow pointing straight at Blanchefleur. With the coast of Pomerania ahead, Nonsuch to windward, and Lotus and Raven on either side, Blanchefleur was hemmed in.

Raven must be nearly level with her over there, sir, said Bush, rubbing his hands. And well pick the bombs up again soon, wherever they got to in the fog.

By the deep fourteen! chanted the leadsman.

Hornblower watched the man in the chains, whirling the lead with practised strength, dropping it in far ahead, reading off the depth as the ship passed over the vertical line, and then hauling in ready for a fresh cast. It was tiring work, continuous severe exercise; moreover, the leadsman was bound to wet himself to the skin, hauling in a hundred feet of dripping line. Hornblower knew enough about life below decks to know that the man would have small chance of ever getting his clothes dry again; he could remember as a midshipman in Pellews Indefatigable being at the lead that wild night when they went in and destroyed the Droits de lhomme in the Biscay surf. He had been chilled to the bone that night, with fingers so numb as almost to be unable to feel the difference between the markers  the white calico and the leather with a hole in it and all the others. He probably could not heave the lead now if he tried, and he was quite sure he could not remember the arbitrary order of the markers. He hoped Bush would have the humanity and the common sense to see that his leadsmen were relieved at proper intervals, and given special facilities for drying their clothes, but he could not interfere directly in the matter. Bush was personally responsible for the interior economy of the ship and would be quite rightly jealous of any interference; there were crumpled roseleaves in the bed even of a commodore.

By the mark ten! called the leadsman.

Raven in sight beyond the chase, sir, reported a midshipman. Heading to cut her off.

Very good, said Hornblower.

Rügen in sight, too, sir, said Bush. Thats Stubbenkammer, or whatever they call it  a white cliff, anyway.

Hornblower swung his glass round the horizon; fate was closing in on the Blanchefleur, unless she took refuge in the waters of Swedish Pomerania. And that was clearly what she was intending to do. Bush had the chart spread out before him and was taking bearings on the distant white streak of the Stubbenkammer. Hornblower studied the chart, looked over at the distant ships, and back at the chart again. Stralsund was a fortress  it had stood more than one siege lately. If Blanchefleur got in there she would be safe if the Swedes saw fit to protect her. But the rest of the coast ahead was merely shoals and sandbanks; a couple of bays had water enough for coasting vessels  there were batteries marked in the chart to defend their entrances. Something might be attempted if Blanchefleur ran in one of those  she was probably of light enough draught  but it would be hopeless if she reached Stralsund.

Signal Lotus, he said. Set course to cut chase off from Stralsund.

In the course of the interminable war every aid to navigation had disappeared. There was not a buoy left to make the deep-water channel  the Bodden, the chart called it  up to Stralsund. Vickery in the Lotus would have to look lively with the lead as he found his way into it.

By the mark seven! called the leadsman; Nonsuch was in dangerously shoal water already; Bush was looking anxious.

Shorten sail, if you please, Captain Bush.

There was no chance of Nonsuch overhauling Blanchefleur, and if they were going to run aground they might as well do so as gently as possible.

Chase is hauling her wind, sir, said Hurst.

So she was; she was clearly giving up the attempt to reach Stralsund. That was thanks to Vickery, who had gone charging with gallant recklessness under full sail through the shoals to head her off.

Ravenll have a chance at her if she holds that course long! said Bush in high excitement.

Chase is going on the other tack! said Hurst.

And a half five! called the leadsman.

Bush was biting his lips with anxiety; his precious ship was entangling herself among the shoals on a lee shore, and there was only thirty-three feet of water under her now.

Heave to, Captain Bush, said Hornblower. There was no reason to run any farther now until they could see what Blanchefleur intended. Nonsuch rounded-to and lay with her port bow breasting the gentle swell. The sun was pleasantly warm.

Whats happened to Raven? exclaimed Bush.

The sloops foretopmast, with yard and sail and everything, had broken clear off and was hanging down in a frightful tangle among her headsails.

Aground, sir, said Hurst, glass to eye.

The force with which she had hit the sand had snapped her topmast clean off.

She draws eight feet less than us, sir, said Bush, but all Hornblowers attention was directed again to Blanchefleur. Obviously she was finding her way up a channel to the shelter of Hiddensoe. On the chart there was a single sounding marked there, a laconic 2½. Fifteen feet of water, and a battery at the head of the long peninsula. Blanchefleur could reckon herself safe if the Swedes would defend her. On the horizon to windward Hornblower saw the queer topsails of the bomb-ketches; Duncan and Mound, after blundering about in the fog, must have caught sight of Nonsuch while on their way to the rendezvous off Cape Arcona.

Send the boats to assist Raven, if you please, Captain Bush, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

Hoisting longboat and cutter off their chocks and overside was an evolution calling for a couple of hundred hands. Pipes squealed and the bosuns cane stirred up the laggards. The sheaves squeaked in the blocks, bare feet stamped the decks, and even Nonsuchs massive bulk heeled a little with the transfer of weight. Hornblower betook himself to his telescope again.

Blanchefleur had found herself a curious anchorage. She lay between the main island of Rügen and the long narrow strip of Hiddensoe; the latter was more of a sandspit than an island, a thread of sand dunes emerging from the yellow shallows. In fact Blanchefleurs spars were still in plain sight against the background of the low mud cliffs of Rügen; it was only her hull which was concealed by the dunes of Hiddensoe lying like a long curving breakwater in front of her. On one end of Hiddensoe was a battery  Hornblower could see the silhouettes of the guns, black against the green of the grass-grown embrasures  which covered one entrance to the tiny roadstead; at the other end the breaking waves showed that there was not water enough even for a ships longboat to pass. The squadron had succeeded in cutting off the privateers escape into Stralsund, but it seemed as if she were just as safe where she was now, with miles of shoals all round her and a battery to protect her; any attempt to cut her out must be made by the ships boats, rowing in plain view for miles through the shallows, then through a narrow channel under the guns of the battery, and finally bringing out the prize under the same guns and over the unknown shoals. That was not a tempting prospect; he could land marines on the seaward front of Hiddensoe and try to storm the battery by brute force, but the attempt would be inviting a bloody repulse if there were no surprise to cover the assaulting party. Besides, the batterys garrison would be Swedes, and he did not want to shed Swedish blood  Sweden was only a nominal enemy, but any vigorous action on his part might easily make her an active one. Hornblower remembered the paragraphs of his instructions which bore on this very point.

As if in echo to his thoughts the signal midshipman saluted with a new report.

Signal from Lotus, sir.

Hornblower read the message written in crude capitals on the slate.

Flags of truce coming out from Stralsund. Have allowed them to pass.

Acknowledge, said Hornblower.

What the devil did that mean? One flag of truce he could expect, but Vickery was reporting two at least. He swung his glass over to where Vickery had very sensibly anchored Lotus, right between Blanchefleurs refuge and any possible succour from Stralsund. There were one  two  three  small sails heading straight for the Nonsuch, having just rounded Lotus. They were all of them of the queer Baltic rig, like Dutchmen with a foreign flavour  rounded bows and leeboards and big gaff-mainsails. Close-hauled, with the white water creaming under their blunt bows and the spray flying in sheets even in this moderate breeze, they were clearly being sailed for all they were worth, as if it were a race.

What in Gods name? said Bush, training his glass on them.

It might be a ruse to gain time. Hornblower looked round again at the spars of Blanchefleur above the sandspit. She had furled everything and was riding at anchor.

White above yellow and blue, sir, said Bush, still watching the approaching boats. Thats Swedish colours under a flag of truce.

Hornblower turned his glass on the leader and confirmed Bushs decision.

The next one, sir  Bush laughed apologetically at his own innocence, I know its strange, sir, but it looks just like the British ensn under a flag of truce.

It was hard to believe; and it was easy to make a mistake in identifying a small boats flag at that distance. But Hornblowers glass seemed to show the same thing.

What do you make of that second boat, Mr Hurst?

British colours under white, sir, said Hurst without hesitation.

The third boat was some long way astern, and her colours were not so easy to make out.

French, I think, sir, said Hurst, but the leading boat was approaching fast now.

It was a tall portly gentleman who was swung up on to the deck in the bosuns chair, clinging to his cocked hat. He wore a blue coat with gold buttons and epaulettes, and he hitched his sword and his stock into position before laying the hat  a fore-and-aft one with a white plume and a Swedish cockade  across his chest in a sweeping bow.

Baron Basse, he said.

Hornblower bowed.

Captain Sir Horatio Hornblower, Commodore commanding this squadron.

Basse was a heavily jowled man with a big hook-nose and a cold grey eye; and it was obvious that he could only guess faintly at what Hornblower said.

You fight? he asked, with an effort.

I am in pursuit of a privateer under French colours, said Hornblower, and then, realizing the difficulty of making himself understood when he had to pick his words with diplomatic care: Here, wheres Mr Braun?

The interpreter came forward with a brief explanation of himself in Swedish, and Hornblower watched the interplay of glances between the two. They were clearly the deadliest political enemies, meeting here on the comparatively neutral ground of a British man-o-war. Basse brought out a letter from his breast pocket and passed it to Braun, who glanced at it and handed it to Hornblower.

That is a letter from the Governor-General of Swedish Pomerania, he explained, saying that this gentleman, the Baron Basse, has his full confidence.

I understand, said Hornblower.

Basse was already talking rapidly to Braun.

He says, explained Braun, that he wants to know what you will do.

Tell him, said Hornblower, that that depends on what the Swedes do. Ask him if Sweden is neutral.

Obviously the reply was not a simple yes or no. Basse offered a lengthy explanation.

He says that Sweden only wants to be at peace with all the world, said Braun.

Tell him that that means neutrality, then, and neutrality has obligations as well as privileges. There is a ship-of-war under French colours there. She must be warned that her presence in Swedish waters can only be tolerated for a limited time, and I must be informed of what the time limit is.

Basses heavy face showed considerable embarrassment at Brauns translation of Hornblowers demand. He worked his hands violently as he made his reply.

He says he cannot violate the laws of international amity, said Braun.

Say that that is exactly what he is doing. That ship cannot be allowed to use a Swedish port as a base of operations. She must be warned to leave, and if she will not, then she must be taken over and a guard put in her to make sure she does not slip away.

Basse positively wrung his hands as Braun spoke to him, but any reply he was going to make was cut short by Bushs salute to Hornblower.

The French flag of truce is alongside, sir. Shall I allow them to send someone on board?

Oh, yes, said Hornblower testily.

The new figure that came in through the entry port was even more decorative than Basse, although a much smaller man. Across his blue coat lay the watered red-silk ribbon of the Legion of Honour, and its star glittered on his breast. He, too, swept off his hat in an elaborate bow.

The Count Joseph Dumoulin, he said, speaking French, Consul-General in Swedish Pomerania of His Imperial and Royal Majesty Napoleon, Emperor of the French, King of Italy, Protector of the Confederation of the Rhine, Mediator of the Swiss Republic.

Captain Hornblower, said Hornblower. He was suddenly excessively cautious, because his government had never recognized those resounding titles which Dumoulin had just reeled off. In the eyes of King George and his ministers, Napoleon, Emperor of the French, was merely General Bonaparte in his personal capacity, and Chief of the French Government in his official one. More than once British officers had found themselves in serious trouble for putting their names to documents  cartels and the like  which bore even incidental references to the Empire.

Is there anyone who can speak French? asked Dumoulin politely. I regret bitterly my complete inability to speak English.

You can address yourself to me, sir, said Hornblower, and I should be glad of an explanation of your presence in this ship.

You speak admirable French, sir, said Dumoulin. Ah, of course, I remember. You are the Captain Hornblower who made the sensational escape from France a year ago. It is a great pleasure to meet a gentleman of such renown.

He bowed again. It gave Hornblower a queer self-conscious pleasure to find that his reputation had preceded him even into this obscure corner of the Baltic, but it irritated him at the same time, as having nothing to do with the urgent matter in hand.

Thank you, he said, but I am still waiting for an explanation of why I have the honour of this visit.

I am here to support M. le Baron in his statement of the belligerent position of Swedish Pomerania.

Braun interpreted, and Basses embarrassment perceptibly increased.

Boat with English colours alongside, sir, interrupted Bush.

The man who came on board was immensely fat, and dressed in a sober black civilian suit.

Hauptmann, he said, bending himself at the waist; he spoke English with a thick German accent. His Britannic Majestys consular agent at Stralsund.

What can I do for you, Mr Hauptmann? asked Hornblower, trying not to allow himself to grow bewildered.

I have come, said Hauptmann  actually what he said was I haf gome  to help explain to you the position here in Swedish Pomerania.

I see no need for explanation, said Hornblower. If Sweden is neutral, then that privateer must be either forced to leave or taken into custody. If Sweden is belligerent, then my hands are free and I can take whatever steps I think proper.

He looked round at his audience. Braun began to translate into Swedish.

What was it you said, Captain? asked Dumoulin.

Desperately Hornblower plunged into a French translation, and the curse of Babel descended upon the Nonsuch. Everyone tried to speak at once; translation clashed with expostulation. Clearly, what Basse wanted was the best of both worlds, to make both France and England believe Sweden was friendly. What Dumoulin wanted was to make sure that Blanchefleur would be enabled to continue her depredations among British shipping. Hornblower looked at Hauptmann.

Come with me for a minute, please, said Hauptmann. He put his fat hand on Hornblowers shrinking arm and led him across the quarterdeck out of earshot.

You are a young man, said Hauptmann, and I know you naval officers. You are all headstrong. You must be guided by my advice. Do nothing in a hurry, sir. The international situation here is tense, very tense indeed. A false move may mean ruin. An insult to Sweden might mean war, actual war instead of pretending war. You must be careful what you do.

I am always careful, snapped Hornblower, but do you expect me to allow that privateer to behave as if this were Brest or Toulon?

Braun came over to them.

Baron Basse asks me to say to you, sir, that Bonaparte has 200,000 men on the borders of Pomerania. He wants me to say that one cannot offend the master of an army that size.

That bears out what I say, Captain, said Hauptmann.

Here came Dumoulin, and Basse after him  no one would trust any one of his colleagues to be alone with the British captain for a moment. Hornblowers tactical instinct came to his rescue; the best defensive is a vigorous local offensive. He turned on Hauptmann.

May I ask, sir, how His Majesty maintains a consular agent in a port whose neutrality is in doubt?

It is necessary because of the need for licences to trade.

Are you accredited to the Swedish Government by His Majesty?

No, sir. I am accredited by His Bavarian Majesty.

His Bavarian majesty?

I am a subject of His Bavarian Majesty.

Who happens to be at war with His Britannic Majesty, said Hornblower dryly. The whole tangle of Baltic politics, of hole-and-corner hostilities and neutralities, was utterly beyond unravelling. Hornblower listened to everyones pleas and expostulations until he could bear it no longer; his impatience grew at length apparent to his anxious interviewers.

I can form no conclusion at present, gentlemen, said Hornblower. I must have time to think over the information you have given me. Baron Basse, as representative of a governor-general, I fancy you are entitled to a seventeen-gun salute on leaving this ship?

The salutes echoed over the yellow-green water as the officials went over the side. Seventeen guns for Baron Basse. Eleven for Dumoulin, the Consul-General. Hauptmann, as a mere consular agent, rated only five, the smallest salute noticed in naval ceremonial. Hornblower stood at the salute as Hauptmann went down into his boat, and then sprang into activity again.

Signal for the captains of Moth, Harvey, and Clam to come on board, he ordered, abruptly.

The bomb-vessels and the cutter were within easy signalling distance now; there were three hours of daylight left, and over there the spars of the French privateer still showed over the sand dunes of Hiddensoe as though to taunt him.


CHAPTER 9
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HORNBLOWER SWUNG HIMSELF up over the side of the Harvey, where Lieutenant Mound stood at attention to welcome him with his two boatswains mates twittering their pipes. The bang of a gun, coming unexpectedly and not a yard from him, made him jump. As the commodore was shifting his broad pendant from one ship to another (there it was breaking out at the lofty masthead of the Harvey) it was the correct moment for another salute, which they were firing off with one of the four six-pounders which Harvey carried aft.

Belay that nonsense, said Hornblower.

Then he felt suddenly guilty. He had publicly described the Navys beloved ceremonial as nonsense  just as extraordinary. he had applied the term to a compliment which ought to have delighted him as it was only the second time he had received it. But discipline had not apparently suffered, although young Mound was grinning broadly as he gave the order to cease firing.

Square away and lets get going, Mr Mound, said Hornblower.

As the Harvey filled her sails and headed diagonally for the shore with Moth close astern, Hornblower looked round him. This was a new experience for him; in twenty years of service he had never seen action in a bomb-vessel. Above him towered the enormous mainmast (they had made a good job of replacing the spar shot away in the Sound) which had to make up in the amount of canvas it carried for the absence of a foremast. The mizzenmast, stepped far aft, was better proportioned to the diminutive vessel. The prodigious forestay necessary for the security of the mainmast was an iron chain, curiously incongruous amid the hempen rigging. The waist of the ketch was forward  that was the absurd but only way of describing her design  and there, on either side of her midline, were the two huge mortars which accounted for her quaint build. Hornblower knew that they were bedded upon a solid mass of oak against her kelson; under the direction of a gunners mate four hands were laying out the immense thirteen-inch shells which the mortars fired. The bosuns mate with another party had passed a cable out from a starboard gun-port, and, having carried it forward, were securing it to the anchor hanging at the cathead. That was the spring; Hornblower had often attached a spring to his cable as a practice evolution, but had never used one in action before. Close beside him in the port-side main-chains a hand was heaving the lead; Hornblower thought to himself that nine-tenths of the time he had spent in the Baltic the lead had been going, and presumably that would be the case for the rest of this commission.

And a half three! called the leadsman. These bomb-ketches drew less than nine feet.

Over there Raven was preparing to kedge off the shoal on which she was aground. Hornblower could see the cable, black against the water. She had already cleared away the raffle of her wrecked foretopmast. Clam was creeping out beyond her; Hornblower wondered if her gipsy-looking captain had fully grasped the complex instructions given him.

Mound was standing beside him, conning his ship. He was the only commissioned officer; a midshipman and two masters mates kept watches, and the two latter were standing wide-legged aft measuring with sextants the vertical angle substended by Blanchefleurs spars. Hornblower could sense through the vessel an atmosphere of light-heartedness, only to be expected when the captain was only twenty years old. Discipline was bound to be easier in these small craft  Hornblower had often heard crabbed captains of vast seniority bewailing the fact.

Quarter less three! called the leadsman.

Seventeen feet of water.

We are within range now, sir, said Mound.

Those mortars of yours are more accurate when firing at less than extreme range, though, arent they?

Yes, sir. And I would prefer to have a little to spare, too, in case they can shift anchorage.

Leave yourself plenty of room to swing, though. We know nothing of these shoals.

Aye aye, sir.

Mound swung round for a final glance at the tactical situation; at the spars of the Blanchefleur above the dunes where she was anchored far up the lagoon, the battery at the end of the spit, Clam taking up a position where she could see up the lagoon from a point just out of range of the battery, and Lotus waiting beyond the entrance to cut off escape in case by any miracle the Blanchefleur should be able to claw her way out to windward and make a fresh attempt to reach Stralsund. Mound kept on reaching for his trouser pockets and then hastily refraining from putting his hands in, when he remembered the commodore was beside him  an odd gesture, and he did it every few seconds.

For Gods sake, man, said Hornblower, put your hands in your pockets and leave off fidgeting.

Aye aye, sir, said Mound, a little startled. He plunged his hands in gratefully, and hunched his shoulders into a comfortable slouch, pleasantly relaxed. He took one more look round before calling to the midshipman standing by the cathead forward.

Mr Jones. Let go!

The anchor cable roared out briefly as the crew of the ketch raced aloft to get in the canvas.

The Harvey swung slowly round until she rode bows upwind, pointing nearly straight at the invisible Blanchefleur. The Moth, Hornblower saw, anchored nearly abreast of her sister ship.

Mound moved with a deceptive appearance of leisureliness about the business of opening fire. He took a series of bearings to make sure that the anchor was holding. At a word from him a seaman tied a white rag to the spring where it lay on the deck as it passed forward to the capstan, and Mound fished in his pocket, brought out a piece of chalk, and marked a scale on the deck beside the rag.

Mr Jones, he said, take a turn on the capstan.

Four men at the capstan turned it easily. The white rag crept along the deck as the spring was wound in. The spring passed out through an after gun-port and was attached to the anchor far forward; pulling on it pulled the stern of the vessel round so that she lay at an angle to the wind, and the amount of the angle was roughly indicated by the movement of the white rag against the scale chalked on the deck.

Carry on, Mr Jones, said Mound, taking a rough bearing of the Blanchefleurs spars. The capstan clanked as the men at the bars spun it round.

Steady! called Mound, and they stopped.

One more pawl! said Mound, sighting very carefully now for Blanchefleurs mainmast.

Clank! went the capstan as the men momentarily threw their weight on the bars.

One more!

Clank!

I think thats right, sir, said Mound. The Harveys centre line was pointing straight at Blanchefleur. Of course the cables stretch and the anchor may drag a little, but its easy enough to maintain a constant bearing by paying out or taking in on the spring.

So I understand, said Hornblower.

He was familiar with the theory of the bomb-vessel; actually he was intensely interested in and excited at the prospect of the approaching demonstration. Ever since, at a desperate moment, he had tried to hit a small boat at long range with a six-pounder-shot from the Witch of Endor, Hornblower had been conscious that naval gunnery was an art which should be improved if it were possible. At present it was chancey, literally hit-or-miss. Mortar fire from a bomb-vessel was the uttermost refinement of naval gunnery, brought to a high degree of perfection, although it was only a bastard offshoot. The high trajectory and the low muzzle velocity of the projectile, and the avoidance of the disturbing factor of irregularities in the bore of the gun, made it possible to drop the shell with amazing accuracy.

If youll excuse me, sir, said Mound, Ill go forrard. I like to cut my fuses myself.

Ill come with you, said Hornblower.

The two mortars were like big cauldrons in the eyes of the bomb-ketch.

Eleven hundred yards, said Mound. Well try a pound and three-quarters of powder, Mr Jones.

Aye aye, sir.

The powder was made up in cartridges of a pound, half a pound, and a quarter of a pound. The midshipman tore open one of each size, and poured the contents into the starboard-side mortar, and pressed it home with an enormous wad of felt. Mound had a measuring rule in his hand, and was looking up at the sky in a calculating way. Then he bent over one of the big shells, and with a pair of scissors he cut the fuse with profound care.

One and eleven sixteenths, sir, he said, apologetically. Dont know why I decided on that. The fuse burns at different speeds according to the weather, and that seems right for now. Of course we dont want the shell to burst in the air, but if you have too long a fuse some Frog may get to it and put it out before it bursts.

Naturally, said Hornblower.

The big shell was lifted up and placed in the muzzle of the mortar; a few inches down, the bore narrowed abruptly, leaving a distinct step inside, on which the bold belt round the shell rested with reassuring solidity. The curve of the thirteen-inch shell, with the fuse protruding, was just level with the rim of the muzzle.

Hoist the red swallowtail, called Mound, raising his voice to reach the ears of the masters mate aft.

Hornblower turned and looked through his glass at Clam, anchored in the shallows a couple of miles away. It was under his personal supervision that this code of signals had been arranged, and he felt a keen anxiety that it should function correctly. Signals might easily be misunderstood. A red swallowtail mounted to the Clams peak.

Signal acknowledged, sir, called the masters mate.

Mound took hold of the smouldering linstock, and applied it to the fuse of the shell. After a moment the fuse took fire, spluttering feebly.

One, two, three, four, five, counted Mound, slowly, while the fuse still spluttered. Apparently he left himself a five-second margin in case the fuse burnt unsatisfactorily and had to be relit.

Then he pressed the linstock into the touch-hole of the mortar, and it went off with a roar. Standing immediately behind the mortar, Hornblower could see the shell rise, its course marked by the spark of the burning fuse. Up and up it went, higher and higher, and then it disappeared as it began its downward flight at right angles now to the line of sight. They waited, and they waited, and nothing more happened.

Miss, said Mound. Haul down the red swallowtail.

White pendant from Clam, sir, called the masters mate.

That means range too great, said Mound. A pound and a half of powder this time, please, Mr Jones.

Moth had two red swallowtails hoisted, and two were hoisted in reply by Clam. Hornblower had foreseen the possibility of confusion, and had settled that signals to do with Moth should always be doubled. Then there would be no chance of Harvey making corrections for Moths mistakes, or vice versa. Moths mortar roared out, its report echoing over the water. From the Harvey they could see nothing of the flight of the shell.

Double yellow flag from Clam, sir.

That means Moths shell dropped short, said Mound. Hoist our red swallowtail.

Again he fired the mortar, again the spark of the fuse soared towards the sky and disappeared, and again nothing more happened.

White pendant from Clam, sir.

Too long again? said Mound, a little puzzled. I hope theyre not cross-eyed over there.

Moth fired again, and was rewarded by a double white pendant from Clam. This shell had passed over, when her preceding one had fallen short. It should be easy for Moth to find the target now. Mound was checking the bearing of the target.

Still pointing straight at her, he grumbled. Mr Jones, take one half a quarter-pound from that pound and a half.

Hornblower was trying to imagine what the captain of the Blanchefleur was doing at that moment on his own side of the sandspit. Probably until the very moment when the bomb-ketches opened fire he had felt secure, imagining that nothing except a direct assault on the battery could imperil him. But now shells must be dropping quite close to him, and he was unable to reply or defend himself in any active way. It would be hard for him to get under way; he had anchored his ship at the far end of the long narrow lagoon. The exit near him was shoal water too shallow even for a skiff  as the breakers showed  and with the wind as it was at present it was impossible for him to try to beat up the channel again closer to the battery. He must be regretting having dropped so far to leeward before anchoring: presumably he had done so to secure himself the better from the claws of a cutting-out attack. With boats or by kedging he might be able to haul his ship slowly up to the battery, near enough for its guns to be able to keep the bomb-ketches out of mortar range.

Red swallowtail at the dip, sir! reported the masters mate excitedly.

That meant that the shell had fallen short but close.

Put in two pinches more, Mr Jones, said Mound.

Moths mortar roared out again, but this time they saw the shell burst, apparently directly above the Blanchefleurs mastheads. They saw the big ball of smoke, and the sound of the explosion came faintly back to them on the wind. Mound shook his head gravely; either Duncan over there had not cut his fuse correctly or it had burnt away more rapidly than usual. Two blue flags at Clams peak indicated that the fall of Moths shot had been unobserved  the signalling system was still functioning correctly. Then Mound bent his gangling body over and applied the linstock to fuse and touch-hole. The mortar roared; some freak of ballistics sent a fragment of blazing wad close over Hornblowers head, making him duck while the smoke billowed round him, but as he looked up again he just caught sight of the spark of the fuse high up against the sky, poised at the top of its trajectory, before it disappeared from sight in its swift downward swoop. Hornblower, Mound, Jones, the whole mortars crew stood waiting tensely for the shell to end its flight. Then over the rim of the sand dune they saw a hint of white smoke, and the sound of the bursting shell came back to them directly afterwards.

I think weve hit her, sir, said Mound, with elaborate carelessness.

Black ball at Clams masthead, sir! shouted the masters mate.

That meant a hit. A thirteen-inch shell, soaring that immense distance into the air, had come plunging down onto Blanchefleurs decks and had exploded. Hornblower could not imagine what destruction it might cause.

Both mortars together, now, snapped Mound, throwing aside all lackadaisical pose. Jump to it, you men.

Two white pendants at the dip from Clam meant that Moths next shot had fallen close but too far. Then both of Harveys mortars roared  the little ketch dipped and plunged as the violence of the recoil forced her bows down. Up went the black ball to Clams masthead.

Another hit! exulted Mound.

Blanchefleurs topmasts, seen over the dunes, suddenly began to separate. She was turning round  her desperate crew was trying to tow her or kedge her back up the channel.

Please God we wreck her before she gets away! said Mound. Why in hell doesnt Moth fire?

Hornblower watched him closely; the temptation to fire his mortars the moment they were loaded, without waiting for Moth to take her turn, was powerful indeed, but to yield to it meant confusion for the observer over in Clam and eventual losing of all control. Moth fired, and two black balls at Clams masthead showed that she, too, had scored a hit. But Blanchefleur had turned now; Hornblower could see the tiniest, smallest movement of her topmast against the upper edge of the dunes, only a yard or two at most. Mound fired his two mortars, and even while the shells were in the air his men leaped to the capstan and flung themselves on the bars. Clank  clank! Twice the pawl slipped over the ratchet as they hauled in on the spring and swung the ketch round to keep her mortars trained on the target. At that instant Blanchefleurs foretopmast fell from view. Only main and mizzen were in sight now.

Another hit, by God! shouted Hornblower, the words forced from him like a cork from a popgun. He was as excited as a schoolboy; he found he was jumping up and down on the deck. The foremast gone; he tried to picture the frightful destruction those shells must be causing, crashing down on the frail wooden decks. And there was smoke visible over the crest of the dunes too, more than could be accounted for by the bursting of the shells, and blacker, too. Probably she was on fire. Mizzenmast and mainmast came into line again  Blanchefleur was swinging across the channel. She must be out of control. Perhaps a shell had hit the cable out to the kedge or wrecked the towing boats.

Moth fired again; and two red swallowtails at the dip showed that her shells had fallen close and short  Blanchefleur must have swerved appreciably across the channel. Mound had noticed it, and was increasing the propelling charge in his mortars. That was smoke; undoubtedly it was smoke eddying from Blanchefleur. She must be on fire. And from the way she lay, stationary again  Hornblower could see that her topmasts made no movement at all to the sand dunes  she must have gone aground. Mound fired again, and they waited. There went the mizzentopmast, leaning over slowly, and the maintopmast disappeared as well. There was nothing to see now, except the smoke rising ever more thickly. Mound looked at Hornblower for orders.

Better keep on firing, said Hornblower, thickly. Even if the crew were roasting alive in her it was his duty to see that Blanchefleur was utterly destroyed. The mortars roared out again, and the shells made their steep ascent, climbing upwards for ten full seconds before swooping down again. Clam signalled close and over. Moth fired again, and Clam signalled a hit for her; Hornblowers inner eye was seeing mental pictures of the shells plunging from the sky in among the crew of the Blanchefleur as they laboured amid the flames to save their ship, burning, dismasted, and aground. It took only the briefest interval of time for those pictures to form, for the moment the signal was seen in Clam Mound bent to fire the mortars, and yet the fuses had not taken fire when the sound of a violent explosion checked him. Hornblower whipped his glass to his eye; an immense gust of smoke showed over the sand dunes, and in the smoke Hornblower thought he could make out flying specks  corpses or fragments of the ship, blown into the air by the explosion. The fire, or one of Moths last shells, had reached Blanchefleurs magazines.

Signal to Clam, Mr Mound, said Hornblower What do you see of the enemy?

They waited for the answer.

Enemy  totally  destroyed, sir, read off the masters mate, and the crew gave a ragged cheer.

Very good, Mr Mound. I think we can leave these shallows now before daylight goes. Hang out the recall, if you please, with Clams number and Lotus number.

This watery northern sunshine was deceptive. It shone upon one but it gave one no heat at all. Hornblower shivered violently for a moment  he had been standing inactive, he told himself, upon the Harveys deck for some hours, and he should have worn a greatcoat. Yet that was not the real explanation of the shudder, and he knew it. The excitement and interest had died away, leaving him gloomy and deflated. It had been a brutal and cold-blooded business, destroying a ship that had no chance of firing back at him. It would read well in a report, and brother officers would tell each other of Hornblowers new achievement. destroying a big French privateer in the teeth of the Swedes and the French amid shoals innumerable. Only he would know of this feeling of inglorious anticlimax.


CHAPTER 10
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BUSH WIPED HIS mouth on his table napkin with his usual fussy attention to good manners.

What do you think the Swedesll say, sir? he asked, greatly daring. The responsibility was none of his, and he knew by experience that Hornblower was likely to resent being reminded that Bush was thinking about it.

They can say what they like, said Hornblower, but nothing they can say can put Blanchefleur together again.

It was such a cordial reply compared with what Hornblower might have said that Bush wondered once more what it was which had wrought the change in Hornblower  whether his new mellowness was the consequence of success, of recognition of promotion, or of marriage. Hornblower was inwardly debating that very question at that very moment as well, oddly enough, and he was inclined to attribute it to advancing years. For a few moments he subjected himself to his usual pitiless self-analysis, almost morbidly intense. He knew he had grown blandly tolerant of the fact that his hair was thinning, and turning grey over his temples  the first time he had seen a gleam of pink scalp as he combed his hair he had been utterly revolted, but by now he had at least grown accustomed to it. Then he looked down the double row of young faces at his table, and his heart warmed to them. Without a doubt, he was growing paternal, coming to like young people in a way new to him; he suddenly became aware, for that matter, that he was growing to like people young or old, and was losing  temporarily at least, said his cautious spirit  that urgent desire to get away by himself and torture himself.

He raised his glass.

I give you a toast, gentlemen, he said, to the three officers whose careful attention to duty and whose marked professional ability resulted in the destruction of a dangerous enemy.

Bush and Montgomery and the two midshipmen raised their glasses and drank with enthusiasm, while Mound and Duncan and Freeman looked down at the tablecloth with British modesty; Mound, taken unawares, was blushing like a girl and wriggling uncomfortably in his chair.

Arent you going to reply, Mr Mound? said Montgomery. Youre the senior.

It was the commodore, said Mound, eyes still on the tablecloth. It wasnt us. He did it all.

Thats right, agreed Freeman, shaking his gipsy locks.

It was time to change the subject, thought Hornblower, sensing the approach of an awkward gap in the conversation after this spell of mutual congratulation.

A song, Mr Freeman. We have all of us heard that you sing well. Let us hear you.

Hornblower did not add that it was from a Junior Lord of the Admiralty that he had heard about Freemans singing ability, and he concealed the fact that singing meant nothing to him. Other people had this strange desire to hear music, and it was well to gratify the odd whim.

There was nothing self-conscious about Freeman when it came to singing: he simply lifted his chin, opened his mouth, and sang.

When first I looked in Chloes eyes

Sapphire seas and summer skies 

An odd thing this music was. Freeman was clearly performing some interesting and difficult feat; he was giving decided pleasure to these others (Hornblower stole a glance at them), but all he was doing was to squeak and to grunt in different fashions, and drag out the words in an arbitrary way  and such words. For the thousandth time in his life Hornblower gave up the struggle to imagine just what this music was which other people liked so much. He told himself, as he always did, that for him to make the attempt was like a blind man trying to imagine colour.

Chloe is my o-o-o-only love!

Freeman finished his song, and everyone pounded on the table in genuine applause.

A very good song, and very well sung, said Hornblower.

Montgomery was trying to catch his eye.

Will you excuse me, sir? he said. I have the second dog-watch.

That sufficed to break up the party; the three lieutenants had to return to their own ships, Bush wanted to take a look round on deck, and the two midshipmen, with a proper appreciation of the insignificance of their species, hastened to offer their thanks for their entertainment and take their departure. That was quite the right sort of party, thought Hornblower, watching them go  good food, lively talk, and a quick ending. He stepped out into the stern gallery, stooping carefully to avoid the low cove overhead. At six oclock in the evening it was still broad daylight; the sun had not nearly set, but was shining into the gallery from right aft, and a faint streak beneath it showed where Bornholm lay just above the horizon.

The cutter, her mainsail pulled aft as flat as a board, passed close beneath him as she turned close-hauled under the stern with the three lieutenants in the sternsheets going back to their ships  the wind was northwesterly again. The young men were skylarking together until one of them caught sight of the commodore up in the stern gallery, and then they promptly stiffened into correct attitudes. Hornblower smiled at himself for having grown fond of those boys, and he turned back into the cabin again to relieve them of the strain of being under his eye. Braun was waiting for him.

I have read through the newspapers, sir, he said. Lotus had intercepted a Prussian fishing boat that afternoon, and had released her after confiscating her catch and taking these newspapers from her.

Well?

This one is the Königsberger Hartunsche Zeitung, sir, published under French censorship, of course. This front page is taken up with the meeting at Dresden. Bonaparte is there with seven kings and twenty-one sovereign princes.

Seven kings?

The kings of Holland, Naples, Bavaria, Württemberg, Westphalia, Saxony, and Prussia, sir, read Braun. The grand dukes of 

No need for the rest of the list, said Hornblower. He peered at the ragged sheets and found himself, as usual, thinking what a barbaric language German was. Bonaparte was clearly trying to frighten someone  it could not be England who had faced Bonapartes wrath without flinching for a dozen years. It might be his own subjects, all the vast mass of western Europe which he had conquered. But the obvious person for Bonaparte to try to cow was the Tsar of Russia. There were plenty of good reasons why Russia should have grown restive under the bullying of her neighbour, and this supreme demonstration of Bonapartes power was probably designed to frighten her into submission.

Is there anything about troop movements? asked Hornblower.

Yes, sir. I was surprised at the freedom with which they were mentioned. The Imperial Guard is at Dresden. Theres the First, the Second  Braun turned the page  and the Ninth Army Corps all mentioned. They are in Prussia  headquarters Danzig  and Warsaw.

Nine army corps, reflected Hornblower. Three hundred thousand men, I suppose.

Theres a paragraph here which speaks of Murats reserve cavalry. It says there are forty thousand men, superbly mounted and equipped. Bonaparte reviewed them.

An enormous mass of men was obviously accumulating on the frontier between Bonapartes Empire and Russia. Bonaparte would have the Prussian and Austrian armies under his orders too. Half a million men  six hundred thousand men  the imagination failed to grasp the figures. A vast tide of humanity was piling up here in eastern Europe. If Russia failed to be impressed by the threat, it was hard to believe that anything could survive the onrush of such a mass of men. The doom of Russia appeared to be sealed; she must either submit or be destroyed. No continental nation yet had successfully opposed Bonaparte, although every single one had felt the violence of his attack; only England still withstood him, and Spain still fought on although his armies had ravaged every village and every valley in the unhappy peninsula.

Doubt came back into Hornblowers mind. He could not see that Bonaparte would derive any benefit from the conquest of Russia proportionate to the effort needed, or even proportionate to the slight risk involved. Bonaparte ought to be able to find a far more profitable employment for the men and the money. Probably there would be no war. Russia would submit, and England would face a Europe every square mile of which would be in the tyrants hands. And yet 

This one is the Warsaw Gazette, sir, went on Braun. A little more official, from the French point of view, even than the other one, although its in the Polish language. Here is a long article about Russia. It speaks of the Cossack menace to Europe. It calls Alexander the barbarian ruler of a barbarian people. The successor of Genghis Khan. It says that St Petersburg is the focus of all the potential anarchy of Europe  a menace to the peace of the world  deliberately hostile to the benefits conferred upon the world by the French people.

And that must be published with Bonapartes consent, commented Hornblower, half to himself, but Braun was still deep in the article.

The wanton ravisher of Finland, read Braun, more than half to himself. He raised his green eyes from the sheet. There was a gleam of hatred in them that startled Hornblower; it reminded him of what he was in a fair way to forget, that Braun was a penniless exile on account of Russias attack on Finland. Braun had taken service with England, but that was at a time when Russia was at least Englands nominal enemy. Hornblower made a mental note that it might be as well not to trust Braun with any confidential business regarding Russia; of her own free will Russia would never restore Finnish independence, and there was always the chance that Bonaparte might do so  that he might restore what Bonaparte would call Finnish independence, for what that was worth. There were still people who might be deceived by Bonapartes professions, despite his record of deceit and broken faith, of cruelty and robbery.

Braun would bear watching, thought Hornblower  that would be something more to bear in mind, as if he did not have enough worries or carry enough responsibility already. He could joke with Bush about the Swedes and the Russians, but secretly anxiety was gnawing at him. The Swedes might well be exasperated by the destruction of the Blanchefleur in Pomeranian waters. That might be the last straw; Bernadotte might at this very moment be contemplating wholehearted alliance with Bonaparte and war with England. The prospect of the enmity of Sweden as well as that of France might easily break down Russias resolution. England might find herself with the whole world in arms against her as a result of Hornblowers action. A fine climax that would be to his first independent command. Those cursed brothers of Barbaras would sneer in superior fashion at his failure.

Hornblower shook himself with an effort out of this nightmare, to find that Braun was obviously still in his. The hatred in his eyes, the intensity of his expression were quite startling. And then someone knocked on the cabin door and Braun came out of his dream and slipped instantly into his old attitude of attentive deference.

Come in, shouted Hornblower.

It was one of the midshipmen of the watch.

Mr Montgomery sent me with this signal from Raven, sir.

He held out the slate; it was scrawled with the words written on it by the signal officer.

Have met Swedish vessel desirous of speaking with Commodore.

Ill come on deck, said Hornblower. Ask the captain if hell be kind enough to come too.

The capns on deck, sir.

Very good.

Bush and Montgomery and half a dozen officers had their glasses trained towards the topsails of the Raven at her station far out on the port beam as the squadron swept up the Baltic. There was still an hour of daylight left.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, Id be obliged if you would have the helm put up and run down towards her.

Aye aye, sir.

And signal for the squadron to take up night stations, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

Nonsuch heaved her ponderous self about, lying over as she took the wind abeam while the watch hauled aft on the starboard braces.

Theres a sail just astern of Raven, sir, said Montgomery. Looks like a brig. A Swede from the cut of her topsls, sir. One of those Baltic traders you see in Leith Roads.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

It would not be long before he heard what the news was. It might well be  it probably would be  something desperately unpleasant. Some new load of responsibility for his shoulders, for certain, even if it told of no actual disaster. He found himself envying Montgomery his simple duties of officer of the watch, with nothing more to do than simply obey orders and keep an eye on the weather, with the blessed obligation of having to refer all important decisions to a superior. Hornblower made himself stand still on the quarterdeck, his hands clasped behind him, as Nonsuch and the brig approached each other, as first the brigs courses and then her hull came up over the horizon. To the west the sky was a flaming crimson, but twilight lingered on as the brig came up into the wind.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, will you heave to, if you please? They are putting a boat overside.

He would not display vulgar curiosity by staring at the boat as it was launched, or by looking down into it as it came alongside; he paced peacefully up and down the quarterdeck in the lovely evening, looking in every direction save towards the boat, while the rest of the officers and the men chattered and stared and speculated. Yet Hornblower, for all his air of sublime indifference, turned to face the entry port at the exact moment when the visitor was coming in over the side. The first thing Hornblower saw was a fore-and-aft cocked hat with a white plume that seemed familiar, and then under the hat appeared the heavy face and portly form of Baron Basse. He laid the hat across his chest to make his bow just as he had done before.

Your servant, sir, said Hornblower, saluting stiffly. He was handicapped by the fact that although he could remember Basse very well, and could have described him to perfection, he did not remember his name. He turned to the midshipman of the watch. Pass the word for Mr Braun.

The Swedish gentleman was saying something, but what it was Hornblower could not imagine.

I beg your pardon, sir, said Hornblower, and Basse repeated what he said, with no more success at conveying his meaning. He began once more laboriously, but cut himself short when he saw Hornblower distractedly looking away from him towards the entry port. Hornblower was doing his best to be polite, but he could see a bearskin headdress coming in at the entry port, and that was too intriguing a sight for him possibly to withstand its attraction. A big bearskin cap with a red plume, a bristling red moustache, a scarlet tunic, a red sash, a profusion of gold lace, blue pantaloons with a red stripe, high boots, a sword whose golden hilt glowed strangely in the fading light; that was the uniform of the Guards, surely. The wearer of the uniform was undersized for a guardsman, but he certainly knew his ceremonial; his hand was at the salute to the quarterdeck as he came in through the entry port, and then he strode forward on short legs and brought his heels together in a smart Guards salute to Hornblower.

Good evening, sir, he said. You are Captain Sir Horatio Hornblower?

Yes, said Hornblower.

May I introduce myself ? I am Colonel Lord Wychwood, of the First Guards.

Good evening, said Hornblower coolly. As commodore he was decidedly senior to a colonel, and he could afford to be cool while waiting on events. He supposed that he would soon hear the explanation of this arrival of a colonel of the Grenadier Guards in full regimentals in the middle of the Baltic Sea.

I have despatches, said Lord Wychwood, fumbling in the breast of his tunic, from our ambassador at Stockholm for you, sir.

Let us go to my cabin, sir, said Hornblower. He darted a glance at Basse.

You have already made the acquaintance of Baron Basse, I understand? He has messages for you, too.

Then perhaps the Baron will be kind enough to come below as well. If you gentlemen will be kind enough to allow me to precede you, I will show the way.

Braun interpreted ceremoniously as Hornblower headed the procession. In the darkened cabin Brown hastened to bring lamps and brought forward chairs; Wychwood lowered himself into his with all the caution demanded by his tight overalls.

Youve heard what Boneys done? he began.

I have heard nothing recently.

He sent 50,000 troops into Swedish Pomerania the moment he got the news of what you did off Stralsund.

Indeed?

They acted in their usual style. Vandamme was in command. He began by fining the municipality of Stralsund 100,000 francs for not greeting his arrival with the ringing of the church bells. He interrupted the service at the church of the Holy Ghost so as to lay hold of the communion plate. He seized the Governor-General and threw him into gaol. The troops were out of hand because the garrison of Rügen tried to oppose their crossing. There was looting and murder and rape all through Rügen. The Baron here escaped in a fishing boat. All the other officials and the troops are prisoners.

So Boney is at war with Sweden now?

Wychwood shrugged his shoulders; everyone in the Baltic seemed to shrug shoulders when it was a matter of having to make a downright statement regarding peace and war.

The Baron here can tell you about that, said Wychwood. They turned their glances towards the Baron, who began a voluble explanation in Swedish; Braun, standing against the bulkhead, translated.

He says that the question of peace and war lies with the Crown Prince, His Royal Highness Charles John, who used to be known as Marshal Bernadotte. His Royal Highness is not in Sweden at the moment. He is visiting the Tsar in Russia.

I expect thats what these despatches I have for you are about, sir, said Wychwood. He produced a large canvas envelope, heavily sealed, and handed it over. Hornblower tore it open and read the contents.

Embassy of His Britannic Majesty at Stockholm

May 20, 1812

SIR,

The bearer of this despatch, Colonel Lord Wychwood, First Guards, will inform you as to the political situation here. It is to be hoped that Bonapartes invasion of Swedish Pomerania will bring about a declaration of war on the part of the Swedish government. It is therefore necessary that all possible aid should be given to Swedish officials who wish to communicate with HRH the Crown Prince. You are therefore directed and required to use all diligence and despatch to escort or convey any such officials on their way to Russia. You are further directed and required to make all use of this opportunity to enable Lord Wychwood to open communication with the Russian government so as to assure HIM the Tsar of the full support of His Majestys forces by land and sea in the event of war between HIM and the French government. You will further make all use of any opportunity which may present itself to you to further good relations between HM and HIM

Your obdt servant,

H. L. MERRY, HBMs Ambassador

to the Court of Stockholm

CAPTAIN SIR HORATIO HORNBLOWER, K. B.

Commodore Commanding the British Squadron in the Baltic

Hornblower read the orders through twice, carefully. There was an important decision to be made. Merry had no business giving orders, and especially had no business to give orders in the explicit directed and required wording which was the cherished prerogative of his naval superiors. An ambassador was an important official  to a naval officer in foreign waters the most important official after the Lords of Admiralty  but he could only request and advise, not give orders. If Hornblower should follow Merrys instructions and the matter turn out ill he would have no excuse to plead to the Admiralty. Yet on the other hand Hornblower knew only too well that if he were to ignore Merrys letter there would be bitter complaints sent to London.

Hornblower recalled his Admiralty orders to himself; they gave him wide discretion as to how he should behave towards the northern powers. Merrys letter relieved him of no responsibility. He could allow Wychwood and Basse to proceed in the Swedish brig, or he could convey them himself; the point at issue was whether the news of Bonapartes latest aggression should be conveyed by a British squadron or not. Bearers of bad tidings were always unpopular  a ridiculous detail to have to bear in mind, but an important one. The two potentates might feel exasperated at being reminded of the meddling British Navy, bringing trouble to everyone. On the other hand, the presence of a British squadron far up the Baltic, at the very gates of St Petersburg, might be a salutary reminder of the length of Englands arm. Submission to Bonaparte on the part of Sweden and Russia must mean war, real actual war with England this time; Bonaparte would be satisfied with nothing less. The sight of British topsails on the horizon, the knowledge that war would mean instant blockade, instant capture of every ship that ventured out, constant harassing of all their shores, might be a powerful argument at their councils. Bonaparte might be at their frontiers, but England would be at their doors. Hornblower made his decision.

Gentlemen, he said. I think it is my duty to convey you to Russia in this squadron. I can offer you the hospitality of this ship, if you would be kind enough to accept it.


CHAPTER 11
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DESPITE THE FACT that he was a peer and a guardsman, despite his little red moustache and his funny pop-eyes and his ludicrous appearance in uniform, Wychwood was a shrewd and experienced man of the world. At thirty-five he had visited two-thirds of the Courts of Europe, he was familiar with their intrigues, knew their weaknesses and their strengths, the military power of which they could dispose, their prejudices and their traditions. He sat (at Hornblowers invitation) in Hornblowers cabin while a brisk westerly wind sent the squadron rolling and pitching up the Baltic. Basse was incapacitated in his berth with seasickness, so that they were not embarrassed by his presence  Wychwoods cheeks were a little pale as well, and his manner occasionally hinted at an inward preoccupation, but he controlled himself manfully.

Boneys weakness, said Wychwood, is that he thinks all the opposition in the world can be dissolved by force. Often hes right, of course; you have only to look back at his career to see that. But sometimes he is wrong. People would rather fight  would rather die  than be slaves to his will any longer.

Spain showed that, said Hornblower.

Yes. But with Russia it still may be different. Russia is the Tsar, much more definitely than Spain was the Bourbon monarchy. If Alexander chooses to submit to Boneys threats, Russia will submit. Alexanders swallowed insults enough already.

Hes swallowed other things besides insults, said Hornblower dryly.

Finland, you mean? Thats perfectly true. And all the other Baltic provinces, Lithuania and Courland and so on. You know better than I do how much difference that makes to the security of St Petersburg  I find it hard to blame him for it. At home, of course, his attack on Finland roused a good deal of feeling. I hope they forget it if he becomes our ally.

And what are the chances of that?

God knows. If he can be sure of the Swedish alliance he may fight. And that depends on whether Bernadotte is willing to submit to having Pomerania taken away from him.

Bonaparte made a false step there, said Hornblower.

Yes, by God! The British colours are like a red rag to a bull to him. You have only to show them to get him to charge. The way you destroyed that ship  what was her name?  the Blanchefleur under his very nose must have driven him crazy. If anything makes the Swedes fight, itll be that.

Lets hope it does, said Hornblower, decidedly comforted.

He knew he had taken a bold step when he went in to destroy the Blanchefleur; if the subsequent political repercussions should be unfavourable he might well be called to account. His only justification would be the final event; a more cautious man would have held back and contented himself with keeping the privateer under observation. Probably that would have resulted in her slipping clean away the first foggy night, to resume her ravages among British shipping, but no man could be held responsible for fog. And if Sweden became an active enemy all England would clamour for the head of the officer they deemed responsible. Yet come what might he could not but feel that he had taken the best course in proving that England had the power to strike and would not hesitate to use it. There were few occasions in history when timidity was wise.

They were bringing further news to St Petersburg, too. Wellington was on the offensive in Spain; in two desperate strokes he had cleared his front by storming Ciudad Rodrigo and Badajoz, and now was ready to strike into the heart of the Peninsula. The knowledge that a large part of Bonapartes army was hotly engaged in the South might bring firmness to the councils of the North.

His brother-in-law was an earl now  another victory or two would make him a duke, reflected Hornblower. Barbara would be proud of him, and to Hornblower that was another reason for him to dread failure for himself; Barbara had a high standard of comparison. But she would understand. She would know how high were the stakes he was playing for in the Baltic  as high as those her brother was playing for in Spain; she would know what moral courage was needed to make the kind of decisions he had made. She would be considerate; and at that moment Hornblower told himself that he did not want his wife to have to be considerate on his account. The thought revolted him, drove him to make his excuses to Wychwood and plunge out on deck, into the pouring rain under the grey sky, to walk the quarterdeck while the other officers eyed him askance and kept well clear of him. There was not a soul in the squadron who had not heard that only fools crossed the commodores hawse when he was walking the deck.

The brisk wind was chill, even in late May, here in the North Baltic; the squadron pitched and rolled over the short steep waves, leaden-hued under the leaden sky, as it drove ever northward towards the Gulf of Finland, towards Russia, where the destiny of the world hung in the balance. The night was hardly darker than the sky, up here in the sixtieth degree of north latitude, when the sky cleared, for the sun was barely hidden below the horizon and the moon shone coldly in the twilight as they drove past Hoghland and hove to in sight of Lavansaari so as to approach Kronstadt after sunrise.

Braun was on deck early, leaning against the rail, craning over in fact; that faint grey smear on the horizon to the northward was his native land, the Finland of lake and forest which the Tsar had just conquered and from which he was a hopeless exile. Hornblower noted the dejection of the poor devils pose and was sorry for him, even in the keen excitement of anticipation regarding the reception they might be accorded. Bush came bustling up, in all the glory of epaulettes and sword, darting eager glances over the deck and aloft to make quite sure that everything in the ship was ready to bear the inspection of an unfriendly power.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, Id be obliged if you would square away for Kronstadt.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower would have liked to have asked if the arrangements for saluting were properly in train, but he forbore. He could trust Bush with any routine duty, and he had to be very careful not to interfere with the working of the ship. He was glad that so far he had never forgotten to make use of the polite forms of request when giving orders to Bush, who was his equal in substantive rank. Id be obliged and if you please still came strangely enough to his lips as a preface to an order.

He turned his back on the dawn and trained his glass aft on the squadron; they were squaring away and taking up their stations astern in succession, the two sloops, and then the two bomb-vessels, and the cutter last.

General signal, he snapped, Keep better station.

He wanted his squadron to come up the difficult channel in exact, regular order, like beads on a string. Out of the tail of his eye he saw Basse and Wychwood come on deck, and he ignored them.

Make that signal again, he rasped, with Harveys number.

Harvey was yawing slightly from her course; young Mound had better keep a sharp eye on his helmsman, or he would be in trouble. To starboard, where the wide shoals extended from the Oranienbaum shore, there were buoys to mark the limits of the channel, which serpentined back and forth in unpredictable fashion. If ever he had to penetrate this channel as an enemy he would find it a tricky business. There were the low grey fortifications of Kronstadt on the port bow; a turn in the channel sent the Nonsuch heading directly for them, so that in the event of fighting the fire of the guns there would enfilade the whole line. Then the channel swung back again, and then it straightened out so that all ships would be forced to pass close under the guns of Kronstadt. Through his glass Hornblower made out the blue-and-white flag of Imperial Russia flying above the grey walls.

Make the signal, anchor, said Hornblower to the signal midshipman, and then he darted a meaning glance at Bush, who nodded. He had everything ready. The ship crept forward, closer and closer under the guns.

Haul down, said Hornblower, and the signal to anchor came down in a flash, putting the order into force at that moment. Six cables roared through six hawseholes. In the six ships a thousand men poured aloft, and the canvas vanished as though by magic as the ships swung round to their cables.

Pretty fair, said Hornblower to himself, realizing, with an inward smile at his own weakness, that no evolution could ever be carried out to his perfect satisfaction. Forward the saluting gun began to crash out its marks of respect for the Russian flag; Hornblower saw a puff of smoke from the fortress and then the sound of the first gun of the return salute reached his ears. Eleven guns; they recognized his broad pendant, then, and knew what compliments were due to a commodore. Here came the doctors boat to give them pratique; the doctor was a man with a large black beard who spoke limping French. His visit was a good opportunity to test Brauns ability to speak Russian  Braun translated with facility Hornblowers declaration that there was no infectious disease on board. Everyone in the ship was a little excited at this visit to Russia, and crowded the side to look down at the Russian boats crew, seated in their boat with the bowman hooking on to the chains, but they appeared no different from any other boats crew  much the same kind of coloured shirts and ragged trousers and bare feet, and they handled their craft capably enough. It was Bush who drove the Nonsuchs crew from the side; he was hotly indignant about their blatant curiosity and the noise they made.

Chattering like a herd of monkeys, said Bush indignantly to the first lieutenant. Making more noise than a tree full of jackdaws. Whatll these Russians think of us? Set the men to work and keep em at it.

In these conditions of doubtful neutrality it would be best for the first contact with the shore to be made by Basse. At least ostensibly the squadron had come to Kronstadt merely to bring him with his news to the Swedish Crown Prince. Hornblower had his barge hoisted out and sent Basse away in it, and the boat returned without him but with no other information. Basse had landed at the jetty, and the barge, in accordance with Hornblowers orders, had immediately returned. Apart from the salute and the doctors visit the Russian Empire chose to ignore the British squadrons existence.

What sort of people do they think we are? grumbled Bush, fretting, as usual, at inaction. Bush knew as well as Hornblower that in all matters of diplomacy it was best to display no eagerness at all, but he could not force himself to appear calm as Hornblower could. He gave a meaning glance at Hornblowers full uniform and ribbon and star, donned so as to be ready for any official occasion whatever; he wanted Hornblower to proceed on shore to call on the local governor and put the whole situation to the test, but Hornblower was obstinate. He was waiting for an invitation. England had survived the storm in Europe so far without a Russian alliance, and future relations would be simplified if Russia were to make the first advances now  provided she did make them. His squadron was present merely to bring Basse to report to Bernadotte; if the Russian Government chose to take advantage of his presence to approach him, well and good. Otherwise he would have to devise some other plan.

The telegraph hasnt ceased working since Basse reached shore, commented Bush, glass to eye. The three gaunt black arms of the semaphore on the top of the fortress were whirling busily round transmitting messages to the next station higher up the bay. Otherwise there was almost nothing to be seen; across the low land of the island were visible a few masts to mark the site of the naval dockyard; two or three merchant ships swung at anchor in that direction, and a few fishing boats plied their trade.

There goes a boat! said Montgomery suddenly.

A smart pinnace was shooting out from the direction of the dockyard heading across the channel almost directly away from Nonsuch.

Russian Imperial colours, said Bush. Can anyone see whos on board?

But the pinnace was too far away for any details to be visible by telescope.

I think I can see gold lace, said Carlin, doubtfully.

Much good that is, said Bush. A blind man would guess there was gold lace in a Russian navy pinnace at Kronstadt.

The pinnace passed away into the distance, quartering across the broad channel until her white sail dwindled to a speck.

Call me if anything happens, if you please, Captain Bush, said Hornblower.

He went off below to his cabin; Brown relieved him of his heavy full-dress coat with the epaulettes, and, once more alone, he began to fidget about the cabin. He opened the case of pistols which Barbara had given him, read the card inside it  the last word he had received from her  and shut the case again. He stepped out into the stern gallery and returned to the cabin. The realization that he was worried annoyed him; he took down Archdeacon Coxes travels from the bookshelf and set himself seriously to read the Archdeacons intensely wearisome remarks about the condition of Russia, in the endeavour to inform himself more fully about the northern powers. But the words made sheer nonsense to him; he took up the slim volume of Childe Harold instead.

Bombast and fustian, he said to himself, flipping through the pages.

He heard six bells strike; it was still no later than eleven in the morning, and he could not possibly dine before two. He got up from his chair and made himself lie on his cot, shut his eyes and grimly clenched his hands and tried to force himself to doze. He could not possibly go up on deck again and walk up and down, as he wanted to  that would be a public admission that he was restless and nervous. The minutes passed on leaden feet; he felt he had never felt so caged and unhappy before in his life.

Eight bells went, and he heard the watch relieved; it was like an eternity before he heard a bustle on the half-deck outside and someone knocked on the door. Hornblower settled himself in an attitude of complete relaxation on his cot.

Come in! he called, and he blinked and peered at the midshipman as if he had just awakened from a sound sleep.

Boat heading towards us, sir, said the midshipman.

Ill come up, said Hornblower. Pass the word for my coxn.

Brown helped him into his dress-coat, and he reached the deck while the boat was still some distance off.

The same pinnace that we saw before, sir, commented Hurst.

The pinnace came into the wind, and took in her mainsail while the bowman hailed the ship in Russian.

Wheres Mr Braun? said Hornblower.

The hail was repeated, and Braun translated.

He is asking permission to hook on to us, sir. And he says he has a message for you.

Tell him to come alongside, said Hornblower. This dependence upon an interpreter always irritated him.

The boats crew was smart, dressed in something like a uniform with blue shirts and white trousers, and in the sternsheets, ready to mount the side, was an officer in military uniform, frogged across the breast in Hussar fashion. The Hussar came clumsily up the side, and glanced round, saluting the mass of gold lace which awaited him. Then he produced a letter, which he offered with a further explanation in Russian.

From His Imperial Majesty the Tsar, translated Braun with a catch in his voice.

Hornblower took the letter; it was addressed in French 

M. LE CHEF DESCADRE LE CAPITAINE SIR HORNBLOWER, VAISSEAU BRITANNIQUE NOONSUCH.

Apparently the Tsars secretary, however competent he might be in other ways, was shaky regarding both British titles and spelling. The letter within was written in French as well  it was pleasant to be able to translate without Brauns assistance.

The Imperial Palace of Peterhof

Grand Marshalate of the Imperial Court

May 30, 1812

SIR,

I am commanded by His Imperial Majesty the Emperor of All the Russias to express to you His Imperial Majestys pleasure at hearing of your arrival in His Imperial Majestys waters. His Imperial Majesty and His Royal Highness the Prince of Sweden further command you to dinner at this palace today at four oclock accompanied by your staff. His Excellency the Minister of Marine has put at your disposal a boat which will convey you and your party direct to the quay, and the officer who conveys this letter to you will serve as your guide.

Accept, sir, the assurances of my highest consideration,

KOTCHUBEY, Grand Marshal of the Court

I am invited to dinner with the Tsar and Bernadotte, said Hornblower to Bush; he handed over the letter, and Bush looked at it wisely with his head on one side as if he could read French.

Youre going, I suppose, sir?

Yes.

It would hardly be tactful to begin his first encounter with the Russian and Swedish authorities by refusing an Imperial and a royal command.

Hornblower suddenly glanced round to find half the officers of the ship hanging on his words. This public discussion of his affairs was not in the least dignified, and detracted vastly from the pomp and mystery which should surround a commodore. He had fallen sadly away from his old standards.

Have none of you anything better to do than stand about and gape? he bellowed, rounding on the herd. I can find mastheads even for senior officers if necessary.

They began to slink away in gratifying fright, each one doing his best to avoid catching his eye as he glowered round him. That was a very desirable result. Then he became aware that the Hussar had yet another letter in his hand. He took it from him and glanced at the superscription.

Here, Colonel, this is for you, he said, handing it to Wychwood before turning back to Bush. The Tsar and Bernadotte are at Peterhof  the place is marked on the chart, on the Oranienbaum shore over there. You will be in command in my absence, of course.

Bushs face reflected a complexity of emotions; Hornblower knew that he was remembering other occasions when Hornblower had left him in command, to go on shore to beard a mad tyrant on the coast of Central America, or to undertake some harebrained adventure on the coast of France.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush.

I have to take my staff, said Hornblower. Who do you think would care to dine with the Tsar?

He could afford to be jocose with Bush, who held the same substantive rank as himself  especially after his recent assertion of his dignity.

Youll need Braun, I suppose, sir?

I suppose so.

Dinner with the Tsar would be a notable experience for any young officer, something he would be able to yarn about for the rest of his life. Good service could be rewarded by an invitation; and at the same time some future admiral might gain invaluable experience.

Ill take Hurst, decided Hornblower; there were not the makings of an admiral in the first lieutenant, but discipline demanded that he be included in the party. And young Mound, if youll signal for him. And a midshipman. Who do you suggest?

Somers is the brightest, sir.

The fat one? Very good, Ill take him. Have you been invited, too, Colonel?

I have, sir, answered Wychwood.

We must be there at four. How long will it take to arrive?

He looked at the Hussar, who did not understand him, and then looked round for Braun, who had left the deck, which was perfectly infuriating. When Hornblower had turned on the idling crowd he had not meant Braun to go, of course. It was just like Braun with his mock humble pose to take his chief literally. Hornblower angrily ordered the word to be passed for him, and fumed until he came up again; yet when he came there was small satisfaction to be derived from his services, for when Hornblowers question was translated to the Hussar the latter merely raised his eyes to the sky and shrugged his shoulders before offering the information  translated by Braun  that it might be two hours and it might be four. As a soldier the Hussar would make no estimate of the time necessary for a journey by boat.

We mustnt be late for a royal command, damn it, said Hornblower. Well leave in half an hour.

Hornblower came punctually to the ships side to find the others awaiting him, young Somers plump cheeks empurpled with the constriction of his stock, Hurst and Mound uncomfortable in their full dress, Braun stiffly uniformed.

Carry on, said Hornblower.

Young Somers went first in accordance with the age-old rule of the junior getting first into a boat, and Braun followed him. Brauns lifted arm, as he went over the side, pulled up his tight coat for a moment, and his waistcoat with it. Something flashed momentarily into view at his waistband; something black  Hornblowers eyes were resting on it at that moment. It must have been the butt of a pistol, the barrel of it pushed into the waistband of his breeches, round by his hip where the bulge would be least noticeable. The fellow was wearing his sword, of course. Hornblower began to wonder why he should take a pistol. But Mound and Hurst had followed him down by this time, and Wychwood was heaving himself over, in his scarlet tunic and bearskin. The Hussar should go next, so that the commodore should descend last, but he was hanging back with misplaced politeness, bowing and making way for the commodore.

After you, sir, said Hornblower to his deaf ears.

Hornblower had positively to stamp his foot to compel the ignorant soldier to precede him, and then he swung himself over to the shrilling of the pipes of the boatswains mates and the rigid salutes of the ships officers. He dropped into the sternsheets, encumbered with his boat-cloak. There was a tiny cabin forward, where he joined Wychwood and Hurst. Mound and the warrant officers and the Hussar kept themselves discreetly in the stern. The coxswain yelled some strange order and the boat cast off, the lugsail was hoisted and they headed over to the Oranienbaum shore.

From where he sat Hornblower could see Braun sitting stiffly in the sternsheets. That business of the pistol was rather curious. Presumably he had fears of attack or arrest on shore as a recent rebel, and wished to have the means to defend himself. But not even the Russians would lay hands on an English officer, in a British uniform. That was a big pistol butt; a black one too. Hornblower suddenly moved uneasily on his locker, uncrossed his knees and recrossed them. That was one of the pistols Barbara had given him the butt of which he had seen in Brauns waistband. He remembered the shape of the ebony butt too well to be mistaken about it.

The presence of a thief on board a ship was always upsetting and disturbing; theft was so easy and suspicion could be spread so wide, although that was not true in this case. It would still be a nasty business accusing Braun of the crime and punishing him for it. An English-made rifled pistol with percussion caps  presumably the very first of its kind to reach Russia  would command a fabulous price at the Russian Court. Braun could reasonably expect to obtain two or three hundred guineas for it. And yet even with all his prejudice against him he could not believe Braun capable of petty theft.

The coxswain suddenly shouted a new order, and the pinnace came about on the other tack; the dipping lug with which she was equipped had to be taken in and reset when she tacked, and Hornblower watched the evolution with professional interest. The Russian sailors were smart and handy enough, but that was to be expected of the crew of the pinnace specially attached to the service of the Russian Admiralty. The Nonsuch was already far astern, hull down. A buoy made its appearance close alongside, and passed away astern, the rapidity of its passage proof of the speed the pinnace was making through the water.

Were heading souwest now, sir, commented Hurst; were out of the fairway.

He climbed up out of the little cabin and peered ahead.

Land right ahead, sir, he reported, but no sign of any palace.

I know nothing about the Peterhof, remarked Wychwood. I was in Tsarskoe Selo and the old Winter Palace as a subaltern on Wilsons staff before Tilsit. The Peterhof s one of the lesser palaces; I expect they chose it for this meeting so that Bernadotte could arrive direct by sea.

It was quite futile to debate what would be the result of this evenings meeting, and yet the temptation was overwhelming. The minutes slipped by until the coxswain shouted a new order. The lugsail came down, and the piles of a jetty came into sight beside the pinnace as she rounded-to. Lines were thrown out and the pinnace drew in beside a broad companionway rundown into the water from the top of the jetty. This time the Russian officers politeness was not misplaced. First out of a boat and last in, in order of seniority, was the etiquette of the Navy; Hornblower ducked out of the little cabin, stepped on to the companionway and began to walk up, hurriedly making sure that his cocked hat was on straight and his sword properly slung. As he reached the top someone shouted an order; there was a guard of twenty soldiers drawn up there, grenadiers in bearskins and blue coats. They put their left arms across their breasts as they presented arms in a fashion that appeared backhanded to a man accustomed to receiving salutes from the Royal Marines. Yet the uniforms and the pose seemed strangely familiar; Hornblower realized that he was being reminded of the wooden soldiers that young Richard had been playing with  a box of German soldiers smuggled out of the continental blockade and presented to him by one of Barbaras diplomatic friends. Of course the Russian Army was organized on the German model, and German uniforms had been introduced by Peter III. Hornblower stiffly returned the salute of the officer of the guard, standing at attention long enough for the rest of the party to catch him up; the Hussar spoke rapidly to Braun in Russian.

There are carriages waiting for us, sir, Braun interpreted.

Hornblower could see them at the end of the jetty, two big open landaus, with fine horses to each; in the drivers seats sat coachmen pigtailed and powdered wearing red coats  not the scarlet of the British Army or of the British royal liveries, but a softer, strawberry red. Footmen similarly dressed stood at the horses heads and at the carriage doors.

Senior officers go in the first carriage, explained Braun.

Hornblower climbed in, with Wychwood and Hurst after him; with an apologetic smile the Hussar followed them and sat with his back to the horses. The door shut. One footman leaped up beside the coachman and the other sprang up behind, and the horses dashed forward. The road wound through a vast park, alternate sweeps of grass and groves of trees; here and there fountains threw lofty jets of water at the sky, and marble naiads posed by marble basins. Occasional turns in the road opened up beautiful vistas down the terraced lawns; there were long flights of marble steps and beautiful little marble pavilions, but also, at every turning, beside every fountain and every pavilion, there were sentries on guard, stiffly presenting arms as the carriages whirled by.

Every Tsar for the last three generations has been murdered, remarked Wychwood. Its only the women who die in their beds. Alexander is taking precautions.

The carriage turned sharply again and came out on a broad gravelled parade ground; on the farther side Hornblower just had time to see the palace, a rambling rococo building of pink and grey stone with a dome at either end, before the carriage drew up at the entrance to the salute of a further guard, and a white-powdered footman opened the doors. With a few polite words in Russian the Hussar led the party forward up a flight of pink marble steps and into a lofty anteroom. A swarm of servants came forward to take their boat-cloaks; Hornblower remembered to put his cocked hat under his arm and the others followed his example. The folding doors beyond were thrown open, and they went towards them, to be received by a dignified official whose coat was of the same Imperial red where the colour was visible through the gold lace. He wore powder and carried in his hand a gold-tipped ebony stave.

Kotchubey, he said, speaking fair French. Grand Marshal of the Palace. Commodore Hornblower? Lord Wychwood?

They bowed to him, and Hornblower presented the others; he saw the Grand Marshal run an all-embracing eye over their uniforms to make sure that nothing unworthy of the Court of the Tsar would penetrate farther into the palace. Then he turned back to Hornblower and Wychwood.

His Excellency the Minister of Marine would be honoured if Commodore Hornblower would grant him time for a short interview.

I am at His Excellencys service, said Hornblower, but I am here at the command of His Imperial Majesty.

That is very good of you, sir. There will be time before His Imperial Majesty appears. And His Excellency the Minister of Foreign Affairs would be honoured by Lord Wychwoods attention for a few minutes in a similar way.

I am at His Excellencys service, said Wychwood. For a man of his experience his French was remarkably poor.

Thank you, said Kotchubey.

He turned, and three more officers of the Court approached at his gesture. They wore less gold lace than Kotchubey, and from the gold keys embroidered on their lapels Hornblower knew them to be chamberlains. There were further introductions, more bows.

Now if you have the kindness to accompany me, sir  said Kotchubey to Hornblower.

Two chamberlains took charge of the junior officers, one took charge of Wychwood, and Kotchubey led Hornblower away. Hornblower gave one last glance at his party. Even the stolid Hurst, even the deliberately languid Mound, wore rather scared expressions at being abandoned by their captain like this in an Imperial palace. Hornblower was reminded of children being handed over by their parents to a strange nurse. But Brauns expression was different. His green eyes were glowing with excitement, and there was a new tenseness about his features, and he was casting glances about him like a man preparing himself for some decisive action. Hornblower felt a wave of misgiving break over him; during the excitement of setting foot in Russia he had forgotten about Braun, about the stolen pistol, about everything connected with him. He wanted time to think, and yet Kotchubey was hurrying him away and allowing him no time. They walked through a magnificent room  Hornblower was only just conscious of its furniture, pictures, and statuary  and through folding doors beyond, which were opened for them by two of the footmen who seemed to be present in hundreds. The corridor was wide and lofty, more like a picture gallery than a corridor, but Kotchubey only went a few yards along it. He stopped abruptly at an inconspicuous door, from before which two more footmen stepped with alacrity at his approach. The door opened straight upon a steep winding stairway; halfway up there was another door, this one guarded by four burly soldiers in pink uniforms with high boots and baggy breeches whom Hornblower recognized as the first Cossacks he had ever seen in the flesh. They nearly jammed the narrow stairway as they drew back against the wall to make way; Hornblower had to push past them. Kotchubey scratched upon the door and instantly opened it, immediately drawing Hornblower after him with a gesture as though he were a conspirator.

Sir Hornblower, he announced, having shut the door. The big man in the vaguely naval uniform, with epaulettes and a string of orders across his breast, must be the Minister of Marine; he came forward cordially, speaking fair French and with a courtly apology for not speaking English. But in the far corner of the room was another figure, tall and slender, in a beautiful light-blue uniform. He was strikingly handsome, but as though he came from another world; the ivory pallor of his cheeks, accentuated by his short black side-whiskers, was more unnatural than unhealthy. He made no move as he sat stiffly upright in the dark corner, his fingertips resting on a low table before him, and neither of the Russian officials gave any overt sign of acknowledging his presence, but Hornblower knew that it was the Tsar; thinking quickly, he realized that if the Tsars own officials pretended the Tsar was not there, then he could do no less. He kept his eyes on the Minister of Marines.

I trust, said the latter, that I see you in good health?

Thank you, said Hornblower. I am in the best of health.

And your squadron?

That is in the best of health too, Your Excellency.

Does it need anything?

Hornblower had to think quickly again. On the one hand was the desire to appear utterly independent, but on the other there was the nagging knowledge that water would soon be running short. Every commanding officer, whether of ships or squadron, carried always at the back of his mind the vital, urgent need for renewing his ships drinking water. And a Minister of Marine  even a Russian one  must be aware of that.

Firewood and water, as always, said Hornblower, would be of the greatest convenience.

I shall inquire if it is convenient to send a water-boat to your squadron tomorrow morning, said the Minister.

I thank Your Excellency, said Hornblower, wondering what he would be asked to do in exchange.

You have been informed, sir, said the Minister, changing the subject so obviously that Hornblower could only attribute it to nervousness at having the Tsar listening to the conversation, of Bonapartes occupation of Swedish Pomerania?

Yes, Your Excellency.

And what is your opinion of that transaction?

Hornblower delayed his answer while he sorted out his thoughts and worked out the French phrases.

Typical Bonapartism, he said. He tolerates neutrality on the part of weak powers only while he can profit by it. The moment he finds it inconveniences him, he treacherously sends forward his army, and on the heels of the army march all the plagues of Bonapartism, terror and famine and misery. The gaol, the firing party, and the secret police. The bankers and the merchants are stripped of all they possess. The men are thrust into the ranks of his army, and the women  all the world knows what happens to the women.

But do you not believe his object was merely plunder?

No, Your Excellency  although plunder is always useful to Bonapartes top-heavy finances. He overran Pomerania the moment it was apparent that its usefulness as a neutral base for his privateers had ceased with the appearance of my squadron.

Inspiration came to Hornblower at that moment; his expression must have changed, for as he hesitated the Minister prompted him with obvious interest.

Monsieur was going to say ?

Bonaparte controls the whole Baltic coast now, as far as the frontiers of His Imperial Majestys dominions. That would be most convenient to him in one particular event, Your Excellency. In the event of his deciding to launch an attack on Russia. Hornblower threw into those words all the power of speech that he could muster, and the Minister nodded  Hornblower did not dare, much as he wanted to, to throw a glance at the Tsar to see what effect his words had on him.

Bonaparte would never feel easy in his mind regarding his communications while Pomerania was Swedish so long as there was a British fleet in the Baltic. It could be too good a base for an attack on his rear, convoyed by my squadron. He has eliminated that danger now  he can march an army against St Petersburg, should he attack Russia, without fear of its being cut off. It is one more threat to His Imperial Majestys dominions.

And how serious do you consider his threats to be regarding Russia, sir?

Bonapartes threats are always serious. You know his methods, Your Excellency. A demand for concessions, and when the concessions are granted then new demands, each one more weakening than the one before, until either the object of his attentions is too weak to oppose him further or is at least so weakened as to make armed resistance fatal. He will not rest until all his demands are granted; and what he demands is nothing short of the dominion of the world, until every nation is in bondage to him.

Monsieur is very eloquent.

I am eloquent because I speak from the heart, Your Excellency. For nineteen years, since my boyhood, I have served my country against the monstrous power which overshadows Europe.

And with what effect has your country fought?

My country is still free. In the history of the world that counts for much. And now it counts for more. England is striking back. Portugal, Sicily, are free too, thanks to England. Her armies are marching into Spain even while I am speaking to you here, Your Excellency. Soon Bonaparte will be defending the very frontiers of his boasted Empire against them. We have found the weak spot in the vast structure; we are probing into it, on to the very foundations, and soon the whole elaborate mass will crumble into ruin.

The little room must be very warm; Hornblower found himself sweating in his heavy uniform.

And here in the Baltic?

Here England has penetrated too. Not one of Bonapartes ships will move from today without my permission. England is ready with her support. She is ready to pour in money and arms to help any power that will withstand the tyrant. Bonaparte is ringed in from the South and the West and the North. There is only the East left to him. That is where he will strike and that is where he must be opposed.

It was the handsome, pale young man in the dark corner of the room to whom these remarks were really addressed. The Minister of Marine had a far smaller stake on the board of international politics than did his master. Other kings in war risked a province or two, risked their dignity or their fame, but the Tsar of Russia, the most powerful and autocratic of them all, risked his life, and there was no gainsaying that. A word from the Tsar might send a nobleman to Siberia; another word might set half a million men on the move to war; but if either move were a false one the Tsar would pay for it with his life. A military defeat, a momentary loss of control over his courtiers or his guards, and the Tsar was doomed, first to dethronement and then to inevitable murder. That had been the fate of his father, and of his grandfather. If he fought and was unsuccessful; if he did not fight and lost his prestige there would be a silken scarf round his throat or a dozen swords between his ribs.

An ormulu clock on a bracket on the wall struck in silvery tones.

The hour strikes, you see, Your Excellency, said Hornblower. He was shaking with the excitement that boiled within him. He felt weak and empty.

The hour strikes indeed, answered the Minister. He was clearly struggling desperately not to glance back at the Tsar. As regards the clock, I regret it deeply, as it reminds me that if I detain you longer you will be late for the Imperial reception.

I must certainly not be late for that, said Hornblower.

I must thank you for the clear way in which you have stated your views, Captain. I shall have the pleasure of meeting you at the reception. His Excellency the Grand Marshal will show you the way to the Tauride Hall.

Hornblower bowed, still keeping his eyes from wavering towards the Tsar, but he contrived to back from the room without either turning his back on the Tsar or making his precaution too obvious. They squeezed past the Cossacks on the stairs down to the ground floor again.

This way, if you please, sir.


CHAPTER 12

[image: img34.jpg]

FOOTMEN OPENED TWO more huge doors, and they entered a vast room, the lofty ceiling soaring into a dome far above their heads. The walls were a mass of marble and gold, and grouped in the hall was a crowd of people, the men in uniforms of all the colours of the rainbow, the women in Court dresses with plumes and trains. Orders and jewels reflected the light of innumerable candles.

A group of men and women, laughing and joking in French, opened their ranks to admit Hornblower and the Grand Marshal.

I have the honour to present  began the latter. It was a prolonged introduction; the Countess of This, and the Baroness of That, and the Duchess of the Other, beautiful women, some of them bold-eyed and some of them languid. Hornblower bowed and bowed again, the Star of the Bath thumping his chest each time he straightened up.

You will partner the Countess Canerine at dinner, Captain, said the Grand Marshal, and Hornblower bowed again.

Delighted, he said.

The Countess was the boldest-eyed and most beautiful of them all; under the arches of her brows her eyes were dark and liquid and yet with a consuming fire within them. Her face was a perfect oval, her complexion like rose petals, her magnificent bosom white as snow above the low dècolletè of her Court dress.

As a distinguished stranger, went on the Grand Marshal, you will take precedence immediately after the Ambassadors and Ministers. Preceding you will be the Persian Ambassador, His Excellency Gorza Khan.

The Grand Marshal indicated an individual in turban and diamonds; it was a bit of blessed good fortune that he was the most easily identified person in the whole crowd, seeing that Hornblower would have to follow him. Everyone else in the group looked with even greater interest at this English captain who was being accorded such distinction; the Countess rolled a considering eye upon him, but the Grand Marshal interrupted the exchange of glances by continuing the introductions. The gentlemen returned Hornblowers bows.

His Imperial Majesty, said the Grand Marshal, filling in the gap in the conversation when the introductions were completed, will be wearing the uniform of the Simonouski Guards.

Hornblower caught sight of Wychwood across the room, his bearskin under his arm and Basse at his side, being introduced to another group. They exchanged nods, and Hornblower returned, a little distractedly, to the conversation of his own group. The Countess was asking him about his ship, and he tried to tell her about Nonsuch. Through the far doors there was filing a double line of soldiers, tall young men in breastplates that shone like silver  that probably were silver  with silver helmets with waving white plumes.

The Chevalier Guard, explained the Countess, all young men of noble birth.

She looked at them with distinct approval; they were forming against the walls at intervals of two or three yards, each standing like a silver statue as soon as he reached his post. The crowd was moving slowly away from the centre of the room, leaving it clear. Hornblower wondered where the rest of his officers were; he looked round, and realized that there was a further crowd of uniformed individuals in the gallery which ran at first-floor level three-quarters of the way round the dome over his head. That would be where the lesser people could look down on the doings of the great. He saw Hurst and Mound leaning against the balustrade. Behind them young Somers, his low-crowned hat in his hand, was talking with elaborate pantomime to a trio of pretty girls, who were holding weakly on to each other as they laughed. Heaven only knew what language Somers was trying to talk, but he was evidently making himself agreeable.

It was Braun that Hornblower was worried about; yet what with the violence of his reaction after his speech-making, and the chatter and glitter around him, and the sultry glances of the Countess, it was hard to think. Hornblower had to drive himself to keep his mind on his subject. The pistol in Brauns waistband  the fierce intensity of Brauns expression  that gallery up there. He could fit the pieces of the puzzle together if only he were left undistracted for a moment.

The Prince of Sweden will make his entry with His Imperial Majesty, the Countess was saying.

The Prince of Sweden! Bernadotte, the initiator of a new dynasty, the supplanter of Gustavus, for whom Braun had risked life and fortune. Alexander had conquered Finland; Bernadotte had abandoned it to him. The two men whom Braun had most reason to hate in the whole world were probably Alexander and Bernadotte. And Braun was armed with a double-bar-relled pistol, a rifled pistol with percussion caps that never missed fire and which carried true for fifty yards. Hornblower swept the gallery with his eyes. There he was, at the far end, standing unobtrusively between two pillars. Something must be done at once. The grand marshal was chattering affably with a couple of courtiers, and Hornblower turned to him, abandoning the countess and breaking rudely into the conversation with the only excuse that he could think of.

Impossible! said the grand marshal, glancing at the clock. His Imperial Majesty and His Royal Highness enter in three and a half minutes.

Im sorry, said Hornblower. I regret it deeply, but I must  it is absolutely necessary  it is urgent 

Hornblower fairly danced with anxiety, and the gesture reinforced the argument he had already advanced. The Grand Marshal stood weighing the relative undesirability of interrupting a Court ceremony and offending someone who, as the recent interview showed, might have the ear of the Tsar.

Go out through that door, then, sir, he said reluctantly at length, pointing, and please, sir, come back without calling attention to yourself.

Hornblower fled, sidling rapidly but as unobtrusively as possible through the groups of people to the door; he slipped through it and glanced round desperately. The broad staircase to the left must lead up to the gallery. He grasped the scabbard of his sword to keep it from tripping him up and ran up the stairs two at a time; the one or two footmen whom he passed hardly spared him a glance. The gallery was crowded, although the dresses were not as beautiful nor the uniforms as brilliant. Hornblower hurried along towards the end where he had seen Braun; he took long strides while doing his best to look like a nonchalant stroller. Mound caught his eye  Hornblower could not spare the time to say anything, dared not risk saying a word, but he put all the meaning into his glance that he could, hoping that Mound would follow him. Down below he heard the sound of doors being thrown open, and the babble of conversation stopped abruptly. A loud harsh voice announced, LEmpèreur! LImpèratrice! Le Prince Royal de Suède!

Braun stood there between the two pillars, glancing down. His hand was at his waist; he was drawing the pistol. There was only one silent way to stop him. Hornblower whipped out his sword  the hundred-guinea gold-hilted sword, the gift of the Patriotic Fund, with an edge like a razor  and he slashed at the wrist of the hand that held the pistol. With the tendons severed the fingers opened nervelessly and the pistol fell heavily on the carpeted floor while Braun turned in gaping surprise, looking first at the blood spouting from his wrist and then at Hornblowers face. Hornblower put the point of the blade at his breast; he could lunge and kill him on the instant, and every line in his expression must have attested the genuineness of his determination to do so if necessary, for Braun uttered no sound, made no movement. Somebody loomed up at Hornblowers shoulder; it was Mound, thank God.

Look after him, whispered Hornblower. Tie that wrist up! Get him out of here somehow.

He glanced over the railing. A little crowd of royalty was advancing through the huge doors opposite and below him  Alexander in his light-blue uniform; a tall swarthy man with a huge nose who must be Bernadotte; a number of women, two with crowns who must be the Empress and Empress-Mother, and the rest in plumes. Braun would have had the easiest shot heart could desire. All round the vast room the Court was making obeisance, the men bowing low and the women curtseying; as Hornblower looked they rose all together, plumes and uniforms like a breaking wave of flowers. Hornblower tore his eyes from the spectacle, sheathed his sword, and picked up the pistol from the floor, stuffing it down into his waistband. Mound, his eternal nonchalance replaced by swift catlike movements, had his long arms round Braun, who was leaning against him. Hornblower snatched out his handkerchief and put it in Mounds hand, but there was not time to do more. He turned away and hastened back along the gallery. The lesser courtiers up here had straightened up from their bows and their courtseys and were beginning to look around them again and resume their conversation. It was lucky that at the moment of crisis they had had no eyes or ears for anything save the royal party. Hurst and Somers were about to start talking to the women again when Hornblower caught their eyes.

Go back there to Mound, he said. He needs your help.

Then he walked quickly down the stairs again, found the door into the audience hall, and pushed past the footman on guard there. A glance showed him the position of the group he had left, and he sidled round to it and took up his position at the Countess side. The royal party was making the circle of the room, making the usual conventional remarks to distinguished individuals, and it was only a matter of a few minutes before they reached Hornblower. The Grand Marshal presented him, and Hornblower, his head swimming with his recent excitement so that he felt as if he was in a nightmare, bowed to each crowned head in turn and to Bernadotte.

It is a pleasure to meet Commodore Hornblower, said Alexander pleasantly. We have all of us heard of his exploits.

Your Majesty is too kind, gulped Hornblower.

Then the royal group passed on, and Hornblower turned to meet the Countesss glance again. The fact that the Tsar had addressed a few words to him personally evidently confirmed her suspicions that he was a man of potential influence, and there was a considering look in her eyes.

Will you be making a long stay in Russia? she asked.

It was very hard, during this period of intense reaction, to keep his mind on anything. All he wanted to do was to sit down and rest quietly. He flogged his mind into making a polite rejoinder, and when the men of the party began to ply him with questions about the British Navy and about maritime affairs in general he tried to answer sensibly, but it was a forlorn hope.

Footmen were rolling in long buffet tables, glittering with gold and silver; Hornblower forced himself to watch keenly, so as to commit no breach of etiquette. To one side the royal party had taken their seats, Empresses and Tsar in armchairs and the princes and princesses in upright chairs, and everyone had to be careful always to face in that direction so as not to commit the heinous crime of letting royalty see a human back. People were beginning to take food from the buffets, and, try as he would, Hornblower could see no sign at all of any attention to precedence. But there was the Persian Ambassador munching something from a gold plate, so that he was justified in making a move in the same direction. Yet all the same this was the most curious dinner he had ever attended, with everyone standing up except royalty: and royalty, he could see, were eating nothing at all.

May I offer you my arm, Countess? he said, as the group began to drift towards a buffet.

The courtiers by dint of long practice had seemingly mastered the art of eating while standing up and while holding their hats under their arms, but it was not easy. His dangling sword was liable to trip him, too, and that infernal pistol in his waistband was digging uncomfortably into his side. The footmen serving at the buffets understood no French, and the Countess came to Hornblowers rescue with an order.

That is caviare, she explained to him, and this is vodka, the drink of the people, but I think you will find that the two are admirably suited to each other.

The Countess was right. The grey, unappetizing-looking stuff was perfectly delicious. Hornblower sipped cautiously at the vodka, and in his present highly strung condition hardly noticed the fierce bite of the liquor; but there was no doubt that vodka and caviare blended together exquisitely. He felt the warm glow of the alcohol inside him, and realized that he was desperately hungry. The buffet was covered with foods of all kinds, some being kept warm in chafing dishes, some cold; under the tutelage of the Countess, Hornblower went a fair way towards tackling them all. There was a dish apparently of stewed mushrooms that was excellent, slices of smoked fish, an unidentifiable salad, some varieties of cheese, eggs both hot and cold, a sort of ragout of pork. There were other liquors as well, and Hornblower ate and drank with his spirits rising momentarily, playing his part in the conversation and feeling more and more warmly grateful to the Countess. It might be a queer way to have dinner, but Hornblower thought he had never tasted such delicious food. His head began to whirl with the liquor; he knew that danger signal of old, although this time he did not resent it quite so bitterly as usual, and he checked himself in the midst of a laugh in time not to be too unrestrained. Laughter, chatter, and bright lights; this was one of the jolliest parties he had ever attended  he felt as if it had been someone else who had slashed Brauns wrist open with a sword an hour ago. Hornblower replaced his lovely porcelain plate on the buffet, among the gold dishes, and wiped his mouth with one of the silken napkins that lay there. He was comfortably replete, with the gratifying sensation of having eaten just too much and having drunk just enough; he supposed coffee would be served soon, and a cup of coffee was all he needed to complete his internal gratification.

I have dined extremely well, he said to the Countess.

The most remarkable expression passed over the Countess face. Her eyebrows rose, and she opened her mouth to say something and then shut it again. She was smiling and puzzled and distressed all at the same time. She again started to speak, but her words were cut short by the ceremonial opening of yet another pair of doors from which twenty or thirty footmen emerged to form an avenue leading into the next room. Hornblower became conscious that the royal party had risen from their chairs and were falling into formation, and the complete cessation of conversation told Hornblower that some specially solemn moment had arrived. Couples were moving about the room like ships jockeying for position. The Countess laid her hand on his arm with a gentle pressure as if to lead him. By George, a procession was forming behind the royal party! There went the Persian Ambassador, a smiling girl on his arm. Hornblower just had time to lead his own partner forward to join the procession next, and after two or three more couples had joined behind him the procession began to move forward, its tail being steadily lengthened as it went. Hornblower kept his eyes on the Persian Ambassador before him; they passed down the avenue of footmen, and entered the next room.

The procession was breaking off to left and to right in alternate couples as though in a country dance; the Persian Ambassador went to the left, and Hornblower was ready to go to the right without the prompting of the gesture of the Grand Marshal, who was standing there ready to direct anyone in doubt. It was another enormous room, lit by what seemed to be hundreds of cut-glass chandeliers dangling from the roof, and all down the length of it ran a vast table  miles long, it seemed, to Hornblowers disordered imagination  covered with gold plate and crystal and embanked with flowers. The table was shaped like a T with a very small crosspiece, and the royal party had already taken their seats at the head; behind every chair all the way down stood a white-wigged footman. It dawned upon Hornblower that dinner was about to begin; the food and drink which had been served in the domed hall had been something extra and introductory. Hornblower was ready to laugh at himself for his idiotic lack of comprehension at the same time as he was ready to groan with despair at the thought of having to eat his way through an Imperial dinner in his present distended condition.

Save for royalty, the men were standing at their chairs while the ladies sat; across the table the Persian Ambassador was bending affably over the young woman he had brought in, and the aigrette in his turban nodded and his diamonds flashed. The last woman took her seat, and then the men sat down together  not quite as simultaneously as marines presenting arms, but almost so. A babble of conversation began immediately, and almost immediately a golden soup plate was put under Hornblowers nose and a golden soup tureen full of pink soup was offered to him for him to help himself from. He could not help glancing down the table; everyone had been given soup at the same moment  there must be two hundred footman at least waiting at table.

That is M. de Narbonne, the French Ambassador, said the Countess, indicating with a glance a handsome young man across the table two places higher than the Persian Ambassador. Of course the Grand Marshal did not present you to him. And that is the Austrian Ambassador, and the Saxon Minister, and the Danish Minister, all your enemies officially. The Spanish Ambassador comes from Joseph Bonaparte, not from the Spanish partisan government which you recognize, so you could hardly be presented to him either. I dont believe theres a soul here except us Russians to whom it would be proper to present you.

There was a cool, pleasant yellow wine in a tall glass before Hornblower, and he sipped it.

My experience today, he said, is that the Russians are the most delightful people in the world, and Russian women the most charming and most beautiful.

The Countess flashed a glance at him from her sultry eyes, and, it seemed to Hornblower, set his brains creeping about inside his skull. The golden soup plate was whisked away and replaced by a golden dinner plate. Another wine was poured into another glass before him  champagne. It effervesced just as his thoughts appeared to him to be doing. His footman spoke to him in Russian, apparently offering him a choice, and the Countess settled the problem without referring to him.

As this is your first visit to Russia, she explained, I could be sure that you have not yet tasted our Volga River trout.

She was helping herself to one as she spoke, from a golden dish: Hornblowers footman was presenting another golden dish.

A gold service looks very well, said the Countess sadly, but it allows the food to grow unfortunately cold. I never use mine in my house save when I entertain His Imperial Majesty. As that is the case in most houses I doubt if His Imperial Majesty ever has a hot meal.

The gold knife and fork with which Hornblower dissected his fish were heavy in his hands, and scraped oddly against the gold plate.

You have a kind heart, madame, he said.

Yes, said the Countess, with deep significance.

Hornblowers head whirled again; the champagne, so cold, so delicate, seemed perfectly adapted to put this right, and he drank of it thirstily.

A couple of fat little birds on toast followed the trout; they melted delicately in the mouth; some other wine followed the champagne. And there was a venison stew, and a cut off some roast which might be mutton but which was borne on Pegasus-wings of garlic beyond mundane speculation. Somewhere in the procession of food appeared a pink water-ice, only the third or fourth which Hornblower had ever tasted.

Foreign kickshaws, said Hornblower to himself, but he enjoyed the food and had no prejudice against foreign cookery. Perhaps he said foreign kickshaws to himself because that was what Bush would have said had he been eating the dinner. Or perhaps it was because he was a little drunk  Hornblowers persistent self-examination brought him to this startling conclusion with a shock, comparable with that received by a man walking into a stanchion in the dark. He must certainly not get drunk while he was representing his country, and he would be a fool to get drunk while in the imminent personal danger which surrounded him. He personally had brought an assassin to the palace, and if the fact ever leaked out it would go hard with him, especially if the Tsar should become aware that the assassin was armed with a rifled pistol which was Hornblowers private property. Hornblower sobered still further when it came to him that he had forgotten all about his junior officers  he had left them trying to dispose of the wounded assassin, and what they would do with him was more than he could guess.

The Countess beside him was pressing his foot under the table; and a little electric thrill ran through him and his steadiness vanished once more. He smiled at her beatifically. She gave him a long look with lowered lids and then turned away to address a remark to her neighbour on her other side, a tactful hint for Hornblower to pay a little attention to the Baroness to whom he had hardly spoken a word. Hornblower plunged feverishly into conversation, and the general in the outlandish dragoon uniform on the far side of the Baroness joined in with a question about Admiral Keats, whose acquaintance he had made in 1807. The footman was offering a new dish; his hairy wrist was exposed between his cuff and his white glove, and that wrist was spotted with flea bites. Hornblower remembered having read in one of the books he had been studying about the northern powers that the farther east one travelled the worse the vermin became  the Polish flea was bad, but the Russian flea was unbearable. If it was any worse than the Spanish flea, with which Hornblower had an intimate acquaintance, it must be a remarkably well developed flea.

There must be hundreds  there must actually be thousands  of servants in this palace, and Hornblower could guess how closely they must be herded together. Having waged a ceaseless war against body-vermin for twenty years in crowded ships Hornblower was well aware of the difficulty of extermination. But while one part of his mind was discussing with the dragoon general the principles of seniority and selection in the British Navy another part was telling himself that he would greatly prefer not to be served by a flea-bitten footman. The conversation languished, and Hornblower turned back to the Countess.

Do pictures interest monsieur very much? she asked.

Of course, said Hornblower politely.

The picture gallery in this palace is very fine. You have not seen it yet?

I have not yet had that pleasure.

This evening, after the royal party has retired, I could show it to you. Unless you would rather join one of the card tables?

I would much prefer to see pictures, said Hornblower. His laugh rang a little loud even in his own ears.

Then if, after the royal party has withdrawn, you are by the door on the far side of the room, I shall show you the way.

That will be delightful, madame.

They were drinking toasts at the head of the table  for the first one everyone had to stand while they drank the health of the Prince of Sweden, and after that conversation perforce became disjointed with other toasts to be drunk, announced by a gigantic official with a colossal voice  Stentor with Hercules frame, said Hornblower to himself, pleased with the classical touch  who stood behind the Tsars chair. Between toasts there was music; not orchestral music, but vocal music from an unaccompanied male choir, seemingly of hundreds of voices which filled the vast room with their din. Hornblower heard it with the faint but growing irritation of the completely tone-deaf. It was a relief when the music ceased and everyone stood once more while the royal party withdrew through a doorway near the head of the table, and no sooner had the door closed after them than the women went out too, ushered through the far door by Madame Kotchubey.

A bientôt, smiled the Countess, as she left him.

The men began to gather in groups along the table while footmen hastened in with coffee and cordials; Wychwood, his bearskin still under his arm, made his way round to Hornblower. His face was redder than ever; his eyes, if it were possible, stuck out even farther from his head.

The Swedesll fight if Russia will, said Wychwood, in a grating whisper. I have that direct from Basse, who was with Bernadotte all day.

Then he passed on and Hornblower heard his remarkable French being practised on a uniformed group higher up the table. The room was unbearably hot, presumably because of the infinity of candles alight in it; some of the men were already beginning to drift away through the door where the women had preceded them. Hornblower drank his coffee and rose to his feet, transferring his cocked hat once more from his knees to under his arm. The room he entered must have been the counterpart of the one in which the royal reception had been held, for it was domed too, and of similar proportions; Hornblower remembered the two domes he had seen when his carriage drew up to the palace. It was dotted with chairs and sofas and tables, round one of which a group of dowagers were already playing cards, and an elderly couple were playing backgammon at another. At the far end his eye instantly discerned the Countess, seated on a couch with her train spread beside her and her coffee cup and saucer in her hands, while she chatted with another woman; every line of the Countess attitude proclaimed girlish innocence.

From the number of people already assembled it was clear that this was the meeting-place of the whole Court; presumably the hundreds of people who had perforce witnessed the royal reception from the gallery were permitted to descend and mingle with their betters after dining less elaborately. Young Mound was lounging towards him, his lean gangling body looking like an overgrown colts.

We have him in a side room aloft, sir, he reported. He fainted with the loss of blood  we had to put a tourniquet on his arm to stop the bleeding. We bandaged him with half of Somers shirt, and Somers and Mr Hurst are keeping guard over him.

Does anyone know about it?

No, sir. We got him into the room without anyone seeing us. I poured a glass of liquor over his coat and from the stink of him anyonell think hes drunk.

Mound was obviously a capable man in an emergency, as Hornblower had already suspected.

Very good.

The sooner we get him away the better, sir, said Mound, with a diffidence to be expected of a junior officer making suggestions to a senior.

Youre quite right, said Hornblower, except that 

Hornblower was still having to think quickly. It would hardly be possible, in any case, to leave at once, the moment dinner was over. It would not be polite. And there was the Countess over there, presumably watching them. If they were to leave now, immediately after conferring together  and breaking an engagement with her  she would be full of suspicion, as well as of the fury of a woman scorned. They simply could not leave immediately.

We shall have to stay another hour at least, he said. The conventions demand it. Go back and hold the fort for that time.

Aye aye, sir.

Mound restrained himself in the nick of time from coming to attention as with the habit of years he had grown accustomed to do when uttering those words  further proof of the clearness of his head. He nodded and wandered off as if they had been merely discussing the weather, and Hornblower allowed his slow legs to carry him over towards the Countess.

She smiled at his approach.

Princess, she said, you have not met Commodore Hornblower? The Princess de Stolp.

Hornblower bowed; the Princess was an elderly woman with a good deal left of what must have been marvellous beauty.

The Commodore, went on the Countess, has expressed a desire to see the picture gallery. Would you care to come with us, Princess?

No, thank you, said the Princess. I fear I am too old for picture galleries. But go, my children, without me.

I would not like to leave you alone, here, protested the Countess.

Even at my age, I can boast that I am still never left long alone, Countess. Leave me, I beg you. Enjoy yourselves, children.

Hornblower bowed again, and the Countess took his arm, and they walked slowly out. She pressed his arm, while footmen stood aside to allow them passage.

The Italian pictures of the Cinque Cento are in the far gallery, said the Countess as they came into the broad corridor. Would you care to see the more modern ones first?

As madame wishes, said Hornblower.

Once through a door, once out of the ceremonial part of the palace, it was like a rabbit warren, narrow passages, innumerable staircases, an infinity of rooms. The apartment to which she led him was on the first floor; a sleepy maid who was awaiting her coming vanished into the room beyond as they came into the luxurious sitting room. It was into the room beyond that the Countess called him, five minutes later.


CHAPTER 13
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HORNBLOWER TURNED OVER in his cot with a groan; the effort of turning brought back the pain into his temples, although he moved very cautiously. He was a fool to have drunk so much  it was the first time he had had this sort of headache for half a dozen years. Yet it had been hard to avoid, just as everything else had been hard to avoid; he did not know what else he could have done, once events had him in their grip. He raised his voice and shouted for Brown  it hurt his head again to shout, and his voice was a hoarse croak. He heard the voice of the sentry at the door passing on the word, and with an infinity of effort he sat up and put his legs out of bed, determined that Brown should not find him prostrate.

Bring me some coffee, he said when Brown came in.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower continued to sit on the edge of his cot. Overhead he heard the raucous voice of Hurst blaring through the skylight, apparently addressing a delinquent midshipman.

A fine young flibberty-gibbet you are, said Hurst. Look at that brasswork! Dyou call that bright? Where dyou keep your eyes? Whats your division been doing this last hour? God, whats the Navy coming to, when warrants are given to young jackanapes who couldnt keep their noses clear with a marline-spike! You call yourself a Kings officer? Youre more like a winters day, short, dark, and dirty!

Hornblower took the coffee Brown brought in.

My compliments to Mr Hurst, he croaked, and ask him kindly not to make so much noise over my skylight.

Aye aye, sir.

The first satisfaction that day was to hear Hurst cut his tirade abruptly short. Hornblower sipped at the scalding coffee with some degree of pleasure. It was not surprising that Hurst should be in a bad temper today. He had been through a harassing evening the night before; Hornblower remembered Hurst and Mound carrying Braun, unconscious and reeking with spirits, into the carriage at the palace door. Hurst had been strictly sober, but apparently the mental strain of keeping guard over a secret assassin in the Tsars palace had been too much for his nerves. Hornblower handed his cup back to Brown to be refilled when Brown reappeared, and pulled his nightshirt over his head as he waited. Something caught his eye as he laid his nightshirt on his cot; it was a flea, leaping high out of the sleeve. In a wave of disgust he looked down at himself; his smooth round belly was pockmarked with fleabites. That was a striking commentary on the difference between an Imperial palace and one of His Britannic Majestys ships of the line. When Brown returned with his second cup of coffee Hornblower was still cursing fiercely both at Imperial uncleanness and at the dreary prospect of the nuisance of having to rid himself of vermin to which he was peculiarly susceptible.

Take that grin off your face, snapped Hornblower, or Ill send you to the grating to see if you grin there!

Brown was not grinning; all that could be said about his expression was that he was too obviously not grinning. What irritated Hornblower was the knowledge that Brown was enjoying the superior and paternal state of mind of one who has not a headache while the man who is with him has.

His shower-bath restored some of Hornblowers peace of mind, and he put on clean linen, gave Brown orders for the disinfection of his clothes, and went up on deck, where the first person on whom he laid eyes was Wychwood, bleary-eyed and obviously with a far worse headache than he had himself. Yet the keen air of the Russian morning was invigorating and refreshing. The normal early morning ships routine, the sight of the rows of men holystoning the decks, the pleasant swish of the water over the planking, were comforting and restorative as well.

Boat coming off to us, sir, reported a midshipman to the officer of the watch.

It was the same pinnace as had taken them ashore yesterday, and it brought a naval officer with a letter in French 

His Excellency the Minister of the Imperial Marine presents his compliments to Commodore Sir Hornblower. His Excellency has given orders for a water-boat to be alongside the Nonsuch at eleven oclock this morning.

A distinguished nobleman, M. le Comte du Nord, having expressed a desire to see one of His Britannic Majestys Ships, His Excellency proposes to trespass upon Sir Hornblowers hospitality by visiting the Nonsuch at ten oclock in company with the Comte du Nord.

Hornblower showed the letter to Wychwood, who confirmed his suspicions.

Thats Alexander, he said. He used the title of Comte du Nord when he was travelling on the continent as Tsarevitch. Hell be coming incognito, so that therell be no need for royal honours.

Yes, said Hornblower dryly, a little nettled at this soldier giving him advice beyond what he was asked for. But an Imperial Minister of Marine must rank with a First Lord of the Admiralty. Thatll mean nineteen guns and all the other honours. Midshipman of the watch! My compliments to the captain, and I shall be very obliged if he will be good enough to come on deck.

Bush heard the news with a low whistle, and instantly turned to sweep decks and rigging with his glance, anxious that his ship should be in the perfection of condition for this Imperial visit.

How can we take in water, asked Bush piteously, and be in a fit state for the Tsar to come on board, sir? What will he think of us? Unless we water the flotilla first.

The Tsars a man of sense, said Hornblower, briskly. Lets show him the hands at work. He doesnt know the difference between the mizzen-stay and the flying jib-boom, but hell recognize efficient work if we show it to him. Start watering while hes on board.

And the food? asked Bush. Well have to offer him something, sir.

Hornblower grinned at his anxiety.

Yes, well offer him something.

It was typical of Hornblowers contrary temperament that the more difficulties other people foresaw the more cheerful he became; the only person really capable of depressing Hornblower was Hornblower himself. His headache had left him completely, and he was positively smiling now at the thought of a busy morning. He ate his breakfast with appetite, and put on his full-dress uniform once more and came on deck to find Bush still fussing round the ship, with the crew all in clean white frocks and duck trousers, the accommodation ladder rigged, with hand-ropes as white as snow, the marines all pipeclayed and polished, the hammocks stowed in mathematical tiers. It was only when the midshipman of the watch reported a cutter approaching that he felt a little twinge of nervousness, a sudden catch in his breath, at the thought that the next few hours might have a decided bearing on the history of the world for years to come.

The calls of the boatswains mates shrilled through the ship, and the ships company fell in by divisions, officers to the front with epaulettes and swords, and Hornblower at the quarterdeck rail looked down at the assembly. British seamen on parade could not possibly rival the Prussian Guard in exactitude and uniformity, and to drill them into any approach to it would be likely to expel from them the very qualities that made them the valuable men they were; but any thinking man, looking down the lines of intelligent, self-reliant faces, could not fail to be impressed.

Man the yards! ordered Bush.

Another squeal from the pipes, and the topmen poured up the rigging in an orderly upward torrent, without a break in their speed as they hung back-downward from the futtock-shrouds, going hand-over-hand up the topgallant-shrouds like the trained gymnasts they were, running out along the yards like tightrope walkers, each man taking up his position on the foot-ropes the moment he reached it.

Various emotions warred in Hornblowers breast as he watched. There was a momentary feeling of resentment that these men of his, the cream of the service, should be put through their paces like performing bears to gratify an Oriental monarch. Yet as the evolution was completed, when each man reached his place, as though by some magic a gust of wind had whirled a heap of dead leaves into the air and left them suspended in a pattern of exquisite symmetry, his resentment was swamped by artistic satisfaction. He hoped that Alexander, looking on, would have the sense to realize that these men could be relied upon to perform the same feat in any conditions, in a black night with a howling gale blowing, on a raging sea with the bowsprit stabbing at the invisible sky and the yardarms dipping towards the invisible sea.

The boatswain, looking with one eye over the starboard rail, gave an infinitesimal jerk of his head. A little procession of officers was coming up the accommodation ladder. The boatswains mates put their calls to their lips. The sergeant-drummer of marines contrived to snap his fingers beside the seams of his trousers as he stood at attention, and the six side-drums roared out in a bold ruffle.

Present arms! bellowed Captain Norman, and the fifty muskets with fixed bayonets of the marines left the fifty scarlet shoulders and came down vertically in front of fifty rows of gleaming buttons, while the swords of the three marine officers swept in the graceful arc of the military salute.

Alexander, followed by two aides-de-camp, came slowly on board side by side with the Minister of Marine to whom nominally all this ceremony was dedicated. He put his hand to his hat-brim while the pipes died away in a final squeal, the drums completed their fourth ruffle, the first gun of the salute banged out forward, and the fifes and drums of the marine band burst into Heart of Oak. Hornblower walked forward and saluted.

Good morning, Commodore, said the Minister of Marine. Permit me to present you to the Comte du Nord.

Hornblower saluted again, his face as expressionless as he could manage it even while he fought down a smile at Alexanders queer liking to be incognito.

Good morning, Commodore, said Alexander; with a shock Hornblower realized that he was speaking English of a sort. I hope our little visit does not discommode you too much?

Not in any way to compare with the honour done to the ship, sir, said Hornblower, wondering as he said it whether sir was the right way to address a Tsar incognito. Apparently it sufficed.

You may present your officers, said Alexander.

Hornblower brought them up one by one, and they saluted and bowed with the uneasy stiffness to be expected of junior officers in the presence of a Tsar of all the Russias, and an incognito one at that.

I think you can give orders to prepare the ship for watering now, Captain, said Hornblower to Bush, and then he turned back to Alexander. Would you care to see more of the ship, sir?

I would indeed, said Alexander.

He lingered on the quarterdeck to watch the preparations begin. The topmen came pouring down from aloft; Alexander blinked in the sunlight with admiration as half a dozen hands came sliding down the mizzenbackstays and the mizzentopsail halliards to land on their feet on the quarterdeck beside him. Under the petty officers urging the men ran hither and thither about their tasks; it was a scene of activity like a disturbed ants nest, but far more orderly and purposeful. The hatches were whipped off, the pumps made ready, tackles rigged at the yardarms, fenders dropped over the port side. Alexander stared at the sight of a half-company of marines tailing on to a fall and walking away with it in flat-footed rhythm.

Soldiers and sailors too, sir, explained Hornblower, deprecatingly, as he led the way below.

Alexander was a very tall man, an inch or two taller than Hornblower, and he bent himself nearly double as he crouched under the low deck beams below decks and peered about with short-sighted eyes. Hornblower took him forward along the lower gun-deck, where the head clearance was no more than five feet six inches; he showed him the midshipmens berth, and the warrant officers mess, all the unlovely details of the life of a sailor. He called away a group of seamen, had them unstow and sling their hammocks, and get into them, so that Alexander could see more clearly what twenty-two inches per man really meant, and he gave a graphic description of a whole deck full of hammocks swinging together in a storm, with the men packed in a solid mass. The grins of the men who made the demonstration were proof enough to Alexander not merely of the truth of what Hornblower was saying, but also of the high spirits of the men, far different from the patient uneducated peasants whom he was accustomed to see in the ranks of his army.

They peered down through the hatchway to see the working party down there breaking out the water casks and preparing the tiers for refilling, and a whiff of the stench of the orlop came up to them  bilge water and cheese and humanity intermingled.

You are an officer of long service, I believe, Commodore? said Alexander.

Nineteen years, sir, said Hornblower.

And how much of that time have you spent at sea?

Sixteen years, sir. For nine months I was a prisoner in Spain, and for six months in France.

I know of your escape from France. You went through much peril to return to this life.

Alexanders handsome forehead was wrinkled as he puzzled over the fact that a man could spend sixteen years of his life living in these conditions and still be sane and healthy.

How long have you held your present rank?

As commodore, sir, only two months. But I have nine years seniority as captain.

And before that?

I was six years lieutenant, and four years midshipman.

Four years? You lived four years in a place like the midshipmens berth you showed me?

Not quite as comfortable as that, sir. I was in a frigate nearly all the time, under Sir Edward Pellew. A battleship is not quite as crowded as a frigate, sir.

Hornblower, watching Alexander closely, could see that he was impressed, and he could guess at the line of thought Alexander was following. The Tsar was not so much struck by the miserable conditions of life on board ship  if he knew anything about his people at all he must be aware that nearly all of them lived in conditions a good deal worse  as by the fact that those conditions could train an officer of ability.

I suppose it is necessary, sighed Alexander, revealing for a moment the humane and emotional side of his nature which rumour had long hinted that he possessed.

By the time they came on deck again the water-boat was already alongside. Some of the Nonsuchs hands were down on her decks, mingling with the Russians to help with the work. Working parties were swinging away lustily at the pumps, and the long snake-like canvas hoses pulsated at each stroke. Forward they were swaying up bundles of firewood, the men chanting as they hauled.

Thanks to your generosity, sir, said Hornblower, we will be able to keep the sea for four months if necessary without entering port.

Luncheon was served in Hornblowers cabin to a party of eight, Hornblower, Bush, the two senior lieutenants, and the four Russians. Bush was sweating with nervousness at the sight of the inhospitable table; at the last moment he had drawn Hornblower aside and pleaded unavailingly for Hornblower to change his mind and serve some of his remaining cabin delicacies as well as the plain ships fare. Bush could not get out of his mind the obsession that it was necessary to feed the Tsar well; any junior officer entertaining an admiral would blast all his hopes of future promotion if he put the mens ration beef on the table, and Bush could only think in terms of entertaining admirals.

The Tsar looked with interest at the battered pewter tureen which Brown set before Hornblower.

Pea soup, sir, explained Hornblower. One of the great delicacies of shipboard life.

Carlin, of long habit, began to rap his biscuit on the table, stopped when he realized what he was doing, and then started rapping again, guiltily. He remembered the orders Hornblower had given, that everyone should behave as if no distinguished company were present; Hornblower had backed up those orders with the direct threat of punishment should they be forgotten, and Carlin knew that Hornblower did not threaten in that way without every intention of doing what he promised. Alexander looked at Carlin and then inquiringly at Bush beside him.

Mr Carlin is knocking out the weevils, sir, explained Bush, almost overcome with self-consciousness. If you tap gently they come out of their own accord, this way, you see, sir.

Very interesting, said Alexander, but he ate no bread; one of his aides-de-camp repeated the experiment, peered down at the fat white weevils with black heads that emerged, and exploded into what must have been a string of Russian oaths  almost the first words he had said since boarding the ship.

The visitors, after this inauspicious beginning, gingerly tasted the soup. But in the British Navy pea soup, as Hornblower had remarked, was the best dish served; the aide-de-camp who had sworn at the weevils exclaimed with surprised gratification when he had tasted it, speedily consumed his plateful, and accepted another. There were only three dishes served as the next course, boiled salt ribs of beef, boiled salt-beef tongue, and boiled salt pork, with pickled cabbage to accompany the meat. Alexander studied the three dishes, and wisely accepted the tongue; the Minister of Marine and the aides-de-camp, at Hornblowers suggestion, took a mixed plateful, carved for them by Hornblower and Bush and Hurst. The once silent but now talkative aide-de-camp set himself to chew on the salt beef with a truly Russian appetite and found it a long hard struggle.

Brown was now serving rum.

The life-blood of the Navy, sir, said Hornblower, as Alexander studied his tumbler. May I offer you gentlemen a toast which we can all drink with the heartiest goodwill? The Emperor of All the Russias! Vive lEmpéreur!

All rose except Alexander to drink the toast, and they were hardly seated before Alexander was on his feet in turn.

The King of Great Britain.

The aide-de-camps French broke down again when he tried to explain how deep an impression Navy rum made on him at this, his first encounter with it. Eventually he gave the clearest proof of his appreciation by draining his tumbler and holding it out for Brown to refill. As the table was cleared Alexander was ready with another toast.

Commodore Sir Horatio Hornblower, and the British Royal Navy.

As the glasses were drained Hornblower, looking round him, saw that he was expected to reply in form.

The Navy, he said. The guardian of the liberties of the world. The unswerving friend, the unremitting enemy. When the tyrant of Europe looks about him, seeking by fair means or foul to extend his dominion, it is the Navy that he finds in his path. It is the Navy which is slowly strangling that tyrant. It is the Navy which has baulked him at every turn, which is draining the life-blood from his boasted Empire and which will bring him down in ruin at the end. The tyrant may boast of unbroken victory on land, but he can only deplore unbroken defeat at sea. It is because of the Navy that every victory only leaves him weaker than before, forced, like Sisyphus, to roll his rock once more up towards an unattainable summit. And one day that rock will crush him. May it be sooner rather than later!

Hornblower ended his speech amid a little fierce murmur from the others at the table. He was in an exalted mood again; this present occasion for making a speech had taken him a little by surprise, but he had hoped when he had first heard of the intended visit of the Tsar to have an opportunity sometime during the day of calling his attention once more to the aid which the British alliance could afford him. Alexander was young and impressionable. It was necessary to appeal to his emotions as well as to his intellect. Hornblower stole a glance at the Tsar to see if he had attained his end; Alexander was sitting rapt in thought, his eyes looking down at the table. He raised them to meet Hornblowers with a smile, and Hornblower felt a wave of exultation, of sublime confidence that his plan had succeeded. He had had plain fare served at luncheon of set purpose; he had shown Alexander exactly how the Navy lived and slept and worked. The Tsar could not be ignorant of the British Navys glory, and Hornblowers intuitive mind told him that proof of the hardship of naval life would be a subtle appeal to the Tsars emotions; it would be hard to explain exactly how it would appeal, but Hornblower was sure of it. Alexander would be moved both to help men who won glory at such a cost and also would desire to have such tough fighters on his side.

Alexander was making a move to leave; the aide-de-camp hurriedly drained his fifth tumbler of rum, and it and its predecessors so worked upon him as to make him put his arm round Bushs shoulders as they came up on the quarterdeck and pat him on the back with wholehearted affection, while the long row of medals and orders on his chest jingled and clinked like tinkers working on pots and kettles. Bush, keenly aware of the eyes of the ships company upon him, tried to writhe away from the embrace, but unavailingly. He was red in the face as he bawled the order for the manning of the yards, and sighed with evident relief as Alexanders departure down the accommodation ladder made it necessary for the aide-de-camp to follow him.


CHAPTER 14
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AN EASTERLY WIND was not to be wasted. Nonsuch and the flotilla were heading back down the Gulf of Finland with all sail set, and the Commodore was walking the quarterdeck, turning over in his mind all the problems which beset a commander-in-chief. The problem of drinking water at least was settled; it would be two months easily, four months if necessary, before he had to worry about that. The mere fact that he had refilled his water casks would be some sort of justification for his having had dealings with the Court of St Petersburg should Downing Street or Whitehall take exception to his recent activities  Hornblower ran through in his mind the wording of his report, which had laid as much stress on the advantage gained in this fashion as on the desirability of having made contact with the Russian Government. He had a good case to plead. But ...

Hornblower turned and looked back at the squadron.

Make a signal to Lotus, he ordered. Why are you out of station?

The flags soared up the halliards, and Hornblower saw the sloop hurriedly correct her position.

Lotus acknowledges the signal, sir, reported the midshipman.

Then make Why do you not reply to my question? said Hornblower, harshly.

It was some seconds before any reply was visible.

Lotus signals Inattention on the part of the officer of the watch, sir.

Acknowledge, said Hornblower.

He had stirred up trouble there; Vickery would be raging at this public censure, and the officer of the watch in question would be regretting his inattention at this very moment. There would be no harm done and probably some good. But Hornblower was perfectly aware that he had only launched the censure because he wanted an excuse to postpone thinking about the next unpleasant matter on which he had to decide. He wondered to himself how many of the other reprimands he had seen dealt out  which he himself had received as a junior officer, for that matter  had been administered by harassed admirals as a distraction from more unpleasant thoughts. He himself had to think about the case of Braun.

The low shore of Finland was just visible to the northward; down on the maindeck Carlin had a division of guns at exercise, the men going through the drill of loading and running out. With the wind almost dead astern and studding-sails set Nonsuch was making good speed through the water  if the sea were to get up any more she would have to shorten sail so as to allow the bomb-ketches to keep up. A boatswains mate forward was starting one of the hands with the foretopsail clew-line, something altogether too thick to be used for that purpose. Hornblower was on the point, reluctantly, of interfering with the internal working of the ship when he saw a lieutenant intervene and save him the trouble. Some knowledge of his prejudices and desires had evidently filtered down through Bush to the junior officers. Hornblower watched the trio separate again about their business until there was absolutely no excuse for watching them any longer.

He simply had to think about Braun. The man had attempted to commit murder, and by the laws of England and the Articles of War he should die. But being the holder of a Navy Board warrant, it would call for a court of five post-captains to pass a death sentence on him, and there were not five post-captains within a hundred miles. Bush and Hornblower were the only ones, Vickery and Cole being merely commanders. By law, then, Braun should be kept under arrest until a competent court could be assembled to try him, unless  and here he had discretion  the good of the service, the safety of the ship, or the welfare of England demanded immediate action. In that case he could summon a court composed of whatever senior officers were available, try him, and hang him on the spot. The evidence would be overwhelming; his own and Mounds would suffice to hang Braun ten times over.

The need for summary action was not so apparent, nevertheless, Braun, languishing in the sick bay with a right hand he would never use again, and half dead with loss of blood, was certainly not going to start a mutiny among the hands, or set fire to the ship, or seduce the officers from their duty. But there must be the wildest tales flying round the lower deck already. Hornblower could not imagine how the hands would try to account for Braun being brought back from the Tsars palace badly wounded. There would be talk and gossip which sooner or later would reach the ears of Bonapartes agents, and Hornblower knew Bonapartes methods too well to doubt that he would make the utmost use of an opportunity to sow dissension between his enemies. Alexander would never forgive a country which had brought him within a hairs breadth of assassination. When the authorities at home should come to know of the incident they would be furious, and it was he, Hornblower, who would be the object of their fury. Hornblower thought of the report locked in his desk, marked Most Secret and Confidential in which he had put down the facts. He could imagine that report being put in as evidence against him at a court martial, and he could imagine what view his brother captains who would be his judges would take of it.

For a moment Hornblower toyed with the idea of concealing the incident altogether, making no report about it at all, but he put the motion aside as impractical. Someone would talk. On the other hand, there was the clause in his orders which bound him to make the freest use of Brauns experience; that might cover him, and besides, the insertion of that clause implied that Braun had friends in authority who would be interested possibly in protecting him and certainly in protecting themselves, and who in consequence would not wish too public a scandal to be made. It was all very complex.

Mr Montgomery, said Hornblower, harshly, what sort of course do your quartermasters keep? Have em steer smaller than that, or I shall want an explanation from you.

Aye aye, sir, said Montgomery.

At least he had done his part towards dragging Russia into war with Bonaparte  the last word he had received from Wychwood before leaving Kronstadt had been to the effect that Alexander had sent a defiant reply to Bonapartes latest demands. Should war result, Bonapartes main strength would have to be employed in the East for this summer, giving Wellington the opportunity to strike a blow in the South. But how much chance had Russia of withstanding the attack Bonaparte could launch against her? Every year for a dozen years had seen a great victory won by Bonaparte, one nation or another overthrown in a few weeks campaign. Next winter might well see Russia beaten and as subservient to Bonaparte as Austria or Prussia were already; and Downing Street, faced by Russian hostility, would remember her previous dubious neutrality with regret, especially as Bonaparte would undoubtedly take advantage of a Russian defeat to overrun Sweden. So then the whole of Europe, from North Cape to the Dardanelles, would be leagued against England; she would be driven from her meagre foothold in Spain, and left to face the alternatives of continuing a struggle in which there was no prospect of any relief, or making a still more dangerous peace with a tyrant whose malignant ill will could never be appeased. In that case it would not be to any mans credit that he had contributed to the catastrophe of Russias entry into the war.

Bush had come on deck, clearly sent for by Montgomery as officer of the watch. He was reading the deck log which Montgomery had inscribed on the slate, and he was studying the traverse board. Now he came stumping over to the starboard side of the quarterdeck to touch his hat to Hornblower.

Reval  Tallinn as those Swedish charts call it, sir  bears south-east twenty-five miles by my reckoning, sir. That point of land to port is the north cape of Naissaar island, however its pronounced.

Thank you, Captain Bush.

Hornblower even felt the temptation to vent his ill temper on Bush; he could imagine keenly enough how Bush would wilt and the hurt look that would come into his face at a sarcastic gibe at his mispronouncing of foreign names and his self-consciousness regarding it. Bush was always an easy target, and a satisfactory one from the point of view of readily apparent results. Hornblower dallied with the temptation while Bush stood before him awaiting orders. It was even amusing to keep him waiting like this; Hornblower suspected that Bush was nervously wondering what devilment he had in mind. Then in a wave of reaction Hornblower felt contempt for himself. It was bad enough that Vickerys unknown officer of the watch should at this moment be in trouble because his commodore was worried about what to do with Braun; it was far worse that the faithful, capable Bush should be suffering mental unhappiness for the same reason.

Lay a course for Königsberg, Captain Bush, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

So far did the reaction go that Hornblower went on to explain the motives that guided him in reaching this decision.

Danzig and Königsberg and East Prussia are Bonapartes base of operations. The army he has gathered in Poland is supplied by river and canal from there  by the Vistula and the Pregel and the Memel. Were going to see if we can put a spoke in Bonapartes wheel.

Aye aye, sir.

Ill put the squadron through general evolutions this morning.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush was simply beaming at this remarkable unbending of his unpredictable chief. He was a long-suffering individual; as second-in-command he would be justified in looking upon it as his right to be admitted to the Commodores secrets. After all, a stray bullet, a falling spar, a stroke of disease might easily put him in command of the whole force. Yet he remained grateful for any scraps of information which Hornblower condescended to throw to him.

Nonsuch came round on the port tack as Bush and the sailing master decided on what course to steer. She lay over under her pyramids of canvas, the taut weather-rigging harping sharply to the wind, and Hornblower moved over from the starboard side to port, the windward side, as was his right. He looked back at the rest of the squadron, each vessel bracing sharp up in succession, following in the leaders wake, Lotus and Raven, Moth and Harvey. Clam was not with them  she had been kept at Kronstadt to follow with any news Wychwood might be able to pick up  but five vessels were quite enough to exercise at manoeuvres.

Bring me the signal book, ordered Hornblower.

Flags raced up the halliards, each signal a chain of black balls, like beads on a string, until it was broken out, but in the other ships keen eyes were watching through telescopes, reading the flags even before they were broken out, and anxious officers were ordering the replies to be bent on ready to hoist without a moments delay. The squadron tacked in succession, wore together on a line of bearing, came to the wind again in succession into line ahead. They reduced sail in conformity with the leader  every ship sending every possible hand aloft to get in courses or topgallants the moment Hornblowers intentions became clear  and they made sail again. They reefed topsails, double-reefed them, shook them out again. They hove-to, hoisted out their boats manned with armed boarding parties, and hoisted the boats in again. Resuming their course they opened their ports, ran out their guns, secured them again, and then ran them out and secured them again. A fresh signal mounted Nonsuchs halliards, headed by Ravens number.

Commodore to Captain. Why did you not obey my order?

Hornblowers glass had detected that Raven had not fully secured her guns  she had not bolted her gun-ports so as to open them more quickly if the order should come, but Hornblower could see the ports opening slightly with the roll of the ship; moreover, judging by the little of the action of the guns crews that he could see she had not uncoupled and stowed her train-tackles, giving her a clear five seconds start over the other ships. It was foolish of Cole to try an old trick like that, and one so easily detected; it was right that Ravens shame should be proclaimed to the rest of the squadron. Half the object of manoeuvres was to sharpen the captains wits; if they could manage to outguess the Commodore, well and good, for there would be more likelihood of their outguessing a Frenchman should they meet one.

Raven hastily secured gun-ports and train-tackles; to rub the lesson in Hornblower waited until he was sure the order had just been passed on her decks and then sent up the signal for running out the guns. The counter-order following so quickly upon the order caught Raven unready  Hornblower could imagine the cursing officers on her main-deck  and she was seven full seconds behind any other ship in hoisting the evolution completed signal. There was no need to comment on the fact, however  everybody in the Raven would be aware of what had happened and a further reprimand might weaken Coles authority over his ships company.

It was an active busy morning for all hands in the squadron, and Hornblower, looking back to the time when he was a midshipman, could well imagine the sigh of relief that must have gone round when at noon he signalled for the order of sailing and gave the men a chance to get their dinners. He watched the Nonsuchs crew form up to receive their ration of spirits; the eager, skylarking hands each carrying his wooden piggin; the guard over the grog tub  the latter with its painted inscription The King, God bless him; Montgomery and two masters mates watching the issue. Hornblower saw one hand come up to the tub and be indignantly hustled away; evidently he was a defaulter who had been sentenced to lose his ration and who had nevertheless tried to obtain it. Such an attempt would earn a man at least two dozen lashes in some ships but, judging by Montgomerys actions, it would mean no more than a further deprivation or a spell at the pumps or perhaps a turn at cleaning out the heads.

The liveliness and high spirits of everyone were reassuring. He could rely on these men to fight as desperately as any occasion could demand; equally important, he could rely on them to endure the long tedious days of beating about at sea, the wearisome monotony of life in a ship of the line, without more complaint than one need expect. But he must drop a hint to Bush to see that this happy condition endured. A hornpipe competition  theatricals  something of that sort would be necessary soon, unless there should happen to be enough action to keep the mens minds busy. And with that decision he turned and went below, having managed, as a result of this mornings activity, to drive out of his own mind any worry about what to do with Braun when the latter should recover from his wound. After all, he might yet die.

Besides, there were the charts of the Frisches Haff and the approaches to Königsberg to study, and plans to be made for assailing Bonapartes communications in the neighbourhood, should that be possible. If this fair wind should persist he had no more than three days in which to think out some method of attack there. He had the charts got out for him and he pored over them, irritably calling for lamps to light his dim cabin so as to make it possible to read the little figures scattered over them. The soundings were fantastically complex, and the problem of studying them was not made easier by the fact that he had three different charts to study  a Swedish one with the soundings marked in Swedish feet, a new French one with the soundings in metres, and only a sketchy English one in fathoms. It was a toilsome business comparing them, and perfectly unsatisfactory in the end, seeing that they did not agree.

Yet the desirability of striking a blow there was perfectly obvious. In roadless Poland and East Prussia the only way of distributing provisions and munitions to Bonapartes swelling armies was by water. His main advanced base was Danzig, whence the troops in Central Poland could be supplied by the Vistula. But the large forces in East Prussia and in eastern Poland were dependent on the other river systems, radiating from Königsberg and Elbing on the Frisches Haff. This Frisches Haff, a long narrow lagoon almost cut off from the Baltic by a long sandspit, would quite obviously be the scene of extensive barge traffic from Elbing to Königsberg. Fifty miles long, a dozen miles wide, shallow  three or four fathoms at most  with the narrow entrance guarded by the guns of the fortress of Pillau, from the French point of view it would be a perfectly safe route for waterborne supplies, sheltered both from storms and from the English. Danzig was the best objective, of course, for a stroke anywhere along this Baltic coast, but Danzig was safe, several miles from the sea up the Vistula, and heavily fortified to boot. If it took Bonaparte and a hundred thousand men three months to capture Danzig Hornblower was not likely to effect anything against the place with a couple of hundred marines. Danzig was impregnable to him. For that matter, so were Königsberg and Elbing. But it was the communications between them that he wanted to break; no more than that need be done. The wind was fair, too  a Roman would look on that as a good omen.


CHAPTER 15
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THIS WAS AN ideal night in which to reconnoitre the entrance to the Frisches Haff. Overcast, so that not much light came from the summer sky with the sun only just below the horizon, and a strong breeze blowing  the sloop Hornblower had just quitted had single-reefed her topsails earlier in the evening. A strong breeze and a choppy sea meant that there would be far less chance of guard-boats  guard-boats manned by landsmen  rowing a close watch over this boom that Hornblower was setting out to investigate.

But at the same time Hornblower was suffering considerable personal inconvenience from the choppy sea. The cutter in whose sternsheets he sat was rearing and plunging, standing first on her bows and then on her stern, with the spray flying across her in a continuous sheet, so that a couple of hands had to bale all the time. The spray was finding its way remorselessly through the interstices of his boat-cloak, so that he was wet and cold, and the cold and the violent motion inevitably turned his mind towards seasickness. His stomach felt as uneasy as his body felt uncomfortable. In the darkness he could not see Vickery, beside him at the tiller, nor Brown tending the sheet, and he felt a poor sort of relief at the thought that his pallor and uneasiness were not apparent to them. Unlike some victims he had met he could never be seasick unselfconsciously, he told himself bitterly, and then with his usual rasping self-analysis he told himself that that should not surprise him, seeing that he was never unselfconscious at all.

He shifted his position in the stern of the cutter, and clutched his cloak more tightly round him. The Germans and Frenchmen guarding Pillau had as yet no knowledge that an English squadron was so close to them; it was less than an hour ago that he had come up in the darkness with the two sloops, leaving Nonsuch and the bomb-vessels over the horizon. A soft-hearted senior officer in Königsberg might easily hesitate before giving orders that a guard-boat should toilsomely row guard up and down the boom on such a blustery night, and even if the orders were given there was every chance that the petty officer in charge of the boat might shirk his duty  especially as there could not be much love lost between French who would occupy the higher ranks and the Germans who would fill the lower ones.

A low warning cry came from the lookout in the bows, and Vickery put down his tiller a trifle, bringing the cutter closer to the wind. She rose over a crest, and then as she came down in the trough a dark object appeared close overside, dimly visible in the darkness in a flurry of foam.

A cable, sir, reported Vickery. An theres the boom, right ahead.

On the heaving surface of the sea just ahead could be seen a faint hint of blackness.

Lay me alongside it, said Hornblower, and Vickery turned up into the wind, and at his shouted order the lugsail came down and the cutter ranged herself against the boom. The wind was blowing not quite along it, so that there was a tiny lee on their side of the boom; on the far side the steep waves broke against it with a roar, but on this side the surface for a narrow space was smooth although covered with foam that reflected what little light made its way from the dark sky. The bowmen had hooked on to the cable just where it was secured to the boom.

Hornblower put off his cloak and left himself exposed to the spray which hurtled at him, poised himself for a leap, and sprang for the boom. As he landed on it a wave broke across it, sousing him to the skin, and he had to clutch desperately with fingers and toes to save himself from being washed off. He was riding an enormous tree trunk, floating on the surface with very little of itself exposed above the surface. With the best timber country in Europe to draw upon, and easy water transport available, it was, of course, certain that the French would select the heaviest trees possible to guard the entrance to the port. He clawed his way on all fours along the log, balancing in nightmare fashion on his pitching and rolling mount. An active topman, or Vickery for that matter, would probably walk upright, but then Hornblower wanted the evidence of his own senses regarding the boom, not a report at secondhand. The cable, when he reached it, was the largest he had ever seen in his life  a thirty-inch cable at least; the largest cable Nonsuch carried was only nineteen inches. He felt about the log with inquiring fingers while the icy water soused him to the ears, and found what he was expecting to find, one of the chain cables that attached this log to the next. It was a two-inch chain cable with a breaking strain of a hundred tons or so, heavily stapled down to the log, and further search immediately revealed another one. Presumably there were others below the surface, making four or five altogether. Even a ship of the line, charging down full tilt before the wind, would be hardly likely to break that boom, but would only cause herself desperate under water damage. Peering through the spray, he could see the end of the next log and its cable; the gap was some ten feet only. The wind, blowing almost lengthwise along the boom, had pushed it down to leeward as far as the cables would allow, boom and cables making a herring bone with the cables as taut as could be.

Hornblower clawed his way back down the trunk, poised himself, and leaped for the boat. In the darkness, with the irregular motion of boom and boat in the choppy sea, it was hard to time the moment to jump, and he landed awkwardly across the gunwale with one leg in the sea, and Vickery hauled him into the boat without much dignity left him.

Let her drop down to leeward, ordered Hornblower. I want soundings taken at every log.

Vickery handled the boat well. He kept her bows to the wind after shoving off, and with a couple of oars pulling steadily he manoeuvred her past each cable as the boat drifted to leeward. Brown stood amidships, balancing himself against the boats extravagant plunges, while he took soundings with the awkward thirty-foot sounding pole. It called for a powerful man to handle that thing in this wind, but properly used it was quicker and far less noisy than a hand lead. Four fathoms  three and a half  four  the boom was laid right across the fairway, as was only to be expected. At the windward end it was not more than a couple of hundred yards  a cables length  from the beach at Pillau, and Hornblower, staring into the night, more than suspected a supplementary boom from that shore which, overlapping this one, would compel any vessel entering to go about so as to make the turn. That meant that any ship trying to enter with hostile intentions would be sunk or set afire for certain by the heavy guns in Pillau.

They reached the leeward end of the boom; a stretch of clear water extended from here towards the sandspit  the Nehrung, to use the curious German word for it  which divided the Haff from the Baltic for twenty miles. The open stretch must be a quarter of a mile wide, but it was useless for navigation. Browns pole recorded a depth of ten feet for a couple of soundings, and then the water shallowed to no more than six or eight.

Vickery suddenly put his hand on Hornblowers arm and pointed to the land. There was a nucleus of greater darkness there  a guard-boat beating out through the shallows to keep watch over the boom.

Out oars, said Hornblower. Get out to sea.

There were thrum mats round the looms of the oars to muffle the noise they made against the thole-pins; the men put their backs into their work, and the cutter crept out to sea as the guard-boat continued its course. When the two boats were far enough apart for the sail to be invisible Hornblower gave orders for the lug to be set and they began the beat back to Lotus, with Hornblower shivering uncontrollably in his wet clothes, bitterly ashamed though he was that Vickery should be aware that his commodore should shiver on account of a mere wet jacket which any tough seaman would think nothing of. It was irritating, though it was no more than was to be expected, that the first attempt to find Lotus in the darkness should be unsuccessful, and the cutter had to go about and reach to windward on the other tack before at last they picked up the loom of her in the night. When her hail reached their ears Brown made a speaking-trumpet of his hands.

Commodore! he shouted, and Vickery turned the cutter into the Lotus lee, and Hornblower went up the sloops low side as the two came together. On the quarterdeck Vickery turned to him for orders.

Haul up and make an offing, Mr Vickery, said Hornblower. Make sure Raven follows us. We must be out of sight of land by dawn.

Down in Vickerys tiny cabin, stripping off his wet clothes, with Brown hovering round him, Hornblower tried to make his dulled mind work on the problem before him. Brown produced a towel and Hornblower rubbed a little life into his chilled limbs. Vickery knocked and entered, coming, as soon as he had seen his ship on her proper course, to see that his commodore had all that he needed. Hornblower straightened up after towelling his legs and hit his head with a crash against the deck beams; in this small sloop there was hardly more than five feet clearance. Hornblower let out an oath.

Theres another foot of headroom under the skylight, sir, said Vickery, diplomatically.

The skylight was three feet by two, and standing directly beneath it Hornblower could just stand upright, and even then his hair brushed the skylight. And the lamp swung from a hook in a deck beam beside the aperture; an incautious movement on Hornblowers part brought his bare shoulder against it so that warm stinking oil ran out of the receiver on to his collarbone. Hornblower swore again.

Theres hot coffee being brought to you, sir, said Vickery.

The coffee when it came was of a type which Hornblower had not tasted for years  a decoction of burnt bread with the merest flavouring of coffee  but at least it was warming. Hornblower sipped it and handed back the cup to Brown, and then took his dry shirt from the breech of the twelve-pounder beside him and struggled into it.

Any further orders, sir? asked Vickery.

No, replied Hornblower heavily; his head poked forward to make sure it did not hit the deck beams again. He tried to keep the disappointment and the bad temper out of his voice, but he feared he had not succeeded. It irked him to have to admit that there was no chance of any successful attempt against the Frisches Haff, and yet prudence, common sense, his whole instinct dictated such a decision. There was no breaking that boom, and there was no going round it, not in any of the vessels under his command. He remembered bitterly his unnecessary words to Bush about the desirability of raiding this area from the sea. If ever he needed a lesson in keeping his mouth shut he was receiving one now. The whole flotilla was expecting action, and he was going to disappoint them, sail away without doing anything at all. In future he would double-lock his jaws, treble curb his unruly tongue, for if he had not talked so light-heartedly to Bush there would not be nearly so much harm done; Bush, in the absence of orders to the contrary, would naturally have discussed the future with his officers, and hope would be running high  everyone was expecting great things of the bold Hornblower (said he to himself with a sneer) whose reputation for ingenious daring was so tremendous.

Unhappy, he went back again over the data. At the sandspit end of the boom there was water enough for a flotilla of ships boats to pass. He could send in three or four launches, with four-pounders mounted in the bows and with a hundred and fifty men on board. There was not much doubt that at night they could run past the boom, and, taking everyone in the lagoon by surprise, could work swift havoc on the coasting trade. Very likely they could destroy thousands of tons of shipping. But they would never get out again. The exit would be watched far too carefully; the batteries would be manned day and night, gunboats would swarm round the end of the boom, and even gunboats manned by landsmen, if there were enough of them, would destroy the flotilla. His squadron could ill afford to lose a hundred and fifty trained seamen  one-tenth of the total ships complements  and yet a smaller force might well be completely wasted.

No; no destruction of coasters would be worth a hundred and fifty seamen. He must abandon the idea; as if symbolical of that decision he began to pull on the dry trousers Vickery had provided for him. And then, with one leg in and one leg out, the idea suddenly came to him, and he checked himself, standing in his shirt with his left leg bare and his right leg covered only from ankle to knee.

Mr Vickery, he said, lets have those charts out again.

Aye aye, sir, said Vickery.

There was eagerness and excitement in his voice at once, echoing the emotion which must have been obvious in Hornblowers tone  Hornblower took notice of it, and as he buckled his waistband he reaffirmed his resolution to be more careful how he spoke, for he must regain his reputation as a silent hero. He stared down at the charts which Vickery spread for him  he knew that Vickery was studying his face, and he took great care to show no sign whatever of reaching a decision one way or the other. When his mind was made up he said: Thank you, in the flattest tone he could contrive, and then, suddenly remembering his most noncommittal exclamation, he cleared his throat.

Ha  hm, he said, without any expression at all, and, pleased with the result, he repeated it and drew it out longer still, Ha-a-a-a-hm.

The bewildered look in Vickerys face was a great delight to him.

Next morning, back in his own cabin in Nonsuch, he took a mild revenge in watching the faces of his assembled captains as he laid the scheme before them. One and all, they thirsted for the command, hotly eager to risk life and liberty on a mission which might at first sight seem utterly harebrained. The two commanders yearned for the chance of promotion to post rank; the lieutenants hoped they might become commanders.

Mr Vickery will be in command, said Hornblower, and had further opportunity of watching the play of emotion over the faces of his audience. But as in this case everyone present had a right to know why he had been passed over, he gave a few words of explanation.

The two captains of the bomb-vessels are irreplaceable; there are no other lieutenants with us who can use their infernal machines as well as they can. I dont have to explain to you why Captain Bush is irreplaceable. It was Mr Vickery who happened to go with me to investigate the boom, and so he happens to know more about the situation than Mr Cole, whos the other obvious candidate for the command.

There was no harm in soothing Coles feelings with an excuse like that, for no good end would be served by letting people guess that he would not trust Cole with any command out of his sight  poor old Cole, grey-haired and bowed, almost too old for his work, hoping against hope for promotion to captain. Hornblower had an uneasy feeling that Cole saw through the excuse, and had to comfort himself with the trite thought that no war can be fought without someones feelings being hurt. He passed on hurriedly to the next point.

Having settled that question, gentlemen, I would welcome your views on who else should go as Mr Vickerys subordinates. Mr Vickery first, as he is most concerned.

When those details were settled the next step was to prepare the four boats for the expedition  Nonsuchs launch and cutter, and the cutters from Lotus and Raven. A four-pounder in the eyes of the launch, a three-pounder in the eyes of each of the cutters; food, water, ammunition, combustibles for setting captures on fire. The crews that had been told off for the expedition were paraded and inspected, the seamen with pistols and cutlasses, the marines with muskets and bayonets. At the end of the day Vickery came back on board Nonsuch for a final confirmation of the future rendezvous.

Good luck, said Hornblower.

Thank you, sir, said Vickery.

He looked frankly into Hornblowers eyes.

I have so much to thank you for, sir, he added.

Dont thank me, thank yourself, said Hornblower testily.

He found it particularly irksome to be thanked for risking young Vickerys life. He calculated to himself that if he had married as a midshipman he might by now be the father of a son just Vickerys age.

At nightfall the squadron stood in towards the land. The wind was backing northerly a little, but it was still blowing a strong breeze, and although the night was not quite as overcast as the preceding one, there was every chance that the boats would slip through unobserved. Hornblower watched them go, just as two bells struck in the middle watch, and as they vanished into the greyness he turned away. Now he would have to wait. It interested him to discover once more that he would genuinely and sincerely have preferred to be in action himself, that he would rather be risking life and limb and liberty there in the Frisches Haff than be here safe at sea with nothing to do but await results. He looked on himself as a coward; he dreaded mutilation and he disliked the thought of death only less than that, so that it was a matter of peculiar interest to find that there were some things he disliked even more than danger. When a long enough time had elapsed for the boats to have passed the boom  or for them to have fallen into the hands of the enemy  Hornblower went below to rest for the brief interval before dawn, but he could only pretend to sleep, he could only hold himself down in his cot and prevent himself by sheer mental effort from tossing and turning. It was a positive relief to go out on the half-deck again when the sky began to grow lighter, to souse himself under the head-pump, and then to go up on the quarterdeck and drink coffee there, glancing the while over the starboard quarter where (with the ship hove-to on the port tack) lay Pillau and the entrance to the Haff.

The growing daylight revealed it all through Hornblowers glass. At random cannon-shot lay the yellow and green headland on which Pillau was set; the twin church steeples were clearly visible. The line of the boom showed up, lying across the entrance, marked by breaking waves and occasionally a glimpse of dark timber. Those dark mounds above the waters edge must be the batteries thrown up there to defend the entrance. On the other side lay the long line of the Nehrung, a yellowish green line of sandhills, rising and falling with minute variations of altitude as far as the eye could see, and beyond. But through the entrance there was nothing to see at all, nothing except grey water, flecked here and there with white where the shoals dotted the lagoon. The opposite shore of the Haff was too distant to be visible from the deck.

Captain Bush, ordered Hornblower, would you please be good enough to send an officer with good eyes to the masthead with a glass?

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower watched the young lieutenant dashing up the rigging, moving as fast as he could with his Commodores eye on him, hanging back downward as he scaled the futtock-shrouds, going hand over hand up the topgallant-shrouds. Hornblower knew that in his present condition he could not do that without resting in the maintop for a space, and he also knew that his eyes were not as good as they were  not as good as the lieutenants. He watched the lieutenant settle himself at the topgallant masthead, adjust his glass, and sweep the horizon, and he waited impatiently for a report. Unable to wait longer he grabbed his speaking-trumpet.

Masthead, there! What do you see of the shore inside?

Nothing, sir. Its too hazy to see plain. But I can see no sails, sir.

Maybe the garrison was laughing up their sleeves at him. Maybe the boats had fallen straight into their hands, and now they were amusing themselves watching the squadron beginning an endless wait for any further sight of the lost boats and seamen. Hornblower refused to allow himself to be pessimistic. He set himself to picture the state of affairs in the batteries and in the town, when the dawn revealed a British squadron lying-to just out of range. How the drums would beat and trumpets peal, as the troops were hurriedly turned out to guard against a possible landing. That was what must be going on at this very moment. The garrison, the French governor, must be still unaware as yet that wolves had slipped into their sheepfold, that British boat crews had penetrated into the waters of the Haff where no enemy had been seen since Danzig fell to the French five years back. Hornblower tried to comfort himself with thought of all the additional bustle that would develop as soon as the situation disclosed itself to the enemy; the messengers that would gallop with warnings, the gunboats that would be hastily warned, the coasters and barges which would seek the shelter of the nearest batteries  if batteries there were; Hornblower was willing to bet that there was none between Elbing and Königsberg, for none had been necessary so far.

Mast head! Cant you see anything inshore?

No, sir  yes, sir. Theres gunboats putting out from the town.

Hornblower could see those himself, a flotilla of small two-masted vessels, rigged with the sprit-mainsails usual to small Baltic craft, putting out from Elbing. They were a little like Norfolk wherries. Presumably they each carried one heavy gun, a twenty-four-pounder possibly, mounted right up in the eyes of the boat. They anchored at intervals in the shoal water, obviously as a further protection to the boom in case of an attempt upon it. Four of them moved right across and anchored to guard the shallows between the boom and the Nehrung  not exactly locking the stable door after the horse had been stolen, decided Hornblower, rejecting the simile after it came to his mind; they were locking the stable door to prevent the thief getting out, if they knew as yet (which was highly doubtful) that there was a thief inside. The haziness was fast clearing; overhead the sky was almost blue and a watery sun was showing through.

Deck, there! If you please, sir, theres a bit of smoke in sight now, right up the bay. Cant see more than that, sir, but its black smoke and might be from a burning ship.

Bush, measuring with his eye the dwindling distance between the ship and the boom, was giving orders to brace up and work a trifle farther out to sea again, and the two sloops conformed to the Nonsuchs movements. Hornblower wondered whether or not he had put too much trust in young Mound with the bomb-ketches. Mound had an important rendezvous for next morning; with the Moth and the Harvey he was out of sight below the horizon. So far the garrison of Elbing had seen only the three British ships, and did not know of the existence of the ketches. That was well  as long as Mound carried out his orders correctly. Or a gale might blow up, or a shift of the wind might raise too much of a surf for the project Hornblower had in mind. Hornblower felt anxiety surge upon him. He had to force himself to relax, to appear composed. He permitted himself to walk the deck, but slowed down his nervous strides to a casual saunter.

Deck, there! Theres more smoke inshore, sir. I can see two lots of it, as if there were two ships on fire now.

Bush had just given orders to back the main topsail again, and as the ship hove-to he came across to Hornblower.

It looks as if Vickery had caught something, doesnt it, sir? he said, smiling.

Lets hope so, answered Hornblower.

There was no sign of any anxiety in Bushs expression; his craggy face denoted nothing more than fierce satisfaction at the thought of Vickery loose amid the coasting trade. His sublime confidence began to reassure Hornblower until the latter suddenly realized that Bush was not really paying consideration to circumstances. Bush knew that Hornblower had planned this attack, and that was enough for him. In that case he could imagine no possibility of failure, and Hornblower found it profoundly irritating that this should be the case.

Deck, there! Theres two small sail heading across the bay close-hauled for the town. And I cant be sure yet, sir, but I think the second one is our cutter.

Our cutter it is, sir! yelled another voice. Every idle hand in the ship was perched by now at the mastheads.

Thatll be Montgomery, said Bush. He had fitted the toe of his wooden leg into the ring-bolt of the after-most carronade tackle so that he could stand without effort on the gently heaving deck.

Shes caught her, sir! yelled the voice from the masthead. Our cutters caught her!

Thats one lot of beef and bread that Boney wont get, said Bush.

Very heavy destruction of the coastal shipping in the Haff might be some compensation for the loss of a hundred and fifty prime seamen. But it would be hard to convince Their Lordships of the Admiralty of that, if there was no certain evidence of the destruction.

Deck, there! The two sail are parting company. Our cutters going off before the wind. The other has her mainsl brailed up, I think, sir. Looks to me as if 

The lieutenants report terminated abruptly in mid-sentence.

There she goes! yelled another voice, and at the same moment there came a cheer from everyone aloft.

Shes blown up! shouted the lieutenant, forgetting in his excitement even to add sir to his words when addressing his Commodore. Theres a pillar of smoke as high as a mountain! You can see it from the deck, I think.

They certainly could  a mushroom-topped pillar of smoke, black and heavy, apparent as it reached above the horizon. It lasted a perceptible time before the wind blew it into strange ragged shapes and then dispersed it utterly.

That wasnt beef and bread, by God! said Bush, pounding his left palm with his right fist. That was powder! A bargeload of powder! Fifty tons of powder, by God!

Masthead! What of the cutter?

Shes all right, sir. Doesnt look as if the explosion harmed her. Shes hull-down from here already, sir.

Off after another one, please God, said Bush.

The destruction of a powder barge was the clearest possible proof that Bonaparte was using the inland water route for the transport of military stores. Hornblower felt he had achieved something, even though Whitehall might not be fully convinced, and he found himself smiling with pleasure. He suppressed the smile as soon as he was aware of it, for his dignity demanded that triumph should leave him as unmoved as uncertainty.

It only remains to get Vickery and the men out tonight, sir, said Bush.

Yes, that is all, said Hornblower, as woodenly as he could manage.

The blowing up of the powder barge was the only sure proof they had that day in the Nonsuch of success in the Haff, although more than once the lookouts hesitatingly reported smoke on the horizon inside. As evening came on another string of gunboats made their appearance, from Königsberg presumably, and took up their stations along the boom. A column of troops could be seen for a space, too, the horizontal lines of blue coats and white breeches clearly visible even from the deck as they marched in to strengthen the defences of Pillau. The entrance into the Haff was going to be stoutly defended, obviously, if the British should attempt a coup de main.

In the evening Hornblower came up from below, where he had been making pretence at eating his dinner, and looked round him again although his senses had been so alert in his cabin that his glance told him nothing he did not know already. The wind was moderating with the dying of the day; the sun was on the point of setting, although there would be daylight for a couple of hours more at least.

Captain Bush, Id be obliged if you would send your best gun pointers to the lower gun-deck starboard-side guns.

Aye aye, sir.

Have the guns cleared away and run out, if you please. Then I would like it if you would allow the ship to drop down within range of the batteries there. I want to draw their fire.

Aye aye, sir.

Pipes twittered around the ship; bosun and bosuns mates roared out orders, and the bands ran to their stations. A long earthquake-tremor shook the ship as the massive twenty-four pounders of the lower gun-deck ran thunderously out.

Please see that the gun-captains are certain what their target is, said Hornblower.

He knew how limited was the view afforded a man on the lower deck, looking through a gun-port only a yard or so above the waters edge, and he did not want the enemy to jump to the conclusion that the feint he was about to make was no more than a feint. The hands at the maintopsail lee brace walking smartly down the deck, swung the big sail round and Nonsuch came to the wind and slowly gathered way.

Port a little, said Bush to the helmsman. Let her fall off. Meet her there! Steady as you go!

Steady as you go, sir, echoed the helmsman, and then by a neat feat of facial gymnastics transferred his quid from his cheek to his mouth, and a moment later spat accurately into the spit-kid beside the wheel without transferring any of his attention from the leech of the maintopsail and the compass in the binnacle.

Nonsuch edged down steadily towards the entrance and the batteries. This was a ticklish business, coming down to be shot at. There was smoke as from a fire visible not far from the batteries; maybe it was merely rising from the cooking stoves of the garrison, but it might well be smoke from the furnaces for heating red-hot shot. But Bush was aware of that possibility when in action against coastal batteries, and had needed no warning. Every available man was standing by with fire buckets, and every pump and hose was rigged. Now he was measuring the range with his eye.

A little closer, if you please, Captain Bush, said Hornblower to prompt him, for to Hornblower it was obvious that they were still out of range. A fountain of water was visible for a moment on the surface of the choppy sea, two cables lengths from the starboard bow.

Not near enough yet, Captain Bush, said Hornblower.

In tense silence the ship moved on. A whole cluster of fountains sprang suddenly into existence close under the starboard quarter, one so close indeed that a hatful of water, flung by some freak of wave and wind, hit Bush full in the face.

God damn it to hell! spluttered Bush, wiping his eyes.

That battery had no business to have come so close as that with that salvo. And there was no smoke near it either. Hornblower traversed his glass round, and gulped. It was another battery altogether which had fired, one farther to the left, and moreover one whose existence he had not suspected until that moment. Apparently the grass had grown over the parapets sufficiently to conceal it from quite close inspection; but it had unmasked itself a trifle too soon. If the officer commanding there had been patient for another ten minutes Nonsuch might have found herself in a difficult situation.

That will do, Captain Bush, said Hornblower.

Full and by, said Bush to the helmsman and then raised his voice. Lee braces, there!

Nonsuch swung round, turning her starboard broadside towards the batteries, and, close-hauled, was now edging towards them far less rapidly. Hornblower pointed out the exact situation of the newly revealed battery to the midshipman of the watch, and then sent him flying below to carry the information to the guns.

Keep your luff! growled Bush to the helmsman.

Keep your luff, sir.

For a moment or two there were waterspouts leaping from the surface of the sea all round, and the loud noise of cannonballs passing through the air assaulted their ears. It was remarkable that they were not hit; at least, it was remarkable until Hornblower, glancing up, saw two elliptical holes in the mizzentopsail. The shooting was poor, for there were at least twenty heavy guns firing at them, as Hornblower calculated from the smoke appearing on shore. He took careful note of the sites of the batteries  one never knew when such intelligence might be useful.

Open fire, Captain, if you please, said Hornblower, and before the polite ending of his sentence had passed his lips Bush had raised his speaking-trumpet and was repeating the order at the top of his lungs. The gunners mate posted at the main hatchway relayed the message to the lower gundeck. There was a brief pause which Hornblower noted with pleasure, because it showed that the gun-captains were taking pains to train their guns on the target, and not merely jerking the lanyards the moment the word reached them. Then came a ragged crash; the ship trembled, and the smoke surged up and blew away to leeward. Through his glass Hornblower could see sand flying all round the masked battery. The seventeen twenty-four pounders roared out again and again, the deck vibrating under Hornblowers feet with the concussion and with the rumble of the gun-tracks.

Thank you, Captain Bush, said Hornblower, you can put the ship about, now.

Bush blinked at him momentarily, his fighting blood roused so that he had to stop and think before dealing with the new order.

Aye aye, sir. He raised his trumpet. Cease fire! Stand by to go about!

The order was relayed to the guns, and the din died down abruptly, so that Bushs Hard-a-lee to the helmsman sounded unnecessarily loud.

Mainsail haull bellowed Bush.

As Nonsuch went ponderously about, rising to an even keel with her canvas slatting, a further cluster of waterspouts, grouped closely together for the first time, rose from the surface of the sea on the starboard bow. If she had not made the sudden turn the shots might well have hit her. Hornblower might be a mutilated corpse lying on the quarterdeck with his guts strung out beside him at this moment.

Nonsuch had passed the wind, and the after sails were filling.

Let go and haull yelled Bush. The forward sails filled as the hands came aft with the lee braces, and Nonsuch settled down on the new tack.

Any further orders, sir? asked Bush.

That will do for the present.

Close-hauled on the starboard tack the ship was drawing away fast from the land, beating out to where the two sloops were backing and filling while waiting for her. The people on shore must be exulting over having driven off a serious attack; probably some garrulous gunner was swearing that he had seen with his own eyes damaging hits striking home on the British intruder. They must be encouraged in the belief that something desperate was still being meditated in this neighbourhood.

Midshipman? said Hornblower.

Strings of coloured flags soared up Nonsuchs halliards; it was good practice for the signal midshipman to try to spell out The curfew tolls the knell of parting day with the fewest possible number of flag hoists. With his telescope pointed the midshipman read off Ravens reply.

The  he read l  o  w  must be blowing. No, its lowing, whatever he means by that. H  e  r  d. Herd. Two  five. Thats wind, and s. That winds  S  l  o 

So Cole in the Raven was at least familiar with Grays Elegy, and whoever was responsible for the flag hoists on board her was ingenious enough to use the code hoist for winds. As Hornblower expected, he used the code hoist lee for lea as well, thereby saving one signal flag.

The lowing herd winds slowly oer the lee, sir, reported the puzzled midshipman.

Very good. Acknowledge.

All these innumerable signals between battleship and sloops must be visible from the shore and exciting their interest, Hornblower sent up another signal under Lotuss number  The ploughman homeward plods his weary way  only to receive the puzzled reply Signal not understood. Purvis, the first lieutenant of the Lotus, at present in command, was obviously not very bright, or perhaps not very well read. What in the world, at that rate, he was making of all this, was beyond even Hornblowers imagination, although the thought of it brought a smile to his lips.

Cancel the signal, then, he ordered, and substitute Report immediately number of red-haired married men on board.

Hornblower waited until the reply came; he could have wished that Purvis had not been so literal-minded and had been able to think up an answer which should combine the almost incompatible qualities of deference and wit, instead of merely sending the bald reply Five. Then he turned to business.

Signal to both sloops, he ordered. Advance on boom in threatening manner avoiding action.

In the dwindling daylight he watched the two vessels move down as though to attack. They wheeled, edged into the wind, and fell away again. Twice Hornblower saw a puff of smoke and heard, echoing over the water, the dull flat boom of a twenty-four-pounder as a gunboat tried the range. Then, while there was just light enough for the signal to be read, he hoisted Discontinue the action after half an hour. He had done all he could to attract the enemys attention to this end of the bay, the only exit. The garrison ought to be quite certain now that the raiding boats would attempt to escape by this route. Probably the garrison would anticipate a rush in the first light of dawn, assisted by an attack by the big ships from outside. He had done all he could, and it only remained now to go to bed and spend the rest of the night in tranquillity, if that were possible.

Naturally, it was impossible, with the fate of a hundred and fifty seamen at stake, with his own reputation for good fortune and ingenuity at stake. Half an hour after he had got into bed Hornblower found himself wishing that he had ordered three junior officers to join him in a game of whist until dawn. He dallied with the idea of getting up and doing so now, but put it aside in the certainty that if he should do so now everyone would know that he had tried to go to sleep and had failed. He could only turn over stoically and force himself to stay in bed until dawn came to release him.

When he came on deck the pearly mist of the Baltic morning was making the vague outline of visible objects vaguer yet. There was every promise of a fine day, wind moderate, backing a little. Bush was already on deck  Hornblower knew that, before he went up, because he had heard Bushs wooden leg thumping over his head  and at first sight of him Hornblower hoped that his own face did not show the same signs of sleeplessness and anxiety. They had at least the effect of bracing him up to conceal his own anxiety as he returned Bushs salute.

I hope Vickerys all right, sir, said Bush.

The mere fact that Bush ventured to address Hornblower at this time in the morning after so many years of service under him was the best possible proof of his anxiety.

Oh yes, said Hornblower, bluffly. Ill trust Vickery to get out of any scrape.

That was a statement made in all sincerity; it occurred to Hornblower as he made it  what he had often thought before  that worry and anxiety were not really connected with the facts of the case. He had done everything possible. He remembered his profound study of the charts, his careful reading of the barometer, his painstaking  and now clearly successful  attempts to predict the weather. If he were compelled to bet, he would bet that Vickery was safe, and moreover he would judge the odds to be at least three to one. But that did not save him from being anxious, all the same. What did save him was the sight of Bushs nervousness.

With this breeze there cant have been much surf, sir, said Bush.

Of course not.

He had thought of that fifty times at least during the night, and he tried to look as if it had not been more than once. The mist was thin enough now to make the land just visible; the gunboats were still stationed along the boom, and he could see a belated guard-boat rowing along it.

The winds fair for the bomb-ketches, sir, said Bush. They ought to have picked Vickery up by now and be on their way towards us.

Yes.

Bush turned a searching eye aloft to make sure that the lookouts were at their posts and awake. It was twelve miles down the Nehrung, the long spit of sand that divided the Haff from the Baltic, that Mound with the bomb-ketches was going to pick up Vickery and his men. Vickery was going to land in the darkness on the Nehrung, abandon his boats, cross the sandspit, and rendezvous with Mound an hour before dawn. With their shallow draught the ketches would be safe among the shoals, so that they could send in their boats and bring Vickery off. Vickerys four ships boats would all be lost, but that was a small price to pay for the destruction he must have caused, and Hornblower hoped that, what with the distraction of his own demonstrations off Pillau, and what with the fact that the possibility of Vickery abandoning his boats might easily never occur to the enemys mind, Vickery would find no opposition on the Nehrung. Even if there were, the Nehrung was fifteen miles long and Vickery with a hundred and fifty determined men could be relied upon to break through any thin cordon of sentries or customs officials.

Yet if all had gone well the bomb-ketches ought to be in sight very soon. The next few minutes would be decisive.

We couldnt have heard gunfire in the bay yesterday, sir, said Bush, the wind being where it was. They may have met with any sort of armed vessel in the bay.

So they may, said Hornblower.

Sail ho! yelled the masthead lookout. Two sail on the port beam! Its the bomb-ketches, sir.

They might possibly be coming back, having been unable to pick up Vickery, but it was unlikely that in that case they would have returned so promptly. Bush was grinning broadly, with all his doubts at an end.

I think, Captain, said Hornblower, you might put the helm down and go to meet them.

It would not be consonant with the dignity of a commodore to hang out a signal of inquiry as the vessels closed to visual range, for it to be read the moment a telescope in the Harvey could distinguish the flags. But Nonsuch was making a good five knots, with the water lapping cheerfully under her bows, and Harvey was doing the same, so that it was only a matter of waiting a few more minutes.

Harveys signalling, sir, reported the midshipman. He read the flags and hurriedly referred to the code book, seamen on board, sir.

Very good. Make Commodore to Captain. Come on board with Mr Vickery to make your report.

There was not much longer to wait. As the two vessels came within hail they rounded-to, and Harveys gig dropped into the water and came bobbing across to Nonsuch. It was a weary Vickery who came up the side with Mound beside him; his face was grey, and below his eyes were marks like new scars as proof that he had not slept for three successive nights. He sat down gratefully when Hornblower gave him permission to do so as soon as they were in his cabin.

Well? said Hornblower. Ill hear you first, Vickery.

It went off very well, sir. Vickery dragged a scrap of paper out of his pocket on which apparently he had kept notes. There was no trouble going past the boom on the night of the 15th. We saw nothing of the enemy. At dawn on the 16th we were off the mouth of the Königsberg river. There we took and destroyed the  the Fried Rich, coaster, of Elbing, about two hundred tons, seven of a crew, with a cargo of rye and live pigs. We burned her, and sent the crew ashore in their own boat. Then we caught the  the  Blitzer, also of Elbing, about one hundred tons, laden with grain. We burned her, too. Then the Charlotte, of Danzig. She was ship-rigged, four hundred tons, twenty-five crew, laden with general cargo of military stores  tents, stretchers, horseshoes, ten thousand stand of small arms; we burned her. Then the Ritter Horse, powder barge, about seventy tons. We blew her up.

We saw that, I think, said Hornblower. That was Nonsuchs cutter.

Yes, sir. That was all at this end of the bay. Then we bore down to the westward. We caught the Weece Ross of Kolberg, two hundred tons. She carried four six-pounders and showed fight, but Montgomery boarded her over the bows and they threw down their arms. We had two men wounded. We burned her. Then there was 

How many altogether?

One ship, sir. Eleven sail of coasting vessels. Twenty-four barges. All destroyed.

Excellent, said Hornblower. And then?

By then it was nigh on dark, sir. I anchored on the north side of the bay until midnight. Then I ran over to the sandspit. We found two soldiers there, and made em prisoners. Twas easy enough crossing the spit, sir. We burned a blue light and made contact with the Harvey. They started taking us aboard at two a.m., and I was aboard at three, by the first light. I went back and burned the boats before I embarked, sir.

Better still.

The enemy, then, had not even the sorry compensation of the capture of four ships boats in exchange for the frightful destruction Vickery had wrought. He turned to Mound.

I have nothing particular to report, sir. Those waters are shoal, without a doubt, sir. But I had no difficulty making my way to the rendezvous. After taking Mr Vickerys party on board we touched bottom, sir. We had nearly a hundred extra hands on board an must have been drawing nigh on a foot more water. But we got off all right. I had the men run from side to side to rock the vessel, an I threw all aback an she came off.

I understand.

Hornblower looked at Mounds expressionless face and smiled inwardly at his studied languid manner. Picking the way in the dark through the shoals to the rendezvous must have been something of an epic achievement. Hornblower could estimate the seamanship it called for, but it was not in the tradition to lay stress on difficulties surmounted. And a less reliable officer might have tried to suppress the fact that his ship had touched ground once. It was to Mounds credit that he had not done so.

I shall call the attention of the Admiralty, said Hornblower, trying his best to combat the pomposity which persisted in making itself heard in his voice, to the conduct of both of you officers. I consider it excellent. I shall, of course, require reports from you immediately in writing.

Aye aye, sir.

Now that he was a commodore Hornblower felt more sympathy towards senior officers who had been pompous to him; he was pompous himself  it was one way in which could be concealed the fact that he had been anxious.


CHAPTER 16
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HORNBLOWER WAS DINING by himself. He had Gibbon securely wedged against the cheese-crock on the table before him, and his legs stretched out at ease under it. Today he was indulging himself extraordinarily with a half-bottle of wine, and the sea pie from which he was about to help himself smelt most appetizing. It was one of those days when there was nothing wrong with the world at all, when he could allow himself to sway with the rhythm of the ship without any further thought, when food tasted good and wine delicious. He dug a spoon into the sea pie just at the moment when there was a knock on the door and a midshipman entered.

Clam in sight to windard, sir, he said.

Very good.

Hornblower proceeded to transfer the sea pie from the dish to his plate, and as he spread out his helping to allow it to cool his mind began to rouse itself. Clam would be bringing news; she had been left at St Petersburg for the very purpose of waiting for news. Maybe Russia was at war with Bonaparte now. Or maybe Alexander had made the abject surrender which would be the only thing that could save him from war. Or maybe Alexander was dead, murdered by his officers as his father had been. It would be by no means the first time that a change in Russian policy had been ushered in by a palace revolution. Maybe  maybe anything, but the sea pie was growing cold. He applied himself to it, just as the midshipman knocked at the door again.

Clam signals Have despatches for Commodore, sir.

How far off is she?

Hull-up to windard, sir. Were running down to her.

Make Commodore to Clam. Send despatches on board as soon as practicable.

Aye aye, sir.

There was nothing surprising about Clams message; the surprise would have been if she carried no despatches. Hornblower found himself shovelling sea pie into his mouth as if the faster he ate it the faster the despatches would come. He checked himself and took sips of his wine, but neither wine nor food had any attraction for him. Brown came in and served him with cheese, and he munched and told himself he had dined well. Cocking his ear to the noises on the deck overhead he could guess there was a boat coming alongside, and directly afterwards one more knock on the door heralded the arrival of Lord Wychwood. Hornblower rose for him, offered him a chair, offered him dinner, took over the bulky canvas-wrapped despatch which Wychwood handed him, and signed a receipt for it. He sat with it on his knee for a moment.

Well, said Wychwood, its war.

Hornblower could not allow himself to ask, War with whom? He made himself wait.

Alexanders done it, or rather Boney has. Boney crossed the Niemen with fifteen army corps ten days back. No declaration of war, of course. Thats not the sort of courtesy one would expect of two potentates who have been blackguarding each other in every sheet in every language in Europe. War was inevitable the moment Alexander sent back his answer a month ago  the day before you left us. Now well see.

Whos going to win?

Wychwood shrugged.

I cant imagine Boney being beaten. And from what Ive heard the Russian Army did not show to advantage last year in Finland despite their reorganization. And Boney has half a million men marching on Moscow.

Half a million men; the largest army the world had seen since Xerxes crossed the Hellespont.

At least, went on Wychwood, it will keep Boney busy all this summer. Next year well see  maybe hell lose so many men his people will bear it no longer.

Lets hope so, said Hornblower.

He took out his penknife and ripped open his despatch.

British Embassy,

St Petersburg

June 24th, 1812.

SIR,

The bearer of this despatch, Colonel Lord Wychwood, will inform you of affairs in this country and of the state of war which now exists between His Imperial Majesty the Tsar and Bonaparte. You will, of course, take all necessary steps to render all the assistance in your power to our new ally. I am informed, and have reason to believe, that while the main body of Bonapartes army is marching on Moscow, a very considerable detachment, believed to consist of the Prussian army corps and a French corps darmée, the whole under the orders of Marshal Macdonald, Duke of Tarentum, altogether some 60,000 men, has been directed on the northern route towards St Petersburg. It is highly desirable that this army should be prevented from reaching its goal, and at the request of the Russian Imperial Staff I must call your attention to the possibility that your squadron may be able to give assistance at Riga, which the French must capture before continuing their march on St Petersburg. I wish to add my own advice to that of the Russian staff, and to press upon you as urgently as possible that you should give assistance at Riga for as long as may be compatible with your original orders.

In virtue of the powers granted me under the terms of my instructions, I must inform you that I consider it important to the national safety that the cutter Clam, at present under your command, shall be despatched to England in order to carry with the utmost rapidity the news of the outbreak of war. I trust and hope that you will raise no objection.

I have the honour to be, sir,

Etc., etc.,

CATHCART, His Britannic Majestys Minister-Plenipotentiary and Ambassador Extraordinary to H I M

Cathcarts a good man, commented Wychwood, observing that Hornblower had completed his reading. Both as a soldier and as a diplomat hes worth two of Merry at Stockholm. Im glad Wellesley sent him out.

Certainly this despatch was better worded than the last Hornblower had received, nor did Cathcart presume to give orders to the commodore.

You will be going on in Clam to England, said Hornblower. I must ask you to wait while I complete my own despatches for the Admiralty.

Naturally, said Wychwood.

It will only be a matter of minutes, said Hornblower. Perhaps Captain Bush will entertain you while you are waiting. Doubtless there are many letters awaiting carriage to England. Meanwhile, I am sending my secretary back to England in Clam too. I shall put in your charge the papers relative to his case.

Alone in his cabin, Hornblower opened his desk and found himself pen and ink. There was little enough to add to his official despatch. He read the last words  I wish most strongly to call Their Lordships attention to the conduct and professional ability of Commander William Vickery and Lieutenant Percival Mound. Then he began a new paragraph. I am taking the opportunity of the departure of Clam to England to forward this letter to you. In accordance with the recommendation of His Excellency Lord Cathcart, I shall proceed at once with the rest of my squadron to render all the assistance in my power to the Russian forces at Riga. He thought for a moment of adding some conventional expression like I trust this course of action will meet with Their Lordships approval, and then put the notion aside. It meant nothing, was merely waste verbiage. He dipped his pen again and merely wrote, I have the honour to be, Your obedt servant, Horatio Hornblower, Captain and Commodore.

He closed the letter, shouting for Brown as he did so. While he wrote the address  Edward Nepean, Esq., Secretary to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty  Brown brought him a candle and sealing wax, and he sealed the letter and laid it on one side. Then he took another sheet and began to write again.

HMS Nonsuch, IN THE BALTIC

MY DEAR WIFE,

The cutter waits for me to complete my correspondence for England, and I have only time to write these few lines to add to the other letters which have been awaiting an opportunity to make the voyage. I am in the best of health, and the progress of the campaign remains satisfactory. The great news of the outbreak of war between Bonaparte and Russia has just reached me. I hope that the event will prove this to be Bonapartes worst mistake, but I can only anticipate long and costly fighting, with small possibility of my returning to your dear presence, at least until the freezing of the harbours makes further operations in these waters impracticable.

I trust most sincerely that you are well and happy, and that the rigours of the London season have not proved too trying for you. I like to think of the good air of Smallbridge restoring the roses to your cheeks, so that the vagaries of constumiers and milliners will not exact too excessive a toll of your health and peace of mind.

Also I trust that Richard is comporting himself towards you with the duty and obedience you expect, and that his teeth have continued to make their appearance with as little disturbance as possible. It would be a great delight to me if he were old enough to write to me himself, especially if that would give me further news of you; only a letter from you yourself could give me greater pleasure. It is my hope that soon letters will reach me from England, and that it will be my happiness to hear that all is well with you.

When next you see your brother, Lord Wellesley, I trust you will give him my duty and respects. For you I reserve my whole love.

Your affectionate husband

HORATIO

Wychwood took the letters Hornblower gave him, and wrote out a receipt on Bushs desk with Bushs pen. Then he held out his hand.

Goodbye, sir, he said, and hesitated; then, with a rush, he added, God knows how this war will turn out. I expect the Russiansll be beaten. But you have done more than any one man to bring the war about. Youve done your whole duty, sir.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

He was in a disturbed and unsettled mood; he stood on the quarterdeck of the Nonsuch while over his head the ensign was dipped in a parting salute to the Clam, and he watched the cutter sail off towards England. He watched her until she was out of sight, while Nonsuch put up her helm and bore away for Riga and whatever new adventures awaited him there. He knew quite well what was the matter with him; he was homesick, plunged into a storm of emotional disturbance as he always was when he wrote home, and, oddly enough, Wychwoods last words added to his disturbance. They had reminded him of the terrible load of responsibility that he bore. The future of the world and the survival of his country would be profoundly affected by his doings. Should this Russian adventure end in defeat and disaster everyone anxious to shuffle off responsibility would blame him. He would be condemned as inept and shortsighted. He even found himself envying Braun now on his way back to London, under arrest and awaiting probable trial and possible execution, and he remembered with longing his petty troubles at Smallbridge; he smiled at himself when he recalled that his heaviest burden there had been to receive a deputation of welcome from the village. He thought of Barbaras ready sympathy, of the intense pleasure he had known when it first dawned upon him that Richard loved him, and enjoyed and looked forward to his company. Here he had to be content with Bushs unthinking loyalty and the precarious admiration of the young officers.

Recalling himself to reality, he forced himself to remember with what a bubble of excitement he had received his orders back to active service, the light heart with which he had left his child, the feeling of  there was no blinking the matter  emancipation with which he had parted from his wife. The prospect of once more being entirely his own master, of not having to defer to Barbaras wishes, of not being discommoded by Richards teeth, had seemed most attractive then. And here he was complaining to himself about the burden of responsibility, when responsibility was the inevitable price one had to pay for independence; irresponsibility was something which, in the very nature of things, could not co-exist with independence.

This was all very well and logical, but there was no blinking the fact that he wished he were home; he could conjure up in imagination so vividly the touch of Barbaras hand on his own that it was an acute disappointment to realize that it was only in imagination. He wanted to have Richard on his knee again, shrieking with laughter over the colossal joke of having his nose pinched. And he did not want to imperil his reputation, his liberty, and his life in combined operations with these unpredictable Russians in a God-forsaken corner of the world like Riga. Yet then and there  his interest rousing itself spontaneously  he decided that he had better go below and re-read the Sailing Directions for Riga; and a close study of the chart of Riga Bay might be desirable, too.


CHAPTER 17

[image: img34.jpg]

THE NORTHERN CONTINENTAL summer had come speedily, as ever. Last week at Pillau there had still been a decided touch of winter in the air. Today, with Riga just over the horizon, it was full summer. This blazing heat would have done credit to the doldrums were it not for an invigorating quality which the tropics never knew. A brassy sun shone down from a cloudless sky, although there was just enough mist to leave the distant horizon undefined. There was a gentle two-knot breeze blowing from the south-west, just enough wind to give Nonsuch bare steerage-way with all her canvas set, studding-sails on both sides to the royals. The squadron was making the best speed it could, with Lotus hull-down on the starboard bow, Raven close astern, and the two bomb-ketches trailing far behind; even the clumsy Nonsuch could outsail them in the prevailing conditions.

Everything was very peaceful. Forward a party of seamen under the sailmakers supervision were overhauling a mainsail for repair. In the waist another party was dragging a bear up and down the deck  a huge coir mat weighted down with sand which could scrub the planking more effectively than holystones could do. On the quarterdeck the sailing master was holding a class in navigation, his mates and the midshipmen standing round him in a semicircle, their sextants in their hands. Hornblower walked near enough to hear one of the midshipmen, a mere child whose voice had not broken, piping up a reply to the question just shot at him.

The parallax of an object is measured by an arc of a vertical circle intercepted between a line extended from the centre of the earth and a line  and a line  a line 

The midshipman suddenly became conscious of the awful proximity of the Commodore. His voice quavered and died away. So far he had been quoting Nories Epitome of Navigation with word-perfect exactitude. It was young Gerard, nephew of the second lieutenant of the Sutherland, whom Bush had taken into his ship for the sake of his uncle, still languishing in a French prison. The sailing masters brows drew together in a frown.

Come, come, Mr Gerard, he said.

Hornblower had a sudden mental picture of young Gerard bent over the breech of a gun while a lithe cane taught him at least the necessity of knowing Nories Epitome by heart. He intervened in hurried pity.

Between a line extended from the centre of the earth, he said, over Gerards shoulder, and a line extended from the eye of the observer, through the centre of the object. Is that correct, Mr Tooth?

Quite correct, sir, said the sailing master.

I think Mr Gerard knew it all the time. Didnt you, youngster?

Y  yes, sir.

I thought so. I was just your age when I learned that same passage.

Hornblower resumed his walk, hoping that he had saved Gerards skinny posterior from punishment. A sudden scurrying by the midshipman of the watch to grab slate and pencil told him that one of the squadron was making a signal, and two minutes later the midshipman saluted him, message in hand.

Lotus to Commodore. Land in sight bearing South.

That would be Pitraga Cape, the southern headland of the entrance to the Gulf of Riga.

Reply Heave to and await Commodore, said Hornblower.

If the weather were not so thick the island of Oesel ought to be just in sight to the northward from the masthead. They were just passing the threshold of a new adventure. Some seventy miles ahead, at the bottom of the gulf, lay Riga, presumably even now being assailed by the armies of Bonaparte. With this mere pretence of a wind it would be a couple of days before he reached there. The fact that they were entering Russian waters again was making not the least ripple on the placid surface of the ships life. Everything was progressing as before, yet Hornblower felt in his bones that many of the men now entering the Gulf of Riga would never come out from it, even if any should. Even with this hot sun blazing down upon him, under this radiant sky, Hornblower felt a sudden chill of foreboding which it was hard to throw off. He himself  it was curious to think that his dead body might be buried in Russia, of all places.

Someone  the Russians, or the Swedes, or the Finns  had buoyed effectively the channel that wound its way through the treacherous shallows of the Gulf of Finland. Even though the squadron had to anchor for the night a slight freshening and veering of the wind enabled them to ascend the whole gulf by the evening of the next day. They picked up a pilot at noon, a bearded individual who wore sea-boots and a heavy jacket even on this blazing day. He proved to be an Englishman, Carker by name, who had not set eyes on his native land for twenty-four years. He blinked at Hornblower like an owl when the latter began to fire questions at him regarding the progress of the war. Yes, some cavalry patrols of French and Prussians had shown themselves advancing towards Riga. The last news of the main campaign was of desperate fighting round Smolensk, and everyone was expecting Bonaparte to be beaten there. The town was preparing itself for a siege, he believed  at least, there were plenty of soldiers there, when he had left in his cutter yesterday, and there had been proclamations calling on the people to fight to the last, but no one could imagine the French making a serious attack on the place.

Hornblower turned away from him impatiently in the end, as a typical example of the uninformed civilian, with no real knowledge of affairs or appreciation of the seriousness of the situation. Livonia, having been for centuries the cockpit of northern Europe, had not seen an enemy during the last three generations, and had forgotten even the traditions of invasion. Hornblower had no intention at all of taking his squadron into the Dwina River (queer names these Russians used!) if there was a chance of his retreat being cut off, and he stared out through his glass at the low green shore when it came in sight at last from the deck. Almost right astern of the squadron the sun was lying on the horizon in a fiery bed of cloud, but there were two hours more of daylight left, and Nonsuch crept steadily closer to Riga. Bush came up to him and touched his hat.

Pardon, sir, but do you hear anything? Gunfire, maybe?

Hornblower strained his attention.

Yes, gunfire, by God, he said.

It was the lowest, faintest muttering, coming upwind from the distant shore.

The Frogs have got there before us, sir, said Bush.

Be ready to anchor, said Hornblower.

Nonsuch crept steadily on, gliding at three or four knots towards the land; the water around her was greyish yellow with the mud borne down by a great river. The mouth of the Dwina was only a mile or two ahead, and with the spring rains and the melting of the snows the river must be in full flood. The buoys of a middle-ground shoal enabled Hornblower to make sure of his position; he was coming within long cannon shot of those flat green shores. As though standing in the yellow water there was a church visible on the starboard bow, with an onion-shaped dome surmounted by a cross which reflected back to him, even at that distance, the red glare of the sunset. That must be the village of Daugavgriva, on the left bank; if it were in French hands entrance to the river would be dangerous, perhaps impossible, as soon as they had big guns mounted there. Maybe they already had.

Captain Bush, said Hornblower, Id be obliged if you would anchor.

The cable roared out through the hawsehole, and Nonsuch swung round to the wind as the hands, pouring aloft, took in the sails. The rest of the squadron came up and prepared to anchor just when Hornblower was beginning to feel he had been too precipitate, or at least when he was regretting bitterly that night had come upon him before he could open communication with the shore.

Call away my barge, he ordered. Captain Bush, I am shifting to Harvey. You will assume command of the squadron during my absence.

Mound was at the side to welcome him as he swung himself up over Harveys low freeboard.

Square away, Mr Mound. Well close the shore in the direction of that church. Set a good hand at work with the lead.

The bomb-ketch, with anchor catted and ready to go, stole forward over the still water. There was still plenty of light from the sky, for here in 57º North, within a few days of the solstice, the sun was not very far below the horizon.

Moon rises in an hours time, sir, said Mound, three-quarters full.

It was a marvellous evening, cool and invigorating. There was only the tiniest whisper of water round the bows of the ketch as she glided over the silvery surface; Hornblower felt that they only needed a few pretty women on board and someone strumming a guitar to make a yachting expedition of it. Something on shore attracted his attention, and he whipped his glass to his eye at the very moment when Mound beside him did the same.

Lights on shore, said Mound.

Those are bivouac fires, said Hornblower.

He had seen bivouac fires before  the fires of el Supremos army in Central America, the fires of the landing force at Rosas. They sparkled ruddily in the twilight, in roughly regular lines. Traversing his glass round, Hornblower picked up further groups of lights; there was a dark space between one mass and the other, which Hornblower pointed out to Mound.

Thats no-mans-land between the two forces, I fancy, he said. The Russians must be holding the village as an outwork on the left bank of the river.

Couldnt all those fires be French fires, sir? asked Mound. Or Russian fires?

No, said Hornblower. Soldiers dont bivouac if they can billet in villages with roofs over their heads. If two armies werent in presence theyd all be comfortably asleep in the cottagers beds and barns.

There was a long pause while Mound digested this.

Two fathoms, sir, he said, at length. Id like to bear up, if I may.

Very good. Carry on. Keep as close inshore as you think proper.

The Harvey came round with the wind abeam, half a dozen hands hauling lustily on the mainsheet. There was the moon, rising round and red over the land; the dome of the church was silhouetted against it. A sharp cry came from the forward lookout.

Boat ahead! Fine on the port bow, sir. Pulling oars.

Catch that boat if you can, Mr Mound, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. Starboard two points! Clear away the gig. Boats crew stand by!

They could see the dim shape of the boat not far ahead; they could even see the splashes of the oars. It occurred to Hornblower that the rowers could not be men of much skill, and whoever was in charge was not very quick in the uptake if he wanted to avoid capture; he should have headed instantly for shoal water if he wanted to avoid capture, while as it was he tried to pit oars against sails  a hopeless endeavour even with that light breeze blowing. It was several minutes before they turned for the shore, and during that time their lead was greatly reduced.

Hard-a-lee! roared Mound. Away, gig!

Harvey came into the wind, and as she lost her way the gig dropped into the water with the boats crew falling into it.

I want prisoners! roared Hornblower at the departing boat.

Aye aye, sir, came the reply as the oars tore the water.

Under the impulse of the skilled oarsmen the gig rapidly was overtaking the strange boat; they could see the distance narrowing as the two boats disappeared in the faint light. Then they saw the orange-red flashes of half a dozen pistol shots, and the faint reports reached them over the water directly after.

Lets hope theyre not Russans, sir, said Mound.

The possibility had occurred to Hornblower as well, and he was nervous and uncomfortable, but he spoke bluffly 

Russians wouldnt run away. They wouldnt expect to find Frenchmen at sea.

Soon the two boats, rowing slowly, emerged from the gloom.

Weve got em all, sir, said a voice in reply to Mounds hail.

Five prisoners were thrust up onto the deck of the Harvey, one of them groaning with a pistol bullet through his arm. Someone produced a lantern and shone it on them, and Hornblower heaved a sigh of relief when he saw that the star which glittered on the breast of the leader was the Legion of Honour.

I would like to know monsieurs name and rank, he said, politely, in French.

Jussey, chef de bataillon du corps de Gènie des armèes de lEmpèreur.

A major of engineers; quite an important capture. Hornblower bowed and presented himself, his mind working rapidly on the problem of how to induce the major to say all he knew.

I regret very much the necessity of taking M. le chef de bataillon prisoner, he said. Especially at the beginning of such a promising campaign. But good fortune may allow me the opportunity of arranging a cartel of exchange at an early date. I presume M. le chef de bataillon has friends in the French Army whom he would like informed of what has happened to him? I will take the opportunity of the first flag of truce to do so.

The Marshal Duke of Tarentum would be glad to hear, said Jussey, brightening a little. I am on his staff.

The Marshal Duke of Tarentum was Macdonald, the local French commander-in-chief  son of a Scottish exile who had fled after the Young Pretenders rebellion  so that it seemed likely that Jussey was the chief engineer, a bigger catch than Hornblower had hoped for.

It was extremely bad fortune for you to fall into our hands, said Hornblower. You had no reason to suspect the presence of a British squadron operating in the bay.

Indeed I had none. Our information was to the contrary. These Livonians 

So the French staff was obtaining information from Livonian traitors; Hornblower might have guessed it, but it was as well to be sure.

Of course they are useless, like all Russians, said Hornblower, soothingly, I suppose your Emperor has met with little opposition?

Smolensk is ours, and the Emperor marches on Moscow. It is our mission to occupy St Petersburg.

But perhaps passing the Dwina will be difficult?

Jussey shrugged in the lamplight.

I do not expect so. A bold push across the mouth of the river and the Russians will retreat the moment their flank is turned.

So that was what Jussey was doing; reconnoitring for a suitable place to land a French force on the Russian side of the river mouth.

A daring move, sir, worthy of all the great traditions of the French Army. But no doubt you have ample craft to transport your force?

Some dozens of barges. We seized them at Mitau before the Russians could destroy them.

Jussey checked himself abruptly, clearly disturbed at realizing how much he had said.

Russians are always incompetent, said Hornblower, in a tone of complete agreement. A prompt attack on your part, giving them no chance of steadying themselves, is of course your best plan of operations. But will you pardon me, sir, while I attend to my duties?

There was no chance of wheedling anything more out of Jussey at the moment. But he had at least yielded up the vital information that the French had laid hands on a fleet of barges which the Russians had neglected, or been unable, to destroy, and that they planned a direct attack across the river mouth. By feigning entire indifference Hornblower felt that Jussey might be inveigled later into talking freely again. Jussey bowed, and Hornblower turned to Mound.

Well return to the squadron, he said.

Mound gave the orders which laid the Harvey close-hauled on the starboard tack  the French prisoners ducked hastily as the big mainsail boom swung over their heads, and the seamen bumped into them as they ran to the sheet. While Jussey and Hornblower had been talking two of the prisoners had cut off the sleeve of the wounded man and bandaged his arm; now they all squatted in the scuppers out of the way, while the Harvey crept back to where the Nonsuch lay at anchor.


CHAPTER 18
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OARS, SAID BROWN, and the barges crew ceased to pull. In bows.

The bow oarsman brought his oar into the boat and grabbed for the boathook, and Brown laid the barge neatly alongside the quay while the rushing Dwina river eddied about it. An interested crowd of the people of Riga watched the operation, and stared stolidly at Hornblower as he ran up the stone steps to road level, epaulettes, star, and sword all aglitter in the scorching sunshine. Beyond the line of warehouses along the quay he was vaguely aware of a wide square surrounded by medieval stone buildings with high-pitched roofs, but he had no attention to spare for this his first close sight of Riga. There was the usual guard of honour to salute, the usual officer at its head, and beside it the burly figure of the Governor, General Essen.

Welcome to the city, sir, said Essen. He was a Baltic German, a descendant of those Knights of the Sword who had conquered Livonia from the heathen centuries before, and the French which he spoke had some of the explosive quality of the French spoken by an Alsatian.

An open carriage, to which were harnessed two spirited horses who pawed restlessly at the ground, awaited them, and the Governor handed Hornblower in and followed him.

It is only the shortest distance to go, he said, but we shall take this opportunity of letting the people see us.

The carriage lurched and bounced frightfully over the cobbled streets; Hornblower had twice to straighten his cocked hat which was jerked sideways on his head, but he endeavoured to sit up straight and unconcerned as they dashed along narrow streets full of people who eyed them with interest. There was no harm in allowing the inhabitants of a beleaguered city the opportunity of seeing a British naval officer in full uniform  his presence would be a pledge that Riga was not alone in her hour of trial.

The Ritterhaus, explained Essen, as the coachman pulled up his horses outside a handsome old building with a line of sentries posted before it.

The reception awaited them, officers in uniform, a few civilians in black, and many, many women in gala dresses. Several of the officers Hornblower had already met at the conference that morning at Dwina Maude; Essen proceeded to present the more important of the rest of the company.

His Excellency the Intendant of Livonia, said Essen, and the Countess 

It has already been my great pleasure to meet the Countess, interposed Hornblower.

The Commodore was my partner at dinner at the Peterhof, said the Countess.

She was as beautiful and as vivacious as ever; maybe, as she stood there with her hand on her husbands arm, her glance was not so sultry. She bowed to Hornblower with a polite indifference. Her husband was tall, bony, and elderly, with a thin moustache that drooped from his lip, and short-sighted eyes that he assisted with a quizzing glass. Hornblower bowed to him, endeavouring to behave as though this were only one more ordinary meeting. It was ridiculous to feel embarrassed at this encounter, yet he was, and had to struggle to conceal it. Yet the beaky-nosed Intendant of Livonia eyed him with even more indifference than did his wife; most of the others who were presented to Hornblower were obviously delighted to meet the English naval officer, but the Intendant made no effort to hide the fact that to him, the direct representative of the Tsar and an habituè of Imperial palaces, this provincial reception was tedious and uninteresting, and the guest of honour nobody of importance.

Hornblower had learned his lesson regarding the etiquette of a Russian formal dinner; the tables of hors dœuvres he knew now to be mere preliminaries. He tasted caviare and vodka once again, and the very pleasant combination of flavours called up a sudden host of memories. Without being able to prevent himself he glanced across at the Countess, and caught her eye as she stood chattering with half a dozen grave men in uniform. It was only for a moment, but that was long enough. Her glance seemed to tell him that she, too, was haunted by the same memories. Hornblowers head whirled a little, and he made a prompt resolve to drink nothing more that night. He turned and plunged hastily into conversation with the Governor.

How delightfully complementary to each other are vodka and caviare, he said. They are worthy to rank with those other combinations of food discovered by the pioneers of the gastronomic art. Eggs and bacon, partridge and Burgundy, spinach and  and 

He fumbled for a French word for gammon, and the Governor supplied it, his little pigs eyes lighting up with interest in the midst of his big red face.

You are a gastronome, sir? he said.

The rest of the time before dinner passed easily enough then, with Hornblower well exercised in having to discuss food with someone to whom food was clearly a matter of deep interest. Hornblower drew a little on his imagination to describe the delicacies of the West Indies and of Central America; fortunately during his last period of leave he had moved in wealthy London circles with his wife and had eaten at several renowned tables, including that of the Mansion House, which gave him a solid basis of European experience with which to supplement his imagination. The Governor had taken advantage of the campaigns in which he had served to study the foods of the different countries. Vienna and Prague had fed him during the Austerlitz campaign; he had drunk resinated wine in the Seven Islands; he rolled up his eyes in ecstasy at the memory of frutti di mare consumed in Leghorn when he had served in Italy under Suvaroff. Bavarian beer, Swedish schnapps, Danzig goldwasser  he had drunk of them all, just as he had eaten Westphalian ham and Italian beccaficoes and Turkish rahat lakoum. He listened with rapt attention when Hornblower spoke of grilled flying fish and Trinidad pepperpot, and it was with the deepest regret that he parted with Hornblower to take his place at the head of the dinner table; even then he persisted in calling Hornblowers attention to the dishes being served, leaning forward to address him across two ladies and the Intendant of Livonia, and when dinner was ended he apologized to Hornblower for the abrupt termination of the meal, complaining bitterly of the fact that he had to gulp his final glass of brandy because they were already nearly an hour late for the gala performance of the ballet where they were next due to go.

He walked heavily up the stone stairs of the theatre, his spurs ringing and his sword clattering as it trailed beside him. Two ushers led the way, and behind Hornblower and Essen walked the others of the inner circle, the Countess and her husband and two other officials and their wives. The ushers held open the door of the box, and Hornblower waited on the threshold for the ladies to enter.

The Commodore will go first, said Essen, and Hornblower plunged in. The theatre was brightly lighted, and parterre and gallery were crowded; Hornblowers entrance drew a storm of applause, which smote upon his ears and momentarily para lysed him as he stood there. A fortunate instinct prompted him to bow, first to one side and then to the other, as if he were an actor, as he said to himself. Then someone thrust a chair behind him and he sat down, with the rest of the party round him. Throughout the auditorium ushers immediately began to turn down the lamps, and the orchestra broke into the overture. The curtain rose to reveal a woodland scene, and the ballet began.

A lively thing, this Madame Nicolas, said the Governor in a penetrating whisper. Tell me if you like her. I can send for her after the performance if you desire.

Thank you, whispered Hornblower in reply, feeling ridiculously embarrassed. The Countess was close on his other side and he was too conscious of her warmth to feel comfortable.

The music hurried on, and in the golden glow of the footlights the ballet went through its dazzling maze, skirts flying and feet twinkling. It was incorrect to say that music meant nothing to Hornblower; the monotonous beat of its rhythm, when he was compelled to listen to it for long, stirred something in the depths of him even while its guessed-at sweetness tormented his ear like a Chinese water torture. Five minutes of music left him dull and unmoved; fifteen minutes made him restless; an hour was sheer agony. He forced himself to sit still during the long ordeal, even though he felt he would gladly exchange his chair in the box for the quarterdeck of a ship in the hottest and most hopeless battle ever fought. He tried to shut his ears to the persistent insidious noise, to distract himself by concentrating his attention on the dancers, on Madame Nicolas as she pirouetted across the stage in her shimmering white, on the others as, chin on finger and the other hand supporting the elbow, they came down the stage a-tiptoe in alluring line. Yet it was of no avail, and his misery increased from minute to minute.

The Countess at his side was stirring, too. He knew, telepathically, what she was thinking about. The literature of all ages, from the Ars Amatoria to Les Liaisons Dangereuses told him theoretically of the effect of music and spectacles upon the feminine mind, and in violent revulsion he hated the Countess as much as he hated music. The only movement he made, as he sat there stoically enduring the tortures of the damned for the sake of his duty, was to shift his foot away out of reach of hers  he knew in his bones that she would endeavour to touch him soon, while her beaky-nosed husband with his quizzing glass sat just behind them. The entracte was only a poor respite; the music at least ceased, and he was able to stand, blinking a little as the thrown-open door of the box admitted a stream of light, and he bowed politely when the Governor presented a few latecomers who came to pay their respects to the British visitor. But in no time at all, it seemed, he was forced to seat himself again, while the orchestra resumed its maddening scraping, and the curtain rose on a new scene.

Then a distraction came. Hornblower was not sure when he first heard it; he might have missed the first premonitory shots in his determined effort to shut himself inside himself. He came out of his nightmare conscious of a new tension in the people round him; the boom of heavy artillery was very noticeable now  it even seemed as if the theatre itself were vibrating gently to the heavy concussions. He kept his head and neck still, and stole a glance out of the corner of his eye at the Governor beside him, but the Governor seemed to be still entirely engrossed in watching Mme Nicolas. Yet the firing was very heavy. Somewhere not very far away big guns were being fired rapidly and in large numbers. His first thought was for his ships, but he knew them to be safe, anchored at the mouth of the Dwina, and if the wind was still in the direction it was blowing when he entered the theatre Bush could get them out of harms way whatever happened, even if Riga were taken by storm that very hour.

The audience was taking its cue from the Governor, and as he refused to allow the gunfire to distract him everyone made a brave attempt to appear unconcerned. But everyone in the box, at least, felt tightened nerves when rapid steps outside in the stone-flagged corridor, to the accompaniment of the ringing of spurs, heralded the entrance of an orderly officer, who came in and whispered hurriedly to the Governor. Essen dismissed him with a few words, and only when he had gone, and after a minutes interval which seemed like an hour, leaned over to Hornblower with the news.

The French have tried to take Daugavgriva by a coup de main, he explained. There is no chance of their succeeding.

That was the village on the left bank of the Dwina, in the angle between the sea and the river, the natural first objective for a besieging force that was desirous of cutting off the town from all hope of relief by sea. It was nearly an island, with the Gulf of Riga covering one flank, and the mile-wide Dwina river covering the rear, while the rest was girt by marshes and ditches and protected by breastworks thrown up by the peasant labour called in from miles round. The French would be likely to try a direct assault upon the place, because success would save them weeks of tedious siege operations, and they had no knowledge as yet of whether or not the Russians were able or willing to offer effective resistance. This was the first time Macdonald had encountered any serious opposition since he had begun his advance across Lithuania  the main Russian armies were contesting the road to Moscow in the neighbourhood of Smolensk. Hornblower had inspected the works that very morning, had observed the strength of the place and the steady appearance of the Russian grenadiers who garrisoned it, and had formed the conclusion that it was safe against anything except systematic siege. Yet he wished he could be as sublimely confident about it as the Governor was.

On the other hand, everything possible had already been done. If the village fell, it fell, and nothing more serious had happened than the loss of an outwork. If the attack were beaten off there could be no question of following up the success, not while Macdonald disposed of 60,000 men and the Russians of 15,000 at most. Of course Macdonald was bound to attempt a coup de main upon Daugavgriva. It was interesting to speculate what would be his next move should the assault fail. He might march up the river and endeavour to force a passage above the town, although that meant plunging into a roadless tangle of marsh and attempting a crossing at a place where he would find no boats. Or he might try the other plan and use the boats which had fallen into his hands at Mitau to pass a force across the mouth of the river, leaving Daugavgriva untaken while he compelled the Russians in Riga to choose between coming out and fighting the landing party, or retreating towards St Petersburg, or being shut in completely in the town. It was hard to guess what he would decide on. Certainly Macdonald had sent out Jussey to reconnoitre the river mouth, and although he had lost his chief engineer in doing so he might still be tempted by the prospect of being able to continue immediately his advance on St Petersburg.

Hornblower came back to himself, delighted to find that he had missed in his abstraction some substantial amount of the ballet. He did not know how long his absent-mindedness had endured, but it must be, he thought, for some considerable time. The gunfire had ceased; either the assault had failed or had been completely successful.

At that very moment the door opened to admit another orderly officer with a whispered message for the Governor.

The attack has been beaten off, said Essen to Hornblower. Yakoulev reports his men have hardly suffered at all, and the front of the place is covered with French and German dead.

That was to be expected, granted the failure of the attack. The losses would be dreadful in an unsuccessful assault. Macdonald had gambled, risking a couple of thousand lives against a speedy end to the siege, and he had lost. Yet an Imperial army would be exasperated rather than depressed by such a preliminary reverse. The defence could expect further vigorous attacks at any moment.

It was wonderful to discover that he had managed to sit through another whole ballet without noticing it. Here was another entracte, with the light shining into the box, and the opportunity to stand and stretch ones legs; it was even delightful to exchange polite banalities in French tinged with half the accents of Europe. When the entracte ended Hornblower was quite reconciled to reseating himself and bracing himself to endure one more ballet; yet the curtain had only just risen when he felt himself heavily nudged in the thigh by Essen, who rose and made his way out of the box with Hornblower at his heels.

We may as well go and see, said Essen, the moment they stood outside the closed door of the box. It would not have been well to get up and go when the firing began. But the people will not know now that we left in haste.

Outside the theatre a troop of hussars sat their horses, while two grooms stood at the heads of two more horses, and Hornblower realized that he was committed to riding in his full-dress uniform. It was not the serious business it used to be, though; Hornblower thought with pleasure of his dozen reserve pairs of silk stockings stored away in Nonsuch. Essen climbed on to his horse, and Hornblower followed his example. The bright full moon filled the square with light, as, with the escort following, they trotted clattering over the cobbles. Two turns and a moderate descent brought them to the big floating bridge that spanned the Dwina; the roadway across the pontoons drummed hollow beneath the horses hoofs. Across the river a road ran on the top of a high levèe beside the water; on the far side the land was cut and seamed with ditches and ponds, around which twinkled innumerable campfires, and here Essen halted and gave an order which sent the hussar officer and half the escort riding ahead of them.

I have no desire to be shot by my own men, explained Essen. Sentries will be nervous, and riding into a village that has just suffered a night attack will be as dangerous as storming a battery.

Hornblower was too preoccupied to appreciate the point very much. His sword and his ribbon and star and his cocked hat added to his usual difficulty of retaining his seat on horseback, and he bumped ungracefully in his saddle, sweating profusely in the cool night, and grabbing spasmodically at items of his equipment whenever he could spare a hand from his reins. They were challenged repeatedly as they rode along, but despite Essens gloomy prognostication no jumpy sentry fired at them. Finally they drew up in reply to another challenge at a point where the dome of the church of Daugavgriva stood up black against the pale sky. With the cessation of the noise of the horses hoofs a fresh sound claimed Hornblowers attention; a wailing clamour coloured by high agonized screams; a whole chorus of groans and cries. The sentry passed them through, and they rode forward into the village, and as they did so the groans and screams were explained, for they passed on their left the torch-lit field where the wounded were being treated  Hornblower had a glimpse of a naked writhing body being held down on a table while the surgeons bent over it in the glare of the torches like the familiars of the Inquisition, while the whole field was carpeted with writhing and groaning wounded. And this had been a mere outpost skirmish, a trifling matter of a few hundred casualties on either side.

They dismounted at the door of the church and Essen led the way in, returning the salute of the bearded grenadiers at the door. Candles made a bright pool of light in the midst of the surrounding gloom, and at a table there sat a group of officers drinking tea from a samovar which hissed beside them. They rose as the Governor entered, and Essen made the introductions.

General Diebitch, Colonel von Clausewitz  Commodore Sir Hornblower.

Diebitch was a Pole, Clausewitz a German  the Prussian renegade Hornblower had heard about previously, an intellectual soldier who had decided that true patriotism lay in fighting Bonaparte regardless of which side his country nominally assisted. They made their report in French; the enemy had attempted at moonrise to storm the village without preparation, and had been bloodily repulsed. Prisoners had been taken; some had captured an outlying cottage and had been cut off in the counter-attack, and there were other isolated prisoners from various units who had fallen into Russian hands at other points of the perimeter of the village.

They have already been questioned, sir, said Diebitch. Hornblower had the feeling that it would be an unpleasant experience to be a prisoner submitted to questioning at the hands of General Diebitch.

Their statements were useful, sir, added Clausewitz, producing a sheet of notes. Each prisoner had been asked what was his battalion, how many men there were in it, how many battalions in his regiment, what was his brigade and division and army corps. Clausewitz was in a fair way by now to reconstituting the whole organization of the French part of the attacking army and to estimate its numbers fairly accurately.

We know already the strength of the Prussian corps, said Essen, and there was a moments awkwardness while everyone avoided meeting Clausewitzs eye, for he had brought in that information.

It is only half an hour before dawn, sir, interposed Diebitch with more tact than could have been expected of a man of his countenance. Would you care to climb to the dome and see for yourself?

The sky was brighter still by the time they had climbed the narrow stone stair in the thickness of the wall of the church and emerged into the open gallery that encircled it. The whole of the flat marshy countryside was revealed for their inspection, the ditches and the lakes, and the little Mitau river winding its way down from the far distance, through the village almost under the side of the church, to lose itself at the very angle where the vast Dwina entered the bay. The line of breastworks and abattis thrown up by the garrison to defend the left bank of the Dwina was plainly traced, and beyond them could be seen the scanty works which were all that the invaders had bothered to construct up to the moment. The smoke of a thousand cooking fires drifted over the country.

In my opinion, sir, said Clausewitz deferentially, if the enemy should decide to proceed by regular siege that is where he will begin. He will trace his first parallel there, between the river and that pinewood and sap forward against the village, establishing his batteries on that neck of land there. After three weeks work he could expect to bring his batteries forward on to the glacis and deliver a regular assault. He must effect the reduction of this village before proceeding to the attack on the town.

Perhaps, said Essen.

Hornblower could not imagine a Napoleonic army of 60,000 men in full march for St Petersburg condescending to spend three weeks in siege operations against an outwork without trying first every extemporary method, like the brusque assault of last night. He borrowed a telescope from one of the staff, and devoted his time to examining the maze of waterways and marshes that stretched before him, and then, walking round the dome along the gallery, he turned his attention to the view of Riga, with its spires, beyond the huge river. Far off, well down the channel, he could just see the masts of his own squadron, where it swung at anchor at the point where the river blended with the Gulf. Tiny specks of ships, minute in their present surroundings and yet of such vast importance in the history of the world.


CHAPTER 19
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HORNBLOWER WAS ASLEEP in his cabin in the Nonsuch when the alarm was given. Even while he was asleep  or perhaps it may be granted that he woke occasionally without knowing it  his subconscious mind had been taking note of conditions. At least, when he woke fully, he was already vaguely aware of the changes that had occurred during the night. His sleeping, or half-awakened, mind had noted the veering of the wind that had swung Nonsuch round to her anchor, and the brief sharp rain squalls that had pelted down on the deck. Certainly he had awakened to the sharp cry of the watch on deck, and had heard the footsteps overhead of the midshipman of the watch running to him with the news. He was fully awake by the time the midshipman pounded on the door and burst in.

Rocket from Raven, sir.

Very good, said Hornblower, swinging his legs out of his cot.

Brown, the good servant, was already in the cabin  God only knew how he had picked up the warning  with a lighted lantern to hang on the deck beam above, and he had trousers and coat ready for Hornblower to pull over his nightshirt. Hornblower rushed up to the dark quarterdeck, cannoning into another hurrying figure as he did so.

Damn your eyes! said the figure, in Bushs voice, and then, I beg your pardon, sir.

The ship was alive with the twittering of the pipes as the hands were summoned from their hammocks, and the maindeck resounded with the drumming of bare feet. Montgomery, officer of the watch, was at the starboard rail.

Raven sent up a rocket, sir, two minutes back. Bearins sou-by-east.

Winds west-by-north, decided Bush, looking down into the tiny light of the binnacle.

A westerly wind and a dark blustery night; ideal conditions for Macdonald to try and push a force across the river mouth. He had twenty big river barges, into which he could cram 5,000 men and a few guns; if he once managed to push a force of that size across the river the Russian position would be hopelessly turned. On the other hand, if he were to lose a force of that size  5,000 men killed or drowned or prisoners  it would be a staggering blow which might well give him pause and so gain time for the Russians. A fortified position, in the final analysis, was only a means of gaining time. Hornblower hoped most passionately that the French flotilla had been allowed to thrust its head well into the noose before Cole in the Raven gave the alarm.

A shout from the masthead claimed his attention.

Gunfire to looard, sir!

From the deck they could just see a pinpoint of flame stab the darkness far to the westward, and then another one.

Thats too far to the westard, said Hornblower to Bush.

Im afraid it is, sir.

At anchor on the very edge of the shoals in that direction was the Raven; it was her light draught that had dictated her position there. Vickery in Lotus guarded the other bank of the river, while Nonsuch perforce still lay anchored in the fairway. All the armed boats of the squadron were rowing guard in the mouth of the river  a navy cutter with a three-pounder could be counted on to deal with a river barge, even if the latter did carry 300 soldiers. But from the direction of the gunfire it looked as if Vickery had given the alarm prematurely. Another gun flashed to leeward; the wind prevented them from hearing the sound of it.

Call my barge, ordered Hornblower. He felt he could not stay here in useless suspense.

The boat pushed off from the Nonsuch, the men tugging at the oars to move the boat in the teeth of the wind. Brown, in the darkness beside Hornblower, felt his captains restlessness and anxiety.

Pull, you b  ! he shouted at the rowers. The boat crawled forward over the tossing water, with Brown standing in the sternsheets with his hand on the tiller.

Nother gun, sir. Right ahead, he reported to Hornblower.

Very good.

A tedious quarter of an hour followed, while the boat lurched and pitched over the steep little waves, and the hands slaved away at the oars. The wash of the seas overside and the groaning of the oars against the thole-pins made a monotonous accompaniment to Hornblowers racing thoughts.

Theres a whole lot o guns firin now, sir, reported Brown.

I can see them, replied Hornblower.

The darkness was pierced by shot after shot; it was evident that the guard-boats were all clustered round a single victim.

Theres Raven, sir. Shall I make for her?

No. Steer for the firing.

The dark shape of the sloop was just visible ahead; Brown put his helm over a little to lay the barge on a course that would take her past the sloop at a cables length distance, heading for the gunfire. They had drawn up abeam of the sloop when there came a flash and a roar from her side, and a shot howled close overhead.

Jesus! said Brown. Aint the fools got eyes in their heads?

Presumably the sloop had hailed the passing boat, and, receiving no reply  the hail being carried away by the wind  had incontinently fired. Another shot came from the Raven, and someone in the barge squawked with dismay. It was demoralizing to be fired upon by ones own side.

Turn towards her, ordered Hornblower. Burn a blue light.

At any moment the sloop might fire a full broadside, with every chance of blowing the barge out of the water. Hornblower took the tiller while Brown wrestled, cursing under his breath, with flint and steel and tinder. The hand pulling at the stroke said something to try to quicken his movements.

Shut your mouth! snapped Hornblower.

Everything was in a muddle, and the men knew it. Brown caught a spark on the tinder, jabbed the fuse of the blue light upon it, and then blew the fuse into a glow. A moment later the firework burst into an unearthly glare, lighting up the boat and the water round it, and Hornblower stood up so that his features and his uniform should be visible to the sloop. It was poor revenge to think of the consternation in the Raven when they saw that they had been firing on their own commodore. Hornblower went up the sloops side in a state of cold fury. Cole was there to receive him, of course.

Well, Mr Cole?

Sorry I fired on you, sir, but you didnt answer my hail.

Did it occur to you that with this wind blowing I could not hear you?

Yes, sir. But we know the French are out. The boats fired on them an hour back, and half my crew is away in the boats. Supposing I were boarded by two hundred French soldiers? I couldnt take chances, sir.

It was no use arguing with a man as jumpy and as nervous as Cole evidently was.

You sent up the alarm rocket?

Yes, sir. I had to inform you that the bridges were at sea.

You did that the first moment you knew?

Yes, sir. Of course, sir.

Did it occur to you that you would alarm the French as well?

I thought that was what you wanted, sir.

Hornblower turned away in disgust. The man in his excitement had clean forgotten every order given him.

Boat approaching from to windard, sir, reported some one, his white shirt just visible in the gathering dawn. Cole ran forward excitedly, with Hornblower striding after him, catching up to him as he stood at the knightheads staring at the boat.

Boat ahoy! yelled Cole through his speaking trumpet.

Aye aye came the answering hail downwind. That was the correct reply for an approaching boat with officers on board. She was a ships cutter under a dipping lugsail; as Hornblower watched she took in the sail with considerable clumsiness and came dropping down to the sloop under oars. Level with the bow she turned, clumsily again, and headed in to lie alongside the sloop. Hornblower could see she was crammed with men.

Soldiers! suddenly exclaimed Cole, pointing at the boat with an excited forefinger. Stand to your guns, men! Sheer off, there!

Hornblower could see shakoes and crossbelts; it must be just the kind of vision Coles imagination had been toying with all through the night. A reassuring English voice came back to them from overside.

Avast, there! This is Lotus cutter with prisoners.

It was Purviss voice without a doubt. Hornblower walked to the waist and looked down. There was Purvis in the stern, and British seamen in check shirts at the oars, but every inch of space was filled with soldiers, sitting in attitudes of apprehension or dejection. Right up in the eyes of the boat, round the boats gun, four red-coated marines held their muskets at the ready; that was the way Purvis had prepared to deal with any attempt by the prisoners to regain their freedom.

Let em come up, said Hornblower.

They climbed the side, greeted by the grinning seamen as they reached the deck, and stared round in the growing light. Purvis swung himself up and touched his hat to Hornblower.

Theyre all Dutchmen, I think, sir. Not Frogs. We got em off the barge we caught. Had to fire into em a long time  just shot the barge to pieces, us an the other boats. Theyre following us, sir, with the other prisoners.

You only caught one barge?

Yes, sir. The others ran for home the moment the rocket went up. But we got two hundred prisoners, I should think, an we had to kill nigh on a hundred more.

One single barge taken, with two hundred men, when Hornblower had hoped for a dozen barges at least and three thousand men! But Purvis in his innocence was obviously delighted with his capture.

Heres one of their officers, sir.

Hornblower turned on the blue-coated man who was wearily climbing over the side.

Who are you, sir? he asked in French, and after a moments hesitation the officer replied haltingly in the same language.

Lieutenant von Bulow, of the Fifty-first Regiment of Infantry.

French infantry?

Of the King of Prussia, said the officer, sternly, with a Teutonic explosiveness in the word Prusse which indicated his annoyance at the suggestion that he would be a Frenchman.

So Macdonald had not risked French lives in this highly dangerous venture; that was to be expected, of course. Bonaparte had made war largely at the expense of his allies for the last ten years.

I will see that you are given refreshment, said Hornblower, politely. Please order your men to sit down against the rail there.

The officer barked the order. It was significant how at the first warning achtung the dispirited soldiers came instantly to attention, standing stiff and straight. Most of them were wet and bedraggled, apparently having been in the water before surrendering. Hornblower gave orders for them to be fed, at the same time as the other boats came back downwind, each with its quota of prisoners. On the cramped decks of the Raven the two hundred prisoners made a fine show; Cole had the two foremost chase-guns run inboard and trained round upon them, a round of canister in each gun, the gun-captains posted with lighted matches ready to fire into them. Seamen, still grinning, went along their ranks handing out bread and beer.

See how they eat, sir! said Purvis. Look at that one, layin into his biscuit like a wolf with a bone. God damme, its gone aready. Its true what they say, sir, about Boney never feeding his men.

An Imperial army was wont to gather its food from the countryside as it marched; Macdonalds sixty thousand had been stationary now for over two weeks, and in a thinly populated country. They must be on short commons. Every day the siege of Riga could be prolonged cost lives in plenty to Bonaparte, and although he was ever prodigal with lives there must come a time at last when he would have no more to spare, not even Prussian ones, or Italian ones. The greater the pity, then, that the whole division that had tried to pass the river had not been wiped out. Hornblower told himself that was his fault; he should not have entrusted any vital part of the operation to a nervous old woman like Cole. He ought instead to have stayed on board Raven himself. Yet it was hard to be sure of that; the other end of the line, which he had entrusted to Vickery in Lotus, was just as important, and it was desirable that he should be in the centre in Nonsuch to co-ordinate the activities of his two wings. If Vickery and Cole had had their positions interchanged  as would have to be done  although Vickery could have been relied upon not to spring the trap too soon, could Cole have been relied upon to keep it closed? There might be five thousand Prussians on the farther bank of the Dwina at this moment if it had been up to Cole to head them off. Hornblower found himself wishing that he had known exactly which night Macdonald would make the attempt; he might as well have wished for the moon.

Mr Cole, said Hornblower, make a signal to Nonsuch, Commodore to Captain. Am proceeding to Riga with prisoners. Then the guardboats can return to their respective ships, and if youll kindly up anchor well start.


CHAPTER 20
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HORNBLOWER WAS ONCE more up in the gallery that encircled the dome of the church of Daugavgriva.

You see what I was telling you about, sir, said Clausewitz, pointing.

Out beyond the Russian works stretched a long line, brown against the green, the parapet of the trench the French had thrown up during the night. Macdonald must be a general with energy, for he had had this work done at the same time as he had sent the Prussians on their risky endeavour to cross the river, so that while one attempt had failed he had made a solid gain, profiting by the dark and rainy night to throw up this entrenchment far forward unobserved.

That is his first parallel, sir, and in the centre of it is the battery he is constructing. And see there, sir? That is where he is sapping forward.

Hornblower stared through his telescope. At a point towards the end of the face of the first parallel he could see something that looked like a wall constructed of bundles of timber. The guns in the Russian works far below him were firing at it; he could see earth flying as the shots struck round it. At the end of the wall of timber was something that looked strange  a sort of shield on wheels. He was studying it when he saw it moved out suddenly, leaving a narrow gap between it and the end of the timber wall, in which for a fleeting moment he saw a couple of men in blue uniforms. It was only a fleeting moment, for immediately the gap was filled with a new bundle of timber. Above the new bundle he could see the blades of spades rising and then disappearing; apparently the bundle of timber was hollow, barrel-shaped, and as soon as it was in position the men sheltering behind it set to work to fill it up with earth dug from behind it. Hornblower realized that he was witnessing the classic method of sapping towards an enemys position with gabion and fascine. That big timber basket was a gabion, now being filled with earth. Farther back, under cover of the line of filled gabions, the besiegers were revetting their breastwork with fascines, six-foot bundles of wood, and farther back still they were building the whole thing solid with earth dug from a trench behind the breastwork. As he watched, the shield was suddenly pushed forward another yard, and another gabion was put in position; the French were three feet nearer the earthworks which guarded Daugavgriva. No, not a yard, a little less, because the sap was not pointing straight at its objective, but out at its flank so that it could not be enfiladed. Soon it would change its direction, and point towards the other flank, approaching the fortress in zigzag fashion, ruthlessly and remorsely. Of all operations of war a scientific siege was the most certain if relief did not arrive from the outside.

See there, sir! said Clausewitz suddenly.

From behind a high embankment had suddenly emerged a long string of horses, looking like ants at that distance, but the white breeches of the men who led them showed up clearly in the sunshine. The horses were dragging a cannon, a big piece of artillery when its apparent size was compared with that of the horses. It crawled towards the battery in the centre of the first parallel, a myriad white-breeched specks attending it. The high breastwork of the first parallel screened the operation from the sight of the Russian gunners and shielded it from their fire. When the guns had all been brought into the battery, Hornblower knew, openings  embrasures  would be made in the breastwork through which the guns would open fire on the village, silencing the return fire of the defence, and then hammering a breach; meanwhile the sap would be expanded into a wide trench, the second parallel, from which, or if necessary from a third parallel, the stormers would rush out to carry the breach.

They will have that battery armed by tomorrow, said Clausewitz. And look! There is another gabion put in place.

Siege operations had the remorseless cold inevitability of the advance of a snake on a paralysed bird.

Why do your guns not stop the work on the sap? asked Hornblower.

They are trying, as you see. But a single gabion is not an easy target to hit at this range, and it is only the end one which is vulnerable. And by the time the sap approaches within easy range their battery-fire will be silencing our guns.

Another siege gun had made its appearance from behind the high embankment, and was crawling towards the battery; its predecessor was at that moment being thrust finally into its position at the breastwork.

Can you not bring your ships up, sir? asked Clausewitz. See how the water comes close to their works there. You could shoot them to pieces with your big guns.

Hornblower shook his head; the same idea had already occurred to him, for the long glittering arm of the Gulf of Riga which reached into the land there was very tempting. But there was less than a fathom of water in it, and even his shallow bomb-ketches drew nine feet  seven at least if he emptied them of all their stores save those necessary for the action.

I would do so if I could, said Hornblower, but at the present moment I can see no means of getting my guns into range.

Clausewitz looked at him coldly, and Hornblower was conscious that goodwill between allies was a frail thing. Earlier that morning British and Russians had been the best of friends; Essen and Clausewitz had been thoroughly elated at the turning back of Macdonalds attempt to cross the river, and  like the unthinking junior officers in the squadron  had thought that the annihilation of a half-battalion of Prussians a notable success, not knowing of the far more far-reaching plan which Hornblower had made and which Coles nervousness had brought to almost naught. When affairs went well, allies were the best of friends, but in adversity each naturally tended to blame the other. Now that the French approaches were moving towards Daugavgriva he was asking why the Russian artillery did not stop them, and the Russians were asking why his ships guns did not do the same.

Hornblower made his explanation as fully as he could, but Clausewitz turned an unsympathetic ear, and so did Essen when the matter came up for discussion as Hornblower was saying goodbye to him. It was a poor showing for a Navy whose boast was that nothing was impossible; Hornblower was irritable and snappy when he returned that afternoon to the Nonsuch, and he had no word for Bush who came hastily to greet him as he came up the side. His cabin was unfriendly and inhospitable to his jaundiced eye when he entered it, and it was make and mend day on board, with the hands skylarking noisily on the deck, so that he knew that if he went up to walk the quarterdeck his train of thought would be continually interrupted. He toyed for a moment with the idea of ordering Bush to cancel his order to make and mend and instead to put the hands to some quiet labour. Everyone would know that it was because the Commodore wanted to walk the deck in peace, and might be properly impressed with his importance, but there was never a chance of his acting on the notion. He would not deprive the men of their holiday, and the thought of swelling his importance in their eyes acted as a positive deterrent.

Instead, he went out into the quarter gallery, and, bowed below the overhanging cove above, he tried to stride up and down its twelve-foot length. It was indeed a pity that he could not bring his ships guns to bear on the siege-works. Heavy guns at close range would play havoc with the French breast-works. And behind the high dyke from which he had seen the guns being dragged must lie the French park and train  a few shells from the bomb-vessels would wreak havoc there, and if only he could get the ketches up the bay it would be easy to drop shells over the dyke. But over most of the bay there was only three or four feet of water, and nowhere more than seven. The thing was impossible, and the best thing he could do was to forget about it. To distract himself he stepped over the rail into the other quarter gallery, and peeped through the stern window into Bushs cabin. Bush was asleep on his cot, flat on his back with his mouth open, his hands spread wide at his sides and his wooden leg hanging in a becket against the bulkhead. Hornblower felt a twinge of annoyance that his captain should be sleeping so peacefully while he himself had so many cares on his shoulders. For two pins he would send a message in to Bush and wreck his nap for him. But he knew he would never do that, either. He could never bring himself to a wanton abuse of power.

He stepped back into his own quarter gallery, and as he did, as he stood with one leg suspended and with the rudder gudgeons creaking a little in their pintles in the stream below him, the idea came to him, so that he stood stock still for a space, with one leg in mid-air. Then he brought his leg over and walked into his cabin and shouted for a messenger.

My compliments to the officer of the watch, and will he please signal to Harvey for Mr Mound to come on board at once.

Mound came down into the cabin, young and expectant, and yet with his eagerness thinly overlaid with assumed nonchalance. It suddenly dawned upon Hornblower as he greeted him that that careless lackadaisical air of Mounds was assumed in imitation of himself. Hornblower realized that he was something of a hero  more than that, very much of a hero  to this young lieutenant who was paying him the sincerest flattery of imitation. It made him grin wryly to himself even while he motioned Mound to a chair, and then it was forgotten as he plunged into the vital discussion.

Mr Mound, do you know of the progress of the French siege-works?

No, sir.

Then look at this chart with me. They have a line of trenches here, with a battery here. Their main flank and stores are behind a dyke, here. If we could bring the bomb-vessels up the bay we could shell them out of both places.

Shoal water, sir, said Mound regretfully.

Yes, said Hornblower, and for the life of him he could not stop himself from making a dramatic pause before uttering the crucial word. But with camels we could reduce the draught.

Camels! exclaimed Mound, and as he realized all the implications his face lit up. By George, sir, youre right.

Camels are a means of reducing the draught of a ship  loaded vessels lashed tightly one on each side and then emptied, so as to raise the centre ship farther out of the water. Mound was already grappling with the details.

There are lighters and barges in Riga, sir. Theyll give us some, sure as a gun. Plenty of sand to ballast em, or we can fill em with water and pump em out. With two big lighters I could lessen Harveys draught by five feet easy  lift her clear out of the water for that matter. Those lighters are two hundred tons burden an dont draw more than a couple of feet empty.

A difficulty had occurred to Hornblower while Mound was speaking, one which he had not thought of before.

How are you going to steer em all? he demanded. Theyll be unmanageable.

Rig a Danube rudder, sir, replied Mound instantly. Make it big enough and you could steer anything with one.

Give me a fulcrum and I will move the world, quoted Hornblower.

Exactly, sir. An Ill pierce the lighters for sweeps. Therell be no beatin to windward any more than in a raft. I could put the men to work at once if youll give the order, sir.

Mound might have been a boy of ten instead of one of twenty from the eagerness of his voice. The languid calm was quite forgotten.

Ill send a note to the Governor, said Hornblower, asking for the loan of four lighters. Ill make it six, in case of accidents. Have your plans ready in an hours time. You can draw upon this ship and the sloops for the materials and men youll need.

Aye aye, sir.

There was need for haste, for that very evening there came sullenly booming across the bay the sound of heavy guns firing, not the higher-pitched incisive growl of the field-pieces they had heard before, but the deep-toned roar of siege artillery; the enemy was trying a few shots with the first of the big guns dragged up into their battery. And the next morning, just as Hornblower came out on the quarterdeck, there was a sudden loud crash ashore, like a peal of thunder, to herald the opening salvo of the enemy. Its echoes had not died away before a more ragged salvo succeeded it, and then another more ragged still, and so on until the air was ceaselessly tormented by the loud reports, like a continuous thunderstorm from which the ear waited continually for relief that was not granted it. The masthead lookout reported a long smear of smoke drifted by the breeze across the countryside from the enemys battery.

Call away my barge, said Hornblower.

At Nonsuchs boat booms there already lay an assortment of the boats of the squadron, piled high with the stores which had been taken out of the two bomb-ketches. The barge danced over the water in the sparkling dawn to where the bomb-ketches lay anchored, each with a lighter on either side. Duncan, captain of the Moth, was being rowed round the group in a jollyboat. He touched his hat as the barge approached.

Morning, sir, he said, and then instantly turned back to the work in hand, raising his speaking-trumpet to his lips. Too much by the bows! Take up the forard cable another pawl!

Hornblower had himself rowed on to the Harvey, and leaped from his barge to the lighter on her starboard side  not much of a leap, because she was laden down with ballast  without bothering officers or men for compliments. Mound was standing on his tiny quarterdeck, testing with his foot the tension of the big cable  one of Nonsuchs  which was frapped round his own ship and both lighters, two turns round each, forward and aft.

Carry on, port side! he yelled.

In each of the lighters a large working party was stationed, the men equipped with shovels for the most part extemporized out of wood. At Mounds order the men in the port-side lighter recommenced lustily shovelling sand over the side. Clouds of it drifted astern on the faint wind. Mound tested the tension again.

Carry on, starboard side! he yelled again, and then, perceiving his commodore approaching, he came to the salute.

Good morning, Mr Mound, said Hornblower.

Good morning, sir. We have to do this part of it step by step, you see, sir. I have the old ketch so light shell roll over in the cables if I give her the chance.

I understand, Mr Mound.

The Russians were prompt enough sending out the lighters to us, sir.

Can you wonder? replied Hornblower. Dyou hear the French battery at work?

Mound listened and apparently heard it for the first time. He had been engrossed too deeply in his work to pay any attention to it before; his face was unshaven and grey with fatigue, for his activity had not ceased since Hornblower had summoned him the afternoon before. In that time both ketches had been emptied of their stores, the cables roused out and got across to them, the lighters received and laid alongside in the dark, and each group of three vessels bound into a single mass with the cables hauled taut by the capstans.

Excuse me, sir, said Mound, and ran forward to examine the forward cable.

With the shovelling-out of the sand, hove overside by a hundred lusty pairs of arms, the lighters were rising in the water, lifting the ketch between them, cables and timber all a-creaking, and it was necessary to keep the cables taut as the rising of the lighters relieved the strain upon them. Hornblower turned aft to see what another working party were doing there. A large barrel half-filled with water had been streamed out astern with a line to either quarter of the ketch, conducted in each case through a fair-lead to an extemporized windlass fixed to the deck. Paying out or heaving in on the lines would regulate the pull of the barrel, were the ketch under way, to one side or the other, exerting a powerful leverage. The barrel then was intended to undertake the duties of the rudder, which was already sufficiently high out of the water to be almost useless.

Its only a contraption, sir, said Mound, who had returned from forward. I had intended, as I told you, sir, to rig a Danube rudder. It was Wilson here who suggested this  Id like to call your attention to him, sir. Itll be much more effective, Im sure.

Wilson looked up from his work with a gap-toothed grin.

Whats your rating? asked Hornblower.

Carpenters mate, sir.

As good a one as Ive known, sir, interpolated Mound.

What service?

Two commissions in the old Superb, sir. One in Arethusa, an now this one, sir.

Ill make out an acting warrant for you as carpenter, said Hornblower.

Thankee, sir, thankee.

Mound could easily have taken the whole credit for devising this jury rudder to himself if he had wished. Hornblower liked him all the more for not having done so. It was good for discipline and for the spirits of the men to reward good work promptly.

Very good, Mr Mound. Carry on.

Hornblower went back to his barge and rowed over to the Moth. The work here was a stage more advanced; so much sand had been shovelled out of the lighters that it was only with slow effort that the working parties could heave their shovelfuls over the side, shoulder-high. A wide streak of the Moths copper was already visible, so high was she riding.

Watch your trim, Mr Duncan, said Hornblower. Shes canting a little to port.

Aye aye, sir.

It called for some complicated adjustment of the cables, veering out and hauling in, to set Moth on an even keel again.

She wont draw moren two feet by the time were finished with her, sir, said Duncan exultantly.

Excellent, said Hornblower.

Duncan addressed himself to putting more men to work in the lighters, shovelling sand across from the inboard to the outboard sides, to ease the work of those actually heaving the sand over.

Two hours more an theyll be clear, sir, reported Duncan. Then well only have to pierce the sides for sweeps.

He glanced over at the sun, still not far above the horizon.

Well be ready for action half an hour before noon, sir, he added.

Put the carpenters to work piercing the sides now, said Hornblower. So that you can rest your men and give them a chance to have breakfast. Then when they start again they can shovel through the ports and work quicker.

Aye aye, sir.

Half an hour before noon seemed to be a more likely sort of estimate with that improvement in the programme, yet even if the completion of the work were delayed by two hours there would still be long hours of daylight left in which the blow could be struck. While the sides of the lighters were being pierced Hornblower called Duncan and Mound to him and went over their final orders with them.

Ill be up in the church with the signalling party, he said in conclusion. Ill see that youre properly supported. So good luck.

Thank you, sir, they answered in unison. Excitement and anticipation masked their weariness.

So Hornblower had himself rowed over to the village, where a tiny jetty saved him and the signallers from splashing through the shallows: the roar of the bombardment and the counter-bombardment grew steadily louder as they approached. Diebitch and Clausewitz came to meet them as they mounted the jetty, and led the way towards the church. As they skirted the foot of the earthworks which ringed the village on its landward side Hornblower looked up and saw the Russian artillery-men working their guns, bearded soldiers, naked to the waist in the hot sun. An officer walked from gun to gun in the battery, pointing each piece in succession.

There are few men in our artillery who can be trusted to lay a gun, explained Clausewitz.

The village was already badly knocked about, great holes showing in the walls and roofs of the flimsy cottages of which it was composed. As they neared the church a ricocheting ball struck the church wall, sending a cloud of chips flying, and remaining embedded in the brickwork like a plum in a cake. A moment later Hornblower swung round to a sudden unusual noise to see his two midshipmen standing staring at the headless corpse of a seaman who a moment before had been walking at their heels. A ball flying over the earthworks had shattered his head to atoms and flung his body against them. Somers was eyeing with disgust the blood and brains which had spattered his white trousers.

Come along, said Hornblower.

In the gallery under the dome they could look down upon the siege. The zigzag approach trench was almost halfway towards the defences, the head of it almost obscured by flying earth as the Russians fired furiously upon it. But the central redoubt which covered the entrance to the village was in bad shape, its parapets battered into nothing more than mounds, a gun lying half-buried beside its shattered carriage, although the other one was still being worked by a devoted little group. The whole of the French works were obscured by the thin pall of smoke which spread from the breaching battery, but the smoke was not so thick as to hide a column of infantry marching down towards the first parallel from the rear.

They relieve the guard of the trenches at noon, explained Clausewitz. Where are these boats of yours, sir?

Here they come, said Hornblower.

They were creeping over the silvery water, fantastic in appearance, the ketches with their sails furled and the ugly bulks of the lighters beside them. The long clumsy sweeps, a dozen on each side, looked like the legs of a water-boatman on a pond, but far slower in movement as the toiling seamen who manned them tugged them through each successive endless stroke.

Somers! Gerard! said Hornblower, sharply. How are your signalling arrangements working out? Lash those blocks to the cornice up there. Come along, you havent all day to get ready in.

The midshipmen and seamen addressed themselves to the business of making a signalling station up on the gallery. The blocks were lashed to the cornice and the halliards rove through them, the Russian staff watching the operation with interest. Meanwhile the bomb-ketches came crawling up the bay, painfully slowly under their sweeps, heading crabwise on account of the gentle breeze on their bow, before which they sagged away to leeward quite perceptibly to Hornblowers eye above them. No one among the enemy seemed to be paying them the least attention; Bonapartes armies, lords of Europe from Madrid to Smolensk, had had few opportunities of becoming acquainted with bomb-ketches. The firing from the big battery went on steadily, pounding at the crumbling Russian earthworks below, with the Russians returning the fire with desperate energy.

The Harvey and the Moth came creeping in until they were quite close to shore; Hornblower through his glass could see minute figures moving in their bows, and knew they were dropping their anchors. The sweeps worked spasmodically, first on one side and then on the other  Hornblower up in the gallery, his heart beating fast, could well picture Mound and Duncan on their quarterdecks shouting their orders to the rowers as they manoeuvred themselves about like beetles pinned to a card. They were placing themselves in position to drop other anchors at the stern, so that by veering and hauling in on their cables they could swing themselves so as to be able to point their mortars anywhere along a wide arc. Clausewitz and the staff looked on uncomprehending, having no notion of the meaning of these manoeuvres. Hornblower saw the stern anchors let go, and could see little groups of men bending to work at the capstans; the bomb-ketches turned almost imperceptibly first this way and then that as their captains trained them round by the aid of the leading marks on the shore.

Theres the ready flag going up in Harvey, said Hornblower, the glass at his eye.

The sheave in the block above his head shrilled noisily as the halliard ran over it, bearing the acknowledgement. A big puff of smoke suddenly spurted upwards from the Harveys bows; Hornblower at that distance could see nothing of the shell in its flight, and he waited nervously, compelling himself to search the whole area round about the battery to make sure of seeing the burst. And he saw nothing, nothing at all. Reluctantly he ordered hoisted the black cone for unobserved and Harvey fired again. This time he could see the burst, a little volcano of smoke and fragments just beyond the battery.

That was over, sir, said Somers.

Yes. Make that to Harvey.

Duncan had anchored Moth by now, and was flying the signal of readiness. Harveys next shell fell square in the centre of the battery, and immediately afterwards Moths first shell did the same. At once the two ketches began a systematic bombardment of the battery, dropping shells into it in constant succession, so that there was not a moment when a fountain of smoke and earth was not apparent within its earthworks. It was a plain rectangular structure, without traverses or internal subdivisions, and there was no shelter for the men within it now that their enemy had found means to circumvent their earthworks. They only maintained their fire for a few seconds, and then Hornblower could see them running from their guns; the interior of the battery looked like a disturbed ants nest. One of the big thirteen-inch shells landed full on the parapet, and the smoke clearing away revealed the breastwork blown flat, opening the interior of the battery to view from ground level in the village, and through the gap was visible the muzzle of a dismounted siege-gun, pointed skyward and helpless  a cheering sight for the defence. That was only the beginning. Gap after gap was blown in the earthworks; the whole interior was plastered with shells. At one moment there was a much bigger explosion than usual, and Hornblower guessed that an expense magazine  the small store of gunpowder kept in the battery and continually replenished from the rear  had blown up. Down below him the defence had taken new heart, and every gun along the menaced front had reopened fire; it was a shot from the village, apparently, which hit the muzzle of the dismounted gun and flung it back upon the ground.

Signal cease fire, said Hornblower.

Thirteen-inch shells were not munitions of war that could be readily obtained in the Baltic, and there was no purpose in wasting them upon a target which was silenced and at least made temporarily useless. And then came the countermove on the part of the attack, as he had expected. A battery of field artillery was coming over the distant slope, six guns, minute at that distance, jolting and swaying after their limbers. The country was still marshy, for the summer was not yet old enough to have dried up the fields, and the artillery, hock and axle-deep in the mire, made only slow progress.

Signal for the target to change, ordered Hornblower.

There was no means of observing the fall of the shells on the new target, for the bomb-ketches were dropping them just over the high dyke. It was a matter of chance should they do any destruction, but Hornblower could guess that the park and depots of an army of sixty thousand men conducting a first-class siege were likely to be both extensive and crowded; a few shells dropped there might do good. The first field battery was approaching the waters edge, the horses wheeling round to leave the guns pointing at the bomb-ketches at neat geometrical intervals.

Harvey signals shes shifting target, sir, reported Gerard.

Very good.

Harvey was firing at the field battery; it took her a little while to get the range, and field-guns, spaced far apart in a long thin line, were not a good target for mortars, even though the fall of the shells was now under direct observation. And a second battery was coming up on the flank of the first and  Hornblowers telescope could easily make them out across the narrow extremity of the bay  there were more guns coming into action to put the bomb-vessels under a crossfire. One of Harveys shells burst close beside one of the guns, presumably killing every man serving it, but by chance leaving the gun itself still on its wheels. The other guns had opened fire, the smoke creeping lazily from their muzzles. Across the bay the other field batteries were coming into action, although at very long range for field artillery. There was no purpose in continuing to expose the bomb-ketches to the fire of the shore; Macdonald had two hundred field-guns, and there were only two bomb-ketches.

Signal Discontinue the action, ordered Hornblower.

Now that he had given the word it seemed to him that he had waited overlong. It seemed ages before the bomb-ketches got their anchors hoisted, and Hornblower could see, as he waited anxiously, the splashes thrown up all round them by the shots from the shore. He saw the sweeps thrust out from the sides of the lighters take a grip on the water, swinging the vessels round, and then the white sails mounted the masts, and the queer craft sailed away out of range, making vast leeway which caused them to head crabwise aslant of their course. Hornblower turned away with relief to meet the eyes of the governor, who had been standing silently watching the whole operation through a vast telescope which he had mounted upon the shoulder of a patient orderly whose back must have ached with crouching.

Excellent, sir, said the Governor. I thank you, sir, in the name of the Tsar. Russia is grateful to you, sir, and so is the city of Riga.

Thank you, Your Excellency, said Hornblower.

Diebitch and Clausewitz were awaiting his attention. They were eager to discuss future operations with him, and he had to listen to them. He dismissed his midshipmen and signalling party, hoping that Somers would have the sense to interpret the glance he threw him as a warning not to let his men get hold of any Lettish spirits while they were ashore. Then he resumed the conversation, which was continually interrupted by the coming and going of orderlies with messages, and hasty orders given in languages that he could not understand. But the results of those orders were soon apparent; two regiments of infantry came filing up through the village, with bayonets fixed, lined the earthworks, and then dashed out on the glacis with a yell. The heavy guns in the battery which should have torn them to pieces with grapeshot were all silent; Hornblower watched the sortie reach the approach trench almost without opposition; the men burst into it over the parapets, and hurriedly began to tear down the sandbags and gabions with which it was constructed, while down into the ruined battery came a French infantry force too late to stop them, even if they had been able to do so under the artillery fire of the besieged. In an hour the work was done, the approach trench levelled over large sections, the tools taken, spare gabions heaped together and set on fire.

Thanks to you, sir, said Clausewitz, the progress of the siege has been delayed by four days.

Four days; and the French had all the rest of the year to continue pounding the defences. It was his duty, and the Russians, to maintain them as long as might be. There was something a little depressing about the prospect of trying to maintain this outwork while Bonaparte was marching, irresistibly, into the heart of Russia. Yet the game had to be played out to the end. He parted from his hosts feeling weary and disconsolate, a dark shadow overhanging any elation he might feel regarding the success  the success that had won four days  of his attack on the French. The pipes squealed as he came over the side of the Nonsuch: Captain Bush and the first lieutenant and the officer of the watch were on the quarterdeck to receive him.

Good evening, Captain Bush. Would you be kind enough to hang out a signal for Mr Duncan and Mr Mound to repair on board here immediately?

Yes, sir. Bush did not speak again for a second or two, but he did not turn away to obey. Yes, sir. Mound was killed.

Whats that you say?

One of the last shots from the beach cut him in two, sir.

Bush was trying to keep his expression harsh as usual, but it was obvious that he was deeply moved. Yet he had not grown as fond of Mound as had Hornblower. And in that one moment there came flooding over Hornblower all the torrent of regrets and doubts which he was to know for so long to come. If only he had ordered the bomb-ketches out of action earlier! Had he been wantonly reckless of human life in keeping them in action after the field batteries began to return fire? Mound had been one of the best young officers he had ever been fortunate enough to command. England had suffered a severe loss in his death, and so had he. But his feeling of personal loss was more acute still, and the thought of the finality of death oppressed him. The wave of torment was still breaking over him when Bush spoke again.

Shall I signal for Duncan and Harveys first lieutenant, sir?

Yes, do that, if you please, Captain Bush.


CHAPTER 21
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HORNBLOWER WAS ENDEAVOURING to write a note in French to the governor  a weary exercise. Sometimes it was words and sometimes it was phrases which were beyond his power to express in French, and each hitch meant retracing his steps and beginning the sentence again.

Despatches received at this moment from England  he was trying to say  inform me that the armies of His Majesty the King of Great Britain and Ireland have been successful in a great battle fought on the 14th of last month at Salamanca in Spain. Marshal Marmont, Duke of Ragusa, was wounded, and some ten thousand prisoners were captured. The British general, the Marquess of Wellesley, is, according to the advices I have received, in full march for Madrid, which is certain to fall to him. The consequences of this battle cannot be estimated too highly.

Hornblower swore a little to himself; it was not for him to recommend to the Governor what action he should take regarding this news. But the fact that one of Bonapartes armies had been thoroughly beaten, in a battle fought between equal numbers on a large scale, was of the highest importance. If he were governor, he would fire salutes, post proclamations, do all that he could to revive the spirits of soldiers and civilians in their weary task of holding Riga against the French. And what it would mean to the main Russian army, now drawing together in the south to defend Moscow in one last desperate battle, it was impossible to estimate.

He signed and sealed the note, shouted for Brown, and handed it over to him for immediate despatch ashore. Beside him, in addition to the official despatches just received, lay a pile of fifteen letters all addressed to him in Barbaras handwriting; Barbara had written to him every week since his departure, and the letters had piled up in the Admiralty office awaiting the time when Clam should return with despatches, and he had opened only the last one to assure himself that all was well at home, and he picked it up again to reread it.

MY BELOVED HUSBAND,

This week the domestic news is quite overshadowed by the great news from Spain. Arthur has beaten Marmont and the whole usurping government in that country is in ruin. Arthur is to be made a Marquess. Was it in my first letter or in my second that I told you he had been made an Earl? Let us hope that soon I shall be writing to you that he has been made a Duke not because I wish my brother to be a Duke, but because that will mean another victory. All England is talking of Arthur this week, just as two weeks back all England was talking of Commodore Hornblower and his exploits in the Baltic.

The household here at Smallbridge is so much agog with all this news that our most important event bade fair to pass unnoticed. I refer to the breeching of Richard Arthur. He is in smallclothes now, and his petticoats are put away for ever. He is young for such a transformation, and Ramsbottom melted into tears at the passing of her baby; but if you could see him I think you would agree that he looks vastly well in his new clothes, at least until he can escape from supervision and indulge himself in his favourite recreation of digging holes in the ground in the shrubbery. He exhibits both physically and morally a partiality for the soil which appears odd in the son of such a distinguished sailor. When I have completed this letter I shall ring and send for him so that he can affix his mark, and I daresay he will add such grubby fingerprints as will further identify his signature.

Hornblower turned the page, and the grubby fingerprints were there, sure enough, along with the shaky X that Richard Arthur had scrawled under his stepmothers signature. Hornblower felt a desperate longing to see his son at that moment, happily muddy and spading away at his hole in the shrubbery, all-engrossed in the business of the moment with babyhoods sublime concentration of purpose. Above the X were the last few lines Barbara had written.

As always, it is my constant dream that my dear husband shall soon return victorious, when I shall be able to exert myself to increase his happiness in place of merely praying for it as I do now.

Hornblower refused to allow himself to grow sentimental, brutally strangling any emotion which he experienced. So now he had two brothers-in-law who were Marquesses, and one of them was a full General, while he himself was no more than a Knight of the Bath and  unless there should be an unusual casualty rate among his seniors  it would still be eight years before he became even a Rear Admiral, even if he should live so long and his career was not cut short by disciplinary action. He reached for the despatch which had been the first one he had opened, and read once more the passage which had the greatest bearing on the present moment.

Their Lordships desire me to call your particular notice to the fact that Government attaches the greatest importance to maintaining the defence of Riga as long as it is possible. They instruct me that they consider the safety of the squadron under your command as secondary compared with the prolongation of the siege and they charge you, on your peril, to do everything in your power to prevent the enemy from continuing his march on St Petersburg.

In other words, thought Hornblower, Riga must be defended to the last man  and ship  and they would shoot him if they thought he had not done his utmost. He shouted for his barge, locked his desk, seized his hat and, after a moments hesitation, his pistols, and had himself rowed once more over to Daugavgriva.

The village was now a mere mass of ruins, save for the church, whose solid walls had withstood the flames that had swept the place and the continual storm of ricochetting shots which came over from the bombardment of the ramparts. The place stank of death, for the dead were many and the earth over them scanty. Trenches had been driven from cellar to cellar of the ruined houses to permit of safe passage through the village, and it was by way of these that he made his way to the church. From the gallery there the view was ominous. The besiegers second parallel was completed, no more than two hundred yards from the defences, and the approaches were continuing their remorseless progress towards the ditch. The fire from the big battery was ceaseless, and there was but small reply from the ramparts; too many gunners had been killed and too many guns knocked to pieces, and guns and artillerymen were scarce, so that it was better to try to preserve the remainder to beat off the assault when it should come. Down at the waters edge on the beseigers side a well-constructed battery displayed the guns that were ready to sweep the area where the bomb-ketches had anchored; there was no chance of repeating the surprise bombardment of the breaching battery which had prolonged the siege for four days at the cost of Mounds life.

Clausewitz commented coolly on the situation to Hornblower as they looked at all this through their glasses. To a doctrinaire soldier a siege was an intellectual exercise. It was mathematically possible to calculate the rate of progress of the approaches and the destructible effect of the batteries, to predict every move and countermove in advance, and to foretell within an hour the moment of the final assault. The time had come, now that it was impossible to maintain fire upon the head of the sap, to attempt to delay the progress of the besiegers by a sortie.

But, expostulated Hornblower, if the French know that a sortie is due, will not they make preparations for it?

Yes, said Clausewitz, his cold grey eyes expressionless.

Would it not be better to surprise them?

Yes. But in a siege how is that to be done?

We surprised them with the bomb-vessels.

Yes. But now 

Clausewitz indicated the battery which denied the end of the bay to them.

But still  began Hornblower, and then bit off the sentence. There was no purpose in being critical without having a helpful suggestion to make at the same time. He turned his attention once more to the siege-works, looking for inspiration, while the guns roared out below him. They roared from farther up the river as well, where the French had opened another front of attack on the Mitau suburb directly across the river from Riga. The resources of the defence were being stretched very thin, and Macdonald had locked his teeth, bulldog fashion, into the siege and it would be hard to shake his hold. All the resources of Prussia were being drawn upon to supply his army with stores for the siege, and he had already proved that nothing would distract him from it, not even the fact that the Lettish and Livonian and Lithuanian peasantry had risen in revolt in his rear and had set all the country behind him in a turmoil.

The dead are beginning to come down the river, said Clausewitz. He had big white teeth that revealed themselves at the least provocation. Hornblower looked at him without comprehension.

From the fighting two weeks ago, explained Clausewitz. At Vitebsk and Smolensk two hundred miles to the south of us. Some of the corpses have succeeded in making the journey. Russian corpses, many of them. But French corpses, too, and Bavarian corpses, and Westphalian corpses, and Italian corpses  many Italians. It must have been a big battle.

Very interesting, said Hornblower, scanning the siege-works again. In the centre of the second parallel was a new battery, the fire from whose guns would cut up any force attacking frontally in the hope of destroying the works. It would be asking much of any sallying force to cross two hundred yards of naked glacis in the teeth of such a fire and then storm ditch and parapet. The flanks were secure too, one guarded by the little river and the other trending back towards the bay. The bay! The French batteries might be able to sweep the bay sufficiently effectively to prevent bomb-vessels anchoring there in daylight, but they would not be able to stop an infantry attack launched from boats at night. Then the parallel could be rushed at dawn from the flank. Hornblower turned to Clausewitz with the suggestion, and Clausewitz adopted it instantly. These continental soldiers were always liable to forget about the sea when making their plans, but Clausewitz, Prussian though he was, was a man of sufficient elasticity of mind still to be able to see the merits of a plan based on command of the sea.

There was no time to be lost if the assault upon Daugavgriva were to be anticipated. The plan had to be given form instantly; timetables worked out, signals agreed upon, troops allocated for the landing and marched to the point where Hornblower could have boats crews ready to man the river barges which were to carry the troops to the point selected for landing. Hornblower had to detail crews and officers, issue his orders, and make sure they were understood. Montgomery and Duncan, Purvis and Carlin, had to be sent for, brought up to the dome and shown the objectives to be aimed at  Hornblower fretted himself weary walking round the gallery while waiting for them to come ashore after he had sent for them. Mounted messengers, riding in hot haste, brought back a trio of Russian colonels to the gallery; it was their regiments which were detailed to make the landing. Hornblower explained to them in French, and then explained to his officers in English. Then he had the job of interpreting the questions which everyone wanted to ask. Half a dozen Russian subalterns, squatting on the floor of the gallery nursing pieces of board on which sheets of paper were pinned, wrote out the orders which Clausewitz dictated to them. Essen arrived in the midst of all the bustle; he had given his verbal consent at once to the proposed attack, and when, on his arrival, he found the preparations so far advanced, like a sensible man he left the elaboration of the details to the men who had devised the scheme. All this went on with the steady roar of the bombardment supplying a loud undertone to every conversation, while the Russian ramparts crumbled steadily under the hail of shot, and while the approach trenches crept steadily nearer.

It was before noon that Hornblower had made the suggestion to Clausewitz; it was eight in the evening, and the sun had set, before everything was completed, before Hornblower had had himself rowed to the Dwina mouth to inspect the boats which had been provided, and to watch the Russian grenadiers marching down to be herded into them.

You understand your orders, Duncan? asked Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

Lets see your watch. Set it by mine.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Montgomery. Mr Purvis. Remember what I said about keeping the landing force together. You must strike all at once  no landing in driblets. Make sure the soldiers know the direction in which to advance when they land.

Aye aye, sir.

Good luck, then.

Thank you, sir.

It was quite dark by the time Hornblower set foot again on the little jetty at Daugavgriva; dark, and there was a chilly breath in the air. So far had the year advanced since he had first cast anchor in Riga Bay. Midsummer had gone and autumn was at hand. He had to feel his way along the trenches and up to the church, and his legs felt hardly strong enough to carry him up the interminable dark stairs to the gallery. He had hardly sat down since the morning, and he had eaten nothing, and his head was swimming with fatigue and hunger. Clausewitz was still on duty, up in the gallery where the stars shone bravely down upon him, giving a light which seemed bright compared with the pitchy darkness of the stairs Hornblower had just climbed.

The French seem unusually active tonight, was Clausewitzs greeting to him. At dusk they changed the guard of their trenches.

A string of bright orange flames suddenly lit up the French lines, and the roar of a salvo reached their ears.

They are periodically spraying the ditch with grape, explained Clausewitz, to hinder our repair parties. It is what is always done, but after half a dozen rounds they lose direction and range.

If siege warfare was such a mechanical art, if every step was obvious and could be foreseen, there was always the chance of an original-minded general breaking the rules. In two days the breaches and approaches would be ripe for an assault  what was to prevent an assailant from making his attack a little prematurely and catching the defender off his guard? Hornblower made the suggestion to Clausewitz.

It is always possible, said Clausewitz, pontifically. But our trench guards are unusually strong tonight because of the sortie at dawn.

Hornblower felt round in the gloom, and found one of the trusses of straw which had been carried up to the gallery in an endeavour to make this advanced headquarters more comfortable. He sat down gratefully, for his legs were actually trembling with fatigue. He wrapped his cloak closer round him against the chill of the night, and the thought of sleep became inexpressibly alluring. He stretched himself out on the crackling straw, and then heaved himself up on his elbow again to pinch up a wad of straw as a pillow.

I shall rest a while, he announced, and lay back and closed his eyes.

There was something more than mere fatigue about this desire for sleep. Asleep, he would be quit of this siege, of its stinks and perils and bitterness; he would be free of his responsibilities; he would not be plagued with the endless reports of Bonapartes steady advance into the heart of Russia; he would no longer be tormented with the feeling of fighting a desperate and hopeless battle against an enemy who was bound, because of his colossal might, to prevail in the end. Oblivion awaited him if he could only sleep, oblivion, nepenthe, forgetfulness. Tonight he yearned to sink into sleep as a man might yearn to sink into the arms of his mistress. His nerves were curiously steady, despite the strain of the last few weeks  perhaps (such was his contrary nature) because of it. He settled himself down in the straw, and even the tumultuous dreams that assailed him were (as he was somehow aware) not nearly so serious as the thoughts from which he would have suffered had he been awake.

He awoke to Clausewitzs arm on his shoulder, and pieced himself back into the Hornblower who was aiding in the defence of Riga like a man fitting together a jigsaw puzzle.

An hour before dawn, said Clausewitz, still only a vague shadow in the brooding darkness.

Hornblower sat up: he was stiff, and had grown cold under the inadequate cover of his cloak. The landing force, if all had gone well, must be creeping up the bay now. It was too dark to see anything as he peered over the parapet of the gallery. Another shadow loomed up at his elbow and thrust something scalding hot into his hand  a glass of tea. He sipped it gratefully, feeling its warmth penetrate into his inner recesses. The faint report of a single musket-shot reached his ears, and Clausewitz began a remark to him which was cut short by a violent outburst of firing down in no-mans-land between the trench systems. The darkness was spangled with points of flame.

Possibly patrols with a fit of nerves, said Clausewitz, but the firing showed no signs of dying down. Instead, it grew in violence. There was a great spearhead of flame down below, pointing towards an irregular mass of flashes, where apparently a column was meeting a line. The flashes flared up and died away with the ragged volleys; soon cannons were contributing their orange flames, and immediately afterwards there was more fire as blazing-combustibles  carcases  were flung by attackers and defenders from the parapets to illuminate their enemies. From the bay arose a curving streak of yellow fire, soaring upwards towards the sky, and then bursting into scarlet stars.

Thank God for that! said Hornblower, but he kept the words to himself.

The landing party had reached their station a little ahead of their time, and somebody, English or Russian, had sensibly decided to launch the flank attack immediately upon seeing the firing ashore. Clausewitz turned and rapped out an order which sent an aide-de-camp hurrying down the stairs. At almost the same moment a messenger came running up, gabbling Russian so rapidly that Clausewitz, with his limited command of the language, had to make him repeat the words more slowly. When the message was delivered he turned to Hornblower.

The enemy is in strong force, apparently intending to make a surprise attack. He might save two days if it were successful.

A fresh tumult broke out down below; the landing party had encountered their first opposition, and the invisible landscape towards the shore was spangled with a new pattern of flashes. There was a desperate battle going on, where attackers and counter-attackers and the flank attack drove together; there was a faint light beginning to show now, enough to reveal Clausewitz, unshaven, and with his uniform covered with bits of straw in direct contrast with his usual spruce appearance. But still nothing could be seen of the fighting, save for vague smoke-clouds drifting in the semi-darkness. Hornblower was reminded of Campbells lines in Hohenlinden about the level sun at morn being unable to pierce the dun war clouds. The clatter of musketry and the crash of artillery told of the bitter struggle, and once Hornblower heard a deep shout from many throats answered by a wild yell. That was when some attack met a counter-attack, presumably. Steadily the landscape grew brighter, and the messengers began to pour in.

Shevstoff has stormed the battery guarding the shore, said Clausewitz, exultantly.

Shevstoff was the general commanding the landing party. If he had stormed the battery the boats crews would be able to effect an unmolested retreat, while the arrival of a messenger from him here in Daugavgriva meant that he was in full touch with the defenders, and presumably his force had executed its orders and fallen on the flank of the French position. The firing seemed to be dying away, even though the smoke still blended with the low ground mist of autumn and kept everything concealed.

Kladoff is in the approaches, went on Clausewitz. His workmen are breaking down the parapets.

The firing increased again, although now there was so much light that no flashes were visible. A frightful death-struggle was apparently going on, so desperate that the arrival of the Governor in the gallery attracted little attention from the group straining to see through the fog and smoke.

Essen gathered the details with a few quick questions to Clausewitz, and then he turned to Hornblower.

I would have been here an hour ago, he said, but I was detained by the arrival of despatches.

Essens massive countenance was gloomy; he took Hornblowers arm and drew him out of earshot of the junior staff officers.

Bad news? asked Hornblower.

Yes. The worst. We have been beaten in a great battle outside Moscow, and Bonaparte is in the city.

That was the worst of news indeed. Hornblower could foresee a future time when he supposed that battle would rank along with Marengo and Austerlitz and Jena, as a smashing victory which laid a nation low, and the entry into Moscow would rank with the occupation of Vienna and Berlin. A week or two more and Russia would sue for peace  if she had not begun to do so already  and England would be left alone, with the whole world in arms against her. Was there anything in the world that could stand against Bonapartes craft and power? Even the British Navy? Hornblower forced himself to take the blow impassively, forced his face to bear no hint of his dismay.

We shall fight it out here all the same, he said.

Yes, said Essen, my men will fight to the last. So will my officers.

There was almost a grin on his face as he jerked his head towards Clausewitz; that was a man who had his neck in a noose if ever a man had, fighting against his own country. Hornblower remembered Wellesleys hint to him that his squadron might well serve as a refuge for the Russian Court. His ships would be jammed with refugees fleeing from this, the last continental country in arms against Bonaparte.

The mist and smoke were thinning, and patches of the field of battle were visible now, and Hornblower and Essen turned their attention to the work in hand as if with relief from contemplating the future.

Ha! said Essen, pointing.

Portions of the approaches were in plain view, and here and there were jagged gaps in the parapets.

Kladoff has carried out his orders, sir, said Clausewitz.

Until those gaps were repaired, one by one, starting with the gap nearest the first parallel, no one would be able to reach the head of the sap, and certainly no strong force could use the approaches. Another two days had been won, decided Hornblower, gauging the amount of destruction with his eye  experience had brought him facility already in appreciating siege operations. There was still heavy firing going on as the rear-guard covered the retreat of the sallying forces to the ramparts. Essen balanced his huge telescope on the shoulder of his aide-de-camp and pointed it down at the scene. Hornblower was looking through his own glass; the big barges which had brought the landing party were lying deserted on the beach, and the boats which were conveying back his crews which had manned them were already safely out of range. Essens hand on his shoulder swung him round.

See there, Commodore! said Essen.

Hornblowers glass revealed to him in a flash the thing to which Essen had wanted to call his attention. Isolated infantrymen from the besiegers were ranging over no-mans-land on their way back to their own trenches and  Hornblower saw it done  they bayoneted the Russian wounded who lay heaped in their path. Perhaps it was only to be expected, in this long and bloody siege, that bitterness and ferocity should be engendered on this scale, especially among Bonapartes hordes who had wandered over Europe for years now, since boyhood, living on what they could gather from the countryside with the musket and bayonet as the only court of appeal. Essen was white with anger, and Hornblower tried to share his rage, but he found it difficult. That kind of atrocity was what he had come to expect. He was perfectly prepared to go on killing Bonapartes soldiers and sailors, but he would not flatter himself that he was executing justice by killing one man because some other man had murdered his wounded allies.

Down in the shattered remains of the village, as he walked along the trenches, those of the wounded who had been fortunate enough to drag themselves back were receiving treatment. Shuddering, Hornblower told himself that perhaps those who had been bayoneted in no-mans-land were the lucky ones. He pushed past ranks of smoke-blackened and ragged Russian soldiers, talking with the noisy abandon of men who have just emerged from a hard-won victory.


CHAPTER 22
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AMONG THE MASS of long-delayed mail from England were great packets of printed pamphlets, in French and in German, a few even in Dutch and in Danish. They were appeals to Bonapartes forces to desert his standard  not suggestions for mass desertions, but intended for the individual soldier, telling him that he could be sure of a welcome if he were to come over. They denied the statements that Bonaparte was continually making in his proclamations, to the effect that England confined her prisoners in floating hells of hulks, and that deserters were forced by ill-treatment to take service in Englands mercenary regiments. They offered a life of ease and security, with the honourable alternative, only if requested, of enlistment in the British forces, to those who wished to strike a blow against the tyrant. The French pamphlet was certainly well written, and presumably the others were too; maybe Canning, or that fellow  what was his name, now?  Hookham Frere, had had a hand in composing them.

The letter that accompanied the pamphlets, charging him to do his utmost to get them into the hands of Bonapartes forces, had an interesting enclosure  a copy of a letter from Bonaparte to Marmont, intercepted presumably somewhere in Spain, in which the Emperor raged against this new evidence of British falseness and perfidy. He had seen some of the first pamphlets, apparently, and they had touched him on a sore spot. Judging by the wording of his letter, he was driven quite frantic at this attempt to seduce his men from their allegiance. If the violence of the Imperial reaction was any guide, then this method of warfare was likely to be effective. The usually well-fed and well-cared-for Prussians under Macdonalds command were on meagre rations now that the country round had been stripped bare by foragers; an offer of a life of well-fed ease combined with an appeal to their patriotism might bring in deserters in plenty. Hornblower mapped out in his mind a formal letter to the governor in which he would suggest that a few pedlars be sent into the French camp ostensibly to sell luxuries but really to distribute these pamphlets. Here where Bonapartes men were suffering real hardship and meeting with small success the appeal might carry more weight than with Bonapartes main army in Moscow; Hornblower was inclined to distrust the flamboyant Russian bulletin about the burning of Moscow, and Alexanders fervent public declaration that he would never make peace while a Frenchman was on Russian soil. In Hornblowers opinion French morale was likely to be still high enough, and Bonapartes strength still great enough, to force peace at the bayonets point from Russia in the Russian capital, be the destruction of Moscow never so great  even as great as Moscow said it was.

Someone knocked at the door.

Come in, bellowed Hornblower, irritated at the interruption, for he had intended to spend all day catching up on his arrears of paper work.

A letter from the beach, sir, said the midshipman of the watch.

It was a brief note from the governor with its point compressed into a single sentence 

I have some new arrivals in the city who I think will interest you if you can spare the time for a visit.

Hornblower sighed; his report to London would never be finished, apparently, but he could not ignore this invitation.

Call away my barge, he said to the midshipman, and turned to lock his desk.

God knew who these new arrivals would be. These Russians were sometimes so portentously mysterious about trifles. It might be a fools errand, but on the other hand he must find out what this new development was before sending off his despatch to England. As his barge danced over the water he looked over at the siege-lines; the battering guns were still volleying away  he had grown so used to the noise that he only noticed it when his attention was called to it  and the usual long pall of smoke lay over the flat country there.

Then the boat entered the mouth of the river and Daugavgrivas ruins were hidden from view save for the dome of the church where he had so often stood. Riga came steadily nearer and nearer, and they had to keep close to the bank to avoid the worst of the Dwinas rapid current, until at last the oars ceased and the barge slid against the steps of the river-wall. At the head of them waited the Governor with his staff and a spare horse for Hornblower.

It is only a short ride, said Essen, and one I think you will consider worth the making.

Hornblower climbed on to his horse, with a nod of thanks to the groom who held its head, and then they all wheeled and dashed away through the clattering streets. A postern was opened for them in the eastern fortifications  so far no enemy had shown his face on this bank of the Dwina  and they rode out over a drawbridge spanning the ditch. On the glacis beyond the ditch was a large force of soldiers, squatting and lying in rank; as soon as the cavalcade appeared they came hastily to their feet, dressed their lines, and then, in obedience to a shrill chorus of bugles, presented arms, their regimental colours fluttering in the little breeze. Essen reined up, returning the salute.

Well, what do you think of them, sir? he asked Hornblower with a chuckle.

They were ragged soldiers  bare skin showed frequently in the ranks through holes in the blue or dirty grey uniforms. They were shambling, unsoldierly soldiers, too; any troops who had seen hard service might be ragged, but Hornblower, looking along the ranks, had the impression of voluntary dirt and disorder. Essen was still chuckling, and Hornblower looked the harder to find the reason for this mirth. Essen would not have brought him out here just to see ragged soldiers  Hornblower had seen enough of those in the past three months to last him the rest of his life. There were several thousand men, a strong brigade or a weak division; Hornblower glanced at the regimental standards to ascertain the number of units present, and then he nearly lost his precarious seat with surprise. Those flags were red and yellow, the national colours of Spain, and the moment this dawned upon him he realized that the ragged uniforms were the remains of the Bourbon white and blue he had come so much to hate ten years ago during his captivity at Ferrol. Not only that, but on the left of the line there was a single standard of silver and blue  the Portuguese flag, held aloft before a single shrunken battalion of scarecrows.

I thought you would be surprised, sir, said Essen, still chuckling.

Who are these men? asked Hornblower.

Some of Bonapartes willing allies, replied Essen, ironically. They were in St Cyrs Corps at Polotsk. One day they found themselves on the very fringe of the outpost line, and fought their way down the river to join us. Come and meet their general.

He urged his horse forward, and he and Hornblower cantered up to where a ragged officer sat on a bony white horse at the head of an even worse-mounted staff.

I have the honour to present, said Essen, formally, His Excellency the Conde de los Altos  His Excellency Commodore Sir Horatio Hornblower.

The Conde saluted; it took Hornblower a few moments to make himself think in Spanish  the last time he had used that language was during the abortive attack on Rosas, two years ago.

It is highly gratifying to meet Your Excellency, he said.

The Condes expression revealed his startled pleasure at being addressed in his own tongue, and he replied rapidly.

You are the English Admiral, sir?

Hornblower did not see fit to enter into explanations regarding the difference between an Admiral and a Commodore. He merely nodded.

I have asked that my men and the Portuguese be returned by sea to Spain, there to fight against Bonaparte on our own soil. They tell me that as this can only be done by sea your consent must be secured. You will grant it, of course, sir?

That was asking a good deal. Five thousand men at four tons a man meant twenty thousand tons of shipping  a large convoy; it would be straining his powers for him to pledge his government to provide twenty thousand tons of shipping to carry the Spaniards from Riga to Spain. There never were enough ships. And there was also the question of the moral effect on the garrison of Riga if they were to see this seasonable reinforcement which had dropped from the clouds, so to speak, shipped away again as soon as it arrived. Yet on the other hand there was a chance that Russia might make peace with Bonaparte, and in that case the sooner these Spaniards were beyond the clutches of either country the better. Five thousand men would make a considerable army in Spain  where the Spaniards were likely to do their best  while it was only a trifling force in this continental war of millions. But none of this was of nearly as much importance as the moral side. What would be the effect on the other unwilling allies of Bonaparte, the Prussians and the Austrians, the Bavarians and the Italians, when they heard not merely that a national contingent had fought its way to join the allies, but had been received with open arms, fêted and made much of, and finally shipped back to their native land with the least possible delay? Hornblower expected a tremendous revulsion of feeling among Bonapartes satellites, especially if the Russians executed their determination to keep on fighting through the winter. This might be the beginning of the crumbling of Bonapartes Empire.

I shall be very happy to send you and your men to Spain as quickly as it can be arranged, he said. I will issue orders today for shipping to be collected.

The Conde was profuse in his thanks, but Hornblower had something to add.

There is one thing I ask in return, he said, and the Condes countenance fell a little.

What is it, sir? he asked. The embittered suspicion resulting from years of being a victim of international double-dealing, of lies and deception and threats  from Godoys pitiful subterfuges to Bonapartes mailed-fisted bullying  showed instantly in his face.

Your signature to a proclamation, that is all. I shall endeavour to circulate among Bonapartes other forced allies the news of your joining the cause of liberty, and I would like you to attest its truth.

The Conde darted one more keen look at Hornblower before he agreed.

I will sign it, he said.

That immediate consent was a pretty compliment, first to Hornblowers obvious honesty of purpose, and second to the reputation the Navy had acquired of always fulfilling its engagements.

There is nothing more to be done, then, said Hornblower, save to draw up the proclamation and to find ships for your forces.

Essen was fidgeting in his saddle beside them while this conversation was going on in Spanish; he clearly knew no word of that language and was restless in consequence  Hornblower found it gratifying, for during the past few months he had had to be an uncomprehending listener to so many conversations in Russian and German. This was some slight revenge.

Has he told you about conditions in Bonapartes army? asked Essen. Have you heard about the hunger and the disease?

Not yet, said Hornblower.

The story came out rapidly, staccato, drawn from the Condes lips by explosive promptings from Essen. Bonapartes army had been dying on its feet long before it reached Moscow; hunger and disease had thinned its ranks as Bonaparte hurried it by forced marches across the desolated plains.

The horses are nearly all dead already. There was only green rye to give them, said the Conde.

If the horses were dead it would be impossible to drag supplies in to the main body of the army; it would have to scatter or starve, and as long as the Russians had any sort of army in existence it would be impossible for the main body to scatter. As long as Alexanders nerve held, as long as he maintained the struggle, there was still hope. It began to seem certain that Bonapartes army in Moscow had spent its strength, and the only way in which the French could bring fresh pressure upon Alexander would be by advancing upon St Petersburg with the army here before Riga. That made it more imperative still to hold on here. Hornblower felt considerable doubt as to Alexanders constancy if he were to lose both his capitals.

The wretched Spanish infantry had been standing presenting arms during all this long conversation, and Hornblower felt uncomfortable about them. He let his attention wander to them obviously, recalling the Conde to a sense of his duty. The Conde gave an order to his staff, and the colonels repeated it; the regiments ordered arms awkwardly and then stood easy, the latter to the manner born.

His Excellency tells me, said the Conde, that you have recently served in Spain, sir. What is the news of my country?

It was not easy to give a thumbnail sketch of the complicated history of the Peninsula for the last four years, to a Spaniard who had been cut off from all news during that time. Hornblower did his best, glossing over the innumerable Spanish defeats, laying stress on the devotion and efficiency of the guerrilleros, and ending on a hopeful note as he told of Wellingtons recent capture of Madrid. The Spanish staff pressed more and more closely round him as he spoke. For four long years, ever since the Spanish people had declared their will, ceasing to be subservient allies and becoming the most bitter enemies of the Empire, Bonaparte had seen to it that these Spanish troops of his, three thousand miles from home, had received not a single word which might tell them of the real situation in Spain. They had had only the lying Imperial bulletins on which to base their vague theories. It was a strange experience to talk to these exiles; Hornblower felt a curious sensation, as if there were an actual movement inside his brain, as he remembered the conditions in which he himself had learned of the Spanish change of front. That had been on the deck of the Lydia, in the uncharted tropical Pacific. For a few seconds his brain was a battleground of memories. The blue and gold of the Pacific, the heat and the storms and the fighting there, el Supremo and the Governor of Panama  he had to tear himself away from them to bring himself back to this parade ground on the shores of the Baltic.

An orderly officer was galloping madly towards them, the dust flying from beneath the ringing hoofs of his charger. He reined up before Essen with a perfunctory salute, the words of his message pouring from his lips before his hand had left his forehead. A word from the Governor sent him flying back whence he came, and Essen turned to Hornblower.

The enemy is massing in his trenches, he said. They are about to assault Daugavgriva.

Essen began blaring orders to his staff; horses wheeled and pranced as spurs were struck into their sides and the cruel bits dragged their heads round. In a moment half a dozen officers were galloping in different directions with the messages flung at them.

Im going there, said Essen.

I shall come too, said Hornblower.

Hornblower found it hard to stay in the saddle as his excited horse swung round beside the Governors; he had to resettle himself, his hand on the pommel, and regain his lost stirrup as they clattered along. Essen turned his head with another order shouted to one of the few remaining orderlies accompanying them, and then spurred his horse yet again; as the brute sprang forward with increased speed the low muttering of the bombardment increased in intensity. They clattered through the streets of Riga, and the timber road-bed of the boat bridge roared under their horses hoofs. The sweat was running from Hornblowers face in the clear autumn sunshine, his sword leaped against his thigh, and time and again his cocked hat rode precariously up his forehead and was only saved by a hurried grab at the last moment. Hornblower was conscious of the swirling water of the Dwina as they crossed the bridge, and then on his right land as they galloped along the quays. The roar of the bombardment grew louder and louder, and then suddenly died away.

It is the moment of the assault! bellowed Essen, bending his clumsy body forward in an effort to get more speed out of his labouring horse.

Now they were in the village itself, among the ruins of the cottages, and here they met broken troops, stumbling back pell-mell, blue uniforms grey with dust, with cursing officers trying to rally them, and beating the stupefied men with the flats of their swords. Essens voice blared out again, like a tuneless trumpet; he was waving his sword over his head and spurring forward into the press. At the sight of him the men began to rally, turning back to face the enemy, and instinctively closing together into line.

Down through the ruins came a disordered column of the enemy  it must have come up over the breach like a whirlwind. By now it was more of a mob than a column, officers capering at the head of their men, waving their hats and swords. A standard waved over them. The appearance of a formed line caused a momentary hesitation, and ragged firing broke out on both sides; Hornblower saw one of the capering officers fall dead as he called to his men to come on. He looked over at Essen, but he was still towering high in the smoke. Hornblower wheeled his horse towards the flank; his mind was working with the ecstatic speed of excitement, bullets were singing by him, and he knew that this was the crisis of the assault. Halt an attacking column for one moment, and then any trifle might turn the scale, and it would go back as fast as it had advanced. He reached the door of the church just as a flood of men came pouring out of it  the garrison of the building hastening to make good their retreat before they should be cut off and isolated. Hornblower tore his sword from its sheath, miraculously retaining his seat in the saddle.

Come on! he yelled, waving the weapon.

They did not understand his words, as they blinked at this vision in blue and gold before them, but anyone could understand his gestures. At the back of the group Hornblower caught a momentary glimpse of Clausewitz and Diebitch, who should have taken command here, but there was no time for argument, and racing through Hornblowers brain went the conviction at the same time that although they might be scientific soldiers they would be useless in a physical rough-and-tumble like this.

Come on! yelled Hornblower again, pointing with his sword at the flank of the assaulting column.

They turned to follow him  no one could have resisted the inspiration of his example and gestures. Column and line were still exchanging ragged volleys, the column still moving forward little by little, the line wavering and falling back.

Form line! yelled Hornblower, turning in his saddle, his spread arms and gesticulating fists telling the Russians what he wanted them to do. Load your muskets!

They formed their line, marching up after him, hands busy with their ramrods  a couple of hundred men at most, jostling each other as they stumbled over the ruins of the cottages. Now they were right on the flank of the column; Hornblower saw faces turn towards them. He was even near enough to see surprise and dismay in the attitudes of the men who suddenly realized that a new force was about to assail their flank.

Fire! yelled Hornblower, and some sort of volley crashed out from the ragged line he led.

He saw two ramrods sail forward in soaring arcs, fired out of their muskets by excited men who had been caught in the act of loading by his order, and who had incontinently put their weapons to their shoulders and pulled their triggers. One ramrod buried itself like an arrow in the body of a French soldier. The column wavered and staggered  not one man in a hundred there had expected this attack on the flank; all their attention had been taken up by Essens line in front of them.

Charge! yelled Hornblower, waving his sword and urging his horse forward.

The Russians followed him with a cheer; the whole column of the enemy, Hornblower saw, was wavering and melting away, the disordered ranks crumbling. They were turning their backs, and the memory streaked through his excited mind of a saying he had heard somewhere to the effect that the knapsacks of the enemy were the most cheering sight a soldier could behold. Then he saw one of the enemy swing back again and level his musket at him. As the smoke gushed from the barrel his horse gave a convulsive leap and then put his nose to the ground and somersaulted; for a moment Hornblower felt himself flying through the air; he was too excited and exalted to feel any fear, so that the crash with which he hit the earth came as a startling surprise to him. But even though the breath was dashed from his body and the jar shook every bone in it, his fantastic mind still thought clearly, and he heard and felt the flank attack which he had led sweep cheering over him. Only when he rose to his feet did he come to the sudden realization that he was bruised and weak, so that it was hard to balance on his legs  they nearly gave way under him as he hobbled forward to pick up his sword which lay shining on the dusty earth between two dead men.

He felt suddenly alone, but the feeling had hardly time to take hold of him when he was engulfed in a wave of humanity, Essen and his staff roaring with exaltation and delight. He stood there, bruised and torn, his sword dangling from his hand, as they overwhelmed him with incomprehensible congratulations. One of the officers leaped down from his horse, and Hornblower was hauled and pushed up into the saddle, and they cantered forward, the horses picking their way delicately over the dead and wounded, over the tortured ground, towards the ramparts. The last remnants of the assaulting forces were being driven back through the breach to the accompaniment of a straggling musketry fire. As they neared the fortifications the guns of the foiled besiegers re-opened fire, and a shot or two came howling overhead. Essen reined up, like a sensible man, and then walked his horse out of the line of fire.

That was a moment to remember, he said, looking round at the area where the clash had occurred.

Hornblowers head was still clear. He realized what a bitter blow this reverse must be to the besiegers. After all the fierce preliminary fighting they had sapped up to the ramparts, made their breach, and launched the assault which should have captured the place, only to be flung back when the breach was in their hands. He knew that Macdonald would have the greatest difficulty in inducing his men to assault again  a bloody failure like this would make them sulky and grudging of their lives. Certainly Macdonald would have to allow a considerable time to elapse, and would have to continue his battering for several more days, and multiply his approaches and parallels, before he could risk another assault. Maybe the town would hold. Maybe that attack would be the last. Hornblower felt prophetic, inspired. He remembered how he had heard the news of Massénas retreat from before Lisbon  that had been the first of the ebb of the Empire in the South, and now Wellington was in Madrid and threatening France. Maybe Riga would mark the limits of the Empire in the North. Maybe that penetration through the breach would be remembered as the farthest north Bonapartes men would ever attain. At that rate  Hornblowers pulse beat quicker  the flank attack he had led, that unforeseen charge of a couple of hundred men hurriedly gathered up in the tumult, had been the blow which had thwarted Bonapartes schemes to conquer the world. That was what he had done. And it would look extraordinarily well in The Times that Commodore Sir Horatio Hornblower, KB, had his horse killed under him while leading a charge. Barbara would be pleased.

Exultation and inspiration ended abruptly, and Hornblower felt suddenly weak and ill. He knew that if he did not dismount quickly he would fall from his saddle. He took hold of the pommel and kicked his right foot clear of the stirrup, swung his leg over, and then as his feet touched ground the ground came up to meet him. He only recovered some indefinite number of minutes later, to find himself seated on the ground, his stock unbuckled, and his face clammy with cold sweat. Essen was bending anxiously over him, and someone, apparently a surgeon, was kneeling at his side. His sleeve was rolled up above the elbow, and the surgeon, lancet in hand, was about to open a vein to bleed him. Hornblower withdrew his arm abruptly, for he did not want to be touched by that thing, nor by those hands which were black with other mens blood.

The assembled staff raised their voices in protest, but Hornblower disregarded them with the sublime abstraction of a sick man. Then Brown appeared, cutlass at his side and pistols in his belt, followed by other members of the barges crew. Apparently he had seen his captain ride over the bridge, and, like the good subordinate he was, had brought the boat across after him. Browns face was contorted with anxiety, and he threw himself, too, on his knees beside Hornblower.

Wounded, sir? Where is it? Can I 

No, no, no, said Hornblower pettishly, pushing Brown away and getting to his feet, swaying. Its nothing.

It was extraordinarily maddening to see a look of admiration come over Browns face. Anyone would think he was being heroic instead of merely sensible. Not far away  at the foot of the breach, apparently  a trumpet was pealing, high challenging notes, and this served to distract the crowd from their solicitude. Everyone looked in the direction of the sound, and presently a group of Russian officers approached them, leading a blindfold figure dressed in the blue trimmed with grey astrakhan of the French Imperial Staff. A word from Essen removed the bandage, and the officer  he wore a grey Hussar moustache  saluted with dignity.

The chef descadron Verrier, he said, aide-de-camp to Marshal the Duke of Tarentum. I am ordered by the Marshal to suggest a suspension of hostilities for two hours. The breach is covered with the wounded of both sides, and it would be only humane to remove them. Each side can remove its own.

There are more French and German wounded than Russian, I am sure, said Essen, in his horrible French.

French or Russian, sir, said the parlementaire, they will die unless they receive speedy aid.

Hornblowers mind was beginning to work again. Ideas were leaping to the surface like wreckage from a sunken ship. He caught Essens eye and nodded meaningly, and Essen, like a good diplomatist, gave no sign of having received the hint as he shifted his glance back to Verrier.

The request is granted, sir, he said, in the name of humanity.

I thank Your Excellency, in the name of humanity, said Verrier, saluting, and then looking round for someone to blindfold him again and lead him through the breach.

The moment he was gone Hornblower turned to Brown.

Take the barge back to the ship, he ordered. Hurry. My compliments to Captain Bush, and I would like you to bring back Lieutenant von Bulow to me. One of the lieutenants of equal rank will have to accompany him. Hurry!

Aye aye, sir.

That was all that was necessary with Brown or Bush, thank God. A simple order brought simple yet intelligent obedience. Hornblower saluted Essen.

Would it be possible, Your Excellency, he asked, to bring the Spanish troops over to this side of the river? I have a German prisoner whom I am going to return to the enemy, and I should like him to see the Spaniards with his own eyes first.

Essen grinned with blubber lips.

I do my best not merely to comply with every one of your wishes, sir, but even to anticipate them. The last order I gave on the other side of the river was for the Spaniards to be brought over  they were the nearest formed troops and I intended to use them as garrison for the warehouses on the quay. I have no doubt they are there already. You would like them marched in this direction?

If you would be so kind, sir.

Hornblower was casually waiting for nothing in particular at the jetty when the boat touched at it, and Lieutenant von Bulow, of the Fifty-first Regiment of Prussian Infantry, stepped ashore under the escort of Mr Tooth and Brown and his men.

Ah, Lieutenant, said Hornblower.

Bulow saluted him stiffly, clearly puzzled at this new development, which had snatched him from his confinement aboard ship and dumped him at a moments notice in the ruined village.

There is an armistice at the moment, explained Hornblower, between your army and ours. No, it is not peace  merely to clear the wounded from the breach. But I was going to take this opportunity of returning you to your friends.

Bulow looked questions at him.

It will save much formality with cartels and flags of truce, explained Hornblower. At this moment you have merely to walk down the breach and join the men of your own army. Naturally, you have not been properly exchanged, but you can, if you wish, give me your word that you will not serve against his Britannic Majesty nor against His Imperial Russian Majesty until an exchange has been effected.

I give you my word, said Bulow, after a moments thought.

Excellent! Then perhaps I might give myself the pleasure of walking with you as far as the breach?

As they left the jetty and began the brief walk through the ruins of the village Bulow was darting the quick glances of a professional soldier about him; he was perfectly entitled, under any military code, to take every advantage of carelessness on his enemys part. His professional curiosity would have led him to stare about him in any case. Hornblower made polite conversation as they strolled.

Your assault this morning  I daresay you heard the hubbub even on board?  was made by picked grenadiers, as far as I could judge by the uniforms. Most excellent troops  it is indeed a pity they suffered such loss of life. I trust that when you rejoin your friends you will convey to them my deepest condolences. But they had not a chance, of course.

At the foot of the church tower there was a Spanish regiment, the men lying down in their ranks. At the sight of Hornblower the colonel called his men to their feet and saluted. Hornblower returned the salute, conscious as he did so that Bulow at his side had suddenly changed his gait; stealing a glance out of the tail of his eye he saw that Bulow was ponderously goose-stepping as long as the salutes were being exchanged. Yet it was very noticeable that even though Bulows formal training forced him into a goose-step at a moment of military courtesy, he had not failed to notice the troops. His eyes were bulging with unasked questions.

Spanish troops, said Hornblower, casually. A division of Spaniards and Portuguese joined us from Bonapartes main army a little while ago. They fight well  in fact they were responsible for the final repulse of the last assault. It is interesting to notice how Bonapartes dupes are falling away from him now that the hollowness of his power is revealed.

Bulows astonished reply must either have been inarticulate or in German, for Hornblower could not understand it, but his tone conveyed his meaning well enough.

It goes without saying, said Hornblower casually, that I would like to see the magnificent Prussian Army ranged among Bonapartes enemies and Englands allies, too. But naturally your King knows his own policy best  unless, of course, surrounded as he is by Bonapartes men, he is not free to choose.

Bulow stared at him in amazement; Hornblower was putting forward a viewpoint which was quite new to him, but Hornblower still made himself talk with the utmost casualness, as if he were doing no more than making polite conversation.

Thats high politics, he said with a laugh and a wave of his hand. But one day in the future we might look back on this conversation as prophetic. One cannot tell, can one? Some time when we meet as plenipotentiaries I will be able to remind you of this talk. And here we are at the breach. It irks me to have to say goodbye, at the same moment as it gives me pleasure to restore you to your friends. My heartiest good wishes, sir, for you for the future.

Bulow saluted stiffly again, and then, as Hornblower held out his hand, shook hands with him. To the Prussian it was a remarkable occurrence for a commodore to condescend to shake hands with a mere subaltern. He picked his way down the breach, over the tortured earth where the stretcher-bearers still swarmed, like disturbed ants, gathering in the wounded. Hornblower watched him until he reached his own men, and then turned away. He was dreadfully tired, quite weak with fatigue, in fact, and he was angry at himself for his weakness. It was all he could do to walk back with dignity to the jetty, and he swayed as he sat in the sternsheets of his barge.

Are you all right, sir? asked Brown, solicitously.

Of course I am, snapped Hornblower, amazed at the mans impertinence.

The question irritated him, and the irritation made him mount the ships side as fast as he could, and acknowledge merely coldly the salutes he received on the quarterdeck; down in his cabin his irritation persisted, and prevented him from obeying his first impulse to throw himself across his cot and relax. He paced about for a moment. For something to do he peered into the mirror. There was some excuse for Brown after all, and his foolish questions. The face he looked at was grimy with dust caked upon sweat, and there was a smear of blood over one cheekbone from a slight scratch. His uniform was filthy, with one epaulette awry. He looked like someone who had just emerged from the fury of a battle to the death.

He peered more closely. That face was lined and drawn, the eyes red-rimmed; with a sudden increase of attention he looked again, turning his head. On his temples his hair was quite white. Not merely did he look like someone fresh from battle; he looked like someone who had been under frightful strain for a long time. So he had, indeed, he realized, half-wondering at himself. He had been bearing the burden of this horrible siege for months now. It had never occurred to him that his face, Hornblowers face, would tell tales about him as other mens faces told tales about them. He had striven all his life to restrain his features from revealing his feelings. There was something ironic and interesting about the fact that he could not prevent his hair from greying nor the grim lines from deepening about his mouth.

The desk under his feet was swaying, as if the ship were in the open sea, and yet even his veteran sea-legs had difficulty in keeping him upright, so that he had to hold on to the bracket before him. Only with extreme care could he let go his hold and pick his way to his cot, and fall across it, face downward.


CHAPTER 23
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THE NEW PROBLEM which Hornblower was debating as he walked his quarterdeck, while HMS Nonsuch swung at anchor in Riga Bay, was one which he had long foreseen, but which lost none of its urgency for all that. Here was winter coming; there had been heavy frosts at night for as far back as he could remember, and the last two days had brought flurries of snow, which had temporarily whitened the landscape and had left a few drifts which even now showed as white streaks on the northern faces of the dykes. The days were growing short and the nights long, and the brackish water of Riga Bay was covered with a thin scum of ice. If he stayed much longer his ships would be frozen in. Essen had assured him that for at least two more weeks he would be able to make his exit along a channel sawn in the ice by labourers whom Essen would supply, but Hornblower was not so sure. A northerly gale  and one might arise at any moment  could keep him wind-bound while at the same time it would freeze everything up and jam the narrow exit to the Bay, between Oesel and the mainland, with piled-up drift ice that neither saws nor even explosives could pierce. A squadron frozen in was a squadron immobilized until next spring; and a squadron frozen in was one which was a certain prey to the French if Riga should fall. Twenty years ago a Dutch squadron at Amsterdam had been captured by French hussars charging over the ice. What a thundering bulletin of triumph Bonaparte would make of it if a British squadron, under the notorious Commodore Hornblower, should fall into his hands in the same way! Hornblower turned in his stride a yard before he had reached the limit of his walk. Prudence dictated an immediate withdrawal.

The breechings of that carronade were frayed. When Bush noticed it someone was in for a bad quarter of an hour. And yet he could not withdraw. When he had mentioned the possibility Essen had shown positive dismay. If his men were to see the British ships go away they would be quite sure the place was doomed. They would lose heart completely. The British naval officer who had led the final charge at Daugavgriva had grown into a legendary figure in their minds, a mascot, a symbol of good luck. If he were to leave them that would be a proof, in the mens minds, that he had lost hope. He could not possibly withdraw. He might compromise; he might send most of the squadron out and retain only a sloop and a gunboat; he might send everything out and remain himself, but to separate himself from his command was in direct violation of the Articles of War.

Here was a fool of a midshipman in his way dodging about in front of him as though bent on distracting him from his train of thought. It would be the masthead for him; God knew the commission had lasted long enough for every single person on board to have learned that the Commodore must not be distracted when he was walking the deck.

What the hell ? he bellowed at the blenching midshipman.

B-b-boat approaching, sir, stammered the youth. M-Mr Hurst told me to tell you. He thinks the Governors on board.

Why wasnt I told before? said Hornblower. Have you sent for Captain Bush, Mr Hurst? Call the guard!

Aye aye, sir! said Hurst, and Hornblower saw Bush appear on the quarterdeck as the words left Hursts lips, and the marine guard was already forming up abaft the mizzenmast.

Of course Hurst had done all these things without waiting for orders; roused abruptly from his reverie Hornblower had not had the sense to realize it. He strode to the side. The Governor was approaching in a big pulling-boat, which was steering towards them along the clear channel through the thin ice which the last eddies of the Dwina river still kept clear before they lost themselves in the Bay. As the Governor caught sight of him he sprang up into the sternsheets waving his cocked hat, he even tried to dance, precariously, both arms extended over his head, at imminent risk of falling overboard.

Somethings up, sir, said Bush at Hornblowers side.

That looks like good news, said Hornblower.

The Governor arrived on the quarterdeck, hat still in hand. He flung his arms round Hornblower and hugged him, swinging his lean body up into the air so that his feet left the deck. Hornblower could imagine the grins that were being exchanged around him as he kicked in the air like a baby. The Governor put him down, clapped his hat on his head, and then seized first Hornblowers hand and then Bushs, and tried to dance a sort of ring-a-ring-of-roses with the two Englishmen. There was no more controlling him than one could control a bear.

What is the news, Your Excellency? asked Hornblower; Essens grip on his hand was painful.

Oh, said Essen, flinging the Englishmans hands away so as to spread his arms again. Bonaparte has started to retreat.

Has he, by God! said Hornblower.

What does he say, sir? asked Bush, quite incapable of understanding Essens French, but Hornblower had no time for Bush, because the Governor was pouring out his news in a torrent of gutturals, drawing upon the vocabularies of half Europe for his words so that even Hornblower could hardly understand what he was saying.

He left Moscow five days back, roared Essen. We beat him at Malo-Jaroslavetz. Beat him in a pitched battle, and now hes running as hard as he can for Smolensk and Warsaw. And he wont get there before the snows! Hell be lucky if he gets there at all! Chichagov is marching hard to cut off his retreat at the Beresina. Hes ruined. Theyre dying in thousands every night already! Nothing to eat, and winters here!

Essen stamped grotesquely about the deck, more like a dancing bear than ever.

Please, sir, please. What does he say? asked Bush pathetically.

Hornblower translated to the best of his ability, the other quarterdeck officers eavesdropping shamelessly. As the wonderful nature of the good news dawned upon them, they began to cheer; down on the main-deck they caught the infection, and all through the ship men were cheering and tossing their hats in the air, even though they hardly knew what they were cheering about, save for the hurried words that flew from lip to lip  Boneys beaten!

We can get out of this bay before the ice comes, by God! said Bush, snapping his fingers; it was obvious that if he had not a wooden leg he would be dancing too.

Hornblower looked across at the mainland.

Macdonalds shown no sign of retreating yet, he said. If he had the Governor would have mentioned it.

But dont you think hell have to, sir? Bushs expressive face showed anxiety now instead of joy. A moment before anything delightful had been possible  escape from Riga Bay, possibly even escape from this landlocked Baltic altogether, maybe even a return to England, but now Bush was back again to the cold reality that the siege of Riga was still going on.

He may have to retreat, said Hornblower, but until then we stay here, unless I receive orders to the contrary.

Essen caught sight of their sober faces and turned on them again. He slapped Bush on the back so that he staggered with the force of the blow; he snapped his fingers under Hornblowers nose, and pirouetted with the grace of a performing seal. It was absurd that with all this going on, with Bush asking questions regarding the future, with Essen acting like a lunatic, and with the whole ship forgetting discipline in a mad outburst of cheering, Hornblowers brain should be planning and thinking still, with that swift clarity and that fevered rapidity which he knew by now portended some new development. Bonaparte in retreat, Bonaparte beaten, meant a tremendous revulsion of feeling throughout Europe. All the world knew that Wellington was threatening France from the south; and now the Empire was in peril from the east. It would hardly be possible for Bonapartes shattered army to hold on to Poland once it had begun its retreat; the next campaign would see the allies on the frontiers of Prussia and Austria, and it was likely that both Prussia and Austria would in that case be glad to change sides. The King of Prussia was practically a prisoner in French hands, but the Prussian army  the greater part of the force now besieging Riga  could act as a free agent if it wished. The desertion of the Spaniards had shown them the way, and the pamphlets which he had had printed in Riga and distributed among the besiegers by Russian pedlars would not let them forget the lesson. Bulow would be able to bear witness to the truth of his assertions  Hornblower was glad he had set him free.

I am sending Diebitch out to beat up the besiegers lines with a sally, Essen was saying. I must see how they take this news. Would you care to accompany me, sir?

Of course, said Hornblower, coming out abruptly from his dreaming. What with fatigue  he was always weary now  and rapid thinking and excitement he was still a little mazy, as they said of fuddled men in the village when he was a boy. He announced his departure to Bush.

Youre worn out, sir, protested Bush. Youre no more than a shadow. Send someone else, sir. Send me. Send Duncan. Youve done all thats necessary, sir.

I havent yet, said Hornblower, but he stooped so far as to risk delay by offering Essen refreshment, with the suggestion that they should drink a toast to celebrate this glorious news.

Thank you, no, said Essen, to Hornblowers relief. Diebitch will attack at dusk, and the days are short now.

Youll take your barge, sir, wont you? persisted Bush. Take Brown.

Bush was like a fussy parent with a venturesome child  like a hen with one chick. He was always nervous about entrusting his precious Hornblower to these unpredictable Russians; Hornblower grinned at Bushs solicitude.

Anything to keep you happy, he said.

Hornblowers barge followed the Governors pulling-boat along the channel through the ice; Hornblower sat with the Governor in the stern of the Russian boat. There was a chill wind blowing, and the skies were grey.

We shall have more snow, said Essen, looking up at the clouds. God help the French.

In the absence of any sunshine there was a mortal chill in the air. Hornblower thought of the French marching over the desolate plains of Russia, and was sorry for them. And the snow came indeed, that afternoon, sweeping over river and village, making white innocuous mounds of the battered parapets and the shattered guns and the graves which were scattered through the village. It was already prematurely dark when the ever-patient Russian grenadiers lined the trenches and then sallied forth upon the enemys lines. They were not more than half-way across no-mans-land before the guns began to fire upon them, stabbing the falling snow with their bright orange flashes.

No sign of any retreat there, was Clausewitzs comment as he watched the fierce struggle from the gallery of the church beside Essen and Hornblower.

And if confirmation was needed the attacking party could supply it when it came drifting back in the darkness, decimated. The besiegers had met their sally with spirit; they had had patrols out in no-mans-land, and the trenches were adequately guarded. In retaliation, the besiegers opened fire with their breaching batteries; the ground shook to the rumble of the discharges, and the black night was stabbed again by the flames of the guns. It was impossible to maintain good aim or elevation in the darkness; it was only a short time before the shots were flying wild, all over the village, so that the defenders as far back as the Dwina river had to keep low in their trenches. Shells were coming over, too, curving in high arcs from the mortar batteries which the besiegers had established in their second parallel. They fell and burst here, there, and everywhere, one every two or three minutes, in fountains of fragments and flame, save when chance guided them into deeper snow which extinguished the fuses.

They have plenty of ammunition to waste, grumbled Essen, shivering in his cloak.

Perhaps they plan a counter-assault in the darkness, said Clausewitz. I have kept the trenches fully manned in case they try it.

Immediately under Hornblowers gaze there was a battery of four heavy pieces, firing regular salvoes at short intervals. He noted the four bursts of flame over and over again, so that when there was a longer interval he was surprised first by the absence of sound and then by its unexpected coming. The flashes endured their brief moment, to be succeeded again by night, but Hornblower found himself wondering what difference there had been between this salvo and the last, apart from the longer interval which had preceded it. One flash  the right-hand one  had not been as distinct as the other three, longer and yet intense. Some error in loading, perhaps. Then came the next salvo, and only three flashes; the right-hand gun had not fired. Maybe it had unbushed itself  blown out its vent fitting, as guns sometimes did. Another long interval, and then another salvo  two sharp flashes, and one longer one. The next salvo only two guns fired, and Hornblower realized what had been going on. He plucked at Essens sleeve.

They are destroying their guns over there, he said. They are firing some shots at us while at each salvo they fire a shot against the trunnions of one of the guns. There were four guns over there, Your Excellency. Now  see  there are only two.

Possibly, admitted Essen, staring into the darkness.

The firing is dying away, agreed Clausewitz, but perhaps they are only growing tired of wasting ammunition.

There was only one flash from the battery next time, and there was something clearly odd about it.

The last gun in the battery, commented Essen. Probably they burst it by overloading.

He trained his telescope in the darkness.

Look over there at their main camps, he added. Watch those fires. They seem to be burning brightly, but 

Hornblower directed his gaze to the distant rows of campfires, sparkling very dimly in the thick night. He looked backwards and forwards along one of the rows, trying to keep track of them all. He thought he saw one fire wink and go out, but he could not be sure. His eyes were watering with the cold and with the strain, and as he rubbed them Essen shut his telescope with a snap.

They are dying down, he said. Im sure of it, and no troops would allow their campfires to die down on a night like this. Clausewitz, get your men ready to attack again. Diebitch 

The governor began rapping out orders. Hornblower had a momentary feeling of pity for the Russian soldiers, huddled in their freezing trenches, dispirited by their recent repulse and losses, now ordered to go out again to what would seem to them to be certain disaster in the night. The wind suddenly shrieked down upon them, piercing him to the bone, despite the cloak he clutched round himself.

Ere you are, sir, said Browns voice unexpectedly in his ear. Ive brought you up a blanket. Lets put it round you under your cloak. And eres your gloves, sir.

Deftly in the darkness Brown draped the blanket over him, so that his cloak held it down over his shoulders. It would look fantastic in daylight, but fortunately it was still dark. Hornblower was shivering, and he stamped his frozen feet in an endeavour to warm them.

Arent those men of yours ever going to attack, Clausewitz? grumbled Essen. Whats the time? One oclock? Send down to your brigadier and tell him Ill have him cashiered if he does not pull his men together for an immediate advance.

There was a long freezing interval, before the darkness before them was pricked by a few little pin-points of flame  musket-shots in the second parallel.

Ha! said Essen.

There was another long wait before the message came back. The sortie had found the advanced trenches abandoned save for a few posts. They were pushing forward now through the snow and the darkness towards the main camp.

Theyre going, then, said Essen. Have the cavalry paraded two hours before dawn. Ill catch their rear-guard at daylight. I want all troops across the river then. And now a glass of tea, for the love of God.

Warming himself at the fire burning on the flagged floor of the church, drinking hot tea through his chattering teeth, Hornblower looked round at these men of iron who showed no sign of fatigue and hardly any of cold. He himself was too chilled, and, oddly, too fatigued, to gain much benefit from the chance of resting for a couple of hours on the trusses of straw laid out beside the high altar, but Essen snored volcanically until the moment when his aide-de-camp shook him awake. Outside it was still dark, and colder than ever, when the horses were brought up to the church door for them to mount.

I better come with you, sir, said Brown. I got myself a orse.

How Brown had done that Hornblower could not imagine, seeing the difficulties of language. Hornblower supposed Brown had learned to ride in those incredibly distant days at Smallbridge. The cavalcade moved slowly in the darkness towards the Mitau suburb, the horses slipping and stumbling in the snow; Hornblower found himself wishing he had been able to retain his blanket when he mounted, for it was colder than ever in the faint grey light, Suddenly from far ahead of them came a sullen flat thud, and another, and another  field-guns firing a long way off.

Diebitch is up to their rearguard, said Essen. Good!

There was enough light now to reveal the desolation of their surroundings as they approached the deserted siege-works. They could look down into the littered trenches; there were the batteries, with the shattered siege-guns standing drunkenly at the embrasures, and here was a dead horse, lying on its back, its belly shrouded with snow, out of which its legs pointed stiffly at the grey sky. And here was the main camp, rows and rows of little huts; mostly only two or three feet high, with the dead remains of campfires already buried in snow. Outside one hut, larger than the others, lay a soldier swathed in the grey capote of the French Army. He was face downwards and not dead, for they saw his feet move.

Have they been fighting here? conjectured Essen, puzzled; there was no sign of blood.

Someone dismounted and turned him over; his face was mottled with mulberry-coloured marks, and his eyes, though open, were unseeing.

Keep away! shouted one of the aides-de-camp suddenly. That is the plague!

Everyone drew away from the dying man, and then they realized that the plague was all around them. One of the huts was full of dead, another was full of the dying. Essen shook his horse into a trot, and the party jingled away.

It is in our ranks already, said Essen to Hornblower. Kladoff had ten cases in his division two days ago.

This, the first march in retreat of the invading army, was already finding out the weaklings. There were dead men, sick men, dying men alongside the track they were following, despite the fact that no fighting had taken place along it  Diebitch at the head of the pursuing force was on the Mitau road away on the left front, where the guns were still firing occasionally. When at last they reached the point where the track joined the high road the signs of real fighting began; dead and wounded soldiers, Russian, French, and German, where the Russian advance guard had clashed with the rear guard. Then they caught up with the Russian columns plodding sturdily up the road, and trotted past their interminable length, one division and then another; the men were silent with the exertion of stepping out as fast as their legs would carry them under their heavy knapsacks, and this ten miles of fast marching had greatly modified the first jubilation of pursuit.

Macdonald has made a good retreat, said Clausewitz, at the cost of leaving his sick and his guns behind. I wonder how long he will be able to keep this pace up?

Hornblower did not trouble to enter into the discussion. Saddle soreness was making him abstracted, apart from his fatigue and his general feeling of malaise. But he had to be able to report to his government that he had followed up the retreating army for at least one march on its way back to Germany; it would be better if it were two or three. And there was something else. He wanted to catch up with the Prussians, even if it were the last thing he did  and it was odd that he had this feeling that it was the last thing he was ever going to do. His head was whirling, and there was something comforting about the knowledge that Brown was just back there with the mounted orderlies.

A messenger brought back news from the advance guard, and Hornblower heard Clausewitzs explanation as if in a dream.

The Prussians are making a stand at the fork in the roads ahead, he said. They are covering the retreat while the other two army corps get away by the two roads.

It was strange that this was just what he was expecting, as if it were a story he had already heard being retold.

The Prussians! he said, and without willing it he pressed his legs against his horses sides to urge it to a faster pace towards where the flat reports of the guns showed where the Prussians were holding back the advance-guard. The headquarters party was clear of the main body now, trotting along the deeply-rutted road, hemmed in here by a dense wood of coniferous trees. Beyond the wood the desolate landscape opened up to reveal a low ridge up which the road mounted ahead of them. On either side of the road here a brigade of the Russian advance guard was halted, a battery of artillery was in action, and up on the ridge could be seen the Prussian infantry columns, black blocks against grey fields. Over on the right a grey-clad Russian column was plodding across country to turn the flank of the position, while between the two forces Russian horsemen  Cossacks  trotted in ones and twos on their shaggy ponies, their long lances vertical at their sides. A watery sun broke through the clouds at this moment, seeming merely to accentuate the gloominess of the landscape. A general came up to salute Essen, but Hornblower did not want to listen to what he had to say. He wanted to press forward towards the Prussians, and as the horses of the party followed the example of his own they moved steadily up the road, Essen half-unconscious of the movements of his horse as he listened to the generals report. He was only recalled to his surroundings by the howl of a cannon-shot which pitched at the roadside near him, throwing snow and earth in all directions.

What do we think were doing? he asked. Well be getting ourselves shot in a moment.

Hornblower was staring forward at the Prussian army, at the glitter of bayonets and the flags black against the snow.

I want to go up to the Prussians, he said.

The discharge of the battery close at hand drowned the words Essen said in reply, but what he meant to say was plain enough.

I am going, said Hornblower stubbornly. He looked round and caught Clausewitzs eye. Are you coming too, Colonel?

Of course he cannot, expostulated Essen. He cannot risk being taken.

As a renegade, a man fighting against his own country, Clausewitz was likely to be hanged if ever the Prussians laid hands on him.

It would be better if he came, said Hornblower, woodenly.

This was a strange feeling of simultaneous clairvoyance and illness.

Ill go with the Commodore, said Clausewitz suddenly, making what was probably the bravest decision of his life. Perhaps he was carried away by Hornblowers automaton-like recklessness.

Essen shrugged his shoulders at this madness which had descended upon them.

Go, then, he said. Perhaps I may be able to capture enough generals to exchange for you.

They trotted forward up the road; Hornblower heard Essen bellow an order to the battery commander to cease fire. He looked back; Brown was trotting after them, a respectful five lengths behind. They passed close to some of the Cossack light horse, who looked at them curiously, and then they were in among Prussian skirmishers, who, from the shelter of rocks and inequalities in the ground, were taking long shots at the Cossacks. No one fired at them as they rode boldly through. A Prussian captain beside the road saluted them, and Clausewitz returned the salute. Just beyond the skirmishing line was the first formed infantry, a Prussian regiment in battalion columns of companies, two on one side of the road and one on the other. The colonel and his staff were standing in the road staring at the odd trio approaching them  the British naval officer in his blue and gold, Clausewitz in his Russian uniform with the row of medals, and the British seaman with cutlass and pistols at his belt. The colonel asked a question in a loud dry tone as they approached, and Clausewitz answered it, reining in.

Tell them we must see the general, said Hornblower in French to Clausewitz.

There was a rapid exchange of dialogue between Clausewitz and the colonel, ending in the latter calling up two or three mounted officers  his adjutant and majors, perhaps  to accompany them up the road. Here they saw a larger infantry force formed up, and a line of guns, and here was a party on horseback, the feathers and braid and medals and mounted orderlies indicating the presence of a generals staff. This must be the general  Yorck, Hornblower remembered his name to be. He recognized Clausewitz at once, and addressed him abruptly in German. A few words on each side seemed only to add to the tension of the situation, and there was a short pause.

He speaks French, said Clausewitz to Hornblower, and they both turned and waited for him to speak.

General, said Hornblower; he was in a dream, but he made himself speak in his dream. I represent the King of England, and Colonel Clausewitz represents the Emperor of Russia. We are fighting to free Europe from Bonaparte. Are you fighting to maintain him as a tyrant?

It was a rhetorical question to which no answer was possible. Silent perforce, Yorck could only await the rest of what Hornblower had to say.

Bonaparte is beaten. He is retreating from Moscow, and not ten thousand of his army will reach Germany. The Spaniards have deserted him, as you know. So have the Portuguese. All Europe is turning upon him, having found out how little his promises mean. You know of his treatment of Germany  I need not tell you about that. If you fight for him you may keep him on his tottering throne for a few days longer. You may drag out Germanys agony by that length of time. But your duty is to your enslaved country, to your King who is a prisoner. You can free them. You can end the useless pouring-out of the blood of your men now, at this moment.

Yorck looked away from him, over the bleak countryside, at the Russian army slowly deploying, before he replied.

What do you suggest? he said.

That was all Hornblower wanted to hear. If Yorck was willing to ask questions, instead of immediately making prisoners of them, the matter was as good as settled. He could leave the discussion to Clausewitz, and sink back into the weariness which was rising round him like a tide. He brought Clausewitz into the conversation with a glance.

An armistice, said Clausewitz. An immediate suspension of hostilities. The definitive terms can be settled easily enough at leisure.

Yorck still hesitated for a moment. Hornblower, despite his weariness and illness, could study him with a renewed flicker of interest; the hard face, sunburned to mahogany, the white hair and moustache in strange contrast. Yorck was on the edge of his fate. At present he was a loyal subject of the King of Prussia, a comparatively undistinguished general. He had only to say two words, and they would make him a traitor now and conceivably an historic figure in the future. Prussias defection  at any rate, the defection of the Prussian army  would reveal the hollowness of the Napoleonic Empire in a way nothing else could do. It rested with Yorck.

I agree, said Yorck.

That was all Hornblower wanted to hear. He could lapse into his dream  his nightmare  now, let the rest of the discussion take whatever course it would. When Clausewitz turned back down the road Hornblowers horse followed him without any guidance from Hornblower. Brown appeared, just his face; there was nothing else that Hornblower could see.

Are you all right, sir?

Of course I am, said Hornblower automatically.

The earth that Hornblower found himself treading was soft, as though he were walking on feather beds or on a loosely stretched bit of sailcloth. It might be better to lie down. And Hornblower was suddenly conscious that there was something beautiful about music after all. He had gone all his life thinking that it was only an irritating muddle of noises, but revelation had come to him at last. It was lovely, ecstatic, this music that he heard, peals and peals of it, great soaring melodies. He had to raise up his voice to join in with it, to sing and sing and sing. And then the music ended in a final crashing chord, leaving a silence in which his voice sounded hoarse, like a crows. He stopped, feeling rather embarrassed. It was as well that somebody else was available to take up the song. The boatman was singing as he pulled at his sculls.

Row, row, row you together to Hampton Court 

A delightful tenor voice; on account of it Hornblower was ready to excuse the wherryman for such an impertinence as singing while he rowed up the river.

Rowing in sunshiny weather 

Barbara beside him was laughing deliciously. The sunshine was beautiful and so were the green lawns on the river banks. He had to laugh too, laugh and laugh. And here was little Richard climbing over his knees. What the devil was Brown doing, staring at him like this?
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Lord Hornblower was published by Michael Joseph in 1946 and chronologically it is the ninth out of eleven books featuring Hornblower. In reality, it was the fifth to be written by Forester. Much of it was written whilst he was a guest of the navy aboard the cruiser, HMS Swiftsure and it possible that the somewhat downbeat thoughts in Hornblowers mind in this story are a reflection of comments Forester overheard from the war weary crew of the modern vessel. 

Two years after Hornblower was reprieved from the life of a provincial gentleman to take up a naval command in the Baltics, he is saved in similar fashion from a service in Westminster Abbey that is boring him to distraction, despite it being crammed with important personages. Now a Knight of the Bath, hence his presence at the Abbey, in the middle of proceedings he is handed dispatches ordering him to go immediately to the First Lord of the Admiralty. The urgency of the mission is understandable  there has been a mutiny on the ship of Lt Augustine Chadwick, a man Hornblower had served with many years before when they were both midshipmen. At the time, Chadwick had been repeatedly passed over for promotion and was older than his peers and took out his bad temper and resentment on them, especially Hornblower. 

Hornblower is not surprised that Chadwicks crew on his ship Flame have mutinied in the Bay of the Seine and are holding Chadwick and his officers hostage. Their demands are that Chadwick be hanged and that they receive an amnesty, otherwise the mutineers will hang Chadwick themselves and turn over the ship to the French. Hornblower thinks the mutineers are crazy fools; as much as he realises that Chadwick could make a crews life a perfect hell, no mutiny can be allowed to succeed as it would become an incentive to the next disgruntled crew that comes along. Hornblower and naval discipline must prevail, even though he feels empathy for the crew, especially when he finds out that Chadwick had killed a mere boy in the crew. Hornblower is given a completely free hand to end the mutiny and get the ship back safely, but he realises he must tread very carefully, as such a mission can bring as much risk of failure and public odium as any high profile naval battle.

After a turbulent start to the journey aboard the Porta Coeli, with stormy weather and Hornblowers inevitable seasickness, they finally sight the Flame. Hornblower has to find a way to vanquish the mutineers without his own crew sympathising for them and without the mutineers gaining any other advantage; he decides to change the appearance of his own ship to look like the Flame and then follows a blockade runner into the port and is able eventually to capture the real Flame. After several more manoeuvres, he is able to take a French gunboat too. With the collaboration of one of the French prisoners, Hornblower has to become army commander again and finds himself the military governor of Le Havre; he has to be the diplomat and liaise with the Duc de Angouleme, a Bourbon heir; and then has to organise his friend and comrade, Bush, to lead a force to attack a consignment of Napoleons armaments. It is a complex, demanding role for Hornblower, especially as he is a reluctant hero. 

This is something of a watershed novel. Hornblower is always ready to serve his nation, but this time, perhaps partly due to the nature of the mission, he is a reluctant hero. Forester too was facing life-changing circumstances; his health was failing and the war had recently ended and it seemed that the whole world was war-weary; Hornblower reflects this sentiment and so too do the mutineers in a way, demanding respect from authority for all their gruelling work. Hornblower has enjoyed a blissful summer with Barbara and his son, Richard; he is sick of war and disappointed that the French problem is rumbling on. He adores his wife, but still has a roving eye; he also faces personal losses in this story too. The plot is more complex than some of the other Hornblower novels, perhaps because of the element of diplomacy involved, but in many ways it is still classic Hornblower and we view the protagonist more and more as a rounded, very real man the more we read about him. That is what makes Foresters creation so enduring. 
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CHAPTER 1
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THE CHAPEL STALL of carved oak on which Sir Horatio Hornblower was sitting was most uncomfortable, and the sermon which the Dean of Westminster was preaching was deadly dull. Hornblower fidgeted like a child, and like a child he peered round the chapel and at the congregation to distract his mind from his physical troubles. Over his head soared the exquisite fan tracery of what Hornblower soberly decided was the most beautiful building in the world; there was something mathematically satisfactory in the way the spreading patterns met and remet, a sort of inspired logic. The nameless workmen who had done that carving must have been far-sighted, creative men.

The sermon was still going on, and Hornblower feared that when it was finished there would be some more singing, more of those high-pitched noises from the surpliced choir boys which would distress him painfully again, more painfully than the sermon or the oaken stall. This was the price he had to pay for having a ribbon and star to wear, for being a Knight of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath; as he was known to be on sick leave in England  and fully convalescent  he could not possibly evade attendance at this, the most important ceremonial of the Order. Certainly the chapel looked effective enough, the dull sunshine which made its way through the windows being reflected and multiplied into a soul-stirring glow by the knights crimson mantles and flashing orders. There was at least this to be said for this pomp and vanity; it was certainly beautiful in a strange, effective way, even without regard to historical associations. Maybe the stall on which he sat had in earlier years caused the same discomfort to Hawke or Anson; maybe Marlborough, in crimson and white similar to his own, had fidgeted and fretted through a similar sermon.

The important-looking person over there with a silver gilt crown on his head and velvet tabard embroidered in the royal arms was merely Bath King-at-Arms, some well-connected fellow who had this well-paid sinecure and could doubtless comfort himself, while sitting through the sermon, with the thought that he was earning his living by doing so once a year. Beside him was the Prince Regent, the Sovereign of the Order, his scarlet face at odds with the crimson of his mantle. And there were soldiers, generals, and colonels, with whose faces he was unfamiliar. But elsewhere in the chapel there were men with whom he was proud to share the brotherhood of the Order  Lord St Vincent, huge and grim, the man who took his fleet down into the heart of a Spanish squadron twice its strength; Duncan, who destroyed the Dutch Navy at Camperdown; and a dozen more of admirals and captains, some of them even junior to him in the Navy List  Lydiard, who captured the Pomona off Havannah; Samuel Hood, who commanded the Zealous at the Nile; and Yeo, who stormed the fort at El Muro. There was something pleasant and heartwarming at being a member of the same chivalrous Order as men like these  ridiculous, but true. And there were three times as many heroes as these, brother-knights also still at sea (for the ones present here were only those with shore appointments or on leave) making the final desperate effort to tear down the Napoleonic Empire. Hornblower felt a surge of patriotic emotion within him; his spirit soared, and then he incontinently began to analyse this wave of emotion and to wonder how much of it was due to the romantic beauty of his surroundings.

A uniformed naval lieutenant had made his way into the chapel, and stood hesitating for a moment before discovering Lord St Vincent and hastening to him, offering him the large dispatch (whose seals were already broken) which he held in his hand. No one was paying any attention to the sermon now  the cream of the Royal Navy were all craning round, peering at St Vincent as he read the dispatch, which had clearly arrived from the Admiralty at the other end of Whitehall. The Deans voice wavered, and then he rallied gamely, droning on to deaf ears, and ears which remained deaf for a long time, for St Vincent, having read the dispatch through once without any change of expression in his craggy face, immediately turned back to the beginning and read it through again. St Vincent who had so boldly risked the fate of England on a single prompt decision at the battle which gave him his title was nevertheless not a man to plunge hastily into action where there was time to think.

He finished his second reading, folded the dispatch, and then swept his gaze round the chapel. Two score Knights of the Bath stiffened with excitement and hoped to catch his eye. St Vincent rose to his feet and clasped his crimson cloak about him; he threw a word to the waiting lieutenant, and then, seizing his plumed hat, proceeded to hobble stiffly out of the chapel. Attention immediately transferred itself to the lieutenant, who was watched by every eye as he walked across the transept, and Hornblower stirred uncomfortably, his heart beating fast, as he realized that the lieutenant was heading straight for him.

His Lordships compliments, sir, said the lieutenant, and he would like a word with you immediately.

Now it was Hornblowers turn to fasten his mantle and to remember to pick up his plumed hat. He must at all costs appear nonchalant, and give to the assembled Knights no chance to smile at him for appearing flustered at this summons from the First Lord. He must look as if he was accustomed to this sort of thing every day. He stepped negligently out of his stall; his sword made its way between his legs and only by the mercy of Providence was he saved from tumbling headlong. He recovered himself with a clatter of spurs and scabbard, and set himself to stalk with slow dignity down the aisle. Every eye was on him; the Army officers present must be feeling merely a disinterested curiosity, but the Navy  Lydiard and the others  must be wondering what new fantastic turn the naval war had taken, and envying him the adventures and distinction which must await him. At the back of the chapel, in the seats reserved for the privileged public, Hornblower caught sight of Barbara making her way out of her pew to meet him. He smiled nervously at her  he could not trust himself to speak with all those eyes on him  and gave her his arm. He felt the firm touch of her hand upon it, and heard her clear, incisive voice; of course Barbara would not be awed by the fact that everyone was watching them.

Further trouble, I suppose, dear? said Barbara.

I suppose so, mumbled Hornblower.

Beyond the door St Vincent was awaiting them, the little wind tossing the ostrich feathers of his hat and ruffling the crimson cloak of silk. His massive legs bulged the white silk trunk hose; and he was pacing up and down on huge, gouty, deformed feet that distorted the white silk shoes. But the fantastic costume in no way detracted from the grim dignity of the man. Barbara slipped her arm out of Hornblowers and discreetly dropped back to allow the two men to converse in private.

Sir? said Hornblower, and then, remembering  he was not used yet to dealings with the peerage  My lord?

Youre ready for active service now, Hornblower?

Yes, my lord.

Youll have to start tonight.

Aye aye, sir  my lord.

When they bring my damned coach up Ill take you to the Admiralty and give you your orders. St Vincent lifted his voice in a bellow that had hailed the maintop in West Indian hurricanes. Havent they got those damned horses in yet, Johnson?

St Vincent caught sight of Barbara over Hornblowers shoulder.

Your servant, maam, he said; he took off the plumed hat and held it across his breast as he bowed; age and gout and a lifetime at sea had not deprived him of the courtly graces, but the business of the country still had first call upon his attention, and he turned back immediately to Hornblower.

What is the service, my lord? asked the latter.

Suppression of mutiny, said St Vincent grimly. Damned bloody mutiny. It might be 94 over again. Did you ever know Chadwick  Lieutenant Augustine Chadwick?

Midshipman with me under Pellew, my lord.

Well, hes  ah, heres my damned coach at last. What about Lady Barbara?

Ill take my own carriage back to Bond Street, said Barbara and Ill send it back for Horatio at the Admiralty. Here it comes now.

The carriage, with Brown and the coachman on the box, drew up behind St Vincents coach, and Brown sprang down.

Very good, then. Come on, Hornblower. Your servant, maam, again.

St Vincent climbed in heavily, with Hornblower beside him, and the horses hoofs clashed on the cobbles as the heavy vehicle crawled forward. The pale sunlight flickered through the windows on St Vincents craggy face as he sat stoop-shouldered on the leather seat; some urchins in the street caught sight of the gaily attired individuals in the coach and yelled Hooray, waving their tattered caps.

Chadwick had Flame, eighteen-gun brig, said St Vincent. The crews mutinied in the Bay of the Seine and are holding him and the other officers hostage. They turned a masters mate and four loyal hands adrift in the gig with an ultimatum addressed to the Admiralty. The gig made Bembridge last night, and the papers have just reached me  here they are.

St Vincent shook in his gnarled hand the dispatch and the enclosures which he had clasped since he received them in Westminster Abbey.

Whats the ultimatum, my lord?

Amnesty  oblivion. And hang Chadwick. Otherwise they turn the brig over to the French.

The crazy fools! said Hornblower.

He could remember Chadwick in the Indefatigable; old for a midshipman then, twenty years ago. He must be in his fifties now, and only a lieutenant. He had been a vile-tempered midshipman; after being passed over continually for promotion he must be a worse-tempered lieutenant. He could make a little vessel like the Flame, in which probably he was the only commissioned officer, a perfect hell if he wanted to. That might be the basis of the mutiny. After the terrible lessons of Spithead and the Nore, after Pigott had been murdered in the Hermione, some of the worst characteristics of the naval service had been eliminated. It was still a hard, cruel life, but not one to drive men into the suicidal madness of mutiny unless there were some special circumstances involved. A captain both cruel and unjust, a determined and intelligent leader among the men  that combination might make a mutiny. But whatever the cause, mutiny must be suppressed instantly, visited with extreme punishment. Smallpox or the plague were no more infectious and no more fatal than mutiny in a fighting service. Allow one mutineer to escape punishment, and he would be remembered by every next man with a grievance, and his example followed.

And England was at the very climax of her struggle with the French despotism. Five hundred ships of war at sea  two hundred of them ships of the line  were striving to keep the seas clear of enemies. A hundred thousand men under Wellington were bursting over the Pyrenees into southern France. And all the motley armies of eastern Europe, Russians and Prussians, Austrians and Swedes, Croats and Hungarians and Dutch, were being clothed and fed and armed by Englands exertions. It seemed as if England could not put forth one single further effort in the struggle; even as if she must falter and break down under the dreadful strain. Bonaparte was fighting for his life, with all the cunning and ferocity one might expect of him. A few more months of constancy, a few more months of fierce exertion, might bring him crashing down and restore peace to a mad world; a moments wavering, a breath of doubt, and tyranny might be clamped upon mankind for another generation, for uncounted generations to come.

The coach was wheeling into the Admiralty yard, and two wooden-legged naval pensioners were stumping out to open the doors. St Vincent climbed out, and he and Hornblower, in their brilliant crimson and white silk, walked through to the First Lords room.

Theres their ultimatum, said St Vincent, throwing a paper upon the desk.

Written in a poor hand, was Hornblowers first mental note  not the work of some bankrupt tradesman or lawyers clerk caught by the press gang.

On board HMS Flame off Havre

7 October 1813

We are all loyal hearts and true here, but Lieutenant Augustine Chadwick has flogged us and starved us, and has turned up all hands twice a watch for a month. Yesterday he said that today he would flog every third man of us and the rest of us as soon as the others was healed. So we have him under lock and key in his cabin, and theres a whip rove at the foreyardarm waiting for him for he ought to be strung up after what he did to the boy James Jones, he killed him and we think he said in his report that he died of fever. We want their Lordships at the Admiralty to promise us to try him for his crimes and give us new officers and let bygones be bygones. We want to fight on for Englands liberties for we are loyal hearts and true like we said but France is under our lee and we are all in this together and we are not going to be hanged as mutineers and if you try to take this vessel we shall run him up to the yardarm and go in to the French. We are all signing this.

Humbly and respectfully yours,

All round the margin of the letter were the signatures, seven of them, and several score of crosses, with a note against each cross  Henry Wilson, his mark; William Owen, his mark, and so on; they indicated the usual proportion of literates and illiterates in an average ships company. Hornblower looked up at St Vincent when he finished examining the letter.

Mutinous dogs, said St Vincent.

Maybe they were, thought Hornblower. But they had a right to be, he also thought. He could imagine perfectly well the sort of treatment to which they had been subjected, the unending wanton cruelty added to the normal hardship of life in a ship on blockading service; miseries which only death or mutiny could bring to an end  no other way out at all.

Faced with the certainty of a flogging in the immediate future, they had risen in mutiny, and he could not blame them. He had seen enough backs cut to ribbons; he knew that he himself would do anything, literally anything, to avoid such torture for himself if he were faced with the prospect of it. His flesh crept as he made himself seriously consider how he would feel if he knew he were to be flogged next week. The men had moral right on their side; it was not a matter of justice, but one of expediency, that they should be punished for their justifiable crime. The national existence of the country depended greatly on seizing the mutineers, hanging the ringleaders, flogging the rest; cauterizing before the disease could spread farther this new plague spot which had appeared in Englands right arm. They must be hanged, morally innocent or not  it was a part of war, like the killing of Frenchmen who were possibly admirable husbands and fathers. But it would be as well not to let St Vincent guess at his sentiments  the First Lord obviously hated mutineers just as mutineers, without troubling to think more deeply about their case.

What orders do you have for me, my lord? asked Hornblower.

Ill give you carte blanche, replied St Vincent. A free hand. Bring Flame back safe and sound, and the mutineers along with her, and you can set about it any way you choose.

You will give me full powers  to negotiate, for instance, my lord?

I didnt mean that, damn it, replied St Vincent. I meant you could have any force you asked for. I could spare you three ships of the line, if you want them. A couple of frigates. Bomb-vessels. Theres even a rocket-vessel if you think you could use it  this fellow Congreve wants to see his rockets in action again.

It doesnt appear to be the kind of situation in which great force would be of much use, my lord. Ships of the line would seem to be superfluous.

I know that too, damn it. The struggle in St Vincents mind was evident in his massive face. Those insolent rascals can slip into the Seines mouth in two shakes of a ducks tail at the first sign of danger to themselves. Its brains that are needed here, I know. Thats why I sent for you, Hornblower.

A nice compliment. Hornblower preened himself a little; he was talking here on terms almost of equality to one of the greatest admirals who had ever hoisted his flag, and the sensation was extraordinarily pleasant. And the internal pressure which was mounting inside the First Lord suddenly forced out of him a yet more astonishing statement.

And the men like you, Hornblower, exploded St Vincent. Damn it, I dont know a man who doesnt. Theyll follow you and listen to you. Youre one of the officers the men talk about among themselves. They trust you and expect things of you  so do I, damn it, as you can see.

But if I talk to the men it will imply that I am negotiating with them, my lord.

No negotiations with mutineers! blared St Vincent, striking the desk with a fist like a leg of mutton. We had enough of that in 94.

Then the carte blanche that you give me is no more than the usual naval officers orders, my lord, said Hornblower.

This was a serious matter; he was being sent out on an extremely difficult task, and would have to bear all the odium of failure should he be unsuccessful. He had never imagined himself bandying arguments with a First Lord, yet here he was actually doing so, impelled by sheer necessity. He realized in a moment of clairvoyance that he was not arguing on behalf of himself, after all; he was not trying to safeguard his own interests. He was debating purely impersonally; the officer who was to be sent out to recapture Flame and whose future might depend upon the powers given him was not the Hornblower sitting in this carved chair, dressed in crimson and white silk, but some poor devil he was sorry for and whose interests he had at heart because they represented the national interests. Then the two beings merged together again, and it was he, Barbaras husband, the man who had been at Lord Liverpools dinner party last night and had a slight ache in the centre of his forehead today in consequence, who was to go out on this unpleasant task, where not a haporth of glory or distinction was to be won and the gravest risk was to be run of a fiasco which might make him the laughing-stock of the Navy and an object of derision through the country.

He studied St Vincents expression again attentively; St Vincent was no fool and there was a thinking brain behind that craggy brow  he was fighting against his prejudices, preparing to dispense with them in the course of his duty.

Very well then, Hornblower, said the First Lord at length. Ill give you full powers. Ill have your orders drawn up to that effect. You will hold your appointment as Commodore, of course.

Thank you, my lord, said Hornblower.

Heres a list of the ships company, went on St Vincent. We have nothing here against any of them. Nathaniel Sweet, bosuns mate  heres his signature  was first mate of a Newcastle collier brig once  dismissed for drinking. Maybe hes the ringleader. But it may be any of em.

Is the news of the mutiny public?

No. And please God it wont be until the court martial flag is hoisted. Holden at Bembridge had the sense to keep his mouth shut. He put the masters mate and the hands under lock and key the moment he heard their news. Darts sailing for Calcutta next week  Ill ship em out in her. Itll be months before the story leaks out.

Mutiny was an infection, carried by words. The plague spot must be isolated until it could be cauterized.

St Vincent drew a sheaf of papers to himself and took up his pen  a handsome turkey-feather with one of the newfangled gold nibs.

What force do you require?

Something handy and small, said Hornblower.

He had not the remotest idea how he was going to deal with this problem of recovering a vessel which had only to drop two miles to leeward to be irrecoverable, but his pride made him assume an appearance of self-confidence. He caught himself wondering if all men were like himself, putting on a brave show of moral courage when actually they felt weak and helpless  he remembered Suetonius remark about Nero, who believed all men to be privately as polluted as himself although they did not admit it publicly.

Theres Porta Coeli, said St Vincent, raising his white eyebrows. Eighteen-gun brig  sister to Flame, in fact. Shes at Spithead, ready to sail. Freemans in command  he had the cutter Clam under your command in the Baltic. He brought you home, didnt he?

Yes, my lord.

Would she serve?

I think so, my lord.

Pellews commanding the mid-Channel squadron. Ill send him orders to let you have any help you may request.

Thank you, my lord.

Here he was, committing himself to a difficult  maybe an impossible  enterprise without any attempt to leave himself an avenue of retreat, neglecting utterly to sow any seed of future excuses which might be reaped to advantage in case of failure. It was utterly reckless of him, but that ridiculous pride of his, he knew, was preventing him. He could not use ifs or buts to men like St Vincent or to any man at all, for that matter. He wondered if it was because the First Lords recent compliments had gone to his head, or maybe it was because of the casual remark that he could request help of Pellew, a commander-in-chief, who had been his captain twenty years ago when he was a midshipman. He decided it was not either of these reasons. Just his nonsensical pride.

Winds norwesterly and steady, said St Vincent, glancing up at the dial which repeated the indications of the weathervane on the Admiralty roof. Glass is dropping, though. The sooner youre off the better. Ill send your orders after you to your lodgings  take this chance to say goodbye to your wife. Wheres your kit?

At Smallbridge, my lord. Almost on the road to Portsmouth.

Good. Noon now. If you leave at three; pochaise to Portsmouth  you cant ride post with your sea chest. Eight hours  seven hours, the roads arent poached yet at this time o year  you can be under way at midnight. Ill send Freeman his orders by post this minute. I wish you luck, Hornblower.

Thank you, my lord.

Hornblower gathered his cloak round him, hitched up his sword, and took his leave. Before he had quitted the room a clerk had entered at the summons of St Vincents jangling bell to take dictation of his order. Outside the north-westerly wind of which St Vincent had spoken blew freshly, and he felt chilled and forlorn in his gay crimson and white silk. But the carriage was there waiting for him, as Barbara had promised.


CHAPTER 2
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SHE WAS WAITING for him when he arrived at Bond Street, steady of eye and composed of feature, as was to be expected of one of a fighting race. But she could only trust herself to say a single word.

Orders? she asked.

Yes, answered Hornblower, and then gave vent to some of the powerful mixed emotions within him. Yes, dear.

When?

I sail tonight from Spithead. Theyre writing my orders now  I must leave as soon as they reach me here.

I thought it would be like that, from the look on St Vincents face. So I sent off Brown to Smallbridge to pack your kit. Itll be ready for you when we get there.

Capable, far-sighted, level-headed Barbara! Yet Thank you, dear, was all he could say. There were often these difficult moments even now, after all this time with Barbara; moments when he was overflowing with emotion (maybe that was the reason) and yet could not find words.

May I ask where you are going, dear?

I cannot tell you if you do, said Hornblower, forcing a smile. Im sorry, dear.

Barbara would say no word to anyone, nor convey by any hint or sign upon what kind of mission he was setting out, but, all the same, he could tell her nothing. Then if news of the mutiny leaked out Barbara could not be held responsible; but that was not the real reason. It was his duty to keep silent, and duty allowed of no exceptions. Barbara smiled back at him with the brightness that duty demanded. She turned her attention to his silken cloak, and draped it more gracefully over his shoulders.

A pity, she said, that in these modern days there are so few opportunities for men to dress beautifully. Crimson and white sets off your good looks, dear. You are a very handsome man  did you know that?

Then the brittle artificial barrier between them broke and vanished as utterly as a punctured soap bubble. His was a temperament that longed for affection, for the proofs of love; but a lifetime of self-discipline in an unrelenting world had made it difficult, almost impossible, for him to let the fact appear. Within him there was always the lurking fear of a rebuff, something too horrible to risk. He always was guarded with himself, guarded with the world. And she; she knew those moods of his, knew them even while her pride resented them. Her stoic English upbringing had schooled her into distrusting emotion and into contempt for any exhibition of emotion. She was as proud as he was; she could resent being dependent on him for her lifes fulfilment just as he could resent feeling incomplete without her love. They were two proud people who had made, for one reason or another, self-centred self-sufficiency a standard of perfection to abandon which called for more sacrifice than they were often prepared to make.

But in these moments, with the shadow of separation looming over them, pride and resentment vanished, and they could be blessedly natural, each stripped of the numbing armour the years had built about them. She was in his arms, and her hands under his cloak could feel the warmth of his body through the thin silk of his doublet. She pressed herself against him as avidly as he grasped at her. In that uncorseted age she was wearing only the slightest whalebone stiffening at the waist of her gown; in his arms he could feel her beautiful body limp and yielding despite the fine muscles (the product of hard riding and long walking) which he had at last educated himself to accept as desirable in woman, whom he had once thought should be soft and feeble. Warm lips were against warm lips, and then eyes smiled into eyes.

My darling! My sweet! she said, and then lip to lip again she murmured the endearment of the childless woman to her lover. My baby. My dear baby!

The dearest thing she could say to him. When he yielded to her, when he put off his protective armour, he wanted to be her child as well as her husband; unconsciously he wanted the reassurance that, exposed and naked as he was, she would be true and loyal to him like a mother to her child, taking no advantage of his defenceless condition. The last reserve melted; they blended one into the other in that extremity of passion which they could seldom attain. Nothing could mar it now. Hornblowers powerful fingers tore loose the silken cord that clasped his cloak; the unfamiliar fastenings of his doublet, the ridiculous strings of his trunk hose  it did not break into his mood to have to deal with them. Some time Barbara found herself kissing his hands, the long beautiful fingers whose memory sometimes haunted her nights when they were separated, and it was a gesture of the purest passion without symbolism. They were free for each other, untrammelled, unhindered, in love. They were marvellously one, and one even when it was all over; they were complete and yet not sated. They were one even when he left her lying there, when he glanced into the mirror and saw his scanty hair madly tousled.

His uniform hung on the dressing-room door; Barbara had thought of everything during the time he had been with St Vincent. He washed himself in the hand-basin, sponging his heated body, and there was no thought of washing away impurity  the act was one of simple pleasure. When the butler knocked at the door he put his dressing gown over his shirt and trousers and came out. It was his orders; he signed the receipt for them, broke the seal, and sat down to read them through to make sure there were no misunderstandings which ought to be cleared up before he left London. The old, old formulas  You are hereby requested and required; You are therefore strictly charged  the same ones under whose authority Nelson had gone into action at Trafalgar and Blake at Tenerife. The purport of the orders was plain, and the delegation of power unequivocating. If read aloud to a ships company  or to a court martial  they would be readily understood. Would he ever have to read them aloud? That would mean he had opened negotiations with mutineers. He was entitled to do so, but it would be a sign of weakness, something that would mean lifted eyebrows throughout the Navy, and which would cast a shadow of disappointment over St Vincents craggy face. Somehow or other he had to fool and trick a hundred English seamen into his power, so that they could be hanged and flogged for doing something he knew very well he would have done himself in the same circumstances. He had a duty to do; sometimes it was his duty to kill Frenchmen and sometimes it might be another duty. He would prefer to have to kill Frenchmen if someone had to be killed. And how in Heavens name was he to set about this present task?

The door to the bedroom opened and Barbara came in, radiant and smiling. Their spirits rushed together as their eyes met; the imminence of physical separation, and Hornblowers contemplation of his new distasteful duty, were not sufficient to disrupt the mental accord between them. They were more united than they had ever been before, and they knew it, the fortunate pair. Hornblower rose to his feet.

I shall be ready to leave in ten minutes, he said. Will you come with me as far as Smallbridge?

I was hoping you would ask me to do so, said Barbara.


CHAPTER 3
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IT WAS THE blackest imaginable night, and the wind, backing westerly, was blowing half a gale and promising to blow harder. It blew round Hornblower, flapping his trouser-legs about his knees above his sea boots and tugging at his coat, while all round and above him in the blackness the rigging shrieked in an insane chorus, as though protesting at the madness of mankind in exposing frail man-made equipment to the violence of the worlds forces. Even here, in the lee of the Isle of Wight, the little brig was moving in lively fashion under Hornblowers feet as he stood on the tiny quarterdeck. Somewhere to windward of Hornblower someone  a petty officer, presumably  was cursing a seaman for some unknown error; the filthy words reached Hornblowers ears in gusts.

A lunatic, thought Hornblower, must know these mad contrasts, these sudden changes of mood, these violent alterations in the world about him; in the one case it was the lunatic who changed, but in his own case it was his surroundings. This morning, hardly more than twelve hours ago, he had been sitting in Westminster Abbey with the Knights of the Bath, all dressed in crimson and white silk; he had dined with the Prime Minister the night before. He had been in Barbaras arms; he had been living in Bond Street luxury, with every whim that might arise ready to be satisfied at the mere pulling of a bell-cord. It was a life of self-indulgent ease; a score of servants would be genuinely shocked and upset if the slightest thing occurred to disturb the even way of the life of Sir Horatio  they ran those two words together, of course, making a curious bastard word like Surroratio out of them. Barbara had watched over him all through the summer, to make sure that the last seeds of the Russian typhus which had brought him home sick were eradicated. He had wandered in the sunshine through the gardens at Smallbridge hand in hand with little Richard, with the gardeners backing respectfully away and pulling at their hats. There had been that golden afternoon when he and Richard had lain side by side on their bellies beside the fish pond, trying to catch golden carp with their hands; returning to the house with the sunset glowing all about them, muddy and wet and gloriously happy, he and his little child, as close together as he had been with Barbara that morning. A happy life; too happy.

At Smallbridge this afternoon, while Brown and the post-boy were carrying out his sea chest to the chaise, he had said goodbye to Richard, taking hold of his hand to shake it as man to man.

Are you going back to fight, Father? Richard asked.

He said one more goodbye to Barbara; it was not easy. If he had good fortune, he might be home again in a week, but he could not tell her that, for it might reveal too much about the nature of his mission. That little bit of deception helped to shatter the mood of unity and union; it made him a little cold and formal again. Hornblower had had a strange feeling as he turned away from her of something lost for ever. Then he had climbed into the chaise with Brown beside him and rolled away, skirting the autumnal Downs to Guildford in the gathering evening, and then down the Portsmouth Road  the road along which he had driven on so many momentous occasions  through the night. The transition was brief from luxury to hardship. At midnight he set foot in the Porta Coeli, welcomed by Freeman, square, stocky, and swarthy as ever, with black hair hanging to his cheeks, gipsy-fashion; one noted almost with surprise that there were no rings in his ears. Not more than ten minutes was necessary to tell Freeman, under seal of secrecy, the mission upon which the Porta Coeli was to be dispatched; in obedience to his orders received four hours earlier Freeman already had the brig ready for sea, and at the end of that ten minutes the hands were at the capstan getting in the anchor.

Its going to be a dirty night, sir, said Freeman out of the darkness beside him. Glass is still dropping.

I expect it will be, Mr Freeman.

Freeman suddenly raised his voice to one of the loudest bellows that Hornblower had ever heard  that barrel-shaped chest could produce a surprising volume of sound.

Mr Carlow! Have all hands shorten sail. Get that maintopmast-staysl in! Another reef in the topsls! Suth-east by south, quartermaster.

South-east by south, sir.

The deck under Hornblowers feet vibrated a little with the rush of the hands over the planking; otherwise there was nothing to show him in the darkness that Freemans orders were being obeyed; the squeal of the sheave-pulleys in the blocks was swept away in the wind or drowned in the howling of the cordage, and he could see nothing of the rush of the men up the rigging to reef the topsails. He was cold and tired after a day which had begun  unbelievably, it seemed now  with the arrival of the tailor to dress him in the ceremonial costume of a Knight of the Bath.

Im going below, Mr Freeman, he said. Call me if necessary.

Aye aye, sir.

Freeman slid back the sliding hatch that covered the companionway  Porta Coeli was flush-decked  and a faint light emerged, revealing the stair; a faint light, but dazzling after the intense blackness of the night. Hornblower descended, bowing almost double under the deck-beams. The door to his right opened into his cabin, six feet square and four feet ten high; Hornblower had to crouch down on his haunches to survey it by the wavering light of the lantern swinging from the deck above. The crampedness of these, the finest quarters in the brig, was nothing compared with the conditions in which the other officers lived, he knew, and twenty times nothing compared with the conditions in which the hands lived. Forward the height between decks was just the same as this  four feet ten  and there the men slept in two banks of hammocks, one suspended above the other, with the noses of the men of the upper tier scraping the deck above and the tails of the men in the lower tier bumping the deck below, and noses meeting tails in the middle. The Porta Coeli was the best fighting machine of her tonnage that could sail the seas; she carried guns that could smash any opponent of her own size; she had magazines that could supply those guns during hours or days of fighting; she carried provisions enough to enable her to keep the sea for months without touching land; she was staunch and stout enough to face any weather that blew; the only thing that was wrong with her was that to achieve these results in 190 tons the human beings who lived in her had to be content with living conditions to which no careful farmer would ever subject his livestock. It was at the cost of human flesh and blood that England maintained the countless small vessels which kept the seas safe for her under the protecting shield of the ponderous ships of the line.

The cabin, small though it was, housed a prodigious stink. The first thing the nostrils noticed was the sooty, stuffy smell of the lamp, but they immediately became aware of a whole gamut of supplementary odours. There was the flat bilge smell, tolerable, in fact almost unnoticed by Hornblower, who had smelt bilge for twenty years. There was a penetrating smell of cheese, and as if to set that off there was a perceptible smell of rats. There was a smell of wet clothing, and finally there was a mixture of human odours, the long-confined body odour of unwashed men predominating.

And all this mixture of smells was balanced by a battery of noises. Every timber resonated the shrieking of the rigging; to be inside the cabin was to be like a mouse inside a violin while it was being played. Overhead the continual footfalls on the quarterdeck and the clatter of ropes being thrown down made it seem  to continue the analogy  as if someone else were tapping the body of the violin at the same time with small mallets. The wooden sheathing of the brig creaked and crackled with the vessels motion in the water like a giants knuckles rapping on the exterior; and the shot in the racks rolled just a trifle with each movement, too, thumping solemnly and unexpectedly just at the end of the roll as they fetched up.

Hornblower had hardly entered his cabin when the Porta Coeli suddenly heeled over unexpectedly far; apparently as she was just emerging into the open Channel the full force of the westerly breeze caught her and laid her. Hornblower was taken by surprise  it always was a slow process recovering his sea legs after a long stay ashore  and was precipitated forward, fortunately towards the cot, on which he was thrown face downward, and as he lay spreadeagled upon the cot his ears caught the assorted noises as the various loose objects always not properly secured at the outset of a voyage cascaded to the decks at this, the first big roll. Hornblower squirmed round on to the cot, bumped his head on the deck-beams above as another roll took him by surprise again, and fell back on to the coarse pillow, sweating in the wet stuffiness of the cabin both as a result of his exertions and with the beginnings of seasickness. He was cursing feebly and yet with all his heart; an intense hatred for this war, the more bitter for being completely hopeless, surged up inside him. What peace might be like he could hardly imagine  he had been a mere child when last the world was at peace  but he longed with uncontrollable yearning for peace as a cessation from war. He was weary of war, overweary of it, and his weariness was accentuated and embittered by the experiences of the last year. The news of the complete destruction of Bonapartes army in Russia had early roused hopes of immediate peace; but France had shown no signs of wavering, had raised new armies, and had stemmed the torrent of the Russian counter-attack far from any vital point of the Empire. The wiseacres had pointed to the severity and all-embracing nature of Bonapartes conscription, to the harshness of the taxation he exacted, and predicted an early upheaval in the interior of the Empire, backed maybe by a revolt of the generals. Ten months had elapsed since those predictions began generally to be made, and there was not a sign as yet of their coming true. When Austria and Sweden joined the ranks of Bonapartes enemies, men looked again for immediate victory. They hoped that when Bonapartes unwilling allies  Denmark, Holland, and the rest  fell away from their allegiance this presaged a prompt breaking-up of the Empire, and they were disappointed each time. For long it had been predicted by thoughtful men that when the tide of war washed back into the Empire itself, when Bonaparte should be compelled to make war support war on the soil of his subjects and not on that of his enemies or tributaries, the struggle would end almost automatically. Yet three months had elapsed since Wellington with a hundred thousand men had swept over the Pyrenees within the sacred frontiers, and still he was locked in a death grapple in the far south, still seven hundred miles from Paris. There seemed to be no end to Bonapartes resources or determination.

To Hornblower in his present despairing mood it seemed as if the struggle must continue until every last man in Europe was dead, until the whole of Englands substance was irrevocably consumed; and for himself that until old age should set him free he would be condemned, on account of the mad determination of one single man, to the loss of his liberty, to spending his days and his nights in hideous surroundings like the present, torn from his wife and his son, seasick and cold, depressed and unhappy. For almost the first time in his life he began to wish for a miracle, or for some unsought turn of good fortune  that a stray bullet should kill Bonaparte, or that some prodigious mistake would permit the gaining of an indisputable and decisive victory; that the people of Paris should rise successfully against the tyrant, that the French harvest should fail utterly, that the Marshals, to preserve their fortunes, should declare against the Emperor and succeed in inducing their soldiers to follow them. And none of these things, as he knew, was in the least likely; the struggle must go on and on, and he must remain a seasick prisoner in the chains of discipline until his hair turned white.

He opened his tightly closed eyes to find Brown standing over him.

I knocked, sir, but you didnt hear me.

What is it?

Is there anything I can get for you, sir? Theyre just goin to douse the galley fire. A cup o coffee, sir? Tea? A hot grog?

A good stiff dose of liquor might put him to sleep, would drown his morbid and gloomy thoughts, give him some respite from the black depression which was engulfing him. Hornblower found himself actually dallying with the temptation, and was genuinely shocked at himself. That he, who had not drunk to make himself drunk for nearly twenty years, who detested intoxication in himself even more than in other people, should give even a moments favourable consideration to such a thought startled him in addition to appalling him. It was a new depravity that he had never known existed in him, made worse by the knowledge that he was on a secret mission of great importance, where a clear head and ready judgement would be vitally necessary. He spurned himself in bitter self-contempt.

No, he said. I shall go back on deck.

He swung his legs down from the cot; the Porta Coeli was now well clear of the land, and was rolling and plunging like a mad thing in the choppy waters of the Channel. The wind on her quarter was laying her over so that as Hornblower rose to his feet he would have slid down to the opposite bulkhead if Brown had not put out a brawny hand and saved him. Brown never lost his sea legs; Brown was never sick; Brown had the vast physical strength that Hornblower had always coveted. He stood on his straddled legs like a rock, quite unmoved by the antics of the brig, while Hornblower swayed uncertainly. He would have hit his head against the swinging lamp if Browns firm hand on his shoulder had not deflected him.

A dirty night, sir, an itll be a long sight worse afore its better.

Job had the same sort of comforters. Hornblower snarled sidelong at Brown in pettish bad temper, and the bad temper was only made worse by seeing Brown being philosophical about it. It was infuriating to be treated like a child in a tantrum.

Best wear that scarf Her Ladyship made you, sir, went on Brown, unmoved. Twill be mortal cold by morning.

In a single movement he flipped open a drawer and produced the scarf. It was a square of priceless silk, light and warm, maybe the most costly thing Hornblower had ever owned, even taking into account his hundred-guinea sword. Barbara had embroidered upon it, with infinite pains  she detested fiddling with needle and thimble, and the fact that she had done so was the prettiest compliment she could pay him. Hornblower put it round his neck inside the collar of his pea-jacket, and was reassured by it, by its warmth and softness and by the memories of Barbara that it conjured up. He steadied himself, and then plunged for the door and up the five steps to the quarterdeck.

It was utterly dark up there, and Hornblower was blinded, emerging from even the miserable light of his cabin. All round him the wind roared hugely; he had to bend his head to meet it. The Porta Coeli was lying right over on her side, even though the wind was not abeam but over her quarter. She was both rolling and pitching. Spray and spindrift mixed with the rain that flew across her deck, stinging Hornblowers face as he clawed his way up to the weather bulwarks. Even when his eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness he could hardly make out the dim narrow rectangle of the reefed maintopsail. The little vessel leaped under his feet madly, like a horse; the sea was violent  even through the din of the gale Hornblower could hear the groan of the tiller-ropes as the quartermaster at the wheel fought to keep her from falling away into the trough.

Hornblower sensed the presence of Freeman somewhere near him, and ignored him. There was nothing to say, and even if there had been anything to say the violence of the wind would have made it difficult. He hitched his elbow on the hammock-netting to steady himself and gazed into the darkness. Just overside the white top of each advancing wave was momentarily visible before the Porta Coeli lifted to it. Forward the hands were at work on the pumps; Hornblowers ear could catch the flat clatter of them at intervals. There was nothing surprising at that, because with the violent working of the vessel in the waves the seams must be gaping and closing like mouths. Somewhere in this black night ships would be sailing, worn down by the gale; somewhere ships would be driving ashore, and seamen would be dying in the surf with this pitiless wind howling over them. Anchors would be dragging and lines parting. And this wind would be blowing over the miserable bivouacs of embattled Europe, too. The million anonymous peasant soldiers huddled round the campfires which they could hardly keep alight would curse the wind and the rain as they lay sleepless and hungry awaiting tomorrows battle. It was strange to think that upon them, upon these inconsiderable unknowns, depended, to a large part, his release from his present thraldom. He vomited excruciatingly into the scuppers as his seasickness reached a climax.

Freeman was speaking to him with unintelligible words. He could not understand them, and Freeman had to yell louder.

It seems as if I shall have to heave-to, sir.

Freeman had spoken in a moderate tone at first, a trifle embarrassed. It was a difficult position for Freeman; by the law and custom of the sea he was captain of this ship and Hornblower, although so far superior in rank, was no more than a passenger. Only an admiral could take command out of the hands of the officer appointed for that purpose, without a long and difficult process; a captain, even one who held commodores rank as did Hornblower, could not do so. Legally, and under the rulings of the Articles of War, Hornblower could only direct the Porta Coelis operations; Freeman was solely responsible for the manner in which Hornblowers orders were carried out. Legally it was entirely for Freeman to decide whether to heave-to or not; but no mere lieutenant commanding an eighteen-gun brig could happily disregard the wishes of a commodore on board, especially when the commodore happened to be Hornblower, with his reputation of impatience of delay and eagerness to set about the tasks before him  no lieutenant with a thought for his own future could do so, at any rate. Hornblower grinned to himself through his nausea at Freemans dilemma.

Heave-to if you wish, Mr Freeman, he bellowed back, and as soon as he had said the words Freeman was shouting his orders through his speaking-trumpet.

Heave-to! Get the foretopsl in! Set the maintmast-staysl. Quartermaster, bring her to.

Bring her to, sir.

The furling of the foretopsail eased her, and the staysail steadied her, and then she came to the wind. Until now she had fought against it; now she yielded to it, like a woman giving way at last to an importunate lover. She rose to an even keel, turning her starboard bow to the choppy seas, rising and falling to them with something of rhythm instead of her previous unpredictable plunges over the quartering waves. The starboard mainshrouds gave something of a lee to Hornblower where he stood against the starboard bulwark, so that even the force of the wind seemed to be a little moderated.


CHAPTER 4
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EVERYTHING WAS MUCH more comfortable, no doubt, much safer. There was no danger now of the Porta Coeli losing spars or canvas or working her seams considerably open. But it did not bring her any nearer to the Flame and her mutinous crew; on the contrary; it meant that every moment she was drifting farther away, and to leeward. To leeward! Hornblowers mind, like that of every sailor, was obsessed with the importance of keeping to windward of ones destination. He grudged bitterly every yard of leeway made, far more bitterly than any miser grudged paying out his pieces of gold. Here in the Channel in the late autumn, where westerly gales were to be expected daily, any drift to the eastward might have to be bought back at compound interest. Every hour of leeway would have to be regained when the wind moderated, by two or three hours of beating back to windward, unless the wind should come easterly, which one could not expect.

And every hour might count; no one could guess what might be the next mad action of the desperate men on board Flame. At any moment they might be led by panic to hand themselves over to the French; or the ringleaders might abandon the vessel and seek refuge in France, never to be regained for the hangmans rope. And at any moment the news might begin to seep through the Navy that a kings ship had successfully thrown off the bonds of discipline, that downtrodden seamen were negotiating, as one power with another, with the Lords of the Admiralty. Hornblower could guess only too well what might be the effect of that news. The sooner Flame was dealt with in exemplary fashion the better; but he was still without any idea as to how to deal with her. This present gale would hardly discommode her  she would be able to ride it out in the lee of the Normandy peninsula. A vessel of her tonnage could venture anywhere in the Bay of the Seine; on the one hand she could run for Le Havre, on the other to Caen river.

The batteries of the Cotentin coast would protect her; the chasse-marées and the Seine gunboats would be ready to come to her aid. Both at Cherbourg and at Le Havre there were French frigates and ships of the line, half-manned and unready for sea, but always able at a pinch to push out a few miles from port and cover the escape of the Flame. At the approach of superior force she would certainly run; she might stand and fight an equal, such as this Porta Coeli, but Hornblower found himself hesitating at the prospect of meeting on equal terms a British ship manned by English sailors filled with the courage of despair. Victory would be dearly bought  what a triumphant clamour Bonaparte would raise through Europe at the news of a battle between two British ships! There would be many dead  what would be the effect on the Navy at the news of British sailors killing each other? What would be the results in Parliament? And the chances were certainly large that the two brigs would cripple each other so badly as to fall easy victims to the chasse-marées and gunboats. And worse than that, there was the chance of defeat. Equal ships, equal crews; a chance as arbitrary as the spin of a coin might decide the action. No, only as a last resort, perhaps not even then, would he fight a simple action against the Flame. But what the devil was he to do?

Hornblower shook himself into consciousness of the world about him, backing out of the blind alley of thought in which he had found himself. The wind was still shrieking round him, but it was no longer an avalanche of darkness. Before his eyes the lean rectangle of the reefed maintopsail was distinctly visible against the sky. There was a faint grey light about him; the white-flecked waves over which the brig was uneasily rising were plain to his sight. Morning was coming. Here he lay, hove-to in mid-Channel, out of sight of land. And it was still less than twenty-four hours since he had sat in silks amid the Knights of the Bath in Westminster Abbey, and much less than twenty-four hours since Barbara had  that was another line of thought from which he had hastily to shake himself free. It was raining again, the chill drops blowing into his face. He was cold through and through; as he moved he felt Barbaras scarf about his neck sopping wet with the water that had run down from his face. Freeman was beside him; the day-old beard that sprouted on Freemans cheeks was an additional convincing touch in his gipsy appearance.

The glass stays low, sir, said Freeman. No sign of the weather moderating.

I can see none myself, said Hornblower.

There was scanty material for conversation, even if Hornblower had wanted to enter into conversation with his subordinate. The grey sky and the grey sea, the shrieking wind, the chill that enveloped them, the pessimistic gloom which clouded Hornblowers thoughts, all these helped Hornblower to maintain the deliberate taciturnity which he had so long cultivated.

Have me called at the first sign of a change, Mr Freeman, he said.

He walked over to the hatchway; it was only with an effort that he could set one foot before the other, and he could hardly bend at all to get his hands on the hatch coaming as he descended. His joints groaned as he crept under the threatening deck-beams into his cabin. He was utterly numb with cold and fatigue and seasickness. He was just conscious, resentfully, that he must not fall, as he longed to do, fully clothed upon his cot  not for fear of rheumatism, but because there might be no chance for days of drying the cots bedding if once he made it wet. And then here came Brown, materializing suddenly at his side  he must have been alert in the wardroom pantry on the watch for him.

Let me take your coat, sir, said Brown. Youre cold, sir. Ill untie that scarf. Those buttons, sir. Sit down now and Ill be able to get those boots off, sir.

Brown was stripping him of his wet clothes as if he were a baby. He produced a towel as if by magic, and chafed Hornblowers ribs with it; Hornblower felt life returning through his veins at the touch of the coarse material. Brown slipped a flannel nightshirt over his head, and then knelt on the swaying deck to chafe his legs and feet. Through Hornblowers dazed mind there passed a momentary amazement at Browns efficiency. Brown was good at everything to which he turned his hand; he could knot and splice, and he could drive a pair of horses; he could carve model ships for Richard, and be tutor and nursemaid to the boy as well; heave the lead, hand and reef, and wait at table; take a trick at the wheel or carve a goose; undress a weary man and  just as important  know when to cut off his flow of soothing remarks and lay him down in silence and pull the blankets over him, leaving him alone without any trite or irritating words about hoping he slept well. In Hornblowers last tumultuous thoughts before exhaustion plunged him into sleep he decided that Brown was a far more useful member of society than he himself was; that if in his boyhood Brown had been taught his letters and his figures, and if chance had brought him to the quarterdeck as a kings letter-boy instead of to the lower deck as a pressed man, he would probably be a captain by now. And, significantly, hardly a trace of envy tinged Hornblowers thoughts of Brown; he was mellow enough by now to admire without resentment. Brown would make some woman a fine husband, as long as there was no other woman within reach. Hornblower smiled at that, and went on smiling in his sleep, seasickness and the plunging of the Porta Coeli over the short seas notwithstanding.

He woke later feeling refreshed and hungry, listened benevolently to the tumult of the noisy ship about him, and then poked his head out of the blankets and shouted for Brown. The sentry outside the cabin door took up the cry, and Brown came in almost immediately.

Whats the time?

Two bells, sir.

In which watch?

Afternoon watch, sir.

He might have known that without asking. He had been asleep for four hours, of course  nine years as a captain had not eradicated the habits acquired during a dozen years as a watchkeeping officer. The Porta Coeli stood up first on her tail and then on her nose as an unusually steep sea passed under her.

The weather hasnt moderated?

Still blowin a full gale, sir. West-souwest. Were hove-to under maintopmast-staysl and maintopsl with three reefs. Out o sight o land, an no sail visible neither, sir.

This was an aspect of war to which he should have grown used; endless delay with peril just over the horizon. He felt marvellously fortified by his four hours sleep; his depression and his yearning for the end of the war had disappeared, not eradicated but overlain by the regained fatalism of the veteran. He stretched luxuriously in his heaving cot. His stomach was decidedly squeamish still, but, rested and recumbent as he was, it was not in active rebellion, whatever it might promise should he become active. And there was no need to be active! There was nothing for him to do if he should rise and dress. He had no watch to keep; by law he was merely a passenger; and until this gale blew itself out, or until some unforeseen danger should develop, there was nothing about which he need trouble his head. He had still plenty of sleep to make up; probably there were anxious and sleepless nights ahead of him when he should come to tackle the duty to which he had been assigned. He might just as well make the most of his present languor.

Very good, Brown, he said, imparting to his voice the flat indifference after which he always strove. Call me when the weather moderates.

Breakfast, sir? The surprise in Browns voice was apparent and most pleasurable to Hornblower; this was the one reaction on his restless captains part which Brown had not anticipated. A bite o cold beef an a glass o wine, sir?

No, said Hornblower. His stomach would not keep them down, he feared, in any case.

Nothing, sir?

Hornblower did not even deign to answer him. He had shown himself unpredictable, and that was really something gained. Brown might at any time grow too proprietorial and too pleased with himself. This incident would put him in his place again, make him not quite so sure of his acquaintance with all his captains moods. Hornblower believed he could never be a hero to Brown; he could at least be quirky. He gazed placidly up at the deck-beams over his nose until the baffled Brown withdrew, and then he snuggled down again, controlling an expostulatory heave of his stomach. Contented with his lot, he was satisfied to lie and doze and daydream. At the back of the west wind a brig full of mutineers awaited him. Well, although he was drifting away from them at a rate of a mile or two in the hour, he yet was approaching them as fast as it was in his power to do so. And Barbara had been so sweet.

He was sleeping so lightly at the end of the watch that he was roused by the bosuns calls turning out the watch below, a sound to which he should have been thoroughly used by now. He shouted for Brown and got out of bed, dressing hurriedly to catch the last of the daylight. Plunging out on deck, his eyes surveyed the same desolate scene as he had expected  an unbroken grey sky, a grey sea flecked with white, furrowed into the short steep rollers of the Channel. The wind still blew with gale force, the officers of the watch bending into it with their souwesters pulled low over their eyes, and the watch crouching for shelter under the weather bulwarks forward.

Hornblower was aware, as he looked about him, of the commotion aroused by his appearance on deck. It was the first opportunity the ships company of the Porta Coeli had had of seeing him in daylight. The midshipman of the watch, at a nudge from the masters mate, dived below, presumably to report his appearance to Freeman; there were other nudges observable among the hands forward. The huddle of dark tarpaulins showed a speckling of white as faces turned towards him. They were discussing him; Hornblower, who sank the Natividad in the Pacific, and fought the French fleet in Rosas Bay, and last year held Riga against all Boneys army.

Nowadays Hornblower could contemplate with a certain equanimity the possibility of being discussed by other people. There were undeniable achievements on his record, solid victories for which he had borne the responsibility and therefore deservedly wore the laurels. His weaknesses, his seasickness, and his moodiness, could be smiled at now instead of being laughed at. The gilded laurels were only tarnished to his own knowledge, and not to that of others. They did not know of his doubts and his hesitations, not even of his actual mistakes  they did not know, as he did, that if he had only called off the bomb-vessels at Riga five minutes earlier  as he should have done  young Mound would be still alive and a distinguished naval officer. Hornblowers handling of his squadron in the Baltic had been described in Parliament as the most perfect example in recent years of the employment of a naval force against an army; Hornblower knew of the imperfections, but apparently other people could be blind to them. He could face his brethren in the profession, just as he could face his social equals. Now he had a wife of beauty and lineage, a wife with taste and tact, a wife to be proud of and not a wife he could only gloweringly dare the world to criticize  poor Maria in her forgotten grave in Southsea.

Freeman came climbing out of the hatchway, still fastening his oilskins; the two of them touched their hats to each other.

The glass has begun to rise, sir, shouted Freeman, his hands making a trumpet before his mouth. Thisll blow itself out soon.

Hornblower nodded, even while at that moment a bigger gust flogged his oilskins against his legs  the gustiness itself was a sign that the gale was nearing its end. The light was fast fading out of the grey sky; with sunset perhaps the wind would begin to moderate.

Will you come round the ship with me? yelled Hornblower, and this time it was Freemans turn to nod. They walked forward, making their way with difficulty over the plunging, dripping decks, with Hornblower looking keenly about him. Two long guns forward  six-pounders; the rest of the armament twelve-pounder carronades. The breachings and preventer tackles were in good shape. Aloft, the rigging, both standing and running, was properly set up and cared for; but the best proof that the vessel was in good order lay in the fact that nothing had carried away during the weather of the last twenty-four hours. Freeman was a good captain; Hornblower knew that already. But it was not the guns, not even the vessels weatherly qualities, which were of first importance in the present expedition. It was the human weapons that most mattered; Hornblower darted quick glances from side to side under his brows as he inspected the material of the brig  taking pains to observe the appearance and demeanour of the men. They seemed patient, not sullen, thank God. They were alert, seemingly ready for any duty. Hornblower dived down the fore-hatchway into the unspeakable din and stink of the battened-down tween-decks. There were sailors asleep in the fantastic fashion of the British tarpaulin  snoring heavily as they lay on the bare deck, despite the din about them. There were men huddled in gaming groups. He saw sleeves tugged and thumbs pointed as men caught sight of him  their first sight of the almost legendary Hornblower. An exchange of a nod and a wink. Hornblower, shrewdly estimating the feeling about him, guessed with pleasure that there was expectancy rather than resignation or reluctance.

It was an odd fact, but one whose existence could not be doubted, that men were pleased at the prospect of serving under him, Hornblower; the Hornblower, that is (qualified Hornblower), whom they thought existed, not the real actual Hornblower who wore the coat and trousers he was wearing. They hoped for victory, excitement, distinction, success; the poor fools. They did not stop to think that men died where Hornblower took command. The clear-headedness resulting from seasickness and an empty stomach (Hornblower could not remember when last he had eaten) allowed free play to a whole conflict of emotions within him; pleasure at being so gladly followed, pity for the thoughtless victims; a thrill of excitement at the thought of future action, and a wave of doubt regarding his ability to pluck success this time from the jaws of chance; pleasure, reluctantly admitted, at finding himself at sea and in command again, and regret, bitter and soul-searching, for the life he had just left, for Barbaras love and little Richards trusting affection. Hornblower, noting his inward turmoil, cursed himself for a sentimental fool at the very moment when his sharp eye picked out a seaman who was knuckling his forehead and bobbing and grinning with embarrassed pleasure.

I know you, said Hornblower, searching feverishly through his memory. Let me see now. It must have been in the old Indefatigable.

Thats right, sir. We was shipmates then, sir. And you wornt moren a nipper, then, sir, beggin your pardon, sir. Midshipman of the foretop, you was, sir.

The seaman wiped his hand on the leg of his trousers before gingerly accepting the hand which Hornblower held out to him.

Hardings your name, said Hornblower, his memory coming to his rescue, with a tremendous effort. You taught me long splicing while we were off Ushant.

Thats right, sir. Deed youre right, sir. That were ninety-two, or wore it ninety-three?

Ninety-three. Im glad to know youre on board, Harding.

Thank you kindly, sir, Im sure. Thank you kindly.

Why should the whole vessel buzz with pleasure because he had recognized an old shipmate of twenty years back? Why should it make a haporth of difference? But it did; Hornblower knew it and felt it. It was hard to say whether pity or affection for his weak fellow-men held first place in the new complex of emotions which the incident aroused. Bonaparte might be doing the same thing at that same moment, recognizing in some German bivouac some old comrade-in-arms in the ranks of the Guard.

They had reached the after part of the brig now, and Hornblower turned to Freeman.

I am going to dine, now, Mr Freeman, he said. Perhaps after that we may be able to make some sail on the brig. I shall come on deck to see, in any case.

Aye aye, sir.

Dinner; eaten seated on the small locker against the bulkhead. Cold salt beef  quite a good cut, tasty to a palate long accustomed to it and yet deprived of it for the last eleven months. Rexams Superfine Ships Biscuits from a lead-lined box discovered and provided by Barbara  the best ships bread which Hornblower had ever tasted, costing maybe twenty times as much as the weevily stuff he had eaten often enough before. A bite of red cheese, tangy and seasoned, admirably suited to accompany the second glass of claret. It was quite absurd that he should feel any satisfaction at having to lead this sort of life again, and yet he did. Undeniably, he did.

He wiped his mouth on his napkin, climbed into his oilskins, and went up on deck.

The winds dropped a little, Mr Freeman, I fancy.

I fancy it has, sir.

In the darkness the Porta Coeli was riding to the wind almost easily, with a graceful rise and swoop. The seas overside could not be nearly as steep as they had been, and this was rain, not spray, in his face, and the feel of the rain told him that the worst of the storm was over.

With the jib and the boom-mainsl both reefed, we can put her on the wind, sir, said Freeman, tentatively.

Very well, Mr Freeman. Carry on.

There was a special skill about sailing a brig, especially, of course, on a wind. Under jib and staysails and the boom-mainsail she could be handled like a fore-and-aft rigged vessel; Hornblower knew it all theoretically, but he also knew that his practice would be decidedly rusty, especially in the dark and with a gale blowing. He was well content to remain in the background and let Freeman do what he would. Freeman bellowed his orders; with a mighty creaking of blocks the reefed boom-mainsail rose up the mast while men on the dizzy yard got in the maintopsail. The brig was hove-to on the starboard tack, and as the effect of the jib made itself felt she began to pay off a little.

Mainsl sheets! bellowed Freeman, and to the man at the wheel, Steady as you go!

The rudder met and counteracted the tendency of the Porta Coeli to fall off, and the boom-mainsail caught the wind and forced her forward. In a moment the Porta Coeli changed from something quiescent and acquiescent into something fierce and desperate. She ceased to yield to wind and sea, ceased to let them hurtle past her; now she met them, she fought against them, battled with them. She was like some tigress previously content to evade the hunters by slinking from cover to cover, but now hurling herself on her tormentors mad with fighting fury. The wind laid her over, the spray burst in sheets across her bows. Her gentle rise and swoop were transformed into an illogical jerky motion as she met the steep waves with immovable resolution; she lurched and she shuddered as she battered her way through the waves. The forces of the world, the old primitive powers that had ruled earth and water since the creation, were being set at defiance by man, weak, mortal man, who by virtue of the brain inside his fragile skull was able not merely to face the forces of the world but to bend them to his will, compel them to serve him. Nature sent this brisk westerly gale up the Channel; subtly and insidiously the Porta Coeli was making use of it to claw her way westward  a slow, painful, difficult way, but westward all the same. Hornblower, standing by the wheel, felt a surge of exultation as the Porta Coeli thrashed forward. He was like Prometheus stealing fire from the gods; he was the successful rebel against the blind laws of nature; he could take pride in being a mere mortal man.


CHAPTER 5
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FREEMAN BENT OVER the tallow that armed the bottom of the lead; a seaman held a lantern at his shoulder so as to let the light fall upon it. The masters mate and midshipman of the watch completed the group, a vignette of blackness and light in the massive darkness all around. Freeman was not hasty in reaching his decision; he peered at the sample brought up from the bottom of the sea first from one angle and then from another. He sniffed at it; he applied a forefinger to it and then carried the finger to his tongue.

Sand and black shell, he mused to himself.

Hornblower held back from the group; this was something Freeman could do better than he, although it would be nearly blasphemy to say so in public, seeing that he was a captain and Freeman a mere lieutenant.

Maybe were off Antifer, said Freeman at length. He looked out of the light into the darkness towards where Hornblower was standing.

Lay her on the other tack, if you please, Mr Freeman. And keep the lead going.

Creeping about in the night off the treacherous Normandy coast was a nervous business, even though in the past twenty-four hours the wind had moderated to nothing more than a strong breeze. But Freeman knew what he was about; a dozen years spent in handling vessels in the soundings round the fringes of Europe had given him knowledge and insight obtainable in no other way. Hornblower had to trust Freemans judgement; he himself with compass and lead and chart might do a good workmanlike job, but to rate himself above Freeman as a Channel pilot would be ridiculous. Maybe, Freeman had said; but Hornblower could value that maybe at its true worth. Freeman was confident about it. The Porta Coeli was off Cape Antifer, then, a trifle farther to leeward than he wished to be when dawn should come. He still had no plan in his head about how to deal with the Flame when he met her; there was no way round, as far as he could see, the simple geometrical difficulty that the mutineers, with Le Havre open to them on one side and Caen on the other, could not be cut off from taking refuge with the French if they wished to; for that matter, there were a dozen other inlets on the coast, all heavily protected by batteries, where the Flame could find a refuge. And any forcing of the matter might result easily enough in Chadwick being hoisted up to his yardarm, to dangle there as a dead man  the most horrible and dangerous incident in the history of the Navy since the murder of Pigott. But contact had to be made with the mutineers  that was clearly the first thing to do  and there was at least no harm in trying to make that contact at a point as advantageous as possible. Some miracle might happen; he must try and put himself across the course of wandering miracles. What was it that Barbara had said to him once? The lucky man is he who knows how much to leave to chance. Barbara had too good an opinion of him, even after all this time, but there was truth in what she said.

The Porta Coeli went smartly about, and reached to the north-westward, close-hauled to the south-westerly wind.

The tide starts to make about now, Sir Horatio, said Freeman, beside him.

Thank you.

That was an additional bit of data in the problem of the morrow which was not yet fully revealed to him. War was as unlike spherical trigonometry as anything could be, thought Hornblower, grinning at the inconsequence of his thoughts. Often one approached a problem in war without knowing what it was one wanted to achieve, to prove, or construct, and without even knowing fully what means were available for doing it. War was generally a matter of slipshod, makeshift, hit-or-miss extemporization. Even if it were not murderous and wasteful it would still be no trade for a man who enjoyed logic. Yet maybe he was taking too flattering a view of himself; maybe some other officer  Cochrane, say, or Lidyard  would, if in his position, already have a plan worked out for dealing with the mutineers, a plan that could not fail to bring satisfactory results.

Four bells rang out sharply; they had been over half an hour on this tack.

Kindly go about on the other tack, Mr Freeman. I dont want to get too far from land.

Aye aye, sir.

If it was not for the war, no captain in his senses would dream for a moment of plunging about in the darkness on this shoal coast, especially when he was extremely doubtful of his exact position  their present estimate was the sum of a series of guesses, guesses about the leeway made while hove-to, guesses at the effects of the tides, guesses at the correspondence between soundings taken overside and soundings marked on the chart.

What do you think the mutineers will do, sir, when they sight us? asked Freeman.

The fact that Hornblower had unbent enough to give an explanation of why he wanted to go about must have encouraged Freeman to this familiarity; Hornblower was irritated, but most of all because he had no thoughts on the matter.

Theres no profit in asking questions which time will surely answer, Mr Freeman, he said, tartly.

Yet speculation is a fascinating thing, Sir Horatio, replied Freeman, so unabashed that Hornblower stared at him in the darkness. Bush, if Hornblower had spoken to him in that fashion, would have retired wounded into his shell.

You may indulge yourself in it if you so desire, Mr Freeman. I have no intention of doing so.

Thank you, Sir Horatio.

Now was there, or was there not, a hint of mockery behind the hint of subservience in that reply? Was it possible that Freeman could actually be smiling inwardly at his superior officer? If so, he was running a fearful risk; a suggestion of dissatisfaction in Hornblowers future report to the Admiralty would put Freeman on the beach for life. But Hornblower knew, the moment the thought came into his head, that he would do no such thing. He could never blast an able mans career just because that man had not treated him with slavish respect.

Waters shoaling fast, sir, said Freeman, suddenly  both he and Hornblower had subconsciously been listening to the cry of the leadsman in the chains. I should like to go about again.

Certainly, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower, formally.

They were creeping round Cape de la Hève, the northerly point of the Seine estuary, just within which lies Le Havre. There was a chance, a tiny one, that they might find themselves at dawn both to leeward of the Flame and between her and France so that she would have no means of escape at all. And the night was wearing on; it would not be long now before daylight.

You have a good man at the masthead, Mr Freeman?

Yes, Sir Horatio.

He would have to tell the hands about the mission on which they had been sent, even though that meant violating the secrecy surrounding the mutiny. Normally there would be little enough need to confide in the hands; British seamen, fatalistic after twenty years of war, would fire into Frenchmen or Americans or Dutchmen without much thought about the rights or wrongs; but to ask them to fight against a sister-ship, to fire into a British vessel, which might, for all he knew, still be wearing her commissioning pendant and her White Ensign, might cause hesitation if he called upon them to do so without some preliminary warning. A careful officer would in ordinary circumstances never breathe the word mutiny to his men; no lion-tamer would ever remind the lion that the lion was stronger than he. It was almost daylight.

Would you be so good as to turn up the hands, Mr Freeman? I wish to address them.

Aye aye, sir.

The pipes wailed through the brig, and the watch below came streaming up through the hatchway, pouring sleepily aft; the poor devils were losing an hour of sleep because of the inconsiderate way in which dawn did not correspond with the end of the watch. Hornblower looked round for some point of vantage from which he could address them; in a flush-decked vessel like the Porta Coeli he had not the advantage of speaking down into a waist from a quarterdeck. He swung himself up on to the weather bulwark, balancing himself with a hand on the mainbackstay.

Men, he said, are you wondering what has sent you out here?

Maybe they were, but the rather sleepy, apathetic, breakfastless lines before him showed little sign of it.

Are you wondering what has sent me out to sea with you?

By God, they were wondering that. There must have been speculation on the lower deck as to why a full commodore  and not only a commodore, but Hornblower of the legendary past  should have been sent to sea in a mere eighteen-gun brig. It was flattering to see a movement of interest in the lines, a lifting of heads, even while Hornblower cursed at fate for having to make use of rhetorical tricks, and more for having to exploit his own personal renown.

There is villainy afloat, said Hornblower. British seamen have disgraced themselves. They have mutinied in the very presence of the enemy.

He had the mens interest now, without a doubt. He had said the word mutiny to these slaves of the lash and the whistle. Mutiny, the remedy for all their ills, which would give them freedom from the hardship of their lives, the cruelty and the danger, the foul food and the severance from all the amenities of life. One crew had mutinied. Why should not they do so too? He would have to tell them about the Flame, remind them that close at hand lay the shores of France, where Bonaparte would gladly heap wealth and luxury upon any British seaman who brought a British ship of war over to him. Hornblower let a note of contempt creep into his voice.

The crew of the Flame, our own sister-ship, has done this thing. Now they are sheltering here in this very Bay of the Seine. Every mans hand is against them. The French have no use for mutineers, and it is our mission to dig these rats from their holes. They have betrayed England, forgotten their duty to King and Country. I expect most of them are honest but stupid, led astray by a few designing villains. It is those villains who must pay the price of their villainy, and we must see they have no chance of escape. If they are mad enough to offer fight, then we must fight them. If they surrender without bloodshed, that fact will be remembered in their favour when they are brought to trial. I want no bloodshed if I can help it  you know as well as I do that a cannon shot will kill a man without stopping to ask whether he is a villain or just a fool. But if they want bloodshed, then we shall let them have it.

Hornblower ended his speech, and looked over to Freeman to dismiss the men. It was a cheerless business making a speech to hungry men in a grey dawn, but Hornblower, darting glances at the men as they went about their business, saw that there was nothing to fear from the ships company. They were buzzing with talk, of course, but news of mutiny would set any crew a-buzz, just as a village would be set a-buzz by news of a local murder. But it was only gossipy talk, he could see; the men were not making any deductions from the news. He had presented the case to them in such a way as to make it obvious to them that he expected them to obey his orders for dealing with the mutineers, and he had let no hint creep into his speech of his fear that they should be tempted to follow their example. That had not occurred to them yet  but it might, if they were allowed to ruminate over it. He must see that they were kept busy; the ordinary ships routine was attending to that at the moment, for they were at work on the opening business of every naval day, washing down the decks before being piped to breakfast.

Land! yelled a voice from the masthead. Land on the port bow.

It was rather thick weather, typical Channel weather for the end of the year, but in the growing light Hornblower could see the dark line against the grey. Freeman was scrutinizing the coast through his glass.

Thats the south shore of the Bay, said Freeman. Theres the Cane river.

Hornblower was only just beginning to realize that Freeman was anglicizing the pronunciation of Caen when Freeman trained his telescope round and gave a string of more surprising examples still of what an Englishman can do to French names.

Yes, theres Cape dee lay Heave, and Harbour-Grace, he said.

The growing light revealed the Porta Coelis position, over towards the southern shore of the estuary of the Seine.

That was an excellent piece of navigation last night, Mr Freeman.

Thank you, Sir Horatio.

Hornblower would have added more words of warmer praise, if it had not been for Freemans rather chilling manner; he supposed Freeman was entitled to be short-tempered before breakfast if he wished. And any capable lieutenant was entitled to be jealous of a captain; in the opinion of every ambitious lieutenant a captain was just a lieutenant who had been lucky and who would continue to be lucky, drawing three times a lieutenants pay and prize money, reaping the harvest of the lieutenants labours, and secure in the knowledge that time would make an admiral of him in the end while the lieutenants promotion still depended on the whims of his superiors. Hornblower could remember feeling just the same when he was a lieutenant; for Freeman to show it was natural even though foolish.

The leadsmans cry in the chains indicated that the water was shoaling again; they had left the middle ground far behind them and had now crossed the southerly channel of the estuary. There was still plenty of water for the Porta Coeli; she had been expressly designed for this very purpose of penetrating into inlets and estuaries, carrying the war as close to Bonapartes shores as might be. Bonapartes dominion stopped short at the line which the shot from his shore batteries could reach, and beyond that line England ruled supreme and unchallenged.

Sail on the lee bow! yelled the lookout.

Freeman swung himself up to the lee mainshrouds with the agility of an ape; braced against the ratlines, he trained his glass forward.

A brig, sir, he hailed down to Hornblower, and a few seconds later Thats Flame all right, sir.

Put the helm up and well bear down on her, Mr Freeman, if you please.

Flame was exactly where one would expect to find her, close up under the lee of the land, sheltered from any gale from north-west round to the east; and free to consult her own safety whether attacked by British or French. Soon Hornblowers own glass picked her out from the grey murk. A trim, beautiful little vessel, lying hove-to on the edge of the shoals. She showed no signs, at that distance at least, of any disorder on board. Hornblower wondered how many telescopes there were being trained upon the Porta Coeli, what anxious debate was being held on board by men recognizing the new arrival as the first move on the part of their lordships of the Admiralty in reply to their suicidal ultimatum. Those men had ropes round their necks.

Shes waiting for us to come down to her, said Freeman.

I wonder for how long, answered Hornblower.

What are you men standing chattering there for? suddenly blared out Freeman, addressing a group of excited seamen lining the bulwark forward. Master-at-arms! Master-at-arms! Take those mens names and bring them to me at the end of the watch! You bosuns mate, there! Collier! Keep those men of yours at work! This is a Kings ship, not a blasted school for young ladies!

A thin beam of watery sunshine broke through the greyness and lit up the Flame as she lay in the circle of Hornblowers glass. He suddenly saw her yards swing round; she put herself before the wind and began to move in the direction of Honfleur. Her foretopsail was conspicuously patched  a light cross against the darker material, as if she were some Crusading ship.

They wont stand and wait for us, said Freeman.

Sail ho! yelled the lookout again. Sail on the lee quarter!

Telescopes swung round as if all were actuated by a single machine. A big ship with all plain sail set to the royals had appeared out of the mist beyond the middle ground, on a course rapidly diverging from that of the Porta Coeli. Hornblower recognized her instantly for what she was, and did not need Freemans identification.

French West Indiaman, said Freeman. With a clear run to Harbour-Grace.

One of the rare ships to run the continental blockade, bearing an invaluable cargo of grain and sugar to ease Bonapartes distress; she had taken advantage of the recent gale, which had blown the blockading squadrons from their stations, to dash up the Channel. A cargo delivered into the Seine, where centred the Imperial power, and whence diverged the whole road and canal systems, was worth two brought into some isolated inlet on the Biscay coast. The small British vessels of war, like the Porta Coeli and the Flame, had been constructed and stationed to prevent this very thing.

Therell be no catching her before she reaches Harbour-Grace, muttered Freeman.

Let her go, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower, loudly. Our dutys with Flame at present. There goes ten pounds a man prize money.

There were enough hands within earshot to hear that speech; they would repeat it to the rest of the crew. No one who thought of the lost prize money would feel any better disposed towards the mutineers.

Hornblower turned his attention back to the Flame; she was standing steadily and without hesitation on a course which would take her into Honfleur. It would not be long before she was in French power, and it would be foolish to press matters to such an extreme, even though it was a bitter pill to swallow, to admit a check.

Oh, heave-to, Mr Freeman, please. Lets see what she does then.

The Porta Coeli came up into the wind in response to sail and helm, Hornblower training round his glass to keep Flame under observation. The moment the Porta Coelis manoeuvre became apparent, the Flame imitated it, coming up into the wind and lying motionless, the white cross conspicuous on her foretopsail.

Try bearing down on them again, Mr Freeman.

Flame turned away instantly towards France.

A winks as good as a nod, Mr Freeman. Heave-to again.

Clearly the mutineers had no intention of allowing the Porta Coeli to come any nearer than she was at present, well beyond cannonshot. She would hand herself over to the French sooner than permit any closer approach.

Mr Freeman, will you be so good as to have a boat hoisted out for me? Ill go and parley with the villains.

That would be a sign of weakness, but the mutineers could be in no doubt about the weakness of his position and the corresponding strength of their own. It would be telling them nothing they did not know already, that they held Hornblower and the Lords of the Admiralty and the British Empire itself in a cleft stick. Freeman showed no signs of his doubts regarding the advisability of a valuable captain putting himself in the power of mutineers. Hornblower went below to pocket his orders; it might even be necessary to show the mutineers the full powers with which he had been entrusted  but it would be only in the last resort that he would do so; that would be letting the mutineers too much into Their Lordships confidence. The boat was overside with Brown at the tiller when Hornblower came on deck again; Hornblower went down the side and settled himself into the sternsheets.

Give way! ordered Brown; the oars bit the water and the boat began to crawl towards the Flame, dancing over the little waves of the estuary.

Hornblower watched the brig as they approached; she lay hove-to, but Hornblower could see that her guns were run out and her boarding-nettings rigged, and she had clearly no intention of being taken by surprise. The hands were at their guns, there were lookouts aloft, a warrant officer aft with a telescope under his arm  not a sign in the world of mutiny on board.

Boat ahoy! came the hail across the water.

Brown held up his four fingers, the universal signal that there was a captain in the boat  four fingers for the four sideboys demanded by ceremonial.

Who are ye? hailed the voice.

Brown looked around at Hornblower, received a nod from him, and hailed back.

Commodore Sir Horatio Hornblower, KB.

Well allow Commodore Hornblower on board, but no one else. Come alongside, and weve cold shot here to drop into you if you play any tricks.

Hornblower reached for the mainchains and swung himself up into them; a seaman raised the boarding-nettings so that he could struggle under them to the deck.

Kindly tell your boat to sheer off, Commodore. Were taking no risks, said a voice.

It was a white-haired old man who addressed him, the telescope under his arm marking him out as officer of the watch. White hair fluttered about his ears; sharp blue eyes in a wrinkled face looked at Hornblower from under white brows. The only thing in the least bizarre about his appearance was a pistol stuck in his belt. Hornblower turned and gave the required order.

And now may I ask your business here, Commodore? asked the old man.

I wish to speak to the leader of the mutineers.

I am captain of this ship. You can address yourself to me, Nathaniel Sweet, sir.

I have addressed myself to you as far as I desire, unless you are also the leader of the mutineers.

Then if you have done so, you can call back your boat and leave us, sir.

An impasse already. Hornblower kept his eyes on the blue ones of the old man. There were several other men within earshot, but he could sense no wavering or doubt among them; they were prepared to support their captain. Yet it might be worth while speaking to them.

Men! said Hornblower, raising his voice.

Belay that! rapped out the old man. He whipped the pistol out of his belt and pointed it at Hornblowers stomach. One more word out of turn and youll get an ounce of lead through you.

Hornblower looked steadily back at him and his weapon; he was curiously unafraid, feeling as if he were watching move and counter-move in some chess game, without remembering that he himself was one of the pawns in it with his life at stake.

Kill me, he said with a grim smile, and England wont rest until youre swinging on a gallows.

England has sent you here to swing me on a gallows as it is, said Sweet, bleakly.

No, said Hornblower. I am here to recall you to your duty to King and Country.

Letting bygones be bygones?

You will have to stand a fair trial, you and your confederates.

That means the gallows, as I said, replied Sweet. The gallows for me, and I should be fortunate compared with some of these others.

A fair and honest trial, said Hornblower, with every mitigating circumstance taken into consideration.

The only trial I would attend, replied the old man, would be to bear witness against Chadwick. Full pardon for us  a fair trial for Chadwick. Those are our terms, sir.

You are foolish, said Hornblower. You are throwing away your last chance. Surrender now, with Mr Chadwick unbound and the ship in good order, and those circumstances will weigh heavily in your favour at your trial. Refuse, and what have you to look for? Death. That is all. Death. What can save you from our countrys vengeance? Nothing.

Begging your pardon, Captain, but Boney can, interposed the old man, drily.

You trust Bonapartes word? said Hornblower, rallying desperately before this unexpected counter-attack. Hed like to have this ship, no doubt. But you and your gang? Bonaparte wont encourage mutiny  his power rests too much on his own army. Hell hand you back for us to make an example of you.

It was a wild shot in the dark, and it missed its bulls-eye by an unmeasurable distance. Sweet stuck his pistol back into his belt and produced three letters from his pocket, waving them tauntingly in front of Hornblower.

Heres a letter from the Military Governor of Harbour-Grace, he said. That only promises us welcome. And heres a letter from the Prefect of the Department of the Inferior Seine. That promises us provisions and water should we need them. And heres a letter from Paris, sent down to us by post. It promises us immunity from arrest, civil rights in France, and a pension for every man from the age of sixty. That is signed Marie Louise, Empress, Queen, and Regent. Boney wont go back on his wifes word, sir.

Youve been in communication with the shore? gasped Hornblower. It was quite impossible for him to make any pretence at composure.

We have, said the old man. And if you had the chance before you, Captain, of being flogged round the fleet, you would have done the same.

It was hopeless to continue the present discussion. At least at the moment, the mutineers were unassailable. The only terms to which they would listen would be their own. There was no sign of doubt or dissension on board. But maybe if they were allowed more time to think about it, maybe if they had a few hours in which to consider the fact that Hornblower himself was on their trail, doubt might creep in. A party might form determined to save their necks by recapturing the ship; they might get at the liquor  Hornblower was completely puzzled by the fact that a mutinous British crew was not all roaring drunk  something might happen. But he must make a fighting retreat, not ignominiously crawl overside with his tail between his legs.

So you are traitors as well as mutineers? he blared. I might have expected it. I might have guessed what kind of curs you are. I wont foul my lungs by breathing the same air as you.

He turned to the side and hailed for his boat.

Were the kind of curs, said the old man who will let you go when we could clap you down below in the orlop with Chadwick. We could give you a taste of the cat, Commodore Sir Horatio Hornblower. How would you like that, sir? Remember, tomorrow, that the flesh is still on your ribs because we spared you. Good morning to you, Captain.

There was sting and venom in those last words; they called up pictures in Hornblowers imagination that made his flesh creep. He did not feel in the least dignified as he wriggled under the boarding-netting.

The Flame still rode peacefully to the wind as the boat danced back over the waves. Hornblower gazed from the Flame to the Porta Coeli, the two sister-ships, identical in appearance save for the white cross-shaped patch on the Flames foretopsail. It was ironical that not even a trained eye could see any difference in appearance between the brig that was loyal to the King and the brig that was in open rebellion against him. The thought increased his bitterness; he had failed, utterly and completely, in his first attempt to win over the mutineers. He did not think there was the least possibility of their abating their terms; he would have to choose between agreeing to them, between promising the mutineers a free pardon and driving them into the hands of Bonaparte. In either case he would have failed in his mission; the merest least experienced midshipman in the Navy could have done as much. There was still some time to spare, for there was still little chance of news of the mutiny leaking out, but unless time brought dissension among the mutineers  and he saw no chance of that  it would be merely wasted time as far as he could see.

The boat was now halfway between the two brigs; with those two vessels under his command he could wage a lively war against the Normandy coast; he felt in his bones that he could set the whole Seine estuary in an uproar. His bitterness surged up stronger still, and then abruptly checked itself. An idea had come to him, and with the idea all the well-known old symptoms, the dryness in his throat, the tingling in his legs, the accelerated heartbeat. He swept his glance back and forth between the two brigs, excitement welling up inside him: calculations of wind and tide and daylight already formulating themselves, unsummoned, in his mind.

Pull harder you men, he said to the boats crew, and they obeyed him, but the gig could not possibly travel fast enough to satisfy him in his new mood.

Brown was looking at him sidelong, wondering what plan was evoking itself in his captains brain; Brown himself  as well aware of the circumstances as Hornblower was  could see no possible way out of the situation. All he knew was that his captain looked back over his shoulder time and time again at the mutinous brig.

Oars! growled Brown to the boats crew, as the officer of the watch gave the signal to the boat to come alongside; the bowman hooked on to the chains, and Hornblower went up the brigs side with a clumsy impetuosity that he could not restrain. Freeman was waiting for him on the quarterdeck, and Hornblowers hand was still at his hat when he gave his first order.

Will you pass the word for the sailmaker, Mr Freeman? And I shall want his mates, and every hand who can use a needle and palm.

Aye aye, sir.

Orders were orders, even when they dealt with such extraneous matters as making sails while negotiating with a mutinous crew. Hornblower stared over at the Flame, still lying hove-to out of gunshot. The mutineers held a strong, an unassailable position, one which no frontal attack could break, and whose flanks were impregnable. It would be a very roundabout route that could turn such a position; maybe he had thought of one. There were some odd circumstances in his favour, fortunate coincidences. It was his business to seize upon those, exploit them to the utmost. He would have to take reckless chances, but he would do everything in his power to reduce the chances against him. The lucky man is he who knows how much to leave to chance.

A stoop-shouldered seaman was awaiting his attention, Freeman at his side.

Swenson, sailmakers mate, sir.

Thank you, Mr Freeman. You see that patched foretopsl? Swenson, look at it well through this glass.

The Swedish sailmaker took the telescope in his gnarled hands and levelled it to his eye.

Mr Freeman, I want Porta Coeli to have a foretopsl just like that, so that no eye can see any difference between the two. Can that be done?

Freeman looked at Swenson.

Aye aye, sir, I can do that, said Swenson, glancing from Freeman to Hornblower and back again. Theres a bolt o white duck canvas, an with the old foretopsl  I can do it, sir.

I want it finished and ready to bend by four bells in the afternoon watch. Start work on it now.

A little group had formed behind Swenson, those members of the crew whom inquiry had ascertained to have sailmaking experience. There were broad grins on some of their faces; Hornblower seemed to be conscious of a little wave of excitement and anticipation spreading through the crew like a ripple over a pond set up by the stone dropped into it in the form of Hornblowers unusual request. No one could see clearly as yet what was in Hornblowers mind, but they knew that he intended some devilment. The knowledge was a better tonic to discipline and the happiness of the ship than any ordinary ships routine.

Now see here, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower, moving towards the rail. What I propose is this  Flame and Porta Coeli are as like as two peas and theyll be liker yet as soon as we have that foretopsl set. The mutineers have been in communication with the shore; they told me so, and, whats more, Mr Freeman, the place theyve had dealings with is Le Havre  Harbour-Grace, Mr Freeman. Boney and the governor have promised them money and immunity to bring the Flame in. Well go in instead. Theres that West Indiaman we saw come in this morning.

Well bring her out, sir!

Maybe we will. God knows what well find inside, but well go in ready for anything. Pick twenty men and an officer, men you can rely on. Give each one his orders about what he is to do if we have a chance to take a prize  headsls, topsls, wheel, cutting the cable. You know about all that as well as I do. Itll be just at dusk that we stand in, if the wind doesnt change, and I dont think it will. Itll be strange if in the dark we dont contrive something to annoy the Frogs.

By God, sir, an theyll think its the mutineers! Theyll think the mutiny was just a sham! Theyll 

I hope they will, Mr Freeman.


CHAPTER 6
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IT WAS LATE afternoon when the Porta Coeli, apparently unable to reach any decision, stood away from the Flame and crossed the broad estuary with the wind blowing briskly on her port beam. The thick weather still persisted; she was far enough both from Flame and from Le Havre for the details to be quite obscure when she took in her foretopsail and substituted for it the patched one which an enthusiastic gang of toilers had made ready on deck abaft the foremast. Hurried work with paintbrush and paint erased one name and substituted the other; Hornblower and Freeman wore their plain pea-jackets over their uniforms, concealing their rank. Freeman kept his glass trained on the harbour as they stood in.

Thats the Indiaman, sir. At anchor. And theres a lighter beside her. O course, they wouldnt unload her at the quay. Not here, sir. Theyd put her cargo into lighters an barges, and send em up the river, to Rouen and Paris. O course they would. I ought to ha thought o that before. Hornblower had already thought of it. His glass was sweeping the defences of the town; the forts of Ste Adresse and Tourneville on the steep cliff above the town; the twin lighthouses on Cape de la Hève  which for a dozen years had not shown a light  the batteries on the low ground beside the old jetty. These last would be the great danger to the enterprise; he hoped that the big forts above would not know of what was going on down below in time to open fire.

Theres a lot of shipping farther in, sir, went on Freeman. Might even be ships of the line. They havent their yards crossed. Ive never been in as close as this before.

Hornblower turned to look at the western sky. Night was fast falling, and the thick weather on the horizon showed no signs of clearing. He wanted light enough to find his way, and darkness enough to cover him on his way out.

Heres the pilot lugger standing out, sir, said Freeman. Theyll think were Flame all right.

Very good, Mr Freeman. Set the men to cheering at the ships side. Secure the pilot when he comes on board. Ill con her in.

Aye aye, sir.

It was just the sort of order to suit the temperament of British seamen. They entered wholeheartedly into the spirit of the thing, yelling like lunatics along the bulwarks, waving their hats, dancing exuberantly, just as one would expect of a horde of mutineers. The Porta Coeli backed her maintopsail, the lugger surged alongside, and the pilot swung himself into the mainchains.

Lee braces! roared Hornblower, the maintopsail caught the wind again, the wheel went over, and the Porta Coeli stood into the harbour, while Freeman put his shoulder between the pilots shoulder blades and shot him neatly down the hatchway where two men were waiting to seize and pinion him.

Pilot secured, sir, he reported.

He, too, was obviously carried away by the excitement of the moment, infected even by the din the hands were making; his pose of amused irony had completely disappeared.

Starboard a little, said Hornblower to the helmsman. Meet her! Steady as you go!

It would be the last word in ignominy if all their high hopes were to come to an end on the sandbanks guarding the entrance. Hornblower wondered if he would ever feel cool again.

A cutter standing out to us, sir, reported Freeman.

That might be a committee of welcome, or orders telling them where to berth  both at once, probably.

Set the hands to cheering again, ordered Hornblower. Have the boarding party secured as they come on board.

Aye aye, sir.

They were nearing the big Indiaman; she lay, her sails loose, swinging to a single anchor. There was a lighter beside her, but obviously little enough had been done so far towards unloading her. In the fading light Hornblower could just make out a dozen of her seamen standing at the ships side gazing curiously at them. Hornblower backed the maintopsail again, and the cutter came alongside, and half a dozen officials climbed onto the Porta Coelis deck. Their uniforms proclaimed their connexion with the navy, the army, and the customs service, and they advanced slowly towards Hornblower, looking curiously about them as they did so. Hornblower was giving the orders that got the Porta Coeli under way again, and as she drew away from the cutter in the gathering darkness he wore her round and headed her for the Indiaman. Cutlasses suddenly gleamed about the new arrivals.

Make a sound and youre dead men, said Freeman.

Somebody made a sound, beginning to protest volubly. A seaman brought a pistol butt down on his head and the protests ended abruptly as the protester clattered on the deck. The others were hustled down the hatchway, too dazed and startled to speak.

Very well, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower, drawling the words so as to convey the impression that he felt perfectly at home here in the middle of a hostile harbour. You may hoist out the boats. Maintopsl aback!

The shore authorities would be watching the brigs movements by what little light was left. If the Porta Coeli did anything unexpected, they would wonder idly what unknown condition on board had caused the harbour-masters representative  now gagged and bound under hatches  to change his plans. The Porta Coelis motion died away; the sheaves squealed as the boats dropped into the water, and the picked crews tumbled down into them. Hornblower leaned over the side.

Remember men, dont fire a shot!

The oars splashed as the boats pulled over to the Indiaman. It was practically dark by now; Hornblower could hardly follow the boats to the Indiamans side fifty yards away, and he could see nothing of the men as they swarmed up her side. Faintly he heard some startled exclamations, and then one loud cry; that might puzzle the people on shore, but would not put them on their guard. Here were the boats returning, each pulled by the two men detailed for the work. The tackles were hooked on and the boats swayed up; as the sheaves squealed again Hornblower heard a crunching sound from the Indiaman, and a dull thump or two  the hand detailed to cut the cable was doing his work, and had actually remembered to carry the axe with him when he went up the ships side. Hornblower felt the satisfaction of a job well done; his careful instruction of the boarding party in the afternoon, his methodical allocation of duties to each individual man, and his reiteration of his orders until everyone thoroughly understood the part he had to play were bearing fruit.

Against the misty sky he saw the Indiamans topsails changing shape; the men allotted to the task were sheeting them home. Thank God for a few prime seamen who, arriving in darkness in a strange ship, could find their way to the right places and lay their hands on the right lines without confusion. Hornblower saw the Indiamans yards come round; in the darkness he could just see a black blur detach itself from her side, the lighter, cut adrift and floating away.

You can square away, Mr Freeman, if you please, he said. The Indiaman will follow us out.

The Porta Coeli gathered way and headed for the south-eastern exit of the harbour, the Indiaman close at her stern. For several long seconds there was no sign of any interest being taken in these movements. Then came a hail, apparently from the cutter which had brought the officials aboard. It was so long since Hornblower had heard or spoken French that he could not understand the words used.

Comment? he yelled back through the speaking-trumpet.

An irascible voice asked him again what in the name of the Devil he thought he was doing.

Anchorage  mumble  current  mumble  tide, yelled Hornblower in reply.

This time the unknown in the cutter invoked the name of God instead of that of the Devil.

Who in Gods name is that?

Mumble mumble mumble, bellowed Hornblower back again, and quietly to the helmsman, Bring her slowly round to port.

Carrying on a conversation with the French authorities while taking a vessel down an involved channel  however well he had memorized the latter on the chart  taxed his resources.

Heave-to! yelled the voice.

Pardon, Captain, yelled Hornblower back. Mumble  anchor-cable  mumble  impossible.

Another loud hail from the cutter, full of menace.

Steady as you go, cried Hornblower to the helmsman. Mr Freeman, a hand at the lead, if you please.

He knew there was no chance of gaining any more precious seconds; by the time the leadsman was calling the depths and revealing the brigs design of evasion the shore authorities would be fully alert. A pinpoint of light stabbed the thin mist and the sound of a musket-shot came over the water; the cutter was taking the quickest method of attracting the attention of the shore batteries.

Stand by to go about! rasped Hornblower; this was the most ticklish moment of the outward passage.

The brigs canvas volleyed as she came round, and simultaneously there was a bigger tongue of red flame in the darkness and the sound of the cutters six-pounder bow-chaser, cleared away and loaded at last. Hornblower heard no sound of the ball. He was busy looking back at the Indiaman, dimly showing in the minute light of the brigs wake. She was coming about neatly. That masters mate  Calverly  whom Freeman had recommended for the command of the boarding party was a capable officer, and must be highly praised when the time should come to send in a report.

And then from the jetty came a succession of flashes and a rolling roar; the big thirty-two-pounders there had opened fire at last. The sound of the last shot was instantly followed by the noise of a ball passing close by; Hornblower had time somehow to note how much he hated that noise. They were having to round the jetty, and would be within range for several minutes. There was no sign of damage either to the brig or the Indiaman as yet  and there was nothing in favour of returning the fire, for the brigs little six-pounders would make no impression on the solid battery, while the flashes would reveal the vessels position. He took note of the cry of the leadsman; it would be some minutes before he could tack again and stand directly away from the jetty. It was a long time, on the other hand, before the battery fired again. Bonaparte must have stripped his shore defences of seasoned gunners in order to man the artillery of his army in Germany; untrained recruits, called upon suddenly to man their guns, and working in darkness, would naturally be unhandy. Here it came, the flash and the roar, but this time there was no sound of any shot passing  maybe the gunners had lost all sense of direction and elevation, which was easy enough in the darkness. And the flashes from the guns were convenient in enabling Hornblower to check his position.

A yell came from the lookout in the bows, and Hornblower, looking forward, could just make out the dark square of the top of the pilot-luggers mainsail, close in on their starboard bow. They were making an effort to impede the brigs escape.

Steady! said Hornblower to the helmsman.

Let the weakest go to the wall; there was a shattering crash as brig and lugger met, starboard bow to starboard bow. The brig shuddered and lurched and drove on, the lugger rasping down her side. Something caught and tore loose again, and there came, as the vessels parted, a thin despairing yell from the lugger. The little vessels bows must have been smashed in like an eggshell by that shock, and the water must be pouring in. The cries died away; Hornblower distinctly heard one wailing voice abruptly cut short, as if water was pouring into the mouth of the despairing swimmer. The Indiaman was still holding her course in the brigs wake.

By the mark eight! called the leadsman.

He could lay her on the other tack now, and as he gave the order the battery at the jetty again roared harmlessly. They would be out of range by the time the gunners could reload.

A very good piece of work, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower, loudly. All hands did their duty admirably.

Somebody in the darkness began to cheer, and the cry was taken up throughout the brig. The men were yelling like madmen.

Horny! Good old Horny! yelled somebody, and the cheering redoubled.

Even from astern they could hear the exiguous prize crew of the Indiaman joining in; Hornblower felt a sudden smarting of the eyes, and then experienced a new revulsion of feeling. He felt a little twinge of shame at being fond of these simpletons. Besides 

Mr Freeman, he said, harshly, kindly keep the hands quiet.

The risk he had run had been enormous. Not merely the physical danger, but the danger to his reputation. Had he failed, had the Porta Coeli been disabled and captured, men would not have stopped to think about his real motive, which was to make the French authorities believe that the Flames mutiny was merely a ruse to enable the brig to enter the harbour. No; men would have said that Hornblower had tried to take advantage of the mutiny to feather his own nest, had thrown away the Porta Coeli and had left the mutineers unmolested merely to grab at an opportunity to acquire prize money. That was what they would have said  and all the appearances would have borne out the assumption  and Hornblowers reputation would have been eternally tarnished. He had risked his honour as well as his life and liberty. He had gambled everything in hare-brained fashion, thrown colossal stakes on the board for a meagre prize, like the fool he was.

Then the wave of black reaction ebbed away. He had taken a calculated risk, and his calculation had proved exact. It would be a long time before the mutineers could clear up their misunderstanding with the French authorities  Hornblower could imagine the messengers hurrying at this moment to warn the coastal defences at Honfleur and Caen  even if eventually they should succeed in doing so. He had turned the mutineers position, cut off their retreat. He had bearded Bonaparte under the batteries of his own capital river. And there was the prize he had taken; at least a thousand pounds, his share would be, when the prize money came to be reckoned up, and a thousand pounds was a welcome sum of money, a gratifying sum. Barbara and he would find it useful.

Emotion and excitement had left him tired. He was about to tell Freeman that he was going below, and then he checked himself. It would be an unnecessary speech; if Freeman could not find him on deck he would know perfectly well that he was in his cabin. He dragged himself wearily down to his cot.


CHAPTER 7
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MR FREEMANS RESPECTS, sir, said Brown, an he said to tell you that days just breaking, fairly clear, sir. Winds backed to sou-by-west, sir, during the night, blowin moderate. Were hove-to, us an the prize, an its the last of the flood-tide now, sir.

Very good, said Hornblower, rolling out of his cot. He was still heavy with sleep, and the tiny cabin seemed stuffy, as well as chilly, although the stern window was open.

Ill have my bath, said Hornblower, reaching a sudden decision. Go and get the wash-deck pump rigged.

He felt unclean; although this was November in the Channel he could not live through another day without a bath. His ear caught some surprised and jocular comments from the hands rigging the pump as he came up through the hatchway, but he paid them no attention. He threw off his dressing gown, and a puzzled and nervous seaman, in the half-light, turned the jet of the canvas hose upon him while another worked the pump. The bitterly cold seawater stung as it hit his naked skin, and he leaped and danced and turned about grotesquely, gasping. The seamen did not realize it when he wanted the jet stopped, and when he tried to escape from it they followed him up across the deck.

Avast, there! he yelled in desperation, half frozen and half drowned, and the merciless stream stopped.

Brown threw the big towel round him, and he scrubbed his tingling skin, while he jumped and shivered with the stimulus of the cold.

Id be frozen for a week if I tried that, sir, said Freeman, who had been an interested spectator.

Yes, said Hornblower, discouraging conversation.

His skin glowed delightfully as he put on his clothes in his cabin with the window shut, and his shivering ceased. He drank thirstily of the steaming coffee which Brown brought him, revelling in the pleasant and unexpected feeling of well-being that filled him. He ran light-heartedly on deck again. The morning was already brighter; the captured Indiaman could now be made out, hove-to half a gunshot to leeward.

Orders, Sir Horatio? said Freeman, touching his hat.

Hornblower swept his glance round, playing for time. He had been culpably negligent of business; he had given no thought to his duty since he woke  since he went below to sleep, for that matter. He should order the prize back to England at once, but he could not do that without taking the opportunity of sending a written report back with her, and at this moment he simply hated the thought of labouring over a report.

The prisoners, sir, prompted Freeman.

Oh God, he had forgotten the prisoners. They would have to be interrogated and note made of what they had to say. Hornblower felt bone-lazy as well as full of well-being  an odd combination.

They might have plenty to say, sir, went on Freeman, remorselessly. The pilot talks some English, and we had him in the wardroom last night. He says Boneys been licked again. At a place called Leipzig, or some name like that. He says the Russiansll be over the Rhine in a week. Boneys back in Paris already. Maybe its the end of the war.

Hornblower and Freeman exchanged glances; it was a full year since the world had begun to look for the end of the war, and many hopes had blossomed and wilted during that year. But the Russians on the Rhine! Even though the English armys entrance upon the soil of France in the south had not shaken down the Empire, this new invasion might bring that about. Yet there had been plenty of forecasts  Hornblower had made some  to the effect that the first defeat of Bonaparte in the open field would bring to an end at the same time both his reputation for invincibility and his reign. These forecasts about the invasion of the Empire might be as inaccurate.

Sail-ho! yelled the lookout, and in the same breath Shes the Flame, sir.

There she was, as before; the parting mist revealed her for only a moment before closing round her again, and then a fresh breath of wind shredded the mist and left her in plain sight. Hornblower reached the decision he had so far been unable to make.

Clear the ship for action, Mr Freeman, if you please. Were going to fetch her out.

Of course, it was the only thing to do. During the night, within an hour of the cutting-out of the French Indiaman, the word would be sent flying round warning all French ports in the neighbourhood that the British brig with the white cross on her foretopsail was playing a double game, and only masquerading as a mutinous vessel. The news must have reached this side of the estuary by midnight  the courier could cross on the ferry at Quilleboeuf or elsewhere. Everyone would be on the watch for the brig to attempt another coup, and this bank of the river would be the obvious place. Any delay would give the mutineers a chance to reopen communication with the shore and to clear up the situation; if the authorities on shore were once to discover that there were two brigs, sister-ships, in the Bay of the Seine the mutineers might be saved that trouble. Not an hour ought to be lost.

It was all very clear and logical, yet Hornblower found himself gulping nervously as he stood on the quarterdeck. It could only mean a hammer-and-tongs battle  he would be in the thick of it in an hour. This deck which he trod would be swept by the grapeshot of the Flames carronades; within the hour he might be dead; within the hour he might be shrieking under the surgeons knife. Last night he had faced disaster, but this morning he was facing death. That warm glow which his bath had induced in him had vanished completely, so that he found himself on the point of shivering in the chill of the morning. He scowled at himself in frantic self-contempt, and forced himself to pace brightly and jerkily up and down the tiny quarterdeck. His memories were unmanning him, he told himself. The memory of Richard trotting beside him in the sunset, holding his finger in an unbreakable clutch; the memory of Barbara; the memory even of Smallbridge or of Bond Street  he did not want to be separated from these things, to leave the warm precincts of the cheerful day. He wanted to live, and soon he might die.

Flame had set more sail  boom-mainsail and jibs; close-hauled she could fetch Honfleur without ever coming within range of the Porta Coelis guns. Hornblowers fears withdrew into the background as his restless mind, despite itself, interested itself in the tactical aspects of the problem before it.

See that the hands have some breakfast, if you please, Mr Freeman, he said. And it would be best if the guns were not run out yet.

Aye aye, sir.

It might be a long, hard battle, and the men should have their breakfast first. And running out the guns would tell the people in Flame that the Porta Coeli expected a fight, and that would warn them that maybe their escape into French protection might not be easy. The more perfect the surprise, the greater the chance of an easy victory. Hornblower glowered at the Flame through his glass. He felt a dull, sullen rage against the mutineers who had caused all this trouble, whose mad action was imperilling his life. The sympathy he had felt towards them when he was seated in the safety of the Admiralty was replaced now by a fierce resentment. The villains deserved hanging  the thought changed his mood so that he could smile as he met Freemans eyes when the latter reported the brig cleared for action.

Very good, Mr Freeman.

His eyes were dancing with excitement; he looked over at Flame again just as a fresh hail came from the masthead.

Deck, there! Theres a whole lot of small craft putting out from the beach, sir. Headin for Flame it looks like, sir.

The mutineers brig was going through the same performance as yesterday, heading towards the French coast just out of gunshot of the Porta Coeli, ready to take refuge sooner than fight; the mutineers must think the small craft a welcoming deputation, coming to escort them in. And there was thick weather liable to close in on them again at any moment. Flame was spilling the wind from her mainsail, her every action denoting increasing hesitation. Probably on her quarterdeck there was a heated argument going on, one party insisting on keeping out of range of the Porta Coeli while another hesitated before such an irrevocable action as going over to the French. Maybe there was another party clamouring to turn and fight  that was quite likely; and maybe even there was a party of the most timid or the least culpable who wished to surrender and trust to the mercy of a court martial. Certainly counsel would be divided. She was hauling on her sheet again now, on a straight course for Honfleur and the approaching gunboats; two miles of clear water separated her from the Porta Coeli.

Those gunboats are closing in on her, sir, said Freeman, glass to eye. And that chasse-marée luggers full of men. Christ! Theres a gun.

Someone in the Flame had fired a warning shot, perhaps to tell the French vessels to keep their distance until the debate on her deck had reached a conclusion. Then she wore round, as if suddenly realizing the hostile intent of the French, and as she wore the small craft closed in on her, like hounds upon a deer. Half a dozen shots were fired, too ragged to be called a broadside. The gunboats were heading straight at her, their sweeps out, six a side, giving them additional speed and handiness. Smoke spouted from their bows, and over the water came the deep-toned heavy boom of the twenty-four-pounders they mounted  a sound quite different from the higher-pitched, sharper bang of the Flames carronades. The lugger ran alongside her, and through his glass Hornblower could see the boarders pouring on to the Flames deck.

Ill have the guns run out, Mr Freeman, if you please, he said.

The situation was developing with bewildering rapidity  he had foreseen nothing like this. There was desperate fighting ahead, but at least it would be against Frenchmen and not against Englishmen. He could see puffs of smoke on the Flames deck  some, at least, of the crew were offering resistance.

He walked forward a few yards, and addressed himself to the gunners.

Listen to me, you men. Those gunboats must be sunk when we get in among em. One broadside for each will do that business for em if you make your shots tell. Aim true, at the base of their masts. Dont fire until youre sure youll hit.

Aye aye, sir, came a few voices in reply.

Hornblower found Brown beside him.

Your pistols, sir. I loaded em afresh, an primed em with new caps.

Thank you, said Hornblower. He stuck the weapons into his belt, one on each side, where either hand could grasp them as necessary. It was like a boy playing at pirates, but his life might depend on those pistols in five minutes time. He half drew his sword to see that it was free in its sheath, and he was already hastening back to take his stand by the wheel as he thrust it in again.

Luff a little, he said. Steady!

Flame had flown up into the wind and lay all aback  apparently there was no one at the helm at the moment. The lugger was still alongside her, and the four gunboats, having taken in their sails, were resting on their oars, interposing between the Porta Coeli and the pair of ships. Hornblower could see the guns crews bending over the twenty-four-pounders in their bows.

Hands to the sheets, Mr Freeman, please. Im going between them  there. Stand to your guns, men! Now, hard down!

The wheel went over, and the Porta Coeli came about on the other tack, handily as anyone could desire. Hornblower heard the thunder of a shot close under her bows, and then the deck erupted in a flying shower of splinters from a jagged hole close to the mainmast bitts  a twenty-four-pound shot, fired upwards at close elevation, had pierced the brigs frail timbers, and, continuing its flight, had burst through the deck.

Ready about! Hard over! yelled Hornblower, and the Porta Coeli tacked again into the narrow gap between two gunboats. Her carronades went off in rapid succession on both sides. Looking to starboard, Hornblower had one gunboat under his eye. He saw her there, half a dozen men standing by the tiller aft, two men at each sweep amidships tugging wildly to swing her round, a dozen men at the gun forward. A man with a red handkerchief round his head stood by the mast, resting his hand against it  Hornblower could even see his open mouth as his jaw dropped and he saw death upon him. Then the shots came smashing in. The man with the red handkerchief disappeared  maybe he was dashed overboard, but most likely he was smashed into pulp. The frail frame of the gunboat  nothing more than a big rowing-boat strengthened forward for a gun  disintegrated; her side caved in under the shots as though under the blows of some vast hammer. The sea poured in even as Hornblower looked; the shots, fired with extreme depression, must have gone on through the gunboats bottom after piercing her side. The dead weight of the gun in her bows took charge as her stability vanished, and her bows surged under while her stern was still above water. Then the gun slid out, relieving her of its weight and the wreck righted itself for an instant before capsizing. A few men swam among the wreckage. Hornblower looked over to port; the other gunboat had been as hard hit, lying at that moment just at the surface with the remains of her crew swimming by her. Whoever had been in command of those gunboats had been a reckless fool to expose the frail vessels to the fire of a real vessel of war  even one as tiny as the Porta Coeli  as long as the latter was under proper command. Gunboats were only of use to batter into submission ships helplessly aground or dismasted.

The chasse-marée and the Flame, still alongside each other, were close ahead.

Mr Freeman, load with canister, if you please. Well run alongside the Frenchman. One broadside, and well board her in the smoke.

Aye aye, sir.

Freeman turned to bellow orders to his crew.

Mr Freeman, I shall want every available hand in the boarding party. Youll stay here 

Sir!

Youll stay here. Pick six good seamen to stay with you to work the brig out again if we dont come back. Is that clear, Mr Freeman?

Yes, Sir Horatio.

There was still time for Freeman to make the arrangements as the Porta Coeli surged up towards the Frenchman. There was still time for Hornblower to realize with surprise that what he had said about not coming back was sincere, and no mere bombast to stimulate the men. He was most oddly determined to conquer or die, he, the man who was afraid of shadows. The men were yelling madly as the Porta Coeli drew up to the Frenchman, whose name  the Bonne Celestine of Honfleur  was now visible on her stern. Blue uniforms and white breeches could be seen aboard her; soldiers  it was true, then, that Bonapartes need for trained artillerymen had forced him to conscript his seamen, replacing them with raw conscript soldiers. A pity the action was not taking place out at sea, for then they would most of them be seasick.

Lay us alongside, said Hornblower to the helmsman. There was confusion on the decks of the Bonne Celestine; Hornblower could see men running to the guns on her disengaged port side.

Quiet, you men! bellowed Hornblower. Quiet!

Silence fell on the brig; Hornblower had hardly to raise his voice to make himself heard on the tiny deck.

See that every shot tells, you gunners, said Hornblower. Boarders, are you ready to come with me?

Another yell answered him. Thirty men were crouching by the bulwarks with pikes and cutlasses; the firing of the broadside and the dropping of the mainsail would set free thirty more, a small enough force unless the broadside should do great execution and the untrained landsmen in the Bonne Celestine should flinch. Hornblower stole a glance at the helmsman, a grey-bearded seaman, who was coolly gauging the distance between the two vessels while at the same time watching the mainsail as it shivered as the Porta Coeli came to the wind. A good seaman, that  Hornblower made a mental note to remember him for commendation. The helmsman whirled the wheel over.

Down mainsl, roared Freeman.

The Bonne Celestines guns bellowed deafeningly, and Hornblower felt powder grains strike his face as the smoke eddied round him. He drew his sword as the Porta Coelis carronades crashed out, and the two vessels came together with a squealing of timber. He sprang upon the bulwark in the smoke, sword in hand; at the same moment a figure beside him cleared the bulwark in a single motion and dropped upon the Bonne Celestines deck  Brown, waving a cutlass. Hornblower leaped after him, but Brown stayed in front of him, striking to left and right at the shadowy figures looming in the smoke. Here there was a pile of dead and wounded men, caught in the blast of canister from one of the Porta Coelis carronades. Hornblower stumbled over a limb, and recovered himself in time to see a bayonet on the end of a musket lunging at him. A violent twisting of his body evaded the thrust. There was a pistol in his left hand, and he fired with the muzzle almost against the Frenchmans breast. Now the wind had blown the cannon smoke clear. Forward some of the boarders were fighting with a group of the enemy cornered in the bow  the clash of the blades came clearly to Hornblowers ears  but aft there was not a Frenchman to be seen. Gibbons, masters mate, was at the halliards running down the tricolour from the masthead. At the starboard side lay the Flame, and over her bulwarks were visible French infantry shakoes; Hornblower saw a mans head and shoulders appear, saw a musket being pointed. It shifted its aim from Gibbons to Hornblower, and in that instant Hornblower fired the other barrel of his pistol, and the Frenchman fell down below the bulwarks, just as a fresh wave of boarders came pouring on board from the Porta Coeli.

Come on! yelled Hornblower  it was desperately important to make sure of the Flame before a defence could be organized.

The brigs stood higher out of the water than did the chasse-marée; this time they had to climb upward. He got his left elbow over the bulwark, and tried to swing himself up, but his sword hampered him.

Help me, damn you! he snarled over his shoulder, and a seaman put his shoulder under Hornblowers stern and heaved him up with such surprising goodwill that he shot over the bulwarks and fell on his face in the scuppers on the other side, his sword slithering over the deck. He started to crawl forward towards it, but a sixth sense warned him of danger, and he flung himself down and forward inside the sweep of a cutlass, and cannoned against the shins of the man who wielded it. Then a wave of men burst over him, and he was kicked and trodden on and then crushed beneath a writhing body with which he grappled with desperate strength. He could hear Browns voice roaring over him, pistols banging, sword-blades clashing before sudden silence fell round him. The man with whom he was struggling went suddenly limp and inert, and then was dragged off him. He rose to his feet.

Are you wounded, sir? asked Brown.

No, he answered. Three or four dead men lay on the deck; aft a group of French soldiers with a French seaman or two among them stood by the wheel, disarmed, while two British sailors, pistol in hand, stood guard over them. A French officer, blood dripping from his right sleeve, and with tears on his cheeks  he was no more than a boy  was sitting on the deck, and Hornblower was about to address him when his attention was suddenly distracted.

Sir! Sir!

It was an English seaman he did not recognize, in a striped shirt of white and red, his pigtail shaking from side to side as he gesticulated with the violence of his emotion.

Sir! I was fightin against the Frogs. Your men saw me. Me an these other lads here.

He motioned behind him to an anxious little group of seamen who had heretofore hung back, but now came forward, some of them bursting into speech, all of them nodding their heads in agreement.

Mutineers? asked Hornblower. In the heat of battle he had forgotten about the mutiny.

Im no mutineer, sir. I did what I had to or theyd a killed me. Aint that so, mates?

Stand back, there! blared Brown; there was blood on the blade of his cutlass.

A vivid prophetic picture suddenly leaped into Hornblowers minds eye  the court martial, the semicircle of judges in glittering full dress, the tormented prisoners, tongue-tied, watching, only half understanding, the proceedings which would determine their lives or deaths, and he himself giving his evidence, trying conscientiously to remember every word spoken on both sides; one word remembered might make the difference between the lash and the rope.

Arrest those men! he snapped. Put them under confinement.

Sir! Sir!

None o that! growled Brown.

Remorseless hands dragged the protesting men away.

Where are the other mutineers? demanded Hornblower.

Down below, sir, I fancies, said Brown. Some o the Frenchies is down there, too.

Odd how a beaten crew so often scuttled below. Hornblower honestly believed that he would rather face the fighting madness of the victors on deck than surrender ignominiously in the dark confines of the tween-decks.

A loud hail from the Porta Coeli came to his ears.

Sir Horatio! hailed Freemans voice. Well be all aground if we dont get way on the ships soon. I request permission to cast off and make sail.

Wait! replied Hornblower.

He looked round him; the three ships locked together, prisoners under guard here, there, and everywhere. Below decks, both in the Bonne Celestine and in the Flame, there were enemies still unsecured, probably many more in total than he had men under his orders. A shattering crash below him, followed by screams and cries; the Flame shook under a violent blow. Hornblower remembered the sound of a cannon shot striking on his inattentive ears a second before; he looked round. The two surviving gunboats were resting on their oars a couple of cables lengths away, their bows pointing at the group of ships. Hornblower could guess they were in shoal water, almost immune from attack. A jet of smoke from one of the gunboats, and another frightful crash below, and more screams. Those twenty-four-pounder balls were probably smashing through the whole frail length of the brig, whose timbers could resist their impact hardly better than paper. Hornblower plunged into the urgency of the business before him like a man into a raging torrent which he had to swim.

Get those hatches battened down, Brown! he ordered. Put a sentry over each. Mr Gibbons!

Sir?

Secure your hatches. Get ready to make sail.

Aye aye, sir.

What topmen are there here? Man the halliards. Who can take the wheel? Wheel none of you? Mr Gibbons! Have you a quartermaster to spare? Send one here immediately. Mr Freeman! You can cast off and make sail. Rendezvous at the other prize.

Another shot from those accursed gunboats crashed into the Flames stern below him. Thank God the wind was off shore and he could get clear of them. The Porta Coeli had set her boom-mainsail again and had got clear of the Bonne Celestine; Gibbons was supervising the setting of the latters lug-mainsail while half a dozen hands boomed her off from the Flame.

Hoist away! ordered Hornblower as the vessels separated. Hard a-starboard, quartermaster.

A sound overside attracted his attention. Men  mutineers or Frenchmen  were scrambling out through the shot-holes and hurling themselves into the sea, swimming towards the gunboats. Hornblower saw the white hair of Nathaniel Sweet trailing on the surface of the water as he struck out, twenty feet away from him. Of all the mutineers he was the one who most certainly must not be allowed to escape. For the sake of England, for the sake of the service, he must die. The seaman acting as sentry at the after hatchway did not look as if he were a capable marksman.

Give me your musket, said Hornblower, snatching it.

He looked at priming and flint as he hurried back to the taffrail. He trained the weapon on the white head, and pulled the trigger. The smoke blew back into his face, obscuring his view only for a moment. The long white hair was visible for a second at the surface when he looked again, and then it sank, slowly, out of sight. Sweet was dead. Maybe there was an old widow who would bewail him, but it was better that Sweet was dead. Hornblower turned back to the business of navigating the Flame back to the rendezvous.


CHAPTER 8
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THIS FELLOW LEBRUN was an infernal nuisance, demanding a private interview in this fashion. Hornblower had quite enough to do as it was; the gaping shot-holes in Flames side had to be patched sufficiently well to enable her to recross the Channel; the exiguous crew of the Porta Coeli  not all of them seamen by any means  had to be distributed through no fewer than four vessels (the two brigs, the Indiaman, and the chasse-marée), while at the same time an adequate guard must be maintained over more than a hundred prisoners of one nationality or another; the mutineers must be supervised so that nothing could happen to prejudice their trial; worst of all, there was a long report to be made out. Some people would think this last an easy task, seeing that there was a long string of successes to report, two prizes taken, the Flame recaptured, most of the mutineers in irons below decks and their ringleader slain by Hornblowers own hand. But there was the physical labour of writing it out, and Hornblower was very weary. Moreover, the composition of it would be difficult, for Hornblower could foresee having to steer a ticklish course between the Scylla of open boastfulness and the Charybdis of mock-modesty  how often had his lip wrinkled in distaste when reading the literary efforts of other officers! And the killing of Nathaniel Sweet by the terrible Commodore Hornblower, although it would look well in a naval history, and although, from the point of view of the discipline of the service, it was the best way in which the affair could have ended, might not appear so well in Barbaras eyes. He himself did not relish the memory of that white head sinking beneath the waves, and he felt that Barbara, with her attention forcibly called to the fact that he had shed blood, had taken a human life, with his own hands (those hands which she said she loved, which she had sometimes kissed), might feel a repulsion, a distaste.

Hornblower shook himself free from a clinging tangle of thoughts and memories, of Barbara and Nathaniel Sweet, to find himself still staring abstractedly at the young seaman who had brought to him Freemans message regarding Lebruns request.

My compliments to Mr Freeman, and he can send this fellow in to me, he said.

Aye aye, sir, said the seaman, his knuckles to his forehead, turning away with intense relief. The Commodore had been looking through and through him for three minutes at least  three hours, it seemed like, to the seaman.

An armed guard brought Lebrun into the cabin, and Hornblower looked him keenly over. He was one of the half-dozen prisoners taken when the Porta Coeli came into Le Havre, one of the deputation which had mounted her deck to welcome her under the impression that she was the Flame coming in to surrender.

Monsieur speaks French? said Lebrun.

A little.

More than a little, if all the tales about Captain Hornblower are true, replied Lebrun.

What is your business? snapped Hornblower, cutting short this continental floweriness. Lebrun was a youngish man, of olive complexion, with glistening white teeth, who conveyed a general impression of oiliness.

I am adjoint to Baron Momas, Mayor of Le Havre.

Yes? Hornblower tried to show no sign of interest, but he knew that under the Imperial régime the mayor of a large town like Le Havre was a most important person, and that his adjoint  his assistant, or deputy  was a very important permanent official.

The firm of Momas Frères is one you must have heard of. It has traded with the Americas for generations  the history of its rise is identical with the history of the development of Le Havre itself.

Yes?

Similarly, the war and the blockade have had a most disastrous effect upon the fortunes both of the firm of Momas and upon the city of Le Havre.

Yes?

The Caryatide, the vessel that you so ingeniously captured two days ago, monsieur, might have restored the fortunes of us all  a single vessel running the blockade, as you will readily understand, is worth ten vessels arriving in peacetime.

Yes?

M. le Baron and the city of Le Havre will be desperate, I have no doubt, as the result of her capture before her cargo could be taken out.

Yes?

The two men eyed each other, like duellists during a pause, Hornblower determined to betray none of the curiosity and interest that he felt, and Lebrun hesitating before finally committing himself.

I take it, monsieur, that anything further I have to say will be treated as entirely confidential.

I promise nothing. In fact, I can only say that it will be my duty to report anything you say to the Government of His Majesty of Great Britain.

They will be discreet for their own sake, I expect, ruminated Lebrun.

His Majestys ministers can make their own decisions, said Hornblower.

You are aware, monsieur, said Lebrun, obviously taking the plunge, that Bonaparte has been defeated in a great battle at Leipzig?

Yes.

The Russians are on the Rhine.

That is so.

The Russians are on the Rhine! repeated Lebrun, marvelling. The whole world, pro-Bonaparte or anti-Bonaparte, was marvelling that the massive Empire should have receded half across Europe in those few short months.

And Wellington is marching on Toulouse, added Hornblower  there was no harm in reminding Lebrun of the British threat in the south.

That is so. The Empire cannot much longer endure.

I am glad to hear your opinion in the matter.

And when the Empire falls there will be peace, and when peace comes trade will recommence.

Without a doubt, said Hornblower, still a little mystified.

Profits will be enormous during the first few months. All Europe has for years been deprived of foreign produce. At this moment genuine coffee commands a price of over a hundred francs a pound.

Now Lebrun was showing his hand, more involuntarily than voluntarily. There was a look of avarice in his face which told Hornblower much.

All this is obvious, monsieur, said Hornblower, noncommittally.

A firm which was prepared for the moment of peace, with its warehouses gorged with colonial produce ready to distribute, would greatly benefit. It would be far ahead of its competitors. There would be millions to be made. Millions. Lebrun was obviously dreaming of the possibility of finding some of those millions in his own pocket.

I have a great deal of business to attend to, monsieur, said Hornblower. Have the goodness to come to the point.

His Majesty of Great Britain might well allow his friends to make those preparations in advance, said Lebrun, the words coming slowly; well they might, for they could take him to the guillotine if Bonaparte ever heard of them. Lebrun was offering to betray the Empire in exchange for commercial advantages.

His Majesty would first need undeniable proof that his friends were his friends, said Hornblower.

A quid pro quo, said Lebrun, thereby for the first time during the conversation putting Hornblower at a loss  the Frenchmans pronunciation of Latin being quite unlike anything he was accustomed to, so that he had to grope about in his mind wondering what unaccustomed word Lebrun was using before at length he understood.

You may tell me the nature of your offer, monsieur, said Hornblower with solemn dignity, but I can make no promises of any sort in return. His Majestys Government will probably refuse to bind themselves in any way whatsoever.

It was curious how he found himself aping the ministerial manner and diction  it might have been his solemn brother-in-law, Wellesley, speaking. Maybe high politics had that effect on everyone; it was useful in this particular case, because it helped him to conceal his eagerness.

A quid pro quo, said Lebrun, again, thoughtfully. Supposing the city of Le Havre declared itself against the Empire, declared itself for Louis XVIII?

The possibility had occurred to Hornblower, but he had put it aside as being potentially too good to be true.

Supposing it did? he said cautiously.

It might be the example for which the Empire is waiting. It might be infectious. Bonaparte could not survive such a blow.

He has survived many blows.

But none of this sort. And if Le Havre declared for the King the city would be in alliance with Great Britain. The blockade could not continue to apply. Or if it did a licence to import could be granted to the house of Momas Frères, could it not?

Possibly. Remember, I make no promises.

And when Louis XVIII was restored to the throne of his fathers he would look with kindness upon those who first declared for him, said Lebrun. The adjoint to Baron Momas might expect to find a great career open to him.

No doubt of that, agreed Hornblower. But  you have spoken of your own sentiments. Can you be sure of those of M. le Baron? And whatever may be M. le Barons sentiments, how can he be sure that the city would follow him should he declare himself?

I can answer for the Baron, I assure you, sir. I know  I have certain knowledge of his thoughts.

Probably Lebrun had been spying on his master on behalf of the Imperial Government, and had no objection to applying his knowledge in another and more profitable cause.

But the city? The other authorities?

The day you took me prisoner, sir, said Lebrun, there arrived from Paris some sample proclamations and advance notice of some Imperial decrees. The proclamations were to be printed  my last official act was to give the order  and next Monday the proclamations were to be posted and the decrees made public.

Yes?

They are the most drastic in the drastic history of the Empire. Conscription  the last of the class of 1815 is to be called, and the classes all the way back to that of 1802 are to be revised. Boys of seventeen, cripples, invalids, fathers of families, even those who have purchased exemption; they are all to be called.

France must have grown used to conscription.

France has grown weary of it, rather, sir. I have official knowledge of the number of deserters and the severity of the measures directed against them. But its not merely the conscription, sir. The other decrees are more drastic still. The taxes! The direct imposts, the indirect imposts, the droits réunis, and the others! Those of us who survive the war will be left beggars.

And you think publication of these decrees will rouse sufficient discontent to cause rebellion?

Perhaps not. But it would constitute an admirable starting-point for a determined leader.

Lebrun was shrewd enough  this last remark was acute and might be true.

But the other authorities in the town? The military governor? The Prefect of the Department?

Some of them would be safe. I know their sentiments as well as I know Baron Momas. The others  a dozen well-timed arrests, carried out simultaneously, an appeal to the troops in the barracks, the arrival of British forces (your forces, sir), a heartening proclamation to the people, the declaration of a state of siege, the closing of the gates, and it would be all over. Le Havre is well fortified, as you know, sir. Only an army and a battering train could retake it, and Bonaparte has neither to spare. The news would spread like wildfire through the Empire, however Bonaparte tried to stop it.

This man Lebrun had ideas and vision, whatever might be thought of his morals. That was a neat thumbnail sketch he had drawn of a typical coup détat. If the attempt were successful the results would be profound. Even if it were to fail, loyalty throughout the Empire would be shaken. Treason was infectious, as Lebrun had said. Rats in a sinking ship were notoriously quick in following an example in leaving it. There would be little enough to risk losing in supporting Lebruns notions, and the gains might be immense.

Monsieur, said Hornblower, so far I have been patient. But in all this time you have made me no concrete proposal. Words  nebulous ideas  hopes  wishes, that is all, and I am a busy man, as I told you. Please be specific. And speedy, if that is not too much trouble to you.

I shall be specific, then. Set me on shore  as an excuse I could be sent to arrange a cartel for the exchange of prisoners. Let me be able to assure M. le Baron of your instant support. In the three days before next Monday I can complete the arrangements. Meanwhile, you remain close in the vicinity with all the force you can muster. The moment we secure the citadel we shall send up the white flag, and the moment you see that you enter the harbour and overawe any possible dissentients. In return for this  a licence to Momas Frères to import colonial produce, and your word of honour as a gentleman that you will inform King Louis that it was I, Hercule Lebrun, who first suggested the scheme to you.

Ha  hm, said Hornblower. He hardly ever made use of that sound now, after his wife had teased him about it, but it escaped from him at this moment of crisis. He had to think. He had to have time to think. The long conversation in the French which he was not accustomed to using had been exhausting. He lifted his voice in a bellow to the sentry outside the door.

Pass the word for the armed guard to take this prisoner away.

Sir! protested Lebrun.

I will give you my decision in an hour, said Hornblower. Meanwhile for appearances sake you must be treated harshly.

Sir! Remember to be secret! Remember not to utter a word! For Gods sake  !

Lebrun had a very proper sense of the necessity for secrecy in planning a rebellion against such a potentate as Bonaparte. Hornblower took that into consideration as he went up on deck, there to pace up and down, thrusting the minor administrative problems out of his mind as he debated this, the greatest problem of all.


CHAPTER 9
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THE TRICOLOUR WAS still flying over the citadel  the fortress of Ste Adresse  of Le Havre; Hornblower could see it through his glass as he stood on the deck of the Flame, which was creeping along under easy sail, just out of range of the shore batteries. He had decided, inevitably, to assist Lebrun in his scheme. He was telling himself again, at that very moment, and for the thousandth time, that there was much to gain whatever the result, and little enough to lose. Only Lebruns life, and perhaps Hornblowers reputation. Heaven only knew what Whitehall and Downing Street would say when they heard of what he had been doing. No one had decided yet what to do about the government of France when Bonaparte should fall; certainly there was no unanimity of opinion regarding the restoration of the Bourbons. The Government could refuse to honour the promises he had made regarding import licences; they could come out with a bold announcement that they had no intention of recognizing Louis XVIIIs pretensions; they could rap him over the knuckles very sharply indeed for most of his actions since recapture of the Flame.

He had used his powers to pardon forty mutineers, all the seamen and boys, in fact, that were in the crew of the latter vessel. He could plead sheer necessity as a defence for that decision; to keep the mutineers as well as the prisoners under guard, and to provide prize-crews for the two prizes, would have called for the services of every man at his disposal. He would hardly have had enough to handle the vessels, and certainly he could have attempted nothing further. As it was, he had relieved himself of all these difficulties by a few simple decisions. Every Frenchman had been sent on shore in the Bonne Celestine under flag of truce, with Lebrun ostensibly to arrange for their exchange; the Indiaman had been manned by a minimum crew and sent with dispatches to Pellew and the Mid-Channel Squadron, and he had been able to retain the two brigs, each at least sufficiently manned, under his own command. That had been a convenient way of getting rid of Chadwick, too  he had been entrusted with the dispatches and the command of the Indiaman. Chadwick had been pale, as a result of two weeks confinement in the Black Hole, and two weeks imminent danger of hanging. There had been no evident pleasure in his red-rimmed eyes when he realized that his rescuer had been young Hornblower, once his junior in the gunroom of the Indefatigable and now his immeasurable superior. Chadwick had snarled a little on receiving his orders  only a little. He had weighed the dispatches in his hand, presumably wondering what was said in them about himself, but discretion or long habit had their way, and he said, Aye aye, sir, and turned away.

By now those dispatches should have passed through Pellews hands, and, their contents noted, might even be on their way to Whitehall. The wind had been fair for the Indiaman to have fetched the Mid-Channel Squadron off the Start  fair, too, for the reinforcements Hornblower had asked for to make their way to him. Pellew would send them, he knew. It was fifteen years since they had last met; nearly twenty years since Pellew had promoted him to a lieutenancy in the Indefatigable. Now Pellew was an admiral and a commander-in-chief, and he was commodore, but Pellew would be the loyal friend and the helpful colleague he had always been.

Hornblower glanced out to seaward, where, dim on the horizon, the Porta Coeli patrolled in the mist. She would halt the reinforcements before they could be sighted from the shore, for there was no reason why the authorities in Le Havre should be given the least chance to think that anything unusual portended, although it was not a vital matter. England had always flaunted her naval might in sight of the enemy, making the hostile coast her sea frontier  the Flame, here, wearing the White Ensign under the noses of the citizens of Le Havre, was no unusual sight to them. That was why he did not hesitate to stay here, with the tricolour on the citadel within range of his telescope.

Keep a sharp lookout for any signal from the Porta Coeli, he said sharply to the midshipman of the watch.

Aye aye, sir.

Porta Coeli, the Gate of Heaven; the Silly Porter was what the men called her. Hornblower had a vague memory of reading about the action which resulted in the strange name appearing in the Navy List. The first Porta Coeli had been a Spanish privateer  half pirate, probably  captured off Havannah. She had put up so fierce a resistance that the action had been commemorated by naming an English ship after her. The Tonnant, the Temeraire, most of the foreign names in the Navy List came there as a result of similar actions  if the war were to go on long enough there would be more ships in the Navy with foreign names than with English ones, and among the rival navies the converse might eventually become true. The French Navy boasted a Swiftsure; maybe the Americans would have a Macedonian on their Navy List in future years. He had not heard yet of a French Sutherland; Hornblower felt a sudden twinge of strange regret. He snapped his telescope shut and turned abruptly on his heel, walking fast as though to shake off the memories that assailed him. He did not like to think about surrendering the Sutherland, even though the court martial had so honourably acquitted him; and, strangely enough, the passage of time made his feelings of shame about the incident more acute instead of less. And his regrets about the Sutherland brought with them, inevitably, memories of Maria, now nearly three years in her grave. Memories of poverty and despair, of pinch-beck shoebuckles; of the pity and sympathy he had felt for Maria  a poor substitute for love, and yet the memory of it hurt intensely. The past was coming to life again in his mind, a resurrection as horrible as any other resurrection would be. He remembered Maria, snoring softly in her sleep beside him, and he remembered the sour smell of her hair; Maria, tactless and stupid, of whom he had been fond as one is fond of a child, although not nearly as fond as he was now of Richard. He was almost shaking with the memory when it abruptly faded out and was replaced by the memory of Marie de Graçay  why the Devil was he thinking about her? The unreserved love that she gave him, her warmth and tenderness, the quickness of perception with which she understood his moods; it was insane that he should find himself hungering at this day for Marie de Graçay, and yet he was, even though it was hardly a week since he had left the arms of a loyal and understanding wife. He tried to think about Barbara, and yet the mental images he conjured up were instantly thrust again into the background by pictures of Marie. It would be better even to think about surrendering the Sutherland. Hornblower walked the deck of the Flame with ghosts at his side in the chill, bleak winter day. Men saw his face and shrank from crossing his path with greater care even than usual. Yet most of them thought Hornblower was only planning some further deviltry against the French.

It was later afternoon before the expected interruption came.

Signal from Porta Coeli, sir! Eighteen  fifty-one  ten. Thats friendly ships in sight, bearing norwest.

Very good. Ask their numbers.

This must be the reinforcements sent by Pellew. The signal hands bent on the flags and hauled away at the halliards; it was several minutes before the midshipman noted the reply and translated it by reference to the list.

Nonsuch, seventy-four, Captain Bush, sir.

Bush, by God!

The exclamation leaped uncontrolled from Hornblowers lips; the devils that surrounded him were chased away as though by holy water at the thought of his old staunch matter-of-fact friend being only just over the horizon. Of course Pellew would send Bush if he were available, knowing the friendship that had so long existed between him and Hornblower.

Camilla, thirty-six, Captain Howard, sir.

He knew nothing about Howard whatever. He looked at the list  a captain of less than two years seniority. Presumably Pellew had selected him as junior to Bush.

Very good. Reply  Commodore to 

Portas still signalling, begging your pardon, sir. Nonsuch to Commodore. Have  on board  three hundred  marines  above  complement.

Good for Pellew. He had stripped his squadron to give Hornblower a landing force that could make itself felt. Three hundred marines, and the Nonsuchs detachment as well, and a body of seamen. He could march five hundred men into Le Havre should the opportunity arise.

Very good. Make Commodore to Nonsuch and Camilla. Delighted to have you under my command.

Hornblower looked again over at Le Havre. He looked up at the sky, he gauged the strength of the wind, remembered the state of the tide, calculated the approach of night. Over there Lebrun must be bringing his plans to fruition, tonight if at all. He must be ready to strike his blow.

Make Commodore to all vessels. Join me here after dark. Night signal two lanterns horizontally at foreyardarms.

 foreyardarms. Aye aye, sir, echoed the midshipman, scribbling on his slate.

It was good to see Bush again, to shake his hand in welcome as he hoisted himself in the darkness on to the Flames deck. It was good to sit in the stuffy little cabin with Bush and Howard and Freeman as he told them about his plans for the morrow. It was wonderful to be planning action after that day of horrible introspection. Bush looked at him closely with his deep-set eyes.

Youve been busy, sir, since you came to sea again.

Of course, said Hornblower.

The last few days and nights had been a turmoil; even after the recapture of the Flame the business of reorganization, the sessions with Lebrun, the writing of the dispatches had all been exhausting.

Too busy, if youll pardon me, sir, went on Bush. It was too soon for you to resume duty.

Nonsense, protested Hornblower. I had almost a years leave.

Sick leave, sir. After typhus. And since then 

Since then, interjected Howard, a handsome, dark, young-looking man, cutting-out action. A battle. Three prizes taken. Two vessels sunk. An invasion planned. A midnight council of war.

Hornblower felt suddenly irritated.

Are you gentlemen trying to tell me, he demanded, glowering round at them, that Im unfit for service?

They quailed before his anger.

No, sir, said Bush.

Then be so good as to keep your opinions to yourselves.

It was hard luck on Bush, who, after all, was only making a kindly inquiry about his friends health. Hornblower knew it, and he knew how desperately unfair it was to make Bush pay for the miseries Hornblower had suffered that day. Yet he could not resist the temptation for the moment. He swept his glance round them again, forcing them to drop their gaze to the deck, and he had no sooner done it, no sooner obtained for himself this pitiful bit of self-gratification, than he regretted it and sought to make amends.

Gentlemen, he said, I spoke in haste. We must all have the most complete confidence in each other when we go into action tomorrow. Will you forgive me?

They mumbled back at him, Bush profoundly embarrassed at receiving an apology from a man who, in his opinion, was free to say what he liked to anyone.

You all understand what I want done tomorrow  if tomorrow is the day? Hornblower went on.

They nodded, turning their eyes to the chart spread out in front of them.

No questions?

No, sir.

I know this is only the sketchiest plan. There will be contingencies, emergencies. No one can possibly foresee what will happen. But of one thing I am certain, and that is that the ships of this squadron will be commanded in a way that will bring credit to the service. Captain Bush and Mr Freeman have acted with bravery and decision under my own eyes too often, and I know Captain Howard too well by reputation for me to have any doubt about that. When we attack Havre, gentlemen, we shall be turning a page, we shall be writing the end of a chapter in the history of tyranny.

They were pleased with what he said, and they could have no doubt regarding his sincerity, because he spoke from his heart. They smiled as he met their eyes. Maria, when she was alive, had sometimes made use of a strange expression about polite phrases uttered in order to get the recipient into a good humour. She referred to them as a little bit of sugar for the bird. That was what this final speech of his had been, a little bit of sugar for the bird  and yet he had meant every word of it. No, not quite  he was still almost ignorant of Howards achievements. To that extent the speech was formal. But it had served its purpose.

Then we have finished with business, gentlemen. What can I offer you by way of entertainment? Captain Bush can remember games of whist played on the nights before going into action. But he is by no means an enthusiastic whist player.

That was understating the case  Bush was the most reluctant whist player in the world, and he grinned sheepishly in acknowledgement of Hornblowers gentle gibe; but it was pathetic to see him pleased at Hornblowers remembering this about him.

You should have a nights rest, sir, he said, speaking, as the senior, for the other two, who looked to him for guidance.

I should get back to my ship, sir, echoed Howard.

So should I, sir, said Freeman.

I dont want to see you go, protested Hornblower.

Freeman caught sight of the playing-cards on the shelf against the bulkhead.

Ill tell your fortunes before we leave, he volunteered. Perhaps I can remember what my gipsy grandmother taught me, sir.

So there really was gipsy blood in Freemans veins; Hornblower had often wondered about it, noticing his swarthy skin and dark eyes. Hornblower was a little surprised at the carelessness with which Freeman admitted it.

Tell Sir Horatios, said Bush.

Freeman was shuffling the pack with expert fingers; he laid it on the table, and took Hornblowers hand and placed it on the pack.

Cut three times, sir.

Hornblower went through the mumbo-jumbo tolerantly, cutting and cutting again as Freeman shuffled. Finally Freeman caught up the pack and began to deal it face upward on the table.

On this side is the past, he announced, scanning the complicated pattern, on that side is the future. Here in the past there is much to read. I see money, gold. I see danger. Danger, danger, danger. I see prison  prison twice, sir. I see a dark woman. And a fair woman. You have journeyed over sea.

He poured out his patter professionally enough, reeling it off without stopping to take breath. He made a neat résumé of Hornblowers career, and Hornblower listened with some amusement and a good deal of admiration for Freemans glibness. What Freeman was saying could be said by anyone with an ordinary knowledge of Hornblowers past. Hornblowers eyebrows came together in momentary irritation at the brief allusion to the dead Maria, but he smiled again when Freeman passed rapidly on, telling of Hornblowers experiences in the Baltic, translating the phrases of ordinary speech into the gipsy clichés with a deftness that could not but amuse.

And theres an illness, sir, he concluded, a very serious illness, ending only a short time back.

Amazing! said Hornblower, in mock admiration. The glow of anticipated action always brought out his best qualities; he was cordial and human towards this junior officer in a way that would be impossible to him at any other time.

Amazings the word, sir, said Bush.

Hornblower was astonished to see that Bush was actually impressed; the fact that he was taken in by Freemans adroit use of his knowledge of the past would go far towards explaining the success of the charlatans of this world.

What about the future, Freeman? asked Howard. It was a relief to see that Howard was only tolerantly interested.

The future, said Freeman, drumming with his fingers on the table as he turned to the other half of the arrangement. The future is always more mysterious. I see a crown. A golden crown.

He rearranged the pattern.

A crown it is, sir, try it any way you will.

Horatio the First, King of the Cannibal Isles, laughed Hornblower. The clearest proof of his present mellowness was this joke about his name  a sore subject usually with him.

And here there is more danger. Danger and a fair woman. The two go together. Danger because of a fair woman  danger with a fair woman. Theres all kinds of danger here, sir. Id advise you to beware of fair women.

No need to read cards to give that advice, said Hornblower.

Sometimes the cards speak truth, replied Freeman, looking up at him with a peculiar intensity in his glittering eyes.

A crown, a fair woman, danger, repeated Hornblower. What else?

Thats all that I can read, sir, said Freeman, sweeping the cards together.

Howard was looking at the big silver watch that he pulled from his pocket.

If Freeman could have told us whether or no we will see a white flag over the citadel tomorrow, he said, it might help us to decide to prolong this pleasant evening. As it is, sir, I have my orders to give.

Hornblower was genuinely sorry to see them go. He stood on the deck of the Flame and watched their gigs creep away in the black winter night, while the pipe of the bosuns mate was calling the hands for the middle watch. It was piercing cold, especially after the warm stuffiness of the cabin, and he felt suddenly even more lonely than usual, maybe as a result. Here in the Flame he had only two watchkeeping officers, borrowed from the Porta Coeli; tomorrow he would borrow another from the Nonsuch or the Camilla. Tomorrow? That was today. And today perhaps Lebruns attempt to gain control of Le Havre might be successful. Today he might be dead.


CHAPTER 10
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IT WAS AS misty as might be expected of that season and place when day broke, or rather when the grey light crept almost unnoticed into ones consciousness. The Porta Coeli was dimly visible, an almost unnoticeable denser nucleus in the fog. Hailing her at the top of his lungs, Hornblower received the faint reply that Nonsuch was in sight astern of her, and a few seconds later the additional information that Camilla was in sight of Nonsuch. He had his squadron in hand, then, and there was nothing to do but wait, and to ponder for the hundredth time over the question as to how the hands, barefooted with the icy water surging round their feet, could possibly bear their morning duty of washing down the decks. But they were laughing and skylarking as they did it; the British seaman was of tough material. Presumably the lower deck guessed that there was something in the wind, that this concentration of force portended fresh action, and they found the prospect exhilarating. Partly, Hornblower knew, it was because they felt assured of success in the unknown enterprise before them. It must be amazingly pleasant to be able to put ones trust in a man and have no further doubts. Hornblower watched the men at work with envy as well as pity.

He himself was in a fever of anxiety, turning over in his mind the arrangements he had finally made with Lebrun before sending him ashore. They were simple enough; absurdly simple, it seemed to him now. The whole plan seemed a feeble thing with which to overturn an Empire that dominated Europe. Yet a conspiracy should be simple  the more elaborate the machinery the greater the chance of its breaking down. That was one reason why he had insisted on daylight for his part of the business. He had dreaded the possible mishaps if he had plunged ashore in darkness into an unknown town with his little army. Daylight doubled the chances of success while it doubled at least the possible loss in case of failure.

Hornblower looked at his watch  for the last ten minutes he had been fighting down the urge to look at it.

Mr Crawley, he said, to the masters mate who was his new first lieutenant in the Flame. Beat to quarters and clear the brig for action.

The wind was a light air from the east, as he had expected. Fetching into Le Havre would be a ticklish business, and he was glad that he had resolved to lead in the small and hardy Flame so as to show the way to the ponderous old Nonsuch.

Ship cleared for action, sir, reported Crawley.

Very good.

Hornblower looked at his watch  it was fully a quarter-hour yet before he should move in. A hail to the Porta Coeli astern brought him the information that all the other vessels had cleared for action, and he smiled to himself. Freeman and Bush and Howard had no more been able to wait the time out than he had been.

Remember, Mr Crawley, he said, if I am killed as we go in, the Flame is to be laid alongside the quay. Captain Bush is to be informed as soon as possible, but the Flame is to go on.

Aye aye, sir, said Crawley. Ill remember.

Damn his eyes, he need not be so infernally ordinary about it. From the tone of Crawleys voice one might almost assume that he expected Hornblower to be killed. Hornblower turned away from him and walked the deck briskly to shake off the penetrating cold. He looked along at the men at their stations.

Skylark, you men, he ordered. Lets see how you can jump.

There was no use going into action with men chilled to numbness. The men at the guns and waiting at the sheets began to caper at their posts.

Jump, you men, jump!

Hornblower leaped grotesquely up and down to set them an example; he wanted them thoroughly warmed up. He flapped his arms against his sides as he leaped, the epaulettes of the full-dress uniform he was wearing pounded on his shoulders.

Higher than that! Higher!

His legs were beginning to ache, and his breath came with difficulty, but he would not stop before the men did, although he soon came to regret the impulse which had made him start.

Still! he shouted at last, the monosyllable taking almost the last breath from his body. He stood panting, the men grinning.

Horny for ever! yelled an unidentifiable voice forward, and a ragged cheer came from the men.

Silence!

Brown was beside him with his pistols, a twinkle in his eye.

Take that grin off your face! snapped Hornblower.

There would be another Hornblower legend growing up in the Navy, similar to the one about the hornpipe danced on the deck of the Lydia during the pursuit of the Natividad. Hornblower pulled out his watch, and when he had replaced it took up his speaking-trumpet.

Mr Freeman! I am going about on the other tack. Hail the squadron to tack in succession. Mr Crawley!

Sir!

Two hands at the lead, if you please.

One man might be killed, and Hornblower wanted no possible cessation in the calling of soundings.

Headsail sheets! Mainsl sheets!

The Flame went about on the starboard tack, making about three knots under fore and aft sail in the light breeze. Hornblower saw the shadowy Porta Coeli follow the Flames example. Behind her, and invisible, was the old Nonsuch  Hornblower had still to set eyes on her since her arrival. He had not seen her, for that matter, since he quitted her to catch the typhus in Riga. Good old Bush. It gave Hornblower some comfort to think that he would be supported today by the Nonsuchs thundering broadsides and Bushs stolid loyalty.

The leadsmen were already chanting the depths as the Flame felt her way up the fairway towards Le Havre. Hornblower wondered what was going on in the city, and then petulantly told himself that he would know soon enough. It seemed to him as if he could remember every single word of the long discussion he had had with Lebrun, when between them they had settled the details of Lebruns hare-brained scheme. They had taken into account the possibility of fog  any seaman would be a fool who did not do so in the Bay of the Seine in winter.

Buoy on the starboard bow, sir, reported Crawley.

That would mark the middle ground  it was the only buoy the French had left on the approaches to Le Havre. Hornblower watched it pass close alongside and then astern; the flowing tide was heeling it a little and piling up against the seaward side of it. They were nearing the entrance.

Listen to me, you men, said Hornblower, loudly. Not a shot is to be fired without my orders. The man who fires a gun, for no matter what reason, unless I tell him to, I will not merely flog. Ill hang him. Before sunset today hell be at the yardarm. Dyou hear me?

Hornblower had every intention of executing his threat  at least at that moment  and as he looked round him his expression showed it. A few muttered Aye aye, sirs showed him he had been understood.

Qui va là? screamed a voice through the fog from close overside; Hornblower could just see the French boat which habitually rowed guard over the entrance in thick weather. The guard-boat, as Hornblower and Lebrun had agreed, would not be easily diverted from its duty.

Dispatches for M. le Baron Momas, hailed Hornblower in return.

The confident voice, the fluent French, the use of Momas name, might all gain time for the squadron to enter.

What ship?

It was inconceivable that the seamen in the guard-boat did not recognize the Flame  the question must be a merely rhetorical one asked while the puzzled officer in command collected his thoughts.

British brig Flame, called Hornblower; he had the helm put over at that moment to make the turn past the point.

Heave-to, or I will fire into you!

If you fire, you will have the responsibility, replied Hornblower. We bear dispatches for Baron Momas.

It was a fair wind now for the quay. The turn had brought the guard-boat close alongside; Hornblower could see the officer standing up in the bows beside the bow-gun, a seaman at his shoulder with a glowing linstock in his hand. Hornblowers own full-dress uniform must be visible and cause some delay, too, for men expecting to fight would not be expected to wear full dress. He saw the officer give a violent start, having caught sight of the Porta Coeli looming up in the mist astern of the Flame. He saw the order given, saw the spark thrust on the touchhole. The three-pounder roared, and the shot crashed into the Flames side. That would give the alarm to the batteries at the point and above the quay.

We do not fire back, he hailed  maybe he could gain a little more time, and maybe that time would be of use, although he doubted it.

Here inside the harbour the mist was not so thick. He could see the shadowy shape of the quay rapidly defining itself. In the next few seconds he would know if this were a trap or not, if the batteries should open in a tempest of flame. One part of his mind raced through the data, while another part was working out how to approach the quay. He could not believe that Lebrun was playing a double game, but if it were so only he and the Flame would be lost  the other vessels would have a chance to get clear.

Luff! he said to the helmsman. There were a few busy seconds as he applied himself to the business of bringing the Flame alongside the quay as speedily as possible and yet without damaging her too severely. She came alongside with a creak and a clatter, the fenders groaning as if in agony. Hornblower sprang onto the bulwark and from there to the quay, sword, cocked hat, epaulettes and all. He could not spare time to look round, but he had no doubt that the Porta Coeli had anchored, ready to give assistance where necessary, and that the Nonsuch in her turn was nearing the quay, her marines drawn up ready for instant landing. He strode up the quay, his heart pounding. There was the first battery, the guns glaring through the embrasures. He could see movement behind the guns, and more men running to the battery from the guardhouse in the rear. Now he had reached the edge of the moat, his left hand held up in a gesture to restrain the men at the guns.

Where is your officer? he shouted.

There was a momentary delay, and then a young man in blue and red artillery uniform sprang upon the parapet.

What do you want? he asked.

Tell your men not to fire, said Hornblower. Have you not received your new orders?

The full dress, the confident bearing, the extraordinary circumstances puzzled the young artillery officer.

New orders? he asked feebly.

Hornblower simulated exasperation.

Get your men away from those guns, he said. Otherwise there may be a deplorable accident.

But, monsieur  The artillery lieutenant pointed down to the quay, and Hornblower now could spare the time to glance back, following the gesture. What he saw made his pounding heart pound harder yet for sheer pleasure. There was the Nonsuch against the quay, there was the Camilla just coming alongside; but more important yet, there was a big solid block of red coats forming up on the quay. One section with an officer at its head was already heading towards them at a quick step, muskets sloped.

Send a messenger instantly to the other battery, said Hornblower, to make sure the officer in command there understands.

But, monsieur 

Hornblower stamped his foot with impatience. He could hear the rhythmic tread of the marines behind him, and he gesticulated to them with his hand behind his back. They marched along past him.

Eyes left! ordered the subaltern in command, with a smart salute to the French officer. The courtesy took what little wind was left out of the sails of the Frenchman, so that his new protest died on his lips. The marine detachment wheeled to its left round the flank of the battery on the very verge of its dry ditch. Hornblower did not dare take his eyes from the young Frenchman on the parapet, but he sensed what was going on in the rear of the battery. The sally-port there was open, and the marines marched in, still in column of fours, still with their muskets sloped. Now they were in among the guns, pushing the gunners away from their pieces, knocking the smouldering linstocks out of their hands. The young officer was wringing his hands with anxiety.

Alls well that ends well, monsieur, said Hornblower. There might have been a most unpleasant incident.

Now he could spare a moment to look round. Another marine detachment was off at the quickstep, marching for the other battery. Other parties, seamen and marines, were heading for the other strategic points he had listed in his orders. Brown was coming panting up the slope to be at his side.

The clatter of a horses hoofs made him turn back again; a mounted French officer was galloping towards them, and reined up amid a shower of flying gravel.

What is all this? he demanded. What is happening?

The news apparently has been delayed in reaching you, monsieur, said Hornblower. The greatest news France has known for twenty years.

What is it?

Bonaparte rules no more, said Hornblower. Long live the King!

Those were magic words; words like those of some old-time spell or incantation. No one in the length and breadth of the Empire had dared to say Vive le Roi! since 1792. The mounted officers jaw dropped for a moment.

It is false! he cried, recovering himself. The Emperor reigns.

He looked about him, gathering his reins into his hands, about to ride off.

Stop him, Brown! said Hornblower.

Brown took a stride forward, seized the officers leg in his huge hands, and with a single heave threw him out of the saddle, Hornblower grabbing the bridle in time to prevent the horse from bolting. Brown ran round and extricated the fallen officers feet from the stirrups.

I have need of your horse, sir, said Hornblower.

He got his foot into the stirrup and swung himself awkwardly up into the saddle. The excited brute plunged and almost threw him, but he squirmed back into the saddle, tugged the horses head round, and then let him go in a wild gallop towards the other battery. His cocked hat flew from his head, his sword and his epaulettes jerked and pounded as he struggled to keep his seat. He tore past the other marine detachment, and heard them cheer him, and then he managed to rein in the frantic horse on the edge of the ditch. Struck with a new idea, he trotted round to the rear of the battery to the main gate.

Open, he shouted, in the name of the King!

That was the word of power. There was a clatter of bolts and the upper half of the huge oaken door opened and a couple of startled faces looked out at him. Behind them he saw a musket levelled at him  someone who was a fanatical Bonapartist, probably, or someone too stolid to be taken in by appearances.

Take that imbeciles musket away from him! ordered Hornblower. The pressing need of the moment gave an edge to his tone, so that he was obeyed on the instant. Now, open the gate.

He could hear the marines marching up towards him.

Open the gate! he roared.

They opened it, and Hornblower walked his horse forward into the battery.

There were twelve vast twenty-four-pounders mounted inside, pointing out through the embrasures down into the harbour. At the back stood the furnace for heating shot with a pyramid of balls beside it. If the two batteries had opened fire nothing hostile could have endured long on the water, and not merely the water but the quay and the waterfront could have been swept clean. And those batteries, with their parapets five feet thick and eight feet high, and their dry ditches, ten feet deep, cut square in the solid rock, could never have been stormed without regular siege methods. The bewildered gunners stared at him, and at the red-coated marines who came marching in behind him. A callow subaltern approached him.

I do not understand this, sir, he said. Who are you, and why did you say what you did?

The subaltern could not bring himself to utter the word King; it was a word that was taboo  he was like some old maid posing a delicate question to a doctor. Hornblower smiled at him, using all his self-control to conceal his exultation, for it would never do to triumph too openly.

This is the beginning of a new age for France, he said.

The sound of music came to his ears. Hornblower dismounted and left his horse free, and ran up the steps cut in the back of the parapet, the subaltern following. Standing on the top of the parapet with the vast arms of the semaphore over their heads, the whole panorama of the port was open to them; the squadron lying against the quay, the detachments of the landing party, red-coated or white-shirted, on the march hither and thither, and, on the quay itself, the marine band striding up towards the town, the drums thundering and the bugles braying, the red coats and the white cross-belts and the glittering instruments making a brave spectacle. That had been Hornblowers crowning idea; nothing would be more likely to convince a wavering garrison that he came in peace than a band calmly playing selections as it marched in.

The harbour defences were secured now; he had carried out his part of the scheme. Whatever had happened to Lebrun, the squadron was not in serious danger; if the main garrison had refused to be seduced, and turned against him, he could spike the batteries guns, blow up the magazines, and warp his ships out almost at leisure, taking with him whatever prisoners and booty he could lay his hands on. The awkward moment had been when the guard-boat had fired its gun  firing is infectious. But the fact of only one shot being fired, the delay, the mist, had made the inexperienced officer in command at the batteries wait for orders, giving him time to use his personal influence. It was evident already that part of Lebruns scheme, at least, had been successful. Lebrun had not made up his mind, at the time of his leaving the Flame, whether it would be a banquet or a council of war to which he would summon the senior officers, but whichever it was he had clearly succeeded in depriving the harbour defences of all direction. Apparently, too, Lebruns story that a blockade runner was expected to arrive during the night, and his request that the harbour defences should hold their fire until certain as to the identity of any ship entering the port, had had their effect as well  Lebrun had told Hornblower of his intention of making much of the fact that the Flame, on her way in to surrender, had actually been attacked so as to give the English the opportunity to recapture her.

I will have no more muddles of that sort, Lebrun had said, with a grin. Order, counter-order, disorder.

One way and another he had certainly contrived to create such disorder and such an atmosphere of uncertainty in the batteries as to give Hornblower every chance  the man was a born intriguer; but Hornblower still did not know whether the rest of his coup détat had succeeded. This was no time for delay; there were too many examples in history of promising enterprises brought to naught after a good beginning solely because someone did not push on at the psychological moment.

Where is my horse? said Hornblower, leaving the subalterns desire for information unsatisfied except by the vague statement that a new age was beginning for France.

He climbed down from the parapet again, to find that an intelligent marine was holding the horses head. The red-coats were making a ludicrous attempt to fraternize with the puzzled French recruits. Hornblower climbed up into the saddle, and trotted out into the open. He wanted to make a bold push, but at the same time he felt nervous about involving his landing party in the narrow streets of the town without some assurance of a friendly reception there. Here came Howard, riding gracefully; apparently he, too, had been able to procure himself a horse.

Any orders, sir? Howard asked. Two midshipmen and Brown were running beside him, the midshipmen presumably to act as messengers.

Not yet, answered Hornblower, fuming inwardly with anxiety while trying to appear calm.

Your hat, sir, said the admirable Brown, who had picked the thing up while on his way from the other battery.

Here came a horseman at a gallop, a white band on his arm, a white handkerchief fluttering in his hand. He reined in when he saw Hornblowers gold lace.

You are Monsieur  Monsieur  he began.

Hornblower. No Frenchman had ever been able to pronounce that name.

From Baron Momas, sir. The citadel is secure. He is about to descend into the main square.

The soldiers in the barracks?

They are tranquil.

The main guard at the gate?

I do not know, sir.

Howard, take your reserve. March for the gate as hard as you can. This man will go with you to explain to the guard. If they will not come over, let them desert. They can march out into the open country  it will not matter. No bloodshed if you can help it, but make sure of the gate.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower explained to the Frenchman what he had said.

Brown, come with me. I shall be in the main square if needed, Howard.

It was not much of a procession Howard was able to form, two score marines and seamen, but the band blared out as best it could as Hornblower marched triumphantly up the street. The people on the route looked at them, curious or sullen or merely indifferent, but there was no sign of active resentment. In the Place de lHôtel de Ville there was far more bustle and life. Numerous men sat their horses there; a detachment of police, drawn up in line, gave an appearance of respectability to the proceedings. But what caught the eye was the multitude of white emblems. There were white cockades in the hats of the gendarmes, and the mounted officials wore white scarves or armbands. White flags  bed sheets, apparently  hung from most of the windows. For the first time in more than twenty years the Bourbon white was being flaunted on the soil of France. A fat man on foot, a white sash round his belly where (Hornblower guessed) yesterday he had worn the tricolour, hurried towards him as he rode in. Hornblower signalled frantically to the band to stop, and scrambled down from the saddle, handing the reins to Brown as he advanced towards the man he guessed to be Momas.

Our friend! said Momas, his arms outspread. Our ally!

Hornblower allowed himself to be embraced  even at that moment he wondered at what the leathernecks behind him would think about the sight of a commodore being kissed by a fat Frenchman  and then saluted the rest of the Mayors staff as they came to greet him. Lebrun was at their head, grinning.

A great moment, sir, said the Mayor.

A great moment indeed, Monsieur le Baron.

The Mayor waved his hand towards the flagstaff that stood outside the Mairie.

The ceremony is about to take place, he said.

Lebrun was at his side with a paper, and Momas took it and mounted the steps at the foot of the flagstaff. He inflated his lungs and began to read at the top of his voice. It was curious how the French love of legal forms and appearances showed itself even here, at this moment of treason; the proclamation was studded with archaisms and seemed interminable in its prolixity. It mentioned the misdeeds of the usurper, Napoleon Bonaparte, it denounced all his pretensions to sovereignty, it disclaimed all allegiance to him. Instead it declared that all Frenchmen voluntarily recognized the unbroken reign of His Most Christian Majesty, Louis XVIII, King of France and Navarre. At those resounding words the men at the foot of the flagstaff hauled busily at the halliards, and the white standard of the Bourbons soared up the mast. It was time for a gesture on the part of the British. Hornblower turned to his men.

Three cheers for the King! he yelled.

He waved his cocked hat over his head.

Hip  hip  hip  he called.

Hooray! yelled the marines.

The cheer rang hollowly round the square; probably not one marine in ten had any idea as to which king he was cheering, but that did not matter.

Hip  hip  hip 

Hooray!

Hip  hip  hip 

Hooray!

Hornblower replaced his hat and stiffly saluted the white flag. Now it was time, and high time, to start organizing the defence of the town against Bonapartes wrath.


CHAPTER 11
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YOUR EXCELLENCY, SAID Lebrun, sidling into the room where Hornblower sat at his desk, a fishermens deputation has asked for an audience.

Yes? said Hornblower. With Lebrun he was careful not to commit himself prematurely.

I have endeavoured to discover what it is they seek, Your Excellency.

Anyone could be quite sure that Lebrun would try to find things out. And so far Hornblower had carefully left Lebrun under the not unnatural illusion that he liked being addressed as Your Excellency in every other sentence, and would be more malleable in consequence.

Yes?

It is a question of one of their vessels being taken as a prize.

Yes?

It carried one of your certificates to the effect that the vessel was sailing from the free port of Le Havre, and yet an English ship of war took possession of her.

Indeed?

What Lebrun did not know was that lying on the desk before him Hornblower had the report of the captain of the English brig which had made the capture. The captain was convinced that the vessel, before he took her, had just slipped out from Honfleur, across the estuary, having sold her catch there. Honfleur, being still under Bonapartes rule, and under blockade in consequence, would pay three times as much for fish as could be obtained in liberated Le Havre. It was a question of trading with the enemy, and the Prize Court could be relied upon to adjudicate on the matter.

We wish to retain the goodwill of the people, Your Excellency, especially of the maritime population. Could you not assure the deputation that the boat will be returned to its owners?

Hornblower wondered how much the fishing-boat owners of the city had paid Lebrun to exert his influence on their behalf. Lebrun must be making the fortune he craved as much as he craved power.

Bring the deputation in, said Hornblower; he had a few seconds in which to compose his speech to them  that was always as well, because his French was deficient enough to make circumlocutions necessary when a word or a grammatical construction evaded him.

The deputation, three grey-haired Norman fishermen with an intense air of respectability and in their Sunday best, came in as near smiles as was possible to their solemn natures; Lebrun must have assured them in the anteroom of the certainty of their request being granted. They were quite taken aback when Hornblower addressed them on the subjects of trading with the enemy and its consequences. Hornblower pointed out that Le Havre was at war with Bonaparte, war to the death. Heads would fall in hundreds if Bonaparte should emerge victorious from this war and recapture Le Havre. The scenes of horror that had been witnessed when Toulon fell twenty years before would be reproduced a thousandfold in Le Havre. A united effort was still necessary to pull the tyrant down. Let them attend to that, and make no further attempt to increase their personal fortunes. Hornblower wound up by announcing not merely his intention of allowing the fishing-boat to come under the adjudication of the British Prize Court, but also his fixed determination, in the case of any repetition of the offence, to send officers and crew before a court martial whose sentence undoubtedly would be death.

Lebrun ushered the deputation out again. For a moment Hornblower wondered how Lebrun would explain the failure, but he had no time to wonder for more than a moment. The demands upon the time and energy of the Governor of Le Havre were enormous; Hornblower sighed as he looked at the papers stacked on his desk. There was so much to do; Saxton, the engineer officer just arrived from England, was clamouring to build a new battery, a demi-lune or a redan in his barbarous sapper vocabulary  to cover the defences of the Rouen Gate. All very well, but he would have to exact forced labour from the citizens to construct it. There was a mass of papers from Whitehall, mostly reports of spies regarding Bonapartes strength and movements; he had skimmed through them, but one or two of them needed closer reading. There was the question of unloading the food ships which Whitehall had sent him  Le Havre should undoubtedly be well stocked with food in case of a close siege, but it was left to him to plan the warehousing of a thousand barrels of salt beef. There was the question of policing the streets. Old personal scores had been wiped out, Hornblower guessed, in the one or two murders of prominent Bonapartists  he even suspected Lebrun of having a hand in one of them  and there had already been some attempt at reprisal by secret assassination. He could run no risk, now that the city was under control, of allowing it to be divided against itself. The court martial was in progress of those mutineers of the Flame whom he had not pardoned. In every case the sentence would be death, inevitably, and there was food for thought in that. He was Commodore of the British Squadron as well as Governor of Le Havre, and there was all the manifold business of the squadron to be attended to. He must decide about 

Hornblower was already walking up and down. This vast room in the Hôtel de Ville was far better adapted for walking in than was any quarterdeck. He had had two weeks now to adapt himself to the absence of fresh air and wide horizons; his head was bent on his breast and his hands were clasped behind him as he paced, forming the decisions that were demanded of him. This was the reward of success; confinement in an office, chained to a desk; parcelling out his time among a dozen heads of departments and innumerable persons seeking favours. He might as well be a harassed City merchant instead of a naval officer, with the exception that as a naval officer he had the additional labour and responsibility of sending long daily reports to Whitehall. It may have been a great honour to be entrusted with the governorship of Le Havre, to head the attack upon Bonaparte, but it was onerous.

Here came another interruption; an elderly officer in a dark-green uniform waving a paper in his hand. This was  what was his name again?  Hau, a captain in the 60th Rifles. Nobody knew quite what his nationality was by this time; maybe he did not know himself. The 60th, since it had lost its title of Royal Americans, had become rather a depository for aliens in the service of the Crown. He apparently, before the French Revolution, had been a Court official of one of the innumerable little states on the French side of the Rhine. His master had been an exile for twenty years, his masters subjects had been Frenchmen for twenty years, and he himself had been for twenty years employed in odd duties by the British Government.

The Foreign Office bag is in, sir, said Hau, and this dispatch was marked urgent.

Hornblower took his mind from the problem of nominating a new juge de paix (to take the place of the recent incumbent, who had apparently escaped to Bonapartist territory) to deal with the new problem.

Theyre sending us a prince, said Hornblower, having read the letter.

Which one, sir? asked Hau, with keen and immediate interest.

The Duc dAngoulême.

Eventual heir of the Bourbon line, said Hau, judiciously. Eldest son of the Comte dArtois, Louis brother. By his mother he descends from the House of Savoy. And he married Marie Thérèse, the Prisoner of the Temple, daughter of the martyred Louis XVI. A good choice. He must be aged about forty now.

Hornblower wondered vaguely what use a royal prince would be to him. It might sometimes be a convenience to have a figurehead, but he could foresee  Hornblower was labouring under all the burden of disillusionment  that the Dukes presence would much more often involve him in additional and unprofitable labours.

He will arrive tomorrow if the wind is fair, said Hau.

And it is, said Hornblower, looking out of the window at the flagstaff, where fluttered, side by side, the Union flag of England and the white flag of the Bourbons.

He must be received with all the solemnity the occasion demands, said Hau, dropping unconsciously into French through a fairly obvious association of ideas. A Bourbon prince setting foot on French soil for the first time in twenty years. At the quay he must be greeted by all the authorities. A royal salute. A procession to the church. Te Deum to be sung there. A procession to the Hôtel de Ville, and there a grand reception.

That is all your business, said Hornblower.

The bitter cold of winter still persisted unbroken. Down on the quay, where Hornblower waited while the frigate bearing the Duke was being warped in, a cutting north-easterly wind was blowing, which pierced through the heavy cloak he was wearing. Hornblower was sorry for the seamen and the troops drawn up in line, and for the other seamen who manned the yards of the men-of-war in the harbour. He himself had only just come down from the Hôtel de Ville, staying there until the last moment when a messenger brought him the information that the Duke was about to land, but the dignitaries and minor officials grouped behind him had been assembled some time. It seemed to Hornblower that where he stood he could hear teeth chattering in unison.

He watched with professional interest the warping in of the frigate; he heard the clanking of the windlass and the sharp orders of the officers. Slowly she drew up to the quay. The sideboys and the bosuns mates came running up the gangway, followed by the officers in full dress. The marine guard of honour formed up. A brow was thrown from the gangway to the quay, and here came the Duke, a tall, stiff man in a Hussar uniform, a blue ribbon across his chest. In the ship the pipes of the bosuns mates twittered in a long call, the marines presented arms, the officers saluted.

Step forward to greet His Royal Highness, sir, prompted Hau at Hornblowers elbow.

There was a magic mid-point in the brow over which the Duke was walking; as he passed it he crossed from the British ship to the soil of France. Down came the French royal standard from the frigates masthead. The pipes died away in one last ecstatic wail. The massed bands burst out in a triumphal march, the salutes began to roar, seamen and soldiers of the guard of honour presented arms after the fashion of two services and two nations. Hornblower found himself stepping forward, laying his cocked hat across his breast in the gesture he had painfully rehearsed under Haus guidance that morning, and bowing to the representative of His Most Christian Majesty.

Sir Oratio, said the Duke cordially  for all his lifetime in exile apparently he still had a Frenchmans difficulty in dealing with aspirates. He looked round him. France, beautiful France.

Anything less beautiful than the waterfront of Le Havre with a noreaster blowing Hornblower could not imagine, but perhaps the Duke meant it, and, anyway, the words would sound well to posterity. Probably the Duke had been coached beforehand to say them, by the grave and uniformed dignitaries who followed him down the brow. One of these the Duke indicated as Monsieur  Hornblower did not catch the name  the chevalier dhonneur, and this gentleman in turn presented the equerry and the military secretary.

Out of the tail of his eye Hornblower saw the massed dignitaries behind him straightening themselves up from their concerted bow, their hats still across their stomachs.

Cover yourselves, gentlemen, I beg of you, said the Duke, and the grey hairs and the bald heads disappeared as the dignitaries gratefully shielded themselves from the wintry wind.

The Dukes teeth, too, apparently were chattering with cold. Hornblower darted a glance at Hau and at Lebrun, who were, with imperturbable politeness, elbowing each other to be nearest him and the Duke, and decided on the spot to cut down the further presentations to a bare minimum, ignoring the elaborate programme with which Hau and Lebrun had provided him. There would be no use in having a Bourbon prince sent him if he let him die of pneumonia. He had to present Momas, of course  the Barons name would go down through history; and Bush, the senior naval officer  one of each country to mark the alliance between them, which was convenient, for Bush loved a lord, and royalty he adored. The Duke would be an important name on the list in Bushs memory headed by the Tsar of All the Russias. Hornblower turned and beckoned for the horses to be led up; the equerry hastened to hold the stirrup, and the Duke swung himself into the saddle, a born horseman like all his family. Hornblower mounted the quiet horse he had reserved for himself, and the others followed his example, a few of the civilians a little hampered by their unaccustomed swords. It was only a scant quarter of a mile to the church of Our Lady, and Lebrun had seen to it that every yard of it proclaimed a welcome to the Bourbons  there were white banners in every window, and a triumphal arch in fleurs-de-lis over the approach to the west portal of the church. But the cheers of the people in the street sounded thin in the cutting wind, and the procession could not have been very inspiring, with everybody hunched forward in self-protection.

The church offered them grateful shelter  like the figurative shelter she had to offer to all sinners, thought Hornblower, in a moment before he was engulfed in affairs again. He took his seat behind the Duke; in the tail of his eye he could see Lebrun, who was intentionally stationed there for Hornblowers benefit. By watching him Hornblower could see what had to be done, when to stand and when to kneel, for this was the first time he had ever been in a Catholic church or attended a Catholic ceremony. He was a little sorry that the activity of his mind prevented him from observing everything as closely as he would have liked. The vestments, the age-old ceremonial, might have appealed to him, but he was distracted by thoughts about what sort of pressure Lebrun had put on the officiating priests to get them to risk Bonapartes wrath in this fashion, and by his wonderings about how much this scion of the Bourbons would wish to take a real part in the campaign, and about what was the exact significance of the reports which had begun to dribble in to the effect that at last Imperial troops were moving on Le Havre.

The incense and the warmth and his fatigue and the inconsequence of his thoughts made him drowsy; he was on the point of nodding off when he was roused by Lebruns rising to his feet. He hastened to do the same, and the procession filed out of the church again.

From Notre Dame they rode up the Rue de Paris, scourged by the wind, and all round the grand square before dismounting again outside the Hôtel de Ville. The cheers of the people seemed thin and spiritless, and the wave of the hand or the lifting of the hat with which the Duke acknowledged them seemed wooden and mechanical. His Royal Highness possessed much of that stoical power to endure hardship in public without flinching which royalty must always display, but seemingly it had been acquired at the cost of making him silent and reserved. Hornblower wondered whether anything could be made of him, for under the Dukes nominal leadership Frenchmen would soon be shedding the blood of Frenchmen, or would be the moment Hornblower could be sure that he could trust the Bourbon partisans in action against the Bonapartists.

Hornblower watched him down the length of the great hall in the Hôtel de Ville  freezing cold, too, despite the fires which blazed at either end  as he greeted in turn the local dignitaries and their wives who were led up to him. The mechanical smile, the apt but formal phrase of greeting, the carefully graded courtesies, from the inclination of the head to the slight bow; all these indicated the care taken in his schooling. And clustered behind him and at his side were his advisers, the émigré nobles he had brought with him, Momas and Lebrun representing France since the revolution, Hau watching over British interests. No wonder the man acted like a wooden puppet, with all these people pulling the strings.

Hornblower saw the red noses and, above their gloves, the red elbows of the women shivering in the extreme décolleté of their Court gowns. Tradesmens wives, petty officials wives, badly dressed in clothes hurriedly run up that very day at the news that they were invited to the reception; some of the fat ones panted in corsets pulled tight, and some of the more slender ones tried to display the languorous uncorseted grace which had been fashionable ten years ago. They seethed with excitement at the prospect of meeting royalty. Their husbands caught some of the infection, and bustled about from group to group, but Hornblower knew of the anxiety that gnawed at them, the fear lest the monstrous power of Bonaparte should not be destroyed, lest a few days should find them stripped of their petty fortunes or their prospects of pensions, penniless exiles or victims of the guillotine. One reason why the Duke had come was to force these people to declare themselves openly for the Bourbon cause, and doubtless private hints from Lebrun had much to do with their appearance here. The doubts and the heartaches were concealed  history later would only tell of the brilliant reception which signalled the arrival of a Bourbon prince on French soil. The Young Pretenders reception at Holyrood must have been full of similar undercurrents, Hornblower realized suddenly, whatever popular legend made of it nowadays. But, on the other hand, the Pretenders reception had not been graced by the scarlet of the marines and the blue and gold of the Navy.

Someone was twitching at his sleeve; there seemed to be warning in the touch, and Hornblower turned slowly to find Brown, soberly dressed in his best clothes, at his elbow.

Colonel Dobbs sent me in to you, sir, said Brown.

He spoke quietly, without looking directly at his captain, and without moving his lips more than was absolutely necessary. He neither wanted to call the attention of the company to his presence nor to give anyone an opportunity of hearing what he said.

Well? asked Hornblower.

Dispatch come in, sir, and Colonel Dobbs says hed like you to see it, sir.

Ill come in a moment, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

Brown sidled away; despite his bulk and height, he could be very unobtrusive when he wished. Hornblower waited long enough to make it appear unlikely that his own departure was connected with Browns message, and then made his way out past the sentries at the door. He strode up the stairs two at a time to his office, where the red-coated marine colonel stood waiting for him.

Theyre on their way at last, sir, said Dobbs, handing over the message for Hornblower to read.

It was a long, narrow strip of paper, yet narrow as it was, it had been longitudinally folded as well as crossways; such a peculiar letter that Hornblower looked a question at Dobbs before reading it.

It was folded up in a button on the messengers coat, sir, explained Dobbs. From an agent in Paris.

Plenty of people in high position, Hornblower knew, were betraying their Imperial master, selling military and political secrets either for present gain or for future advancement. This letter must have been sent by someone of that sort.

The messenger left Paris yesterday, said Dobbs. He rode post to Honfleur, and crossed the river after dark today.

The message was written by someone who knew his business.

This morning, it said, siege artillery left the artillery park at Sablons by river, going downstream. It included the 107th Regiment of Artillery. The guns were 24-pounders and I believe there were 24 of them. Three companies of sappers and a company of miners were attached. It is said that General Quiot will command. I do not know what other forces he will have.

There was no signature, and the handwriting was disguised.

Is this genuine? asked Hornblower.

Yes, sir. Harrison says so. And it agrees with those other reports weve been receiving from Rouen.

So Bonaparte, locked in a death struggle in eastern France with the Russians and the Prussians and the Austrians, fighting for his life in the south against Wellington, had yet contrived to scrape together a force to counter the new menace in the north. There could be no doubt against whom the siege artillery was destined to be used. Down the Seine from Paris his only enemies were the rebels in Le Havre; the presence of sappers and miners was a clear proof that a siege was intended, and that the guns were not merely intended to strengthen some land fortification. And Quiot had some two divisions mustering in Rouen.

The Seine offered Bonaparte every convenience for striking a blow at Le Havre. By water the heavy guns could be moved far more quickly than by road, especially by winter roads; even the troops, packed into barges, would travel faster than on their own feet. Night and day those barges would be towed downstream  by now they must already be nearing Rouen. It could be no more than a matter of a few days before Quiot closed in on the city. Hornblower went back in his mind to the last siege he had witnessed, that of Riga. He remembered the relentless way the approaches crept forward, the steady advance with gabion and fascine; within a few days it would be his responsibility to counter that deadly menace.

He felt a sudden gust of resentment against London for having left him so poorly supported; during the two weeks that Le Havre had been in British hands much might have been done. He had written as strongly as he dared on the inadvisability of an inactive policy  those were the very words he had used, he remembered  but England, with her whole army engaged under Wellington in the south, her life-blood drained by twenty years of warfare, had little enough to spare for him. The rebellion he had instigated had been forced to remain a rebellion on the defensive, and as such only a minor military factor in the tremendous crisis. Politically and morally the effect of his action had been enormous, so they assured him, flatteringly, but the means were utterly wanting to reap any military harvest. Bonaparte, whose Empire was supposed to be tottering, who was fighting for his life on the snow-covered fields of Champagne, could still find two divisions and a siege-train to recapture Le Havre. Was it possible that man could ever be beaten?

Hornblower had forgotten the presence of the marine colonel; he looked past him into vacancy. It was time for the rebellion to cease the defensive, and to take the offensive, however limited its means, however powerful the enemy. Something must be done, something must be dared. He could not bear the thought of cowering behind the fortifications of Le Havre, like a rabbit in its burrow, waiting for Quiot and his sappers to come and ferret him out.

Let me see that map again, he said to Dobbs. How are the tides now? You dont know? Then find out, man, immediately. And I want a report on the roads between here and Rouen. Brown! Go and get Captain Bush out of the reception.

He was still making plans and giving provisional orders, when Hau came into the room.

The reception is ending, sir, said Hau. His Royal Highness is about to retire.

Hornblower cast one more look at the map of the lower Seine spread before him; his brain was seething, with calculations regarding tides and road distances.

Oh, very well, he said. Ill come for five minutes.

He was smiling as he walked in  many eyes turned towards him and noticed it. It was a little ironical that the good people at the reception should feel reassured just because Hornblower had received news of the developing threat to their city.


CHAPTER 12
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THE MURKY WINTER day was giving place to murky night. There was little of the grey winter afternoon left as Hornblower stood on the quay watching the boats make ready. It was already dark enough and misty enough for the preparations to be invisible to anyone outside the town, whatever point of vantage he might have chosen for himself. So it was safe for the seamen and the marines to begin to man the boats; it was only an hour before the flood tide should begin, and no moment of the tide ought to be wasted.

This was another of the penalties of success; that he should have to stand here and watch others set off on an expedition that he would have loved to head. But the Governor of Le Havre, the Commodore, could not possibly risk his life and liberty with a petty sortie; the force he was sending out crammed into half a dozen ships longboats, was so small that he was hardly justified in putting a post captain in command.

Bush came stumping up to him, the thump of his wooden leg on the cobbles alternating with the flatter sound of his one shoe.

No further orders, sir? asked Bush.

No, none. I only have to wish you the best of good fortune now, said Hornblower.

He put out his hand, and Bush took it  amazing how Bushs hand remained hard and horny as if he still had to haul on braces and halliards. Bushs frank blue eyes looked into his.

Thank you, sir, said Bush, and then, after a moments hesitation. Dont you go worrying about us, sir.

I wont worry with you in command, Bush.

There was some truth in that. In all these years of close association Bush had learned his methods, and could be relied upon to execute a plan intelligently. Bush knew as well as he did now the value of surprise, the importance of striking swiftly and suddenly and unexpectedly, the necessity for close cooperation between all parts of the force.

The Nonsuchs longboat was against the quay, and a detachment of marines was marching down into it. They sat stiff and awkward on the thwarts, their muskets pointing skywards between their knees, while the seamen held the boat off.

All ready, sir? piped up a voice from the sternsheets.

Goodbye, Bush, said Hornblower.

Goodbye, sir.

Bushs powerful arms swung him down into the longboat with no difficulty despite his wooden leg.

Shove off.

The boat pushed out from the quay; two other boats left the quay as well. There was still just enough light to see the rest of the flotilla pull away from the sides of the ships moored in the harbour. The sound of the orders came to Hornblowers ears across the water.

Give way.

Bushs boat swung round and headed the procession out into the river, and the night swallowed it. Yet Hornblower stood looking after them into the blackness for some time before he turned away. There could be no doubt at all, having regard to the state of the roads, and the reports of the spies, that Quiot would bring his siege-train as far as Caudebec by water  barges would carry his vast twenty-four-pounders fifty miles in a day, while over those muddy surfaces they would hardly move fifty miles in a week. At Caudebec there was an estacade with facilities for dealing with large cargoes. Quiots advanced guards at Lillebonne and Bolbec would cover the unloading  so he would think. There was a good chance that boats, coming up the river in the darkness swiftly with the tide, might arrive unobserved at the estacade. The landing party could burn and destroy to their hearts content in that case. Most likely Bonapartes troops, which had conquered the land world, would not think of the possibility of an amphibious expedition striking by water round their flank; and even if they did think of it there was more than a chance that the expedition, moving rapidly on the tide, would break through the defence in the darkness as far as the barges. But though it was easy enough to form these comforting conclusions, it was not so easy to see them go off in the darkness like this. Hornblower turned away from the quay and began to walk up the dark Rue de Paris to the Hôtel de Ville. Half a dozen dimly perceived figures detached themselves from street corners and walked along a few yards in front and behind him; these were the bodyguards that Hau and Lebrun had detailed for him. They had both of them raised hands and eyes in horror at the thought that he should go about the town unescorted  on foot to make it worse  and when he had refused utterly to have a military guard permanently about him they had made this other arrangement. Hornblower aroused himself by walking as fast as his long thin legs would carry him. The exercise was pleasurable, and it made him smile to himself to hear the pattering of feet as his escort strove to keep pace with him; it was curious that nearly all of them were short-legged men.

In his bedroom there was a privacy to be obtained which he could not hope for elsewhere. He dismissed Brown as soon as the latter had lighted the candles in the stick on the night table at the bedhead, and with a grateful sigh he stretched himself out on the bed, careless of his uniform. He rose again to get his boat-cloak and spread it over himself, for the room was dank and cold despite the fire in the grate. Then at last he could take the newspaper from the top of the pile at the bedhead, and set himself to read seriously the marked passages at which previously he had merely glanced  Barbara had sent him those newspapers; her letter, read and reread, was in his pocket, but all through the day he had not found leisure for the papers.

If the Press was, as it claimed to be, the voice of the people, then the British public most strongly approved of him and his recent actions. It was strangely difficult for Hornblower to recapture the mood of only a few weeks back; the manifold distractions of his duties as Governor of Le Havre made the events preceding the capture of the city very blurred and indistinct in his memory. But here was The Times running over with praise for his handling of the situation in the Bay of the Seine. The measure he had taken to make it impossible for the mutineers to take the Flame in to the French authorities were described as a masterpiece of the ingenuity and skill which we have come to expect of this brilliant officer. The pontifical manner of the article left Hornblower with the impression that it would have been more appropriate if the we had been spelt with a capital W.

Here was the Morning Chronicle expatiating on his capture of the Flame across the decks of the Bonne Celestine. There was only one example in history of a similar feat  Nelsons capture of the San Josef at Cape St Vincent. Hornblowers eyebrows rose as he read. The comparison was quite absurd. There had been nothing else for him to do; he had had only to fight the Bonne Celestines crew, for hardly a man in the Flames company had raised a hand to prevent the vessels recapture. And it was nonsense to compare him with Nelson. Nelson had been brilliant, a man of lightning thought, the inspiration of all who came in contact with him. He himself was only a fortunate plodder by comparison. Extraordinary good fortune was the root of all his success; good fortune, and long thought, and the devotion of his subordinates. It was perfectly horrible that he should be compared with Nelson; horrible and indecent. As Hornblower read on he felt a disquieting sensation in his stomach, exactly as he felt during his first hours at sea after a spell on land, when the ship he was in slid down a wave. Now that this comparison with Nelson had been made the public and the service would judge his future actions by the same standard, and would turn and rend him in their disappointment should be fail. He had climbed high, and as a natural result there was a precipice at his feet. Hornblower remembered how he had felt as a kings letter-boy, when he had first climbed to the maintruck of the Indefatigable. The climbing had not been so difficult, not even the futtock-shrouds, but when at the masthead he had looked down he felt dizzy and nauseated, appalled at the distance below him  just as he felt now.

He flung the Morning Chronicle aside and took up the Anti Gallican. The writer here gloated over the fate of the mutineers. He exulted over the death of Nathaniel Sweet, laying special stress on the fact that he had died at Hornblowers own hands. He went on to hope that Sweets accessories in the horrible crime of mutiny would shortly meet the fate they deserved, and he hoped that the happy issue of Hornblowers recapture of the Flame would not be allowed to serve as an excuse for mercy or sentimental considerations. Hornblower, with twenty sentences of death awaiting his signature, felt his nausea renewed. This writer in the Anti Gallican did not know what death was. Before Hornblowers eyes floated once more the memory of Sweets white hair in the water as the smoke from the musket-shot drifted away. That old man  Chadwick had sworn to disrate him and then flog him. Hornblower decided for the twentieth time that he would have mutinied, too, if confronted with the certainty of a flogging. This writer knew nothing of the sickening crack of the cat-o-nine-tails as it fell on a naked back. He could never have heard the yell of agony of a grown man under torment.

A later number of The Times discussed the capture of Le Havre. There were the words he had been dreading to read, but in Latin, as one might expect of The Times. Initium finis  the beginning of the end. The Times expected Bonapartes dominion, which had endured all these years, to melt away in the next few days. The crossing of the Rhine, the fall of Le Havre, the declaration of Bordeaux in favour of the Bourbons, made the writer certain that Bonaparte would be dethroned immediately. Yet Bonaparte with a solid army was still striking back at his enemies today. The last reports told of his victories over the Prussians and the Austrians; Wellington in the south was making only the slowest progress against Soult. No one could foresee an immediate end to the war save this inky scribbler safe in some dusty office in Printing House Square.

But there was a morbid fascination about reading these newspapers. Hornblower put down this copy and reached for another, knowing as he did so that it would only disgust him or frighten him. It was as hard to resist as opium was to an addict. Hornblower read on and on through the marked passages, which dealt mainly with his own achievements, in much the same way that an old maid, by chance alone in her house on a wintry night, might go on reading one of Monk Lewis terrifying novels, too frightened to stop, and yet knowing that every word she read would only make the stopping more frightening still.

He had hardly finished the pile of newspapers when he noticed the bed jar slightly under him and the candle-flames flicker for a moment. He paid almost no attention to the phenomenon  it might have been a heavy gun being fired, although he had not heard the explosion  but a few seconds later he heard the bedroom door stealthily opened. He looked up to see Brown peering round the corner at him to see if he were asleep.

What do you want? he snapped. His ill temper was so obvious that even Brown hesitated to speak.

Out with it, snarled Hornblower. Why am I being disturbed contrary to my orders?

Howard and Dobbs made their appearance behind Brown; it was to their credit that they were willing not merely to take the responsibility but to receive the first impact of the wrath of the Commodore.

Theres been an explosion, sir, said Howard. We saw the flash of it in the sky, east by north of here  I took the bearing. That could be at Caudebec.

We felt the jar, sir, said Dobbs. But there was no sound  too far away. A big explosion to shake us here and yet be unheard.

That meant, almost for certain, that Bush had been successful. He must have captured the French powder-barges and blown them up. A thousand rounds for each of twenty-four twenty-four-pounders  the minimum for a siege; eight pounds of powder for each round. That would be eight times twenty-four thousand. That would be nearly two hundred thousand pounds. That would be almost a hundred tons. A hundred tons of gunpowder would make a fair explosion. Having computed his calculation, Hornblower refocused his eyes on Dobbs and Howard; until then he had looked at them without seeing them. Brown had tactfully slipped out from this council of his betters.

Well? said Hornblower.

We thought you would like to know about it, sir, said Dobbs, lamely.

Quite right, said Hornblower, and held up his newspaper between them again. Then he pulled it down again just long enough to say, Thank you.

From behind his newspaper Hornblower heard his two staff officers creep out of the room and shut the door gently behind them. He was pleased with his performance; that final thank you had been a masterly touch, conveying the impression that, even though he was loftily above such trifles as the mere destruction of a siege-train, he could yet remember his manners before his inferiors. Yet it was only a moment before he was sneering at himself for relishing such a petty triumph. He felt a sudden self-contempt, which even when it passed left him depressed and unhappy. The unhappiness had a special quality; Hornblower, laying aside his newspaper to look up at the play of shadows on the bedtester, suddenly realized he was lonely. He wanted company. He wanted friendship. Much more than that, he wanted comforting, he wanted affection, he wanted just what he could not have as governor of this bleak, beleaguered city. He bore all the vast weight of responsibility, and he had no one to share his fears and hopes. Hornblower pulled himself up on the verge of an abyss of self-pity, his self-contempt greatly increased by the discovery. He had always been too self-analytical and too conscious of his own faults to be sorry for himself. His present loneliness was of his own making. He need not have been so gratuitously reserved with Dobbs and Howard; a sensible man would have shared their pleasure, would have sent for a bottle of champagne to celebrate the success, would have passed a pleasant hour or two with them  and would certainly have increased their pleasure and their loyalty by hinting that the success was largely due to their contributions to the plan, even though it was not true. For the ephemeral and extremely doubtful pleasure of showing himself to be what he was not, a man untouched by human emotions, he was now having to pay the present price of loneliness. Well, decided Hornblower, swallowing a decidedly bitter truth, it served him right.

He pulled out his watch; half an hour since the explosion, and the ebb tide had been running here at the rivers mouth for a full hour longer than that. It must have turned some time ago at Caudebec; it was to be hoped that Bush and his flotilla were running down with it, exulting in their victory. Fully twenty-five miles by road, thirty at least by river, from their nearest enemies at Le Havre, the soldiers of the French siege-train must have thought themselves perfectly secure with an army of nearly twenty thousand men to protect them from an enemy who so far had shown no sign of taking the offensive. Yet in less than six hours, even in darkness, well-manned boats with the racing Seine tide behind them could span the interval that infantry would take two days  the daylight hours of two days  to cross. Boats could strike and escape again in the course of a single night up the broad and bridgeless river; and the fact that the river was broad and bridgeless would encourage Quiots army to look upon the Seine as a protection to their flank and so to forget its potentialities as a highway for their enemies. Quiot had until recently commanded a division in the Imperial Guard, and never, in its ten victorious years, had the Imperial Guard taken part in an amphibious campaign.

Hornblower realized that he had been through all this train of thought before, many times over. He snuffed the guttered candles, looked at his watch again, and stretched his legs restlessly under his cloak. His hand fluttered tentatively towards the tumbled newspapers and was withdrawn immediately. Rather the unpalatable company of his own thoughts than that of The Times and the Morning Chronicle. Rather than either  humble pie, especially as it would be made a little more appetizing by the knowledge that he would be doing his duty. He flung the cloak off his legs and rose to his feet. He went to some trouble to pull his coat into position, and he combed his hair with some care before sauntering out of his bedroom. The sentry at the door came to attention with a jerk  Hornblower guessed that he had been sleeping on his feet  while Hornblower crossed the hall to the room beyond. He opened the door into warm stuffiness. A single shaded candle hardly illuminated the room enough for him to see. Dobbs was asleep in a chair at a table, his head resting on his folded forearms; beyond the table lay Howard on a cot. The shadow there was so dense that Hornblower could not see his face, but he could hear his low, measured snores.

So nobody wanted his company after all. Hornblower withdrew and shut the door quietly. Brown presumably was asleep in some cubbyhole of his own; Hornblower toyed with the idea of sending for him and having him make him a cup of coffee, but decided against it out of pure humanity. He climbed back onto his own bed and dragged the cloak over him. A whistling draught decided him to draw the curtains round the bed, and he did so after extinguishing the candles. It occurred to him that he would have been much more comfortable had he undressed and got into the bed, but he could not face the effort  it suddenly became plain to him that he was very weary. His eyelids closed before the solid darkness within the curtains, and he slept, fully dressed.


CHAPTER 13
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THE FACT THAT he had not taken off his clothes told Brown and Dobbs and Howard at dawn that Hornblower had not been as composed and self-confident as he had tried to appear, but not one of them was foolish enough to comment on the fact. Brown merely opened the curtain and made his report.

Day just breaking, sir. Cold morning with a bit o fog. The last o the ebb, sir, and no news as yet of Captain Bush an the flotilla.

Right, said Hornblower, getting stiffly to his feet. He yawned and felt his bristling cheeks. He wished he knew how Bush had succeeded. He wished he did not feel so unwashed and unclean. He wanted his breakfast, but he wanted news of Bush even more. He was still deadly tired despite his hours of unbroken sleep. Then he fought down his weariness in a direct personal struggle like that of Christian with Apollyon.

Get me a bath, Brown. Make it ready while I shave.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower stripped off his clothes and proceeded to shave himself at the wash-hand-stand in the corner of the room. He kept his eyes from his naked body reflected in the mirror, from his skinny, hairy legs and slightly protuberant belly, as resolutely as he kept his mind from his fatigue and from his anxiety about Bush. Brown and a marine private came in carrying the bath and put it on the floor near him; Hornblower, shaving carefully round the corners of his lips, heard the hot water being poured into it from buckets. It took a little while to compound the mixture in the right proportion so as to get the temperature suitable; Hornblower stepped into it and sank down with a sigh of satisfaction  an immense amount of water poured over the sides, displaced by his body, but he did not care. He thought about soaping himself, but flinched from the effort and the physical contortions necessary, and instead he lay back and allowed himself to soak and relax. He closed his eyes.

Sir!

Howards voice caused him to reopen them.

Two boats are in sight coming down the estuary, sir. Only two.

Bush had taken seven boats with him to Caudebec. Hornblower could only wait for Howard to finish his report.

One of ems Camillas launch, sir. I can recognize her through the glass. I dont think the other is from Nonsuch, but I cant be sure.

Very good, Captain. Ill join you in a moment.

Ruin and destruction; five boats lost out of seven  and Bush lost too, seemingly. The destruction of the French siege-train  if it were destroyed  would be well worth the loss of the whole flotilla, to someone who could coldly balance profit and loss. But Bush gone! Hornblower could not bear the thought of it. He sprang from his bath and looked round for a towel. He saw none, and with exasperation tore a sheet from the bed on which to dry himself. Only when he was dry and seeking his clean shirt did he find the towels by the dressing table where they should have been. He dressed hurriedly, and at every moment his fears and his sorrow on account of Bush increased  the first shock had not been nearly as severe as this growing realization of his bereavement. He came out into the anteroom.

One boats coming into the quay, sir. Ill have the officer reporting here in fifteen minutes, said Howard.

Brown was across the room at the far door. Now, if ever, Hornblower had the opportunity  his unaccountable brain recognized it at this moment  to show himself a man of iron. All he had to do was to say My breakfast, Brown and sit down and eat it. But he could not pose, faced as he was by the possibility of Bushs death. It was all very well to do those things when it was merely a battle that lay before him, but this was the loss of his dearest friend. Brown must have read the expression on his face, for he withdrew without making any suggestion about breakfast. Hornblower stood undecided.

I have the court-martial verdicts here for confirmation, sir, said Howard, calling his attention to a mass of papers.

Hornblower sat down and picked one up, looked at it unseeing, and put it down again.

Ill deal with that later on, he said.

Ciders begun coming into the city from the country in great quantity, sir, now that the farmers have found its a good market, said Dobbs. Drunkenness among the mens increasing. Can we  ?

Ill leave it to your judgement, said Hornblower. Now. What is it you want to do?

I would submit, sir, that 

The discussion lasted a few minutes. It led naturally to the vexed question of an established rate of exchange for British and French currency. But it could not dull the gnawing anxiety about Bush.

Where the hells that officer? said Howard, petulantly pushing back his chair and going out of the room. He was back almost immediately.

Mr Livingstone, sir, he said. Third of Camilla.

A middle-aged lieutenant, steady and reliable enough to outward appearance; Hornblower looked him over carefully as he came into the room.

Make your report, please.

We went up the river without incident, sir. Flames boat went aground but was refloated directly. We could see the lights of Caudebec before we were challenged from the bank  we were just rounding the bend, then. Capn Bushs longboat was leading, sir.

Where was your boat?

Last in the line, sir. We went on without replying, as our orders said. I could see two barges anchored in midstream, an clusters of others against the bank. I put the tiller over and ran beside the one farthest downstream, as my orders said, sir. There was a lot of musketry fire higher up, but only a few Frenchies where we were, an we chased em away. On the bank where we were there were two twenty-four-pounders on travelling carriages. I had em spiked, and then we levered them off the bank into the river. One fell onto the barge underneath an went through it, sir. It sank alongside my launch, deck just level with the water; just before the turn of the tide, that was. Dont know what she carried, sir, but I think she was light, judging by the height she rode out of the water when I boarded her. Her hatches were open.

Yes?

Then I led my party along the bank as ordered, sir. There was a lot of shot there, just landed from the next barge. The barge was only half unloaded. So I left a party to scuttle the barge and roll the shot into the river, an went on myself with about fifteen men, sir. Flames boats crew was there, an the party they were fighting against ran away when we came on their flank. There were guns on shore and guns still in the barges, sir. We spiked em all, threw the ones that had been landed into the river, and scuttled the barges. There was no powder, sir. My orders were to blow the trunnions off the guns if I could, but I couldnt.

I understand.

Guns spiked and pitched into the slime at the bottom of a rapid tidal river would be out of action for some time, even though it would have been better to blow off their trunnions and disable them permanently. And the shot at the bottom of the river would be difficult to recover. Hornblower could picture so well in his mind the fierce and bloody little struggle in the dark on the river bank.

Just then we heard drums beating, sir, and a whole lot of soldiers came bearing down on us. A battalion of infantry, I should think it was  I think we had only been engaged up to then with the gunners an sappers. My orders were to withdraw if opposed in force, so we ran back to the boats. Wed just shoved off and the soldiers were firing at us from the banks when the explosion came.

Livingstone paused. His unshaven face was grey with fatigue, and when he mentioned the explosion his expression changed to one of helplessness.

It was the powder-barges higher up the river, sir. I dont know who set them off. Maybe it was a shot from the shore. Maybe Capn Bush, sir 

You had not been in touch with Captain Bush since the attack began?

No, sir. He was at the other end of the line to me, and the barges were in two groups against the bank. I attacked one, an Capn Bush attacked the other.

I understand. Go on about the explosion.

It was a big one, sir. It threw us all down. A big wave came an swamped us, filled us to the gunnels, sir. I think we touched the bottom of the river, sir, after that wave went by. A bit of flying wreckage hit Flames boat. Gibbons, masters mate, was killed an the boat smashed. We picked up the survivors while we bailed out. Nobody was firing at us from the bank any more, so I waited. It was just the top of the tide, sir. Presently two boats came down to us, Camillas second launch and the fishing-boat that the marines manned. We waited, but we could not see anything of Nonsuchs boats. Mr Hake of the marines told me that Capn Bush an the other three boats were all alongside the powder-barges when the explosion happened. Perhaps a shot went into the cargo, sir. Then they began to open fire on us from the bank again, and as senior officer I gave the order to retire.

Most likely you did right, Mr Livingstone. And then?

At the next bend they opened fire on us with fieldpieces, sir. Their practice was bad in the dark, sir, but they hit and sank our second launch with almost their last shot, and we lost several more men  the current was running fast by then.

That was clearly the end of Livingstones story, but Hornblower could not dismiss him without one more word.

But Captain Bush, Mr Livingstone? Cant you tell me any more about him?

No, sir. Im sorry, sir. We didnt pick up a single survivor from the Nonsuchs boats. Not one.

Oh, very well then, Mr Livingstone. You had better go and get some rest. I think you did very well.

Let me have your report in writing and list of casualties before the end of the day, Mr Livingstone, interposed Dobbs  as Assistant Adjutant General he lived in an atmosphere of reports and lists of casualties.

Aye aye, sir.

Livingstone withdrew, and the door had hardly closed upon him before Hornblower regretted having let him go with such chary words of commendation. The operation had been brilliantly successful. Deprived of his siege-train and munitions, Quiot would not be able to besiege Le Havre, and it would probably be a long time before Bonapartes War Ministry in Paris could scrape together another train. But the loss of Bush coloured all Hornblowers thoughts. He found himself wishing that he had never conceived the plan  he would rather have stood a siege here in Le Havre and have Bush alive at his side. It was hard to think of a world without Bush in it, of a future where he would never, never see Bush again. People would think the loss of a captain and a hundred and fifty men a small price to pay for robbing Quiot of all his offensive power, but people did not understand.

Dobbs and Howard were sitting glum and silent when he glanced at them; they respected his sorrow. But the sight of their deferential gloom roused Hornblowers contrariness. If they expected him to be upset and unable to work, he would show them how mistaken they were.

Ill see those court martial reports now, Captain Howard, if you please.

The busy days work began; it was possible to think clearly, to make decisions, to work as if nothing had happened, despite the feeling of being drained dry by unhappiness. Not merely that; it was even possible to think of new plans.

Go and find Hau, he said to Howard. Tell him Id like to see the Duke for a moment.

Aye aye, sir, Howard rose to his feet. He allowed himself a grin and a twinkle as he pompously reworded Hornblowers language.

Sir Horatio solicits the favour of a short audience with His Royal Highness if His Royal Highness will be so kind as to condescend to receive him.

Thats right, said Hornblower, smiling in spite of himself. It was even possible to smile.

The Duke received him standing, warming the royal back before a cheerful fire.

I do not know, began Hornblower, if Your Royal Highness is acquainted with the circumstances which first brought me to the waters on this part of the coast.

Tell me about them, said the Duke. Maybe it was not etiquette for royalty to admit ignorance on any subject. The Dukes attitude did not seem to convey a feeling of much interest in any case.

There was a mutiny in one of His Majestys  one of His Britannic Majestys  ships of war.

Indeed?

I was sent to deal with it, and I succeeded in capturing the vessel and most of the mutineers, Your Royal Highness.

Excellent, excellent.

Some twenty of them were tried, convicted, and have now been sentenced to death.

Excellent.

I would be glad not to carry those sentences out, Your Royal Highness.

Indeed? His Royal Highness was not apparently greatly interested  a yawn seemed to be hesitating only just inside the royal lips.

As far as my service is concerned, it is impossible for me to pardon the men without the gravest prejudice to discipline, Your Royal Highness.

Quite so. Quite so.

But if Your Royal Highness were to intervene on behalf of the men, I might then be able to pardon them without prejudice to discipline, being in a position where I can deny Your Royal Highness nothing.

And why should I intervene, Sir Oratio?

Hornblower sidestepped the question for the moment.

Your Royal Highness could take the stand that it would be unfitting that the opening days of the return of the Dynasty to France should be marred by the shedding of the blood of Englishmen, however guilty. It would then be possible for me to pardon them, with a great show of reluctance. Men tempted to mutiny in the future would not have their temptation greatly increased by the hope of a similar event saving them from the consequences of their actions  the world will never again be so fortunate as to see a return of Your Royal Highness family to its legitimate position.

This last was a clumsy compliment, clumsily worded and susceptible to misunderstanding, but luckily the Duke took it in the spirit in which it was ostensibly meant. Nevertheless, he hardly seemed enthusiastic; he went back to his original point with Bourbon stubbornness.

But why should I do this, Sir Oratio?

In the name of common humanity, Your Royal Highness. There are twenty lives to be saved, the lives of useful men.

Useful men? Mutineers? Presumably Jacobins, revolutionaries, equalitarians  even Socialists!

They are men who lie in irons today and expect to be hanged tomorrow, Your Royal Highness.

As I have no doubt whatever, they deserve, Sir Oratio. It would be a fine beginning to the Regency with which His Most Christian Majesty has entrusted me if my first public act should be to solicit the lives of a parcel of revolutionaries. His Most Christian Majesty has not spent the past twenty-one years combating the spirit of revolution for that. The eyes of the world are upon me.

I have never yet known the world offended by an act of clemency, Your Royal Highness.

You have strange ideas of clemency, sir. It appears to me as if this remarkable suggestion of yours has some purpose other than is apparent. Perhaps you are a Liberal yourself, one of these dangerous men who consider themselves thinkers. It would be a good stroke of policy for you to induce my family to brand itself by its first act as willing to condone revolution.

The monstrous imputation took Hornblower completely aback.

Sir! he spluttered. Your Royal Highness 

Even if he had been speaking in English, words would have failed him. In French he was utterly helpless. It was not merely the insult, but it was the revelation of the Bourbon narrow-mindedness and suspicious cunning that helped to strike him dumb.

I do not see fit to accede to your request, sir, said the Duke, his hand on the bellrope.

Outside the audience chamber Hornblower strode past courtiers and sentries, his cheeks burning. He was blind with fury  it was very rarely that he was as angry as this; nearly always his tendency to look at both sides of a question kept him equable and easy-going; weak, he phrased it to himself in moments of self-contempt. He stamped into his office, flung himself into his chair and sprang up from it again a second later, walked round the room and sat down again. Dobbs and Howard looked with astonishment at the thundercloud on his brow, and after their first glance bent their gaze studiously upon the papers before them. Hornblower tore open his neckcloth. He ripped open the buttons of his waistcoat, and the dangerous pressure within began to subside. His mind was in a maelstrom of activity, but over the waves of thought, like a beam of sunshine through a squall at sea, came a gleam of amusement at his own fury. With no softening of his resolution his mischievous sense of humour began to assert itself; it only took a few minutes for him to decide on his next action.

I want those French fellows brought in here who came with the Duke, he announced. The equerry, and the chevalier dhonneur, and the almoner. Colonel Dobbs, Ill trouble you to make ready to write from my dictation.

The émigré advisers of the Duke filed into the room a little puzzled and apprehensive; Hornblower received them still sitting, in fact almost lounging back in his chair.

Good morning, gentlemen, he said, cheerfully. I have asked you to come to hear the letter I am about to dictate to the Prime Minister. I think you understand English well enough to get the gist of the letter. Are you ready, Colonel?

To the Right Honourable Lord Liverpool.

My Lord, I find I am compelled to send back to England His Royal Highness the Duke dAngoulême.

Sir! said the astonished equerry, breaking in, but Hornblower waved him impatiently to silence.

Go on, Colonel, please.

I regret to have to inform Your Lordship that His Royal Highness has not displayed the helpful spirit the British nation is entitled to look for in an ally.

The equerry and the chevalier dhonneur and the almoner were on their feet by now. Howard was goggling at him across the room; Dobbs face was invisible as he bent over his pen, but the back of his neck was a warm purple which clashed with the scarlet of his tunic.

Please go on, Colonel.

During the few days in which I have had the honour of working with His Royal Highness, it has been made plain to me that His Royal Highness has neither the tact nor the administrative ability desirable in one in so high a station.

Sir! said the equerry. You cannot send that letter.

He spoke first in French and then in English; the chevalier dhonneur and the almoner made bilingual noises of agreement.

No? said Hornblower.

And you cannot send His Royal Highness back to England. You cannot! You cannot!

No? said Hornblower again, leaning back in his chair.

The protests died away on the lips of the three Frenchmen. They knew as well as Hornblower, as soon as they were forced to realize the unpalatable truth, who it was that held the power in Le Havre. It was the man who had under his command the only disciplined and reliable military force, the man who had only to give the word to abandon the city to the wrath of Bonaparte, the man at whose word the ships came in and went out again.

Dont tell me, said Hornblower with elaborate concern, that His Royal Highness would physically oppose an order from me consigning him on board a ship? Have you gentlemen ever witnessed a deserter being brought in? The frogmarch is a most undignified method of progression. Painful, too, I am informed.

But that letter, said the equerry, would discredit His Royal Highness in the eyes of the world. It would be a most serious blow to the cause of the Family. It might endanger the succession.

I was aware of that when I invited you gentlemen to hear me dictate it.

You would never send it, said the equerry with a momentary doubt regarding Hornblowers strength of will.

I can only assure you gentlemen that I both can and will.

Eyes met eyes across the room, and the equerrys doubt vanished. Hornblowers mind was entirely made up.

Perhaps, sir, said the equerry, clearing his throat and looking sidelong at his colleagues for their approval there has been some misunderstanding. If His Royal Highness has refused some request of Your Excellencys, as I gather has been the case, it must have been because His Royal Highness did not know how much importance Your Excellency attached to the matter. If Your Excellency would allow us to make further representations to His Royal Highness 

Hornblower was looking at Howard, who very intelligently recognized his cue.

Yes, sir, said Howard. Im sure His Royal Highness will understand.

Dobbs looked up from his paper and made corroborative sounds. But it took several minutes before Hornblower could be persuaded to postpone putting his decision into instant effect. It was only with the greatest reluctance that he yielded to the pleadings of his own staff and the Dukes. After the equerry had led his colleagues from the room to seek the Duke, Hornblower sat back with a real relaxation replacing the one he had simulated. He was tingling and glowing both with the after-effects of excitement and with his diplomatic victory.

His Royal Highness will see reason, said Dobbs.

No doubt about it, agreed Howard, judiciously.

Hornblower thought of the twenty seamen chained in the hold of the Nonsuch, expecting to be hanged tomorrow.

An idea has struck me, sir, said Howard. I can send a flag of truce out to the French forces. A parlementaire  a mounted officer with a white flag and a trumpeter. He can carry a letter from you to General Quiot, asking for news about Captain Bush. If Quiot knows anything at all Im sure hell have the courtesy to inform you, sir.

Bush! In the excitement of the last hour Hornblower had forgotten about Bush. His pleasurable excitement escaped from him like grain from a ripped sack. Depression closed in upon him again. The others saw the change that came over him; as an example of the affection for him which he had inspired in this short time of contact it is worthy of mention that they would rather have seen the black thundercloud of rage on his brow than this wounded unhappiness.


CHAPTER 14
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IT WAS THE day that the parlementaire returned; Hornblower would always remember it for that reason. Quiots courteous letter left no ground for hope whatever; the gruesome details which it included told the whole story. A few rags and tatters of men had been found and had been buried, but nothing that could be identified as any individual. Bush was dead; that burly body of his had been torn into shreds by the explosion. Hornblower was angry with himself for allowing the fact that Bushs grave would never be marked, that his remains were utterly destroyed, to increase his sadness. If Bush had been given a choice, he presumably would have chosen to die at sea, struck down by a shot in the moment of victory at the climax of a ship-to-ship action; he would have wished to have been buried in his hammock, round-shot at his feet and head, with seamen weeping as the grating tilted and the hammock slid from under the flag into the sea and the ship rocked on the waves, hove-to with backed topsails. It was a horrid irony that he should have met his end in a minor skirmish on a river bank, blown into bloody unidentifiable rags.

And yet what did it matter how he died? One moment he had been alive and the next dead, and in that he had been fortunate. It was a far greater irony that he should have been killed now, after surviving twenty years of desperate warfare. Peace was only just over the horizon, with the allied armies closing in on Paris, with France fast bleeding to death, with the allied Governments already assembling to decide on the peace terms. Had Bush survived this one last skirmish, he would have been able to enjoy the blessings of peace for many years, secure in his captains rank, in his pension, in the devotion of his sisters. Bush would have enjoyed all that, if only because he knew that all sensible men enjoyed peace and security. The thought of that only increased Hornblowers feeling of bitter personal loss. He had never thought he could mourn for anyone as he mourned for Bush.

The parlementaire had only just returned with Quiots letter; Dobbs was still eagerly questioning him about what he had been able to observe of the condition of the French forces, when Howard came rapidly in.

Gazelle, sloop of war, just entering the harbour, sir. She is wearing the Bourbon flag at the main and makes this signal, sir. Have on board Duchess of Angoulême.

She has? said Hornblower. His spirit climbed wearily out of its miserable lethargy. Tell the Duke. Let Hau know and tell him to arrange about salutes. I must meet her on the quay along with the Duke. Brown! Brown! My dress coat and my sword.

It was a watery day with a promise of early spring. The Gazelle came warping against the quay, and the salutes rolled round the harbour just as they had done when His Royal Highness arrived. The Duke and his entourage stood in almost military formation on the quay; upon the deck of the Gazelle was gathered a group of women in cloaks awaiting the casting of the brow across to the quay. Bourbon court etiquette seemed to dictate a rigid absence of any appearance of excitement; Hornblower, standing with his staff a little to the rear and to the side of the Dukes party, noted how the women on deck and the men on the quay made no signal of welcome to each other. Except for one woman, who was standing by the mizzen-mast waving a handkerchief. It was something of a comfort to see that there was at least one person who refused to be bound by stoical etiquette; Hornblower supposed that it must be some serving-woman or ladys maid who had caught sight of her lover in the ranks on the quay.

Over the brow came the Duchess and her suite; the Duke took the regulation steps forward to greet her. She went down in the regulation curtsy, and he lifted her up with the regulation condescension, and they put cheek to cheek in the regulation embrace. Now Hornblower had to come forward to be presented, and now he was bowing to kiss the gloved hand laid upon his levelled forearm.

Sir Oratio! Sir Oratio! said the Duchess.

Hornblower looked up to meet the blue Bourbon eyes. The Duchess was a beautiful woman of some thirty years of age. She had something urgent to say, obviously. As if tongue-tied, she was unable to say it, the rules of etiquette making no allowance for this situation. Finally she made a frantic gesture, and looked round her to call Hornblowers attention to someone behind her. A woman stood there, standing alone, separated a little from the group of ladies-in-waiting and dames dhonneur. It was Barbara  Hornblower had to look twice before he could believe his eyes. She stepped towards him, smiling. Hornblower took two strides towards her  in the midst of them he thought briefly of the necessity of not turning his back upon royalty, but threw discretion to the winds  and she was in his arms. There was a tumult of thoughts in his mind as she put her lips, icy cold from the sea air, against his. It was sensible enough that she had come, he supposed, although he had always strongly disapproved of captains and admirals who had their wives with them on active service. As the Duchess had come it would be quite desirable to have Barbara here as well. All this in a flash, before more human feelings became apparent. A warning cough from Hau behind him told him that he was holding up the proceedings, and he hastily took his hands from Barbaras shoulders and stepped back a little sheepishly. The carriages were waiting.

You go with the royal pair, sir, whispered Hau, hoarsely.

The carriages requisitioned in Le Havre were not striking examples of coach-building, but they served. The Duke and Duchess were seated, and Hornblower handed Barbara in and took his seat beside her, his back and hers to the horses. With a clatter of hoofs and a generous squeaking they set off up the Rue de Paris.

Was that not a pleasant surprise, Sir Oratio? asked the Duchess.

Your Royal Highness was far too kind, said Hornblower.

The Duchess leaned forward and put her hand on Barbaras knee.

You have a most beautiful and most accomplished wife, she said.

The Duke beside her uncrossed his knees and coughed uncomfortably, for the Duchess was acting with a condescension a trifle excessive in a kings daughter, a future queen of France.

I trust you had a comfortable voyage, said the Duke, addressing himself to his wife; a mischievous curiosity prompted Hornblower to wonder if there was ever a moment when he did not use a tone of such rigid formality towards her.

We will pass over the memory of it, said the Duchess with a laugh.

She was a high-spirited and lovely creature, and running over with excitement at this new adventure. Hornblower watched her curiously. Her infancy had been passed as a princess in the most splendid Court of Europe; her childhood as a prisoner of the revolutionaries. Her father and mother, the king and queen, had died under the guillotine; her brother had died in prison. She herself had been exchanged for a parcel of captive generals, and married to her cousin, had wandered through Europe as the wife of the heir to a penniless but haughty Pretender. Her experiences had left her human  or was it that the formalities of shabby-genteel royalty had not succeeded in dehumanizing her? She was the only living child of Marie Antoinette, whose charm and vivacity and indiscretion had been proverbial. That might explain it.

Here they were, climbing out of the carriage at the Hôtel de Ville; a naval cocked hat was a clumsy thing to keep under the arm while handing ladies out. There was to be a reception later, but time must be allowed for the Duchess trunks to be swayed up out of the Gazelles hold, and for the Duchess to change her dress. Hornblower found himself leading Barbara to the wing which constituted his headquarters. In the lobby orderlies and sentries came to attention; in the main office Dobbs and Howard gaped at the spectacle of the Governor ushering in a lady. They scrambled to their feet and Hornblower made the presentations. They bowed and scraped to her; they knew of her, of course  everyone had heard about Lady Barbara Hornblower, the Duke of Wellingtons sister.

Glancing automatically at his desk, Hornblower caught sight of Quiots letter lying there where he had left it, with its beautiful handwriting and elaborate signature and paraph. It reminded him once more that Bush was dead. That sorrow was real, acute, actual; Barbaras coming had been so unexpected that it was not real to him yet. That fantastic mind of his refused to dwell on the central point that Barbara was once more with him, but flew off at ridiculous tangents. It liked its details well-ordered, and insisted on them; it would not let him sink into simple uxorious happiness, but rather chose to work on the practical details  never thought of until that time  of the arrangement of the life of an officer on active service, who, while locked in a death grapple with an Emperor, yet had a wife to think about. Many-sided Hornblower may have been, but the mainspring of his life was his professional duty. For more than twenty years, for all his adult life, he had been accustomed to sacrifice himself for that, to such an extent and for so long that the sacrifice now was automatic and usually ungrudging. He was so set on his struggle with Bonaparte and had been plunged so deep into it during the last months that he was inclined to resent distractions.

This way, dear, he said, at length, a little hoarsely  he was about to clear his throat when he checked himself. The need for throat-clearing was a sure symptom of nervousness and shyness. Barbara had lightly teased him out of it years ago, and he would not clear his throat now, not in front of Barbara, not in front of himself.

They crossed the little ante-room and Hornblower threw open the door into the bedroom, standing aside for Barbara to pass through, and then he entered after her and shut the door. Barbara was standing in the centre of the floor, her back to the foot of the big bed. There was a smile on one side of her mouth; one eyebrow was raised above the other. She raised one hand to unfasten the clasp of her cloak, but let it drop again, its work uncompleted. She did not know whether to laugh or to cry over this incalculable husband of hers; but she was a Wellesley, and pride forbade her to weep. She stiffened herself just one second before Hornblower came forward to her one second too late.

Dear, he said, and took her cold hands.

She smiled at him in return, but there could have been more tenderness in her smile, light and playful though it was.

You are pleased to see me? she asked; she kept her tone light, and kept her anxiety out of it.

Of course. Of course, dear. Hornblower tried to make himself human, fighting down the instinctive impulse to withdraw into himself that was roused when his telepathic sensitivity warned him of danger. I can hardly believe yet that you are here, dear.

That was the truth, heartfelt, and to say it was a relief, easing some of his tension. He took her into his arms and they kissed; tears were stinging her eyes when their lips parted again.

Castlereagh decided the Duchess should come here, just before he left for Allied Headquarters, she explained. So I asked if I could come too.

Im glad you did, said Hornblower.

Castlereagh calls her the only man in the whole Bourbon family.

I shouldnt be surprised if that were true.

They were warming to each other now; two proud people, learning anew the sacrifice each had to make to admit to the other their mutual need of each other. They kissed again, and Hornblower felt her body relaxing under his hands. Then came a knocking at the door, and they drew apart. It was Brown, supervising the work of a half-dozen seamen dragging in Barbaras trunks. Hebe, Barbaras little Negro maid, hovered on the threshold before coming in with the baggage. Barbara walked over to the mirror and began to take off her hat and cloak before it.

Little Richard, she said, in a conversational tone, is very well and happy. He talks unceasingly, and he still digs. His particular corner of the shrubbery looks as if an army of badgers had been at work. In that trunk I have some drawings of his that I kept for you  although one can hardly say they display any noticeable artistic ability.

Id be astonished if they did, said Hornblower, sitting down.

Easy with that there portmanteau, said Brown to one of the seamen. Thats no barrel o beef youre handling. Handsomely, now. Where shall we put Her Ladyships trunk, sir?

Leave it against the wall there, Brown, if you please, said Barbara. Here are the keys, Hebe.

It seemed quite fantastic and unnatural to be sitting here watching Barbara at the mirror, watching Hebe unpack the baggage, here in a city of which he was military governor. Hornblowers masculine narrow-mindedness was disquieted by the situation. Twenty years of life at sea had made his lines of thought a little rigid. There should be a time and a place for everything.

A little squeal came from Hebe, instantly suppressed; Hornblower, looking round, caught a rapid interchange of glances between Brown and the seaman  the latter, seemingly, had no such views about time and place and had taken a sly pinch at Hebe. Brown could be trusted to deal with the seaman; it was not a matter in which it was consonant with the diginity of a commodore and a governor to interfere. And Brown had hardly taken his working party away when a succession of knocks at the door heralded a procession of callers. An equerry came in, bearing the royal command that at dinner tonight the company should be in full dress with powder. Hornblower stamped with rage at that; he had not floured his head more than three times in his life, and he felt ridiculous when he did. Immediately afterwards came Hau, his mind beset with the same problems, in a different guise, as were disturbing Hornblower. Under what authority should he issue rations to Lady Barbara and Lady Barbaras maid? Where should the latter be quartered? Hornblower drove him forth with orders to read the regulations for himself and discover his own legal formulas; Barbara, coolly straightening her ostrich feathers, told him that Hebe would sleep in the dressing room opening from this bedroom. Next came Dobbs; he had read through the dispatches brought by Gazelle, and there were some which Hornblower should see. Moreover, there were certain papers which needed the Governors attention. A packet was sailing tonight. And the night orders certainly needed the Governors signature. And 

All right, Ill come, said Hornblower. Forgive me, my dear.

Boneys been beaten again, said Dobbs, gleefully, the moment they were out of the bedroom. The Prussians have taken Soissons and cut up two of Boneys army corps. But thats not all.

By now they were in the office and Dobbs produced another dispatch for Hornblowers perusal.

Londons going to put some force at our disposal at last, sir, explained Dobbs. The militia have begun to volunteer for foreign service  now that the wars nearly over  and we can have as many battalions as we want. This should be answered by tonights packet, sir.

Hornblower tried to shake from his mind thoughts about hair powder, about Hebes amorous proclivities, to deal with this new problem regarding the launching of a campaign up the Seine valley against Paris. What did he know about the military capacity of the militia? He would have to have a general to command them, who would certainly be senior in rank to himself. What was the law regarding seniority as between a governor appointed by letters-patent and officers commanding troops? He ought to know, but it was not easy to remember the wording. He read the dispatch through once without comprehending a word of it and had to apply himself to it again seriously from the beginning. He put aside the temptation that momentarily assailed him, to throw the dispatch down and tell Dobbs to act according to his own judgement; mastering himself, he began soberly to dictate his reply. As he warmed to his work he had to restrain himself so as to give Dobbs flying pen a chance to keep up with him.

When it was all done, and he had dashed off his signature on a dozen documents, he went back to the bedroom. Barbara was before the mirror, looking herself over in a white brocade gown, feathers in her hair and jewels at her throat and ears; Hebe was standing by her with the train ready to attach. Hornblower stopped short at sight of Barbara, lovely and dignified, but it was not only her distinguished appearance that checked him. It was also the sudden realization that he could not have Brown in to help him dress, not here. He could not exchange his trousers for breeches and stockings with Barbara and Hebe and Brown all present. He made his apologies, for Brown, aware by his usual sixth sense that Hornblower had finished his office work, was already tapping at the door. They gathered up whatever they thought they might need and went into the dressing room  even here womens perfumes were instantly noticeable  and Hornblower began hurriedly to dress. The breeches and stockings, the gold-embroidered sword-belt. Brown had already, as might have been expected, found a woman in the town who could starch neckcloths admirably, stiff enough to retain their curves when folded, and yet soft enough not to snap in the bending. Brown hung a dressing gown over Hornblowers shoulders, and Hornblower sat with his head lowered while Brown plied the flour-dredger and comb. When he straightened up and looked in the mirror he felt a sneaking pleasure at the result. He had allowed what was left of his curls to grow long lately, simply because he had been too busy to have his hair cropped, and Brown had combed the snow-white mop to the best advantage so that no trace of bare scalp was visible. The powdered hair set off his weatherbeaten face and brown eyes admirably: The cheeks were a little hollow and the eyes a little melancholy, but it was by no means the face of an old man, so that the white hair made a most effective contrast, giving him the youthful appearance and calling that attention to his personality which presumably the fashion had in mind when it began. The blue and gold of the uniform, the white of neckcloth and powder, the ribbon of the Bath and the glittering star set him off as a very personable figure. He could wish he had more calf inside the stockings; that was the only fault he could find with his appearance. He made sure that his belt and sword were properly adjusted, put his hat under his arm, picked up his gloves, and went back into the bedroom, remembering in the nick of time to pound on the door before he turned the handle.

Barbara was ready; stately, almost like a statue, in her white brocade. The likeness to a statue was something more than what a casual simile implied; Hornblower remembered a statue of Diana that he had seen somewhere  was it Diana?  with the end of her robe caught up over her left arm exactly the way Barbara was carrying her train. Her powdered hair made her face seem a little cold in its expression, for the style did not suit her colouring and features. A glance at it reminded Hornblower of Diana again. She smiled when she saw him.

The handsomest man in the British Navy, she said.

He gave her a clumsy bow in return.

I only wish I were worthy of my lady, he said.

She took his arm and stood beside him in front of the mirror. Because of her height her feathers overtopped him; she flicked open her fan with an effective gesture.

How do you think we look? she asked.

As I said, repeated Hornblower, I only wish I were worthy of you.

Brown and Hebe were gaping at them behind them, as he could see in the mirror, and Barbaras reflection smiled at him.

We must go, she said, with a pressure upon his arm. It would never do to keep Monseigneur waiting.

They had to walk from one end of the Hôtel de Ville to the other, through corridors and ante-rooms filled with a multitude dressed in every type of uniform  it was a curious chance that had made this not very distinguished building a seat of government, the palace of a regent, the headquarters of an invading army, and the flagship of a squadron, too, for that matter, all at the same time. People saluted and drew aside respectfully against the walls as they went by  Hornblower had a clear notion of what it felt like to be royalty as he acknowledged the compliments on either side. There was noticeable an obsequiousness and a subservience very unlike the disciplined respect he was accustomed to receive in a ship. Barbara sailed along beside him; the glances that Hornblower stole at her sidelong showed her to him as struggling conscientiously against the artificiality of her smile.

A silly wave of feeling came over him; he wished he were some simple-minded fellow who could rejoice naturally and artlessly in the unexpected arrival of his wife, who could take lusty pleasure of her without self-consciousness. He knew himself to be absurdly sensitive to minute influences, even influences that did not exist except in his own ridiculous imagination but which were none the less powerful. His mind was like a bad ships compass, not sufficiently deadbeat, wavering uncertainly and swinging to every little variation of course, swinging more widely in response to the correction, until at the hands of a poor helmsman the ship would find herself chasing her tail or taken all aback. He felt as if he were chasing his tail at the present moment; it made no difference to the complexity of his relations with his wife to know that it was all his fault, that her emotions towards him would be simple and straightforward did they not reflect his own tangled feelings  on the contrary, thinking about that made confusion worse confounded.

He tried to fling off his melancholy, to cling to some simple fact or other to steady himself, and with frightful clarity one of the central facts in his consciousness made its appearance in his mind, horribly real  like the memory of a man he had once seen hanged, writhing with handkerchief-covered face at the end of a rope. He had not yet told Barbara about it.

Dear, he said, you didnt know. Bush is dead.

He felt Barbaras hand twitch on his arm, but her face still looked like that of a smiling statue.

He was killed, four days back, babbled on Hornblower with the madness of those whom the gods wish to destroy.

It was an insane thing to say to a woman about to walk into a royal reception, on the very point of setting her foot across the threshold, but Hornblower was sublimely unconscious of his offence. Yet he had at that last moment the perspicacity to realize  what he had not realized before  that this was one of the great moments of Barbaras life; that when she had been dressing, when she had smiled at him in the mirror, her heart had been singing with anticipation. It had not occurred to his stupidity that she could enjoy this sort of function, that it could give her pleasure to sail into a glittering room on the arm of Sir Horatio Hornblower, the man of the hour. He had been taking it for granted that she would extend to these ceremonies the same sort of strained tolerance that he felt.

Their Excellencies the Governor and Milady Barbara Ornblor, blared the major-domo at the door.

Every eye turned towards them as they entered. The last thing that Hornblower was conscious of, before he plunged into the imbecilities of a social function, was that he had somehow spoiled his wifes evening, and there was some angry resentment in his heart; against her, not against himself.


CHAPTER 15
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THE MILITIA HAD arrived, pouring, still green with seasickness, from the close-packed transports. They were something better than a rabble in their scarlet uniforms; they could form line and column, and could march off smartly enough behind the regimental bands, even though they could not help gaping at the strangeness of this foreign town. But they drank themselves into madness or stupor at every opportunity, they insulted the women either innocently or criminally, they were guilty of theft and of wanton damage and of all the other crimes of imperfectly disciplined troops. The officers  one battalion was commanded by an earl, another by a baronet  were not sufficiently experienced to keep their men in hand. Hornblower, facing the indignant protests of the Mayor and the civil authorities, was glad when the horse-transports came in bringing the two regiments of yeomanry that had been promised him. They provided the cavalry he needed for an advanced guard, so that now he could send his little army out in its push towards Rouen, towards Paris itself.

He was at breakfast with Barbara when the news arrived; Barbara in a grey-blue informal garment with the silver coffee-pot before her, pouring his coffee, and being helped by him to bacon and eggs  a domesticity that was still unreal to him. He had been hard at work for three hours before he had come in to breakfast, and he was still too set in his ways to make the change easily from a military atmosphere to one of connubial intimacy.

Thank you, dear, said Barbara, accepting the plate from him.

A thump at the door.

Come in! yelled Hornblower.

It was Dobbs, one of the few people privileged to knock at that door when Sir Horatio was at breakfast with his wife.

Dispatch from the army, sir. The Frogs have gone.

Gone?

Up-stick and away, sir. Quiot marched for Paris last night. Theres not a French soldier in Rouen.

The report that Hornblower took from Dobbs hand merely repeated in more formal language what Dobbs had said. Bonaparte must be desperate for troops to defend his capital; by recalling Quiot he had left all Normandy exposed to the invader.

We must follow him up, said Hornblower to himself, and then to Dobbs Tell Howard  no, Ill come myself. Excuse me, my dear.

Is there not even time, said Barbara to him, sternly, to drink your coffee and eat your breakfast?

The struggle on Hornblowers face was so apparent that she laughed outright at him.

Drake, she went on, had time to finish the game and beat the Spaniards too. I was taught that in the schoolroom.

Youre quite right, my dear, said Hornblower. Dobbs, Ill be with you in ten minutes.

Hornblower applied himself to bacon and eggs. Maybe it would be good for discipline, in the best sense of the term, if it became known that the legendary Hornblower, the man of so many exploits, was human enough to listen sometimes to his wifes protests.

This is victory, he said, looking at Barbara across the table. This is the end.

He knew it in his soul now; he had arrived at this conclusion by no mere intellectual process. The tyrant of Europe, the man who had bathed the world in blood, was about to fall. Barbara met his eyes, and their emotion admitted of no words. The world which had been at war since their childhood was about to know peace, and peace had something of the unknown about it.

Peace, said Barbara.

Hornblower felt a little unsteady. It was impossible for him to analyse his feelings, for he had no data from which to begin his deductions. He had joined the Navy as a boy, and he had known war ever since; he could know nothing of the Hornblower, the purely hypothetical Hornblower, who would have existed had there been no war. Twenty-one years of frightful strain, of peril and hardship, had made a very different man of him from what he would have become otherwise. Hornblower was no born fighting man; he was a talented and sensitive individual whom chance had forced into fighting, and his talents had brought him success as a fighter just as they would have brought him success in other walks of life, but he had had to pay a higher price. His morbid sensitiveness, his touchy pride, the quirks and weaknesses of his character might well be the result of the strains and sorrows he had had to endure. There was a coldness between him and his wife at the moment (a coldness masked by camaraderie; the passion to which both of them had given free rein had done nothing to dispel it) which might in large part be attributed to the defects of his character  a small part of it was Barbaras fault, but most of it was his.

Hornblower wiped his mouth and stood up.

I really should go, dear, he said. Please forgive me.

Of course you must go if you have your duty to do, she answered, and held up her lips to him.

He kissed her and hurried from the room. Even with the kiss on his lips he knew that it was a mistake for a man to have his wife with him on active service; it was liable to soften him, to say nothing of the practical inconveniences, like the occasion two nights ago when an urgent message had to be brought in to him when he was in bed with Barbara.

In the office he read the reconnaissance report again. It stated unequivocally that no contact could be made with any Imperial troops whatever, and that prominent citizens of Rouen, escaping from the town, assured the outposts that not a Bonapartist soldier remained there. Rouen was his for the taking, and obviously the tendency to desert Bonaparte and join the Bourbons was becoming more and more marked. Every day the number of people who came into Le Havre by road or by boat to make their submission to the Duke grew larger and larger.

Vive le Roi! was what they called out as they neared the sentries. Long live the King!

That was the password which marked the Bourbonist  no Bonapartist, no Jacobin, no republican would soil his lips with those words. And the number of deserters and refractory conscripts who came pouring in was growing enormous. The ranks of Bonapartes army were leaking like a sieve, and Bonaparte would find it difficult to replace the missing ones, when his conscripts were taking to the woods or fleeing to English protection to avoid service. It might be thought possible that a Bourbonist army could be built up from this material, but the attempt was a failure from the start. Those runaways objected not merely to fighting for Bonaparte, but to fighting at all. The Royalist army which Angoulême had been sent here to organize still numbered less than a thousand men, and of these thousand more than half were officers, old émigrés sent here after serving in the armies of the enemies of France.

But Rouen awaited a conqueror, nevertheless. His militia brigade could tramp the miry roads to the city, and he and Angoulême could get into carriages and drive after them. He would have to make the entrance as spectacular as possible; the capital of Normandy was no mean city, and beyond it lay Paris, quivering and sensitive. A fresh idea struck him. In eastern France the allied monarchs were riding every few days into some new captured town. It was in his power to escort Angoulême into Rouen in more spectacular fashion, demonstrating at the same time the long arm of Englands sea power, and rubbing in the lesson that it was Englands naval strength which had turned the balance of the war. The wind was westerly; he was a little vague about the state of the tide, but he could wait until it should serve.

Captain Howard, he said, looking up, warn Flame and Porta Coeli to be ready to get under way. I shall take the Duke and Duchess up to Rouen by water. And their whole suite  yes, Ill take Lady Barbara too. Warn the captains to make preparations for their reception and accommodation. Send me Hau to settle the details. Colonel Dobbs, would you be interested in a little yachting trip?

It seemed indeed like a yachting trip next morning, when they gathered on the quarterdeck of the Porta Coeli, a group of men in brilliant uniforms and women in gay dresses. Porta Coeli had already warped away from the quay, from which they rowed out to her, and Freeman, at a nod from Hornblower, had only to bellow the orders for sail to be set and the anchor hove in for them to start up the broad estuary. The sun was shining with the full promise of spring, the wavelets gleamed and danced. Down below decks, Hornblower could guess from the sounds, there was trouble and toil, while they were still trying to rig accommodation for the royal party, but here by the taffrail all was laughter and expectancy. And it was heavenly to tread a deck again, to feel the wind on his cheeks, to look aft and see Flame under all fore-and-aft sail in her station astern, to have the white ensign overhead and his broad pendant hoisted, even though the Bourbon white and gold flew beside it.

He met Barbaras eye and smiled at her; the Duke and Duchess condescended to step to his side and engage him in conversation. The fairway led close by the northern shore of the estuary; they passed Harfleur, and the battery there exchanged salutes with them. They were bowling up the channel at a full eight knots, faster than if they had gone in carriages, but of course when the river began to narrow and to wind it might be a different story. The southern shore came northward to meet them, the flat green shore becoming more and more defined, until in a flash, as it seemed, they were out of the estuary and between the banks of the river, leaving Quilleboeuf behind and opening up the long reach that led to Caudebec, the left bank green pastureland studded with fat farms, the right bank lofty and wooded. Over went the helm, the sheets were hauled in. But with the wind tending to funnel up the valley it was still well over their quarter, and with the racing tide behind them they fairly tore along the river. Luncheon was announced, and the party trooped below, the women squealing at the lowness of the decks and the difficulty of the companion. Bulkheads had been ripped out and replaced to make ample room for royalty  Hornblower guessed that half the crew would be sleeping on deck in consequence of the presence of the Duke and Duchess. The royal servants, assisted by the wardroom stewards  the former as embarrassed by their surroundings as the latter by the company on whom they had to wait  began to serve the food, but luncheon had hardly begun when Freeman came in to whisper to Hornblower as he sat between the Duchess and the dame dhonneur.

Caudebec in sight, sir, whispered Freeman; Hornblower had left orders to be told when this happened.

With an apology to the Duchess and a bow to the Duke, Hornblower slipped unobtrusively out of the room; the etiquette of royalty even covered events on shipboard, and sailors could come and go with little ceremony if the management of the vessel demanded it. Caudebec was in sight at the top of the reach, and they were approaching it fast, so that it was only a matter of minutes before there was no need for the glass that Hornblower trained on the little town. The damage caused by the explosion which had cost Bushs life was very obvious. Every house had been cut off short six or eight feet from the ground; the massive church had withstood the shock save that most of its roof had been stripped off and its windows blown in. The long wooden quay was in ruins, and a few stumps of blackened wrecks showed above water-level beside it. A single cannon  a twenty-four-pounder on a travelling carriage  stood on the river bank above the quay, all that remained of Quiots siege-train. A few people were to be seen; they stood staring at the two men-o-war brigs sailing along the river past them.

A nasty sight, sir, said Freeman beside him.

Yes, said Hornblower.

This was where Bush died; Hornblower stood silent in tribute to his friend. When the war was over he would erect a little monument on the river bank there above the quay. He could wish that the ruined town would never be rebuilt; that would be the most striking monument to his friends memory  that or a pyramid of skulls.

Mainsl sheets! Jib sheets! roared Freeman.

They had come to the head of the reach, and were beginning the long turn to starboard. Jibing a big brig in a narrow river was no childs play. The flattened sails roared like thunder as they caught the backlash of the wind from the heights. The brigs way carried her forward, and she rounded to, slowly, round the bend. Letting out the mainsail sheet gave them the needed push and steerage way; the farther she came round the flatter the sails were hauled, until at last she was close-hauled on a course almost opposite to the one by which she had approached Caudebec, sailing close-hauled up the new reach which presented itself to their gaze.

Here was Hau beside him now.

Monseigneur wishes to know, he said, whether your business on deck is very urgent. His Royal Highness has a toast to propose, and wishes that you could join in it.

Ill come, said Hornblower.

He took a last glance aft at Caudebec, vanishing round the bend, and hurried below. The big extemporized cabin was particoloured with sunlight coming in through the open ports. Angoulême caught sight of him as he entered, and rose to his feet, crouching under the low deck-beams.

To His Royal Highness the Prince Regent! he said, lifting his glass. The toast was drunk, and everyone looked to Hornblower for the proper response.

His Most Christian Majesty! said Hornblower, and when the ceremony was completed raised his glass again.

His Most Christian Majestys Regent in Normandy, Monseigneur His Royal Highness the Duke dAngoulême!

The toast was drunk amid a roar of acclamation. There was something dramatic and painful about being down here below decks drinking toasts while an Empire was falling in ruins outside. The Porta Coeli was sailing as close to the wind as she could lie, so Hornblower guessed from the feel of the vessel under his feet and the sound of her passage through the water. Freeman on deck would have difficulty in weathering the next bend  he had noticed before he came down that the reach they had entered trended a little into the wind. Hornblower heard Freeman roar a fresh order on deck, and was consumed with restlessness. Down here it was like being with a nursery party of children, enjoying themselves while the adults attended to the management of the world. He made his apologetic bow again and slipped out to go on deck.

It was as he thought; The Porta Coeli was as close-hauled as she would lie, almost closer. Her sails were shivering and her motion sluggish, and the bend in the river that would give her relief was a full half-mile farther ahead. Freeman looked up at the flapping sails and shook his head.

Youll have to club-haul her, Mr Freeman, said Hornblower. To tack in that narrow channel, even with the tide behind them, would be too tricky an operation altogether.

Aye aye, sir, said Freeman.

He stood for a second judging his distances; the hands at the sheets, in no doubt about the delicacy of the ensuing manoeuvres, waiting keyed up for the rapid succession of orders that would follow. Filling the sails for a moment gave them plenty of way again, although it brought them perilously close to the leeward shore. Then in came the sheets, over went the helm, and the Porta Coeli snatched a few yards into the wind, losing most of her way in the process. Then out went the sheets, up came the helm a trifle, and she gathered way again, close-hauled yet edging down perceptibly towards the lee shore.

Well done, said Hornblower. He wanted to add a word of advice to the effect that it would be as well not to leave it so late next time, but he glanced at Freeman sizing up the distances and decided it was unnecessary. Freeman wanted none of the brigs way lost this time. The moment the sails flapped he threw them back, put his helm over, and this time gained the full width of the river into the wind. Looking aft, Hornblower saw that the Flame was following her consorts example. The lee shore seemed to come to meet them; it seemed a very short time before the manoeuvre would have to be repeated, and Hornblower was relieved to see that the bend was appreciably nearer.

It was at that moment that the Dukes head appeared above the coaming as he climbed the little companion, and the royal party began to swarm on deck again. Freeman looked with despair at Hornblower, who took the necessary decision. He fixed the nearest courtier  the equerry, it happened to be  with a look that cut short the laughing speech he was addressing to the lady at his side.

It is not convenient for His Royal Highness and his suite to be on deck at present, Hornblower said loudly.

The gay chatter stopped as if cut off with a knife; Hornblower looked at the crestfallen faces and was reminded of children again, spoiled children deprived of some minor pleasure.

The management of the ship calls for too much attention, went on Hornblower, to make his point quite clear. Freeman was already bellowing at the hands at the sheets.

Very well, Sir Oratio, said the Duke. Come, ladies. Come, gentlemen.

He beat as dignified a retreat as possible, but the last courtier down the companion was sadly hustled by the rush of the hands across the deck.

Up helm! said Freeman to the steersman, and then, in the breathing space while they gathered way close-hauled, Shall I batten down, sir?

The outrageous suggestion was made with a grin.

No, snapped Hornblower, in no mood for joking.

On the next tack Porta Coeli succeeded in weathering the point. Round she came and round; Freeman jibbed her neatly, and once more with the wind on her quarter the brig was running free up the next reach, wooded hills on one side, fat meadowland on the other. Hornblower thought for a moment of sending a message down that the royal party could come on deck for the next quarter of an hour, but thought better of it. Let em stay below, Barbara and all. He took his glass and laboriously climbed the mainshrouds; from the main-crosstrees his view over the countryside was greatly extended. It was oddly pleasant to sit up here and look over this green and lovely land of France like some sightseeing traveller. The peasants were at work in the fields, hardly looking up as the two beautiful vessels sailed past them. There was no sign of war or desolation here; Normandy beyond Caudebec was untouched as yet by invading armies. Then, for one moment, as the brig neared the next bend and preparations were being made for jibing her round, Hornblower caught a glimpse of Rouen far away across the country, cathedral towers and steeples. It gave him a queer thrill, but immediately the wooded heights as the brig came round cut off his view, and he snapped his glass shut and descended again.

Not much of the tide left, sir, said Freeman.

No. Well anchor in the next reach, if you please, Mr Freeman. Anchor bow and stern, and make a signal to Flame to the same effect.

Aye aye, sir.

Natural phenomena, like nightfall and tides, were far more satisfactory things to deal with than human beings and their whims, than princes  and wives. The two brigs anchored in the stream to ride out the ebb tide and the hours of darkness to follow. Hornblower took the natural precautions against attack and surprise, rigging the boarding-nettings and keeping a couple of boats rowing guard during the night, but he knew there was little to fear from that exhausted and apathetic countryside. If there had been any of the army left within striking distance, if Bonaparte had been operating west of Paris instead of east, it would be a different story. But save for Bonaparte and the armed forces which he compelled to fight for him there was no resistance left in France; she lay helpless, the inert prize of the first conqueror to arrive.

The party on board the Porta Coeli went on being gay. It was a nuisance that the Duke and Duchess and their suite continually discovered that servants or pieces of baggage needed in Porta Coeli were in Flame, and vice versa, so that there was a continual need for boats between the two vessels, but presumably that was only to be expected from these people. They made surprisingly little complaint about the crowding in the sleeping accommodations. Barbara went off philosophically to bed in Freemans cabin along with four other women  Freemans cabin would be uncomfortable quarters for two. The royal servants slung hammocks for themselves under the amused tuition of the hands with no demur at all; it seemed as if during twenty years of exile, of wandering through Europe, they had learned in adversity some lessons which they had not forgotten as yet. No one seemed likely to sleep  but in the prevailing excitement and pleasurable anticipation they would probably not have slept even in downy beds in palaces.

Certainly Hornblower, after trying to compose himself for an hour or two in the hammock slung for him on deck (he had not slept in a hammock since the time when he refitted the Lydia at the island of Coiba), gave up the attempt, and lay looking up at the night sky, save when a couple of sharp showers drove him to cover himself over, head and all, with the tarpaulin provided for him. Staying awake did at least keep him assured that the westerly wind was still blowing, as might be expected at that time of year. If it had dropped or changed he was prepared to push on for Rouen in the ships boats. There was no need; dawn and an increase in the westerly breeze came together, along with more rain, and two hours after the first daylight the flood set in and Hornblower could give the word to up anchor.

At the next bend Rouens cathedral towers were plain to the sight; at the one after that only a comparatively narrow neck of land separated them from the city, although there was still a long and beautiful curve of the river to navigate. It was still early afternoon when they rounded the last bend and saw the whole city stretched before them, the island with its bridges, its wharves cluttered with river boats, the market hall across the quay, and the soaring Gothic towers which had looked down upon the burning of Joan of Arc. It was a tricky business anchoring there just below the town with the last of the flood still running; Hornblower had to take advantage of a minor bend in the stream to throw all aback and anchor by the stern, two cables lengths farther from the city than he would have chosen in other circumstances. He scanned the city through his glass for signs of a deputation coming to greet them, and the Duke stood beside him, inclined to chafe at any delay.

Ill have a boat, if you please, Mr Freeman, Hornblower said at length. Will you pass the word for my coxswain?

Crowds were already gathering on the quays to stare at the English ships, at the White Ensign and at the Bourbon lilies; it was twenty years since either had been seen there. There was quite a mass of people assembled when Brown laid the boat alongside the quay just below the bridge. Hornblower walked up the steps, eyed by the crowd. They were apathetic and silent, not like any French crowd he had seen or heard before. He caught sight of a man in uniform, a sergeant of douaniers.

I wish to visit the Mayor, he said.

Yes, sir, said the douanier respectfully.

Call a carriage for me, said Hornblower.

There was a little hesitation; the douanier looked about him doubtfully, but soon voices from the crowd began to make suggestions, and it was not long before a rattling hackney coach made its appearance. Hornblower climbed in, and they clattered off. The Mayor received him on the threshold of the Hôtel de Ville, having hastened there to meet him from his desk as soon as he heard of his arrival.

Where is the reception for His Royal Highness? demanded Hornblower. Why have no salutes been fired? Why are the church bells not ringing?

Monsieur  Your Excellency  The Mayor knew not quite what Hornblowers uniform and ribbon implied and wanted to be on the safe side. We did not know  we were not certain 

You saw the royal standard, said Hornblower. You knew that His Royal Highness was on his way here from Le Havre.

There had been rumours, yes, said the Mayor reluctantly. But 

What the Mayor wanted to say was that he hoped the Duke would arrive not only with overpowering force but also would make an unassuming entrance so that nobody would have to commit themselves too definitely on the Bourbon side according him a welcome. And that was exactly what Hornblower had come to force him to do.

His Royal Highness, said Hornblower, is seriously annoyed. If you wish to regain his favour, and that of His Majesty the King who will follow him, you will make all the amends in your power. A deputation  you, all your councillors, all the notables, the Prefect and the Sub-Prefect if they are still here, every person of position, in fact, must be on hand two hours from now to welcome Monseigneur when he lands.

Monsieur 

Note will be taken of who is present. And of who is absent, said Hornblower. The church bells can begin to ring immediately.

The Mayor tried to meet Hornblowers eyes. He was still in fear of Bonaparte, still terrified in case some reversal of fortune should leave him at Bonapartes mercy, called to account for his actions in receiving the Bourbon. And, on the other hand, Hornblower knew well enough that if he could persuade the city to offer an open welcome, Rouen would think twice about changing sides again. He was determined upon winning allies for his cause.

Two hours, said Hornblower, will be ample for all preparations to be made for the deputation to assemble, for the streets to be decorated, for quarters to be prepared for His Royal Highness and his suite.

Monsieur, you do not understand all that this implies, protested the Mayor. It means 

It means that you are having to decide whether to enjoy the Kings favour or not, said Hornblower. That is the choice before you.

Hornblower ignored the point that the Mayor was also having to decide whether or not to risk the guillotine at Bonapartes hands.

A wise man, said Hornblower, meaningfully, will not hesitate a moment.

So hesitant was the Mayor that Hornblower began to fear that he would have to use threats. He could threaten dire vengeance tomorrow or the next day when the advancing army should arrive; more effectively, he could threaten to knock the town to pieces immediately with his ships guns, but that was not a threat he wanted to put into execution at all; it would be far from establishing the impression he wished to convey of a people receiving its rulers with acclamation after years of suffering under a tyrant.

Time presses, said Hornblower, looking at his watch.

Very well, said the Mayor, taking the decision which might mean life or death to him. Ill do it. What does Your Excellency suggest?

It took only a matter of minutes to settle the details; Hornblower had learned from Hau much about arranging the public appearances of royalty. Then he took his leave, and drove back again to the quay through the silent crowds, to where the boat lay with Brown growing anxious about him. They had hardly pushed off into the stream when Brown cocked his ear. A church carillon had begun its chimes, and within a minute another had joined in. On the deck of the Porta Coeli the Duke listened to what Hornblower had to tell him. The city was making ready to welcome him.

And when they landed on the quay there was the assembly of notables, as promised; there were the carriages and the horses; there were the white banners in the streets. And there were the apathetic crowds, numbed with disaster. But it meant that Rouen was quiet during their stay there, the reception could at least have an appearance of gaiety, so that Barbara and Hornblower went to bed each night worn out.

Hornblower turned his head on the pillow as the thumping on the door penetrated at last into his consciousness.

Come in! he roared; Barbara beside him moved fretfully as he reached out, still half asleep, and pulled open the curtains.

It was Dobbs, slippered and in his shirtsleeves, his braces hanging by his thighs, his hair in a mop. He held a candle in one hand and a dispatch in the other.

Its over! he said. Boneys abdicated! Blüchers in Paris!

So there it was. Victory; the end of twenty years of war. Hornblower sat up and blinked at the candle.

The Duke must be told, he said. He was gathering his thoughts. Is the King still in England? What does that dispatch say?

He got himself out of bed in his nightshirt, while Barbara sat up with her hair in disorder.

All right, Dobbs, said Hornblower. Ill be with you in five minutes. Send to wake the Duke and warn him that I am about to come to him.

He reached for his trousers as Dobbs left him, and balancing on one leg, he met Barbaras sleepy gaze.

Its peace, he said. No more war.

Even when roused out in this fashion Hornblower dressed, as he did all that came his way, extraordinarily quickly. He was tucking his nightshirt into his trousers  the long skirts of the warm and bulky garment packed the latter uncomfortably full  before Barbara replied.

We knew it would come, she said, a little fretfully. During recent events Barbara had had small time to sleep.

The Duke must be told immediately, all the same, said Hornblower, thrusting his feet into his shoes. I expect hell start for Paris at dawn.

At dawn? What time is it now?

Six bells, I should fancy  three oclock.

Oh! said Barbara, sinking back on her pillow.

Hornblower pulled on his coat and stopped to kiss her, but she kissed him back only perfunctorily.

The Duke kept him waiting fifteen minutes in the drawing room of the residence of the departed Prefect where he had been installed. He heard the news with his council round him, and with royal stoicism showed no sign of emotion.

What about the usurper? was his first question after hearing what Hornblower had to say.

His future is partially decided, Your Royal Highness. He has been promised a minor sovereignty, said Hornblower. It sounded absurd to him as he said it.

And His Majesty, my uncle?

The dispatch does not say, Your Royal Highness. Doubtless His Majesty will leave England now. Perhaps he is already on his way.

We must be at the Tuileries to receive him.


CHAPTER 16
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HORNBLOWER SAT IN his sitting room in the Hôtel Meurice in Paris rereading the crackling parchment document that had arrived for him the previous day. The wording of it might be called as gratifying as the purport of it, to one who cared for such things.

As the grandeur and stability of the British Empire depend chiefly upon knowledge and experience in maritime affairs, We esteem those worthy of the highest honours who, acting under Our influence, exert themselves in maintaining Our dominion over the sea. It is for this reason that We have determined to advance to the degree of Peerage Our trusty and well beloved Sir Horatio Hornblower, Knight of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, who, being descended from an ancient family in Kent, and educated from his youth in the sea service, hath through several posts arrived to high station and command in Our navy, by the strength of his own abilities, and a merit distinguished by Us, in the many important services, which he has performed with remarkable fidelity, courage and success. In the late vigorous wars, which raged so many years in Europe; wars fruitful of naval combats and expeditions; there was scarce any action of consequence wherein he did not bear a principal part, nor were any dangers or difficulties too great, but he surmounted them by his exquisite conduct, and a good fortune that never failed him.

It is just, therefore, that We should distinguish with higher titles a subject who has so eminently served Us and his country, both as monuments of his own merit, and to influence others into a love and pursuit of virtue.

So now he was a Peer of the Realm, a Baron of the United Kingdom, Lord Hornblower of Smallbridge, County of Kent. There were only two or three other examples in history of a naval officer being raised to the peerage before attaining flag rank. Lord Hornblower of Smallbridge; of course he had decided to retain his own name in his title. There might be something grotesque about the name of Hornblower, and yet he was fond of it, and he had no desire to lose it in the almost anonymity of Lord Smallbridge or Lord Something-else. Pellew, he had heard, had elected to become Lord Exmouth. That might suit Pellew, but it would not suit him. His brother-in-law, when he received a step in the peerage, had actually reverted from a territorial to a personal title, becoming Marquis Wellesley instead of Earl of Mornington. Another brother-in-law, unable to use the Wellesley name in consequence of his brothers pre-emption of it, had become Wellington, apparently in an effort to retain as much of the family name as possible. He was a duke now, far above a mere baron, and yet they were all three peers together. Lords, hereditary legislators. Little Richard was now the Honourable Richard Hornblower, and some time would be Lord Hornblower in succession to his father. All the formalities regarding titles were a little amusing. Barbara, for instance; as the daughter of an earl  it was her fathers rank that mattered, not the fact that one brother was now a marquis and one a duke  she had had higher precedence than as the wife of a Knight of the Bath. She had been Lady Barbara Hornblower up to yesterday. But now as a result of her husbands peerage she would be Lady Hornblower. Lord and Lady Hornblower. It sounded well. It was a great honour and distinction, the coping-stone of his professional career. Oh, to be truthful about it, it was the sheerest lot of tommy-nonsense. Robes and a coronet. Hornblower stiffened in his chair as a thought struck him. Freemans ridiculous prophecy over the cards in the cabin of the Flame about a golden crown had this much confirmation now. It was an amazingly shrewd guess on the part of Freeman; it had never occurred to him himself for one moment that he might become a peer. But the rest of Freemans prophecy had fallen to the ground. Danger and a fair woman, Freeman had foreseen. And now the danger was all over with the coming of peace, and there was no fair woman in his life, unless Barbara, with her blue eyes and light-brown hair, could be called fair.

He rose to his feet in his irritation, and perhaps was going to stamp round the room, but Barbara came in at that moment from her bedroom, ready for the Ambassadors party. She was all in unrelieved white, for the party had been planned as a culminating demonstration of loyalty to the Bourbons, and the women were to wear white regardless as to whether or not their complexions could stand it; maybe that was the most convincing proof of loyalty to the newly restored dynasty that could be offered. Hornblower picked up his hat and cloak in readiness to escort her; it was the fortieth time in forty nights, he fancied, that he had done just the same thing.

We wont stay at Arthurs late, said Barbara.

Arthur was her brother the Duke of Wellington, lately and strangely transferred from commanding the army fighting France to His Britannic Majestys Embassy to His Most Christian Majesty. Hornblower looked his surprise.

We shall go on to the Polignacs, explained Barbara. To meet M. le Prince.

Very well, dear, said Hornblower. He thought he kept the resignation out of his voice perfectly convincingly.

M. le Prince; that was the Prince of Condé, of a younger Bourbon line. Hornblower had begun to learn his way through the complexities of French society  the complexities of the last century transported bodily back into this. He wondered if he were the only man who thought of them as outmoded anachronisms, M. le Prince; M. le Duc  that was the Duc de Bourbon, wasnt it? Monsieur  plain Monsieur, with no honorifics at all  was the Comte dArtois, the Kings brother and heir. Monseigneur, on the other hand, was the Duc dAngoulême, Monsieurs son, who would one of these days be Dauphin if his father survived his uncle. The very name of Dauphin was anachronistic, smacking of the Dark Ages. And the future Dauphin, as Hornblower well knew, was a man of convinced stupidity whose characteristic most easily remembered was a high-pitched mirthless laugh something like the cackling of a hen.

They had descended the stairs by now and Brown was waiting to hand them into the waiting carriage.

The British Embassy, Brown, said Hornblower.

Yes, my lord.

Brown had not stumbled over the new title once in the twenty-four hours he had borne it; Hornblower felt in his exasperation that he would have given anything for Brown to slip into Aye aye, sir. But Brown was too clear-headed and quick-thinking a person to make any such blunder; it was surprising that Brown should have elected to stay on in his service. He might well have made a career for himself.

Youre not listening to a word Im saying, said Barbara.

Please forgive me, dear, said Hornblower  there was no denying the accusation.

Its very important indeed, said Barbara. Arthur is going to Vienna to represent us at the Congress. Castlereagh has to come home to manage the House.

Arthur will give up the Embassy? asked Hornblower, making polite conversation. The carriage roared over the cobbles; the occasional lights revealed through the windows the bustling multi-uniformed crowd of Paris in the whirl of peace.

Of course. This is much more important. All the world will be in Vienna  every court in the world will be represented.

I suppose so, said Hornblower. The destinies of the world were to be decided at the Congress.

Thats what I was going to tell you about. Arthur will need a hostess there  therell be constant entertaining, of course  and he has asked me to come and act for him.

My God! Polite conversation had led straight to the brink of this abyss.

Dont you think its wonderful? asked Barbara.

Hornblower was on the point of saying, Yes, dear, when rebellion surged up within him. He had endured for his wifes sake uncounted martyrdoms already. And this would be one far more violent and prolonged. Barbara would be the lady of the house, hostess of the most important delegate to the most important Congress in the world. The seeds of diplomacy, Hornblower had already learned, were planted for more often in drawing rooms than in Cabinets. Barbaras drawing room would be a place of intrigue and double-dealing. She would be hostess, Wellington would be the man of the house, and he  what would he be? Something even more unnecessary than he was at present. Hornblower saw stretching before him a three months vista of salons and balls and visits to the ballet, outside the inner circle, outside the outer circle too. No Cabinet secrets would be entrusted to him, and he did not want to have anything to do with the petty gossip and polite scandal of the great world. A fish out of water was what he would be  and not a bad metaphor, either, when applied to a naval officer in the salons of Vienna.

You dont answer me? said Barbara.

Im utterly damned if Ill do it! said Hornblower  strange that, with all his tact and intuition, he always took a sledgehammer in his rare arguments with Barbara, to kill flies with.

You wont do it, dear?

In the course of that brief sentence Barbaras tone changed from disappointment at the beginning to bitter hostility at the end.

No! said Hornblower, in a roar.

He had kept the lid on his feelings for so long and so tightly that the explosion was violent when it came.

Youll deprive me of the greatest thing that has ever happened to me? said Barbara, a hint of ice edging the words.

Hornblower fought down his feelings. It would be easier to give way  ever so easy. But no, he would not. Could not. Yet Barbara was quite right about its being a wonderful thing. To be hostess to a European Congress, to help mould the future of the world  and then, on the other hand, Hornblower had no wish whatever to be a member, and an unimportant member at that, of the Wellesley clan. He had been captain of a ship too long. He did not like politics, not even politics on a European scale. He did not want to kiss the hands of Hungarian countesses, and exchange inanities with Russian grand dukes. That had been fun in the old days when his professional reputation hinged on some such success, as it had done. But he needed more of a motive than the mere maintenance of his reputation as a beau.

Quarrels in a carriage always seemed to reach a climax just as the drive ended. The carriage had halted and porters in the Wellington livery were opening the door before Hornblower had had time either to explain or make amends. As they walked into the Embassy Hornblowers apprehensive side glances revealed that Barbaras colour was high and her eyes dangerously bright. So they remained during the whole of the reception; Hornblower looked across the room at her whenever he could, and every time she was clearly in high spirits, or laughing with the groups in conversation with her, tapping with her fan. Was she flirting? The red coats and the blue coats, the black coats and the green coats, that assembled round her bent their shoulders in obvious deference to her. Every glance Hornblower took seemed to increase his resentment.

But he fought it down, determined to make amends.

You had better go to Vienna, dear, he said, as they were once more in the carriage on their way to the Polignacs. Arthur needs you  its your duty.

And you? Barbaras tone was still chilly.

You dont need me. The skeleton at the feast, dear. Ill go to Smallbridge.

That is very kind of you, said Barbara. Proud as she was, she resented a little having to be beholden to anyone. To ask permission was bad enough; to receive grudging permission was dreadful.

Yet here they were at the Polignacs.

Milord and milady Hornblower, roared the majordomo.

They paid their respects to the Prince, received their hosts and hostesss greetings. What in the world  ? What  ? Hornblowers head was spinning. His heart was pounding, and there was a roaring in his ears like when he had battled for his life in the waters of the Loire. The whole glittering room was seemingly banked in fog, save for a single face. Marie was looking at him across the room, a troubled smile on her lips. Marie! Hornblower swept his hand over his face, forced himself to think clearly as he had sometimes had to do when exhausted in battle. Marie! Not so many months before his marriage to Barbara he had told Marie he loved her, and he had been on the verge of sincerity when he said it. And she had told him she loved him, and he had felt her tears on his face. Marie the tender, the devoted, the sincere. Marie, who had needed him, whose memory he had betrayed to marry Barbara.

He forced himself to cross the room to her, to kiss with simple formality the hand she offered. That troubled smile was still on her lips; she had looked like that when  when  when he had selfishly taken all she had to give, like some thoughtless child claiming a sacrifice from a loving mother. How could he meet her eyes again? And yet he did. They looked each other over with mock whimsicality. Hornblower had the impression of something vivid and vital. Marie was dressed in cloth of gold. Her eyes seemed to burn into him  that was no careless metaphor. Mentally he tried to cling to Barbara, like a shipwrecked sailor to a broken mast tossing in the surf. Barbara slim and elegant; and Marie warm and opulent. Barbara in white which did not do her justice, Marie in gold. Barbaras blue eyes, sparkling, and Maries brown eyes, warm and tender. Barbaras hair fair and almost brown; Maries, golden and almost auburn. It did not do to think about Barbara while looking at Marie.

Here was the count, quizzically kindly, awaiting his attention  the kindliest man in all the world, whose three sons had died for France, and who had told Hornblower once that he felt towards him as towards a son. Hornblower clasped hands with him in an outpouring of affection. The introductions were not easy. It was not easy to introduce his wife and his mistress.

Lady Hornblower  Mme la Vicomtesse de Graçay. Barbara, my dear  M. le Comte de Graçay.

Were they sizing each other up, these two women? Were they measuring swords, his wife and his mistress, the woman whom he had publicly chosen and the one he had privately loved?

It was M. le Comte, said Hornblower, feverishly, and his daughter-in-law who helped me escape from France. They hid me until the pursuit was over.

I remember, said Barbara. She turned to them and spoke in her shocking schoolroom French. I am eternally grateful to you for what you did for my husband.

It was difficult. There was a puzzled look on the faces of Marie and the Count; this was nothing like the wife Hornblower had described to them four years ago when he had been a fugitive hidden in their house. They could hardly be expected to know that Maria was dead and that Hornblower had promptly married Barbara, who was as unlike her predecessor as she well could be.

We would do as much again, madame, said the Count. Fortunately there will never be any need.

And Lieutenant Bush? asked Marie of Hornblower. I hope he is well?

He is dead, madame. He was killed in the last month of the war. He was a captain before he died.

Oh!

It was silly to say he had been a captain. For anyone else it would not have been. A naval officer hungered and yearned so inexpressibly for that promotion that speaking of a casual acquaintance one could think his death requited by his captaincy. But not with Bush.

I am sorry, said the Count. He hesitated before he spoke again  now that they had emerged from the nightmare of war it was apprehensively that one asked about old friends who might have been killed. But Brown? That pillar of strength? Hes well?

Perfectly well, M. le Comte. He is my confidential servant at this moment.

We read a little about your escape, said Marie.

In the usual garbled Bonaparte form, added the Count. You took a ship  the  the 

The Witch of Endor, sir.

Was all this too painful or too pleasant? Memories were crowding in on him, memories of the Château de Graçay, of the escape down the Loire, of the glorious return to England; memories of Bush; and memories  honey-sweet memories  of Marie. He met her eyes, and the kindness in them was unfathomable. God! This was unendurable.

But we have not done what we should have done at the very first, said the Count. We have not offered our felicitations, our congratulations, on the recognition your services have received from your country. You are an English lord, and I well know how much that implies. My sincerest congratulations, milord. Nothing  nothing can ever give me greater pleasure.

Nor me, said Marie.

Thank you, thank you, said Hornblower. He bowed shyly. It was for him, too, one of the greatest pleasures in his life to see the pride and affection beaming in the old Counts face.

Hornblower became aware that Barbara standing by had lost the thread of the conversation. He offered her a hurried English translation, and she nodded and smiled to the Count  but the translation was a false move. It would have been better to have let Barbara blunder along with French; once he started interpreting for her the barrier of language was raised far higher, and he was put into the position of intermediary between his wife and his friends, tending to keep her at a distance.

You are enjoying life in Paris, madame? asked Marie.

Very much, thank you, said Barbara.

It seemed to Hornblower as if the two women did not like each other. He plunged into a mention of the possibility of Barbaras going to Vienna; Marie listened apparently in rapture at Barbaras good fortune. Conversation became formal and stilted; Hornblower refused to allow himself to decide that this was a result of Barbaras entry into it, and yet the conclusion formed in his inner consciousness. He wanted to chatter free and unrestrained with Marie and the Count, and somehow it could not be done with Barbara standing by. Relief actually mingled with his regret when the surge of people round them and the approach of their host meant that their group would have to break up. They exchanged addresses; they promised to call on each other, if Barbaras probable departure for Vienna left her time enough. There was a soul-searing glimpse of sadness in Maries eyes as he bowed to her.

In the carriage again, going back to their hotel, Hornblower felt a curious little glow of virtue over the fact that he had suggested that Barbara should go to Vienna without him before they had met the Graçays. Why he should derive any comfort from that knowledge was more than he could possibly imagine, but he hugged the knowledge to him. He sat in his dressing gown talking to Barbara while Hebe went through the elaborate processes of undressing her and making her hair ready for the night.

When you first told me about Arthurs suggestion, my dear, he said. I hardly realized all that it implied. I am so delighted. You will be Englands first lady. And very properly, too.

You do not wish to accompany me? said Barbara.

I think you would be happier without me, said Hornblower with perfect honesty. Somehow he would spoil her pleasure, he knew, if he had to endure a succession of balls and ballets in Vienna.

And you? asked Barbara. You will be happy at Smallbridge, you think?

As happy as I ever can be without you, dear, said Hornblower, and he meant it.

So far not a word about the Graçays had passed between them. Barbara was commendably free from the vulgar habit which had distressed him so much in his first wife of talking over the people they had just met. They were in bed together, her hands in his, before she mentioned them, and then it was suddenly, with no preliminary fencing, and very much not à propos.

Your friends the Graçays are very charming, she said.

Are they not all that I told you about them? said Hornblower, immensely relieved that in telling Barbara of his adventures he had made no attempt to skirt round that particular episode, even though he had not told her all  by no means all. Then a little clumsily he went on, The Count is one of the most delightful and sweetest-natured men who ever walked.

She is beautiful, said Barbara, pursuing undeflected her own train of thought. Those eyes, that complexion, that hair. So often women with reddish hair and brown eyes have poor complexions.

Hers is perfect, said Hornblower  it seemed the best thing to do to agree.

Why has she not married again? wondered Barbara. She must have been married very young, and she had been a widow for some years, you say?

Since Aspern, he explained. In 1809. One son was killed at Austerlitz, one died in Spain, and her husband, Marcel, at Aspern.

Nearly six years ago, said Barbara.

Hornblower tried to explain; how Marie was not of blue blood herself, how whatever fortune she had would certainly revert to the Graçays on her remarriage, how their retired life gave her small chance of meeting possible husbands.

They will be moving much in good society now, commented Barbara, thoughtfully. And some time afterwards, à propos of nothing, she added. Her mouth is too wide.

Later that night, with Barbara breathing quietly beside him, Hornblower thought over what Barbara had said. He did not like to think about Maries remarriage, which was perfectly ridiculous of him. He would almost never see her again. He might call once, before he returned to England, but that would be all. Soon he would be back in Smallbridge, in his own house, with Richard, and with English servants to wait on him. Life in future might be dull and safe, but it would be happy. Barbara would not be in Vienna for always. With his wife and his son he would lead a sane, orderly, and useful life. That was a good resolution on which to close his eyes and compose himself to sleep.


CHAPTER 17
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TWO MONTHS LATER saw Hornblower sitting in a chaise driving along through France towards Nevers and the Château of Graçay. The Congress of Vienna was still sitting, or dancing  someone had just made the remark that the Congress danced but made no progress  and Barbara was still entertaining. Little Richard spent his mornings in the schoolroom now, and there was nothing for an active man to do in Smallbridge except feel lonely. Temptation had crept up on him like an assassin. Six weeks of mooning round the house had been enough for him; six weeks of an English winter of rain and cloud, six weeks of being hovered over by butler and housekeeper and governess, six weeks of desultory riding through the lanes and of enduring the company of his bucolic neighbours. As a captain he had been a lonely man and yet a busy one, a very different thing from being a lonely man with nothing to do. Even going round to parties in Paris had been better than this.

He had caught himself talking to Brown, harking back to old experiences, reminiscing, and that would never do. He had his dignity still to consider; no strong man could be weak enough to yearn for activity and interest. And Brown had talked eagerly about France, about the Château of Graçay, about their escape down the Loire  maybe it was Browns fault that Hornblowers thoughts had turned more and more towards Graçay. As a fugitive he had found a welcome there, a home, friendship, and love. He thought about the Count  it may have been because his conscience troubled him, but undoubtedly at first it was the Count that he thought about rather than Marie  with his courtesy and kindliness and general loveableness. With Bush dead it was likely that the Count was the man of whom Hornblower was fondest in all the world. The spiritual tie of which Hornblower had been conscious years ago was still in existence. Under the surface of his thoughts there may have been a tumultuous undercurrent of thoughts about Marie, but it was not apparent to him. All he knew was that one morning the pressure of his restlessness had become overwhelming. He fingered in his pocket the Counts pleasant letter, received some days ago, telling him of his and his daughter-in-laws return to Graçay and repeating his invitation to come and stay. Then he had shouted to Brown to pack clothes for both of them and to have horses put to the chaise.

Two nights ago they had slept at the Sign of the Siren in Montargis; last night at the posthouse at Briare. Now here they were driving along a lonely road overlooking the Loire, which ran like a grey ocean at their right hand, wide and desolate, with forlorn willows keeping a desperate foothold waist deep in the flood. Lashing rain beat down upon the leather tilt of the chaise, thundering down upon the taut material with a noise that made conversation difficult. Hornblower had Brown beside him in the chaise; the unfortunate postilion, hat drawn down over his ears to meet the collar of his cape, riding the near-side horse in front of them. Brown sat with folded arms, the model gentlemans servant, ready to converse politely if Hornblower showed any inclination to do so, keeping a discreet silence until addressed. He had managed every detail of the journey remarkably well  not that it would be difficult to manage any journey in France for an English milord. Every posthouse keeper, however insolent in his office, was reduced to instant deference at the mention of Hornblowers rank.

Hornblower felt Brown stiffen beside him, and then peer forward through the driving rain.

The Bec dAllier, said Brown, without being spoken to first.

Hornblower could see where the grey Allier joined the grey Loire at an acute angle  all this country was under moderate floods. There was something a little odd about having a coxswain who spoke French with the facility and good accent of Brown, who must have made (of course Hornblower knew he had) the best use of his months of living below stairs at Graçay when they had been escaped prisoners of war together  they and Bush. Hornblower could feel a mounting excitement in Brown, comparable with his own, and that was hard to explain in Browns case. There was no reason for Brown to feel the same sort of homesickness for Graçay that Hornblower felt.

Do you remember coming down here? asked Hornblower.

Aye, my lord, that I do, said Brown.

It was down the Loire that they had made their historic escape from France, a long, curiously happy voyage to Nantes, to England, and to fame. Graçay could only be a few miles ahead now; Brown was leaning forward expectantly in the chaise. There it was, the grey pepper-pot turrets only just visible in the distance against the grey sky through the rain. A flag flying from the flagstaff made a tiny darker spot above the château. The Count was there. Marie was there. The postilion shook up his depressed horses into a smarter trot, and the château came nearer and nearer; the unbelievable moment was at hand. All the way from Smallbridge, from the time when Hornblower had decided to start, it had seemed as if it was quite impossible that they were going to Graçay. Hornblower had seemed to himself like a child crying for the moon, for their goal was so desirable as to seem necessarily unattainable. Yet here they were, reining up at the gates, and here the gates were opening and they were trotting forward into the so-well-remembered courtyard. Here was old Felix the butler hurrying out into the rain to welcome them, and over there by the kitchens stood a group of servingwomen, fat Jeanne the cook among them. And here, beside the chaise, at the head of the far stone steps sheltered from the rain by the projecting roof overhead, were the Count and Marie. It was a homecoming.

Hornblower scrambled down awkwardly from the chaise. He stooped to kiss Maries hand; he went into the Counts arms and laid cheek to cheek to the manner born. The Count was patting his shoulder.

Welcome. Welcome.

There was no pleasure on earth comparable with this sensation of being looked for and of feeling that his arrival was causing pleasure. Here was the well-remembered drawing room with the old gilt Louis-Seize chairs. The Counts wrinkled old face was mobile with delight, and Marie was smiling. This man had broken her heart once, and she was ready to let him break it all over again  she knew he would  because she loved him. All Hornblower was conscious of was her smile, welcoming and  and  was it maternal? There was a proud sadness in that smile, like that perhaps of a mother watching her son grown up now and soon to be lost to her. It was only a fleeting feeling that Hornblower had; his powers of observation were negatived immediately by his own wave of personal feeling. He wanted to take Marie to him, to feel her rich flesh in the circle of his arms, to forget his troubles and doubts and disillusionments in the intoxication of her embrace; just as four years ago he had found oblivion there, selfishly.

A more cheerful arrival than your last, milord, said the Count.

Hornblowers last arrival had been as a fugitive, carrying the wounded Bush, and hunted by Bonapartes gendarmes.

Yes, indeed, said Hornblower. Then he realized how formally the Count had addressed him. Must I be milord to you, sir? It seems 

They all smiled together.

I shall call you Oratio, then, if you will permit me, said the Count. I feel the greatness of the honour of such intimacy.

Hornblower looked towards Marie.

Oratio, she said. Oratio.

She had called him that before in little broken tones when they had been alone together. Just to hear her say it again sent a wave of passionate emotion through Hornblowers body. He was filled with love  the sort of love of which he was capable. He was not conscious yet of any wickedness about his action in coming thus to torment Marie again. He had been overborne by his own wild longing  and perhaps in his excuse it could also be pleaded that his silly modesty made him incapable of realizing how much a woman could love him. Here came Felix with wine; the Count raised his glass.

To your happy return, Oratio, he said.

The simple words called up a momentary pageant in Hornblowers memory, a sort of procession of returns, like the procession of kings in Macbeths imagination. A sailors life was a chain of departures and homecomings. Homecomings to Maria now dead and gone, homecomings to Barbara  and now this homecoming to Marie. It was not well to think of Barbara while he was with Marie; he had thought of Marie while he was with Barbara.

I suppose Brown has made himself comfortable, Felix? he asked. A good master always sees after the well-being of his servant  but this question was also intended to change his own train of thought.

Yes, milord, said Felix. Brown has made himself at home.

Felixs face was devoid of expression, his voice devoid of tone. Were they too much so? Was there some subtle implication about Brown of which Hornblower should be aware? It was curious. Yet Brown was still the model servant when Hornblower found him in his room on withdrawing there to make ready for dinner. The portmanteaux and dressing-case were unpacked, the black dress coat  Londons latest fashion  was laid out with the shirt and cravat. A cheerful fire burned in the bedroom grate.

Are you glad to be here again, Brown?

Very glad indeed, my lord.

An accomplished linguist indeed was Brown  he could speak with fluency the language of the servant, the language of the lower deck, the language of the country lanes and of the London alleys, and French besides. It was faintly irritating that he never mixed them up, thought Hornblower, tying his cravat.

In the upper hall Hornblower met Marie, about to descend to dinner like himself. They both of them stood stock-still for a moment, as though each of them was the last person in the world the other expected to see. Then Hornblower bowed and offered his arm, and Marie curtsied and took it. The hand she laid on his arm was trembling, and the touch of it sent a wave of warmth against him as though he were passing by an open furnace door.

My darling! My love! whispered Hornblower, driven almost beyond his self-control.

The hand on his arm fluttered, but Marie continued unfaltering to walk on down the stair.

Dinner was a cheerful function, for fat Jeanne the cook had surpassed herself, and the Count was in his best form, droll and serious in turns, witty and well informed. They discussed the policy of the Bourbon Government, wondered about the decisions being reached at the Congress of Vienna, and spared a few passing thoughts for Bonaparte in Elba.

Before we left Paris, remarked the Count, there was talk that he was too dangerous a neighbour there. It was being suggested that he should be transferred to a safer place  your island of St Helena in the South Atlantic was named in that connexion.

Perhaps that would be better, agreed Hornblower.

Europe will be in a ferment as long as that man can be the centre of intrigues, said Marie. Why should he be allowed to unsettle us all?

The Tsar is sentimental, and was his friend, explained the Count with a shrug. The Emperor of Austria is, after all, his father-in-law.

Should they indulge their preferences at the expense of France  of civilization? asked Marie, bitterly.

Women always seemed to be more hotly partisan than men.

I dont think Bonaparte constitutes a very active danger, said Hornblower, complacently.

As the Count sipped his coffee after dinner his eyes wandered longingly towards the card-table.

Have you lost your old skill at whist, Oratio? he asked. There are only the three of us, but I thought we might make use of a dummy. In some ways  heretical though the opinion may appear  I feel that the game with a dummy is the more scientific.

Nobody mentioned how Bush used to play with them, but they all thought of him. They cut and shuffled and dealt, cut and shuffled and dealt. There was some truth in what the Count said about whist with a dummy being more scientific; certainly it allowed for a closer calculation of chances. The Count played with all his old verve, Marie seemingly with all her old solid skill, and Hornblower sought to display his usual scientific precision. Yet something was not quite right. Dummy whist was somehow unsettling  perhaps it was because the need for changing seats as the deal passed broke the continuity of the play. There was no question of simply losing oneself in the game, as Hornblower usually could do. He was vastly conscious of Marie, now beside him, now opposite him, and twice he made minor slips in play. At the end of the second rubber Marie folded her hands on her lap.

I think I have played all I can this evening, she said. I am sure Oratio is as much a master of piquet as he is of whist. Perhaps you can entertain each other with that while I go to bed.

The Count was on his feet with his usual deferential politeness, asking if she felt quite well, and, when she assured him that she was merely tired, escorting her to the door exactly as he would have escorted a queen.

Goodnight, Oratio, said Marie.

Goodnight, madame, said Horatio, standing by the card-table.

One glance passed between them  one glance, enduring less than one-tenth of a second, but long enough for each to tell the other all.

I trust Marie was correct in her assumption that you are a master of piquet, Oratio, said the Count, returning from the door. She and I have played much together in default of whist. But I am taking it for granted that you wish to play? How inconsiderate of me! Please 

Hornblower hastened to assure the Count that he would like nothing better.

That is delightful, said the Count, shuffling the cards with his slender white fingers. I am a fortunate man.

He was fortunate at least in his play that night, taking his usual bold risks and being rewarded by unpredictable good luck in his discards. His minor seizièmes outranked Hornblowers major quints, a quatorze of knaves saved him when Hornblower had three aces, three kings and three queens, and twice carte blanche rescued him from disaster in face of Hornblowers overwhelming hands. When Hornblower was strong, the Count was lucky; and when Hornblower was weak the Count was overpoweringly strong. At the conclusion of the third partie Hornblower gazed helplessly across at him.

I fear this has not been very interesting for you, said the Count remorsefully. This is a discourteous way to treat a guest.

I would rather lose in this house, said Hornblower, perfectly truthfully, than win in any other.

The Count smiled with pleasure.

That is too high a compliment, he said. And yet I can only say in reply that with you in this house I care not whether I win or lose. I trust that I shall have the further good fortune of your making a long stay here?

Like the fate of Europe, said Hornblower, that depends on the Congress of Vienna.

You know this house is yours, said the Count, earnestly. Marie and I both wish you to look on it as your own.

You are too good, sir, said Hornblower. May I ring for my candle?

Allow me, said the Count, hastening to the bell-cord. I trust you are not overtired after your journey? Felix, milord is retiring.

Up the oaken stairs with their carved panelling, Felix hobbling goutily ahead with the candle. A sleepy Brown was waiting for him in the sitting room of the little suite, to be dismissed at once when Hornblower announced his intention of putting himself to bed. That door there, inconspicuous in the corner, led to the hall outside Maries suite in the turret  how well Hornblower remembered it. Generations of the Ladons, Counts of Graçay, had conducted intrigues in the château; perhaps kings and princes had passed through that door on the way to their lights-of-love.

Marie was waiting for him, weighted down with longing, heavy with love, tender and sweet. To sink into her arms was to sink into peace and happiness, illimitable peace, like that of a sunset-lit sea. The rich bosom on which he could pillow his head made him welcome; its fragrance comforted while it intoxicated. She held him, she loved him, she wept with happiness. She had no more than half his heart, she knew. He was cruel, unthinking, selfish, and yet this bony, slender body that lay in her arms was everything in the world to her. It was monstrous that he should come back to claim her like this. He had made her suffer before, and she knew her suffering in the past would be nothing compared with her suffering that lay in the future. Yet that was his way. That was how she loved him. Time went so fast; she had only this little moment before a lifetime of unhappiness to come. Oh, it was so urgent! She caught him to her madly, crying out with passion, crying out to time to stand still. It seemed to do so at that moment. Time stood still while the world whirled round her.


CHAPTER 18
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MAY I SPEAK to you, my lord? asked Brown.

He had put the breakfast tray by the bed, and had drawn aside the window curtains. Spring sunshine was gleaming on the distant Loire. Brown had waited respectfully until Hornblower had drunk his first cup of coffee and was coming slowly back to the world.

What is it? asked Hornblower, blinking over at him where he stood against the wall. Browns attitude was not a usual one. Some of the deferential bearing of the gentlemans servant had been replaced by the disciplined erectness of the old days, when a self-respecting sailor held his head up and his shoulders back whether he was being condemned to the cat or commended for gallantry.

What is it? asked Hornblower again, consumed with curiosity.

He had had one moment of wild misgivings, wondering if Brown were going to be such a frantic fool as to say something about his relations with Marie, but the misgiving vanished as he realized the absurdity and impossibility of such a thing. Yet Brown was acting strangely  one might almost think he was feeling shy.

Well, sir  I mean my lord, (that was the first time Brown had slipped over Hornblowers title since the peerage was conferred) I dont know rightly if its anything Your Lordship would wish to know about. I dont want to presume, sir  my lord.

Oh, spit it out, man, said Hornblower testily. And call me sir if its any comfort to you.

Its this way, my lord. Im wanting to get married.

Good God! said Hornblower. He had a vague idea that Brown had been a terror for women, and the possibility of his marrying had never crossed his mind. He hastened to say what he thought would be appropriate. Whos the lucky woman?

Annette, my lord. Jeanne and Bertrands daughter. And I am the lucky one, my lord.

Jeannes daughter? Oh, of course. The pretty one with the dark hair.

Hornblower thought about a lively French girl marrying a sturdy Englishman like Brown, and for the life of him he could see no reason against it at all. Brown would be a better husband than most  it certainly would be a lucky woman who got him.

Youre a man of sense, Brown, he said. You neednt ask me about these things. Im sure youve made a wise choice, and you have all my best wishes for your happiness and joy.

Thank you, my lord.

If Annette can cook as well as her mother, Hornblower went on meditatively, youre a lucky man indeed.

That was another thing I wanted to say to you, my lord. Shes a cook second to none, young though she is. Jeanne says so herself, and if she says so 

We can be sure of it, agreed Hornblower.

I was thinking, my lord, went on Brown, not wanting to presume, that if I was to continue in your service your lordship might consider engaging Annette as cook.

God bless my soul, said Hornblower.

He mentally looked down a vista a lifetime long of dinners as good as Jeanne cooked. Dinners at Smallbridge had been almost good but most decidedly plain. Smallbridge and French cooking offered a most intriguing study in contrasts. Certainly Smallbridge would be more attractive with Annette as cook. And yet what was he thinking about? What had happened to those doubts and tentative notions about never seeing Smallbridge again? Some such ideas had certainly passed through his mind when he thought about Marie, and yet here he was thinking about Smallbridge and thinking about Annette heading his kitchen. He shook himself out of his reverie.

Of course I can give no decision on the point myself, he said, fencing for time. Her Ladyship will have to be consulted, as you understand, Brown. Have you any alternative in mind?

Plenty, my lord, as long as you are satisfied. Ive thought of starting a small hotel  I have all my prize money saved.

Where?

In London, perhaps, my lord. But maybe in Paris. Or in Rome. I have been discussing it with Felix and Bertrand and Annette.

My God! said Hornblower again. Nothing like this had crossed his mind for a single moment, and yet  I have no doubt you would be successful, Brown.

Thank you, my lord.

Tell me, this seems to have been a lightning courtship. Is that so?

Not really, my lord. When I was here last Annette and I  you understand, my lord.

I do now, said Hornblower.

It was fantastic that Brown, the man who hove the line that saved the Pluto, the man who silenced Colonel Caillard with a single blow of his fist, should be talking calmly about the possibility of opening an hotel in Rome. Actually it was no more fantastic than that he himself should have seriously debated with himself the possibility of becoming a French seigneur, and turning his back on England. He had done that no later than last night; love for Marie had grown during the last five days even while his passion was indulged  and Hornblower was not the sort of fool to be ignorant of how much that implied.

When are you thinking of marrying, Brown? he asked.

As soon as the law of this country allows, my lord.

Ive no idea how long that means, said Hornblower.

I am finding out, my lord. Will that be all you need at present?

No. Ill get up at once  cant stay in bed after hearing all this exciting news, Brown. Ill come through with a handsome wedding present.

Thank you, my lord. Ill fetch your hot water, then.

Marie was waiting for him in her boudoir when he was dressed. She kissed him good morning, passed a hand over his smoothly shaven cheeks, and, with her arm over his shoulder, led him to her turret window to show him that the apple trees in the orchard below were showing their first blossoms. It was spring; and it was good to be in love and to be loved in this green and lovely land. He took her white hands in his, and he kissed every finger on them, with a surge of reverent passion. As each day passed he had come to admire her the more, her sweetness of character and the unselfishness of her love. For Hornblower respect and love made a heady mixture  he felt he could kneel to her as to a saint. She was conscious of the passion that was carrying him away, as she was conscious of everything about him.

Oratio, she said  why should it stir him so frightfully to hear that ridiculous name of his pronounced in that fashion?

He clung to her, and she held him and comforted him as she always did. She had no thought for the future now. In the future lay tragedy for her, she knew; but this was the present, and during this present Hornblower had need of her. They came out of their paroxysm of passion smiling as they always did.

You heard the news about Brown? he asked.

He is going to marry Annette. That is very proper.

It does not seem to be news to you?

I knew it before Brown did, said Marie. There was a dimple that came and went in her cheek, and a little light of mischief could sparkle in her eyes. She was wholly and utterly desirable.

They should make a good pair, said Hornblower.

Her chest of linens is all ready, said Marie, and Bertrand had a dot for her.

They went downstairs to tell the Count the news, and he heard it with pleasure.

I can perform the civil ceremony myself, he said. Do you remember that I am the maire here, Oratio? A position that is almost a sinecure, thanks to the efficiency of my adjoint, and yet I can make use of my powers should the whim ever overtake me.

Fortunately, as regards the saving of time, Brown was able  as they found out on calling him in to ask him  to declare himself an orphan and head of his family, thus obviating the need for parental permission on which French law insisted. And King Louis XVIII and the Chamber had not yet carried out their declared intention of making a religious ceremony a necessary part of the legal marriage. There would be a religious ceremony, all the same, and the blessing of the Church would be given to the union, with the safeguards always insisted on in a mixed marriage. Annette was never to cease to try to convert Brown, and the children were to be brought up in the Catholic faith. Brown nodded as this was explained to him; religious scruples apparently weighed lightly enough on his shoulders.

The village of Smallbridge had already been scandalized by the introduction into its midst of Barbaras Negro maid; it had shaken disapproving heads over Hornblowers and Barbaras heathen habit of a daily bath; what it would say in the future about the presence of a popish female and a popish family Hornblower could hardly imagine. There he was, thinking about Smallbridge again. This was a double life in very truth. He looked uneasily across at the Count whose hospitality he was abusing. It was hard to think of guilty love in connexion with Marie  there was no guilt in her. And in himself? Could he be held guilty for something he could do nothing to resist? Was he guilty when the current whirled him away in the Loire, not a mile from where he was standing at present? He shifted his glance to Marie, and felt his passion surge up as strongly as ever, so that he started nervously when it penetrated his consciousness that the Count was addressing him in his gentle voice.

Oratio, said the Count, shall we dance at the wedding?

They made quite a gala occasion of it, a little to the surprise of Hornblower, who had vague and incorrect ideas about the attitude of French seigneurs of the old régime towards their dependants. The barrels of wine were set up in the back courtyard of the château, and quite an orchestra was assembled, of fiddlers, and of pipers from the Auvergne who played instruments something like Scottish bagpipes that afflicted Hornblowers tone-deaf ear atrociously. The Count led out fat Jeanne in the dance, and the brides father led out Marie. There was wine, there were great masses of food, there were bawdy jokes and highfalutin speeches. The countryside seemed to show astonishing tolerance towards this marriage of a local girl to an heretical foreigner  local peasant farmers clapped Brown on the back and their wives kissed his weatherbeaten cheeks amidst screams of mirth. But then, Brown was universally popular, and seemed to know the dances by instinct.

Hornblower, unable to tell one note of music from another, was constrained to listen intently to the rhythm, and, intently watching the actions of the others, he was able to scramble grotesquely through the movements of the dances, handed on from one apple-cheeked woman to another. At one moment he sat gorged and bloated with food at a trestle table, at another he was skipping madly over the courtyard cobbles between two buxom maidens, hand in hand with them and laughing unrestrainedly. It was extraordinary to him  even here he still had moments of self-analysis  that he could ever enjoy himself so much. Marie smiled at him from under level brows.

He was amazingly weary and yet amazingly happy when he found himself back again in the salon of the château, his legs stretched out in inelegant ease while Felix, transformed again into the perfect major-domo, took the orders of him and the Count.

There is an odd rumour prevalent, said the Count, sitting upright in his chair apparently as unwearied and as dapper as ever. I did not wish to disturb the fête by discussing it there. People are saying that Bonaparte has escaped from Elba and has landed in France.

That is indeed odd, agreed Hornblower lazily, the import of the news taking some time to penetrate his befogged brain. What can he intend to do?

He claims the throne of France again, said the Count, seriously.

It is less than a year since the people abandoned him.

That is true. Perhaps Bonaparte will solve the problem for us that we were discussing a few nights ago. There is no doubt that the King will have him shot if he can lay hands on him, and that will be an end of all possibility of intrigue and disturbance.

Quite so.

But I wish  foolishly perhaps  that we had heard of Bonapartes death at the same time as we heard of his landing.

The Count appeared grave, and Hornblower felt a little disturbed. He knew his host to be an acute political observer.

What is it you fear, sir? asked Hornblower, gradually gathering his wits about him.

I fear lest he gain some unexpected success. You know the power of his name, and the King  the King or his advisers  has not acted as temperately as he might have done since his restoration.

The entrance of Marie, smiling and happy, interrupted the conversation, nor was it restarted when they resumed their seats. There were moments during the next two days when Hornblower felt some slight misgivings, even though the only news that came in was a mere confirmation of the rumour of the landing with no amplification. It was a shadow across his happiness, but so great and so intense was the latter that it took more than a slight shadow to chill it. Those lovely spring days, wandering under the orchard blossoms, and beside the rushing Loire; riding  how was it that riding was a pleasure now when always before he had detested it?  through the forest; even driving into Nevers on the one or two ceremonial calls his position demanded of him; those moments were golden, every one of them. Fear of Bonapartes activity could not cloud them  not even fear of what would be said to him in a letter that must inevitably soon come from Vienna could do that. On the surface Barbara had nothing to complain about; she had gone to Vienna, and during her absence Hornblower was visiting old friends. But Barbara would know. Probably she would say nothing, but she would know.

And great as was Hornblowers happiness it was not untrammelled, as Browns happiness was untrammelled  Hornblower found himself envying Brown and the public way in which Brown could claim his love. Hornblower and Marie had to be a little furtive, a little guarded, and his conscience troubled him a little over the Count. Yet even so, he was happy, happier than he had ever been in his tormented life. For once self-analysis brought him no pangs. He had doubts neither about himself nor about Marie, and the novelty of that experience completely overlaid all his fears and misgivings about the future. He could live in peace until trouble should overtake him  if a spice to his happiness were necessary (and it was not), it was the knowledge that trouble lay ahead and that he could ignore it. All that guilt and uncertainty could do was to drive him more madly still into Maries arms, not consciously to forget, but merely because of the added urgency they brought.

This was love, unalloyed and without reservations. There was an ecstasy in giving, and no amazement in receiving. It had come to him at last, after all these years and tribulations. Cynically it might be thought that it was merely one more example of Hornblowers yearning for the thing he could not have, but if that was the case Hornblower for once was not conscious of it. There was some line from the Prayer Book that ran in Hornblowers head during those days  Whose service is perfect freedom. That described his servitude to Marie.

The Loire was still in flood; the cataract where once he had nearly drowned  the cataract which was the cause of his first meeting with Marie  was a rushing slope of green water, foam-bordered. Hornblower could hear the sound of it as he lay in Maries arms in her room in the turret; often they walked beside it, and Hornblower could contemplate it without a tremor or a thrill. That was all over. His reason told him that he was the same man as boarded the Castilla, the same man who faced El Supremos wrath, the man who fought to the death at Rosas Bay, the man who had walked decks awash with blood, and yet oddly he felt as if those things had happened to someone else. Now he was a man of peace, a man of indolence, and the cataract was not a thing that had nearly killed him.

It seemed perfectly natural when the Count came in with good news.

The Count dArtois has defeated Bonaparte in a battle in the south, he said. Bonaparte is a fugitive, and will soon be a prisoner. The news is from Paris.

That was as it should be; the wars were over.

I think we can light a bonfire tonight, said the Count, and the bonfire blazed and toasts were drunk to the King.

But it was no later than next morning that Brown, as he put the breakfast tray beside Hornblowers bed, announced that the Count wished to speak to him as early as convenient, and he had hardly uttered the words when the Count came in, haggard and dishevelled in his dressing gown.

Pardon this intrusion, said the Count  even at that moment he could not forget his good manners  but I could not wait. There is bad news. The very worst.

Hornblower could only stare and wait, while the Count gathered his strength to tell his news. It took an effort to say the words.

Bonaparte is in Paris, said the Count. The King has fled and Bonaparte is Emperor again. All France has fallen to him.

But the battle he had lost?

Rumour  lies  all lies. Bonaparte is Emperor again.

It took time to understand all that this implied. It meant war again, that was certain. Whatever the other Great Powers might do, England could never tolerate the presence of that treacherous and mighty enemy across the Channel. England and France would be at each others throats once more. Twenty-two years ago the wars started; it seemed likely that it would be another twenty-two years before Bonaparte could be pulled from his throne again. There would be another twenty-two years of misery and slaughter. The prospect was utterly hideous.

How did it happen? asked Hornblower, more to gain time than because he wanted to know.

The Count spread his delicate hands in a hopeless gesture.

Not a shot was fired, he said. The army went over to him en masse. Ney, Labédoyère, Soult  they all betrayed the King. In two weeks Bonaparte marched from the Mediterranean to Paris. That would be fast travelling in a coach and six.

But the people do not want him, protested Hornblower. We all know that.

The peoples wishes do not weigh against the armys, said the Count. The news has come with the usurpers first decrees. The classes of 1815 and 1816 are to be called out. The Household troops are disbanded, the Imperial Guard is to be reconstituted. Bonaparte is ready to fight Europe again.

Hornblower vaguely saw himself once more on the deck of a ship, weighed down with responsibility, encompassed by danger, isolated and friendless. It was a bleak prospect.

A tap on the door heralded Maries entrance, in her dressing gown, with her magnificent hair over her shoulders.

You have heard the news, my dear? asked the Count. He made no comment either on her presence or on her appearance.

Yes, said Marie. We are in danger.

We are indeed, said the Count. All of us.

So appalling had been the news that Hornblower had not yet had leisure to contemplate its immediate personal implications. As an officer of the British Navy, he would be seized and imprisoned immediately. Not only that, but Bonaparte had intended years ago to try him and shoot him on charges of piracy. He would carry that intention into effect  tyrants have long memories. And the Count, and Marie?

Bonaparte knows now that you helped me escape, said Hornblower. He will never forgive that.

He will shoot me if he can catch me, said the Count; he made no reference to Marie, but he glanced towards her. Bonaparte would shoot her too.

We must get away, said Hornblower. The country cannot be settled under Bonaparte yet. With fast horses we can reach the coast 

He took his bedclothes in his hand to cast them off, restraining himself in the nick of time out of deference to Maries presence.

I shall be dressed in ten minutes, said Marie.

As the door closed behind her and the Count, Hornblower hurled himself out of bed shouting for Brown. The transition from the sybarite to the man of action took a few moments, but only a few. As he tore off his nightshirt he conjured up before his minds eye the map of France, visualizing the roads and ports. They could reach La Rochelle over the mountains in two days of hard riding. He hauled up his trousers. The Count had a great name  no one would venture to arrest him or his party without direct orders from Paris; with bluff and self-confidence they could get through. There were two hundred golden napoleons in the secret compartment of his portmanteau  maybe the Count had more. It was enough for bribery. They could bribe a fisherman to take them out to sea  they could steal a boat, for that matter.

It was humiliating thus to run like rabbits at Bonapartes first reappearance; it was hardly consonant with the dignity of a peer and a commodore, but his first duty was to preserve his life and his usefulness. A dull rage against Bonaparte, the wrecker of the peace, was growing within him, but was still far from mastering him as yet. It was resentment as yet, rather than rage; and his sullen resignation regarding the change in conditions was slowly giving way to tentative wonderings regarding whether he could not play a more active part in the opening of the struggle than merely running away to fight another day. Here he was in France, in the heart of his enemys country. Surely he could strike a blow here that could be felt. As he hauled on his riding boots he spoke to Brown.

What about your wife? he asked.

I hoped she could come with us, my lord, said Brown, soberly.

If he left her behind he would not see her again until the end of the war twenty years off; if he stayed with her he would be cast into prison.

Can she ride?

She will, my lord.

Go and see that she gets ready. We can carry nothing more than saddlebags. She can attend Mme la Vicomtesse.

Thank you, my lord.

Two hundred gold napoleons made a heavy mass to carry, but it was essential to have them with him. Hornblower thumped down the stairs in his riding boots; Marie was already in the main hall wearing a black habit and a saucy tricorne hat with a feather. He ran his eyes keenly over her; there was nothing about her appearance to excite attention  she was merely a lady of fashion soberly dressed.

Shall we take any of the men with us? she asked.

They are all old. It would be better not to. The Count, you, myself, Brown, and Annette. We shall need five horses.

That is what I expected, answered Marie. She was a fine woman in a crisis.

We can cross the bridge at Nevers, and head for Bourges and La Rochelle. In the Vendée we shall have our best chance.

It might be better to make for a little fishing village rather than a great port, commented Marie.

Thats very likely true. We can make up our minds about it, though, when we are near the coast.

Very well.

She appreciated the importance of unity of command even though she was ready with advice.

What about your valuables? asked Hornblower.

I have my diamonds in my saddlebag here.

As she spoke the Count came in, booted and spurred. He carried a small leather sack which clinked as he put it down.

Two hundred napoleons, he said.

The same as I have. It will be ample.

It would be better if it did not clink, though, said Marie. Ill pack it with a cloth.

Felix entered with the Counts saddlebags and the announcement that the horses were ready  Brown and Annette awaited them in the courtyard.

Let us go, said Hornblower.

It was a sorry business saying goodbye. There were tears from the women  Annettes pretty face was all beslobbered with grief  even though the men, trained in the stoical school of gentlemens service, kept silence.

Goodbye, my friend, said the Count, holding out his hand to Felix. They were both old men, and the chances were that they would never meet again.

They rode out of the courtyard, and down to the road along the river; it was ironical that it should be a lovely spring day, with the fruit blossom raining down on them and the Loire sparkling joyously. At the first turn in the road the spires and towers of Nevers came into sight; at the next they could clearly see the ornate Gonzaga palace. Hornblower spared it a casual glance, blinked, and looked again. Marie was beside him and the Count beyond her, and he glanced at them for confirmation.

That is a white flag, said Marie.

I thought so too, wondered Hornblower.

My eyes are such that I can see no flag at all, said the Count ruefully.

Hornblower turned in his saddle to Brown, riding along encouraging Annette.

Thats a white flag over the palace, my lord.

It hardly seems possible, said the Count. My news this morning came from Nevers. Beauregard, the Prefect there, had declared at once for Bonaparte.

It was certainly odd  even if the white flag had been hoisted inadvertently it was odd.

We shall know soon enough, said Hornblower, restraining his natural instinct to push his horse from a trot into a canter.

The white flag still flew as they approached. At the octroi gate stood half a dozen soldiers in smart grey uniforms, their grey horses tethered behind them.

Those are Grey Musketeers of the Household, said Marie. Hornblower recognized the uniforms. He had seen those troops in attendance on the King both at the Tuileries and at Versailles.

Grey Musketeers cannot hurt us, said the Count.

The sergeant of the picket looked at them keenly as they approached, and stepped into the road to ask them their names.

Louis-Antoine-Hector-Savinien de Ladon, Comte de Graçay, and his suite, said the Count.

You may pass, M. le Comte, said the sergeant. Her Royal Highness is at the Prefecture.

Which Royal Highness? marvelled the Count.

In the Grand Square a score of troopers of the Grey Musketeers sat their horses. A few white banners flew here and there, and as they entered the square a man emerged from the Prefecture and began to stick up a printed poster. They rode up to look at it  the first word was easily read  Frenchmen! it said.

Her Royal Highness is the Duchess of Angoulême, said the Count.

The proclamation called on all Frenchmen to fight against the usurping tyrant, to be loyal to the ancient House of Bourbon. According to the poster, the King was still in arms around Lille, the south had risen under the Duke dAngoulême, and all Europe was marching armies to enchain the man-eating ogre and restore the Father of his People to the throne of his ancestors.

In the Prefecture the Duchess received them eagerly. Her beautiful face was drawn with fatigue, and she still wore a mud-splashed riding habit  she had ridden through the night with her squadron of musketeers, entering Nevers by another road on the heels of Bonapartes proclamation.

They changed sides quickly enough again, said the Duchess.

Nevers was not a garrison town and contained no troops; her hundred disciplined musketeers made her mistress of the little place without a blow struck.

I was about to send for you, M. le Comte, went on the Duchess. I was not aware of our extraordinary good fortune in Lord Ornblowers being present here. I want to appoint you Lieutenant-General of the King in the Nivernais.

You think a rising can succeed, Your Royal Highness? asked Hornblower.

A rising? said the Duchess, with the faintest of interrogative inflections.

To Hornblower that was the note of doom. The Duchess was the most intelligent and spirited of all the Bourbons, but not even she could think of the movement she was trying to head as a rising. Bonaparte was the rebel; she was engaged in suppressing rebellion, even if Bonaparte reigned in the Tuileries and the army obeyed him. But this was war; this was life or death, and he was in no mood to quibble with amateurs.

Let us not waste time over definitions, madame, he said. Do you think there is in France strength enough to drive out Bonaparte?

He is the most hated man in this country.

But that does not answer the question, persisted Hornblower.

The Vendée will fight, said the Duchess. Laroche-Jacquelin is there, and they will follow him. My husband is raising the Midi. The King and the Household are holding out in Lille. Gascony will resist the usurper  remember how Bordeaux cast off allegiance to him last year.

The Vendée might rise; probably would. But Hornblower could not imagine the Duke dAngoulême rousing much spirit of devotion in the south, nor the fat and gouty old King in the north. As for Bordeaux casting off her allegiance, Hornblower remembered Rouen and Le Havre, the apathetic citizens, the refractory conscripts whose sole wish was to fight no one at all. For a year they had now enjoyed the blessings of peace and liberal government, and they might perhaps fight for them. Perhaps.

All France knows now that Bonaparte can be beaten and dethroned, said the Duchess acutely. That makes a great difference.

A powder magazine of discontent and disunion, said the Count. A spark may explode it.

Hornblower had dreamed the same dream when he had entered Le Havre, and used the same metaphor to himself, which was unfortunate.

Bonaparte has an army, he said. It takes an army to defeat an army. Where is one to be found? The old soldiers are devoted to Bonaparte. Will the civilians fight, and if so, can they be armed and trained in time?

You are in a pessimistic mood, milord, said the Duchess.

Bonaparte is the most able, the most active, the fiercest and the most cunning soldier the world has ever seen, said Hornblower. To parry his strokes I ask for a shield of steel, not a paper hoop from a circus.

Hornblower looked round at the faces; the Duchess, the Count, Marie, the silent courtier-general who had stood behind the Duchess since the debate began. They were sombre, but they showed no signs of wavering.

So you suggest that M. le Comte here, for example, should submit tamely to the usurper and wait until the armies of Europe reconquer France? asked the Duchess with only faint irony. She could keep her temper better than most Bourbons.

M. le Comte has to fly for his life on account of his late kindness to me, said Hornblower, but that was begging the question, he knew.

Any movement against Bonaparte in the interior of France might be better than none, however easily suppressed and whatever blood it cost. It might succeed, although he had no hope of it. But at least it would embarrass Bonaparte in his claim to represent all France, at least it would hamper him in the inevitable clash on the north-eastern frontier by forcing him to keep troops here. Hornblower could not look for victory, but he supposed there was a chance, the faintest chance, of beginning a slight guerrilla war, maintained by a few partisans in forests and mountains, which might spread in the end. He was a servant of King George; if he could encompass the death of even one of Bonapartes soldiers, even at the cost of a hundred peasant lives, it was his duty to do so. A momentary doubt flashed through his mind; was it mere humanitarian motives that had been influencing him? Or were his powers of decision becoming enfeebled? He had sent men on forlorn hopes before this; he had taken part in some himself; but this was, in his opinion, an utterly hopeless venture  and the Count would be involved in it.

But still, persisted the Duchess, you recommend supine acquiescence, milord?

Hornblower felt like a man on a scaffold taking one last look at the sunlit world before being thrust off. The grim inevitabilities of war were all round him.

No, he said. I recommend resistance.

The sombre faces round him brightened, and he knew now that peace or war had lain in his choice. Had he continued to argue against rebellion, he would have persuaded them against it. The knowledge increased his unhappiness, even though he tried to assure himself  which was the truth  that fate had put him in a position where he could argue no longer. The die was cast, and he hastened to speak again.

Your Royal Highness, he said, accused me of being pessimistic. So I am. This is a desperate adventure, but that does not mean it should not be undertaken. But we must enter upon it in no light-hearted spirit. We must look for no glorious or dramatic successes. It will be inglorious, long, and hard. It will mean shooting French soldiers from behind a tree and then running away. Crawling up in the night to knife a sentry. Burning a bridge, cutting the throats of a few draught horses  those will be our great victories.

He wanted to say those will be our Marengos and our Jenas, but he could not mention Bonaparte victories to a Bourbon gathering. He raked back in his memory for Bourbon victories.

Those will be our Steinkerks and our Fontenoys, he went on. To describe the technique of guerrilla warfare in a few sentences to people absolutely ignorant of the subject was not easy. The Lieutenant-General for the King in the Nivernais will be a hunted fugitive. He will sleep among rocks, eat his meat raw lest a fire should betray him. Only by being reconciled to measures of this sort can success be won in the end.

I am ready to do those things, said the Count, to my last breath.

The alternative was exile until his death, Hornblower knew.

I never doubted that I could rely on the loyalty of the Ladons, said the Duchess. Your commission will be ready immediately, M. le Comte. You will exercise all royal power in the Nivernais.

What does Your Royal Highness intend to do in person? asked Hornblower.

I must go on to Bordeaux, to rally Gascony.

It was probably the best course of action  the wider spread the movement the greater Bonapartes embarrassment. Marie could accompany the Duchess, too, and then if the enterprise ended in complete disaster escape would be possible by sea.

And you, milord? asked the Duchess.

All eyes were upon him, but for once he was not conscious of it. It was an entirely personal decision that he had to make. He was a distinguished naval officer; let him make his way to England and the command of a squadron of ships of the line was his for certain. The vast fleets would range the seas again, and he would play a major part in directing them; a few years of war would see him an admiral with a whole fleet, the man upon whom the welfare of England would depend. And if he stayed here the best he could hope for was the life of a hunted fugitive at the head of a ragged and starving brigand band; at worst a rope and a tree. Perhaps it was his duty to save himself and his talents for England, but England had able naval officers by the score, while he had the advantage of knowing much about France and the French, and even of being known to them. But all these arguments were beside the point. He would not  could not  start a little feeble squib of a rebellion here and then run away and leave his friends to bear the brunt of failure.

I will stay with M. le Comte, he said. Provided that Your Royal Highness and he approve of such a course. I hope I will be of assistance.

Certainly, said the Duchess.

Hornblower caught Maries eye, and a horrid doubt suddenly assailed him.

Madame, he said, addressing her, you will accompany Her Royal Highness, I presume?

No, said Marie. You will need every man, and I am as useful as a man. I know every ford and bridlepath round here. I stay with M. le Comte too.

But Marie  said the Count.

Hornblower made no protest at all. He knew he might as well protest about the fall of an elm-tree branch or a change in the direction of the wind. He seemed to recognize destiny  the utterly inevitable  in all this. And one glance at Maries face silenced the Counts expostulations.

Very well, said the Duchess.

She looked round at them; it was time for the rebellion to begin in earnest. Hornblower put aside his personal feelings. There was a war to be fought; war with all its problems of space and time and psychology. He set himself, almost without willing it, to pick up the tangled threads. Above the desk where the Prefect had sat to execute instructions from the Paris Goverment was a large-scale map of the Department. On the other walls hung even larger scale maps of the sub-prefectures. He looked over at them. Roads, rivers, forests. Goodbye to England.

The first important thing to know, he began, is where the nearest regular troops are stationed.

The campaign of the Upper Loire was begun.


CHAPTER 19
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THE FOREST TRACK which they were following met another at right angles. It was frightfully hot even here in the shade of the pines, thunderstorm weather. Hornblowers feet were badly blistered, and he was hobbling along with difficulty even on the soft pine-needle mould underfoot. There was no wind to call forth any sound from the trees; everything was silent. Even the hoofs of the horses made no sound  the three packhorses that carried food and ammunition, the two horses carrying wounded men, and the one horse that carried His Excellency the Kings Lieutenant-General for the Nivernais. Twenty men and two women were shuffling along the trail with Hornblower, the main body of His Most Christian Majestys army. There was an advance guard of five under Brown out ahead, a rearguard of five far behind.

Where the tracks crossed a man was waiting for them, a connecting file that Brown, like a prudent officer, had left behind so as to leave the main body in no doubt about which track he was following; as they came up he turned and pointed to something hanging beside the trail  something grey and white. It was the dead body of a man, clothed in peasants dress, hanging by his neck from a pine-tree limb; the white colour was a large printed placard fastened to his chest.

Frenchmen of the Nivernais! it said. With my arrival at the head of a large body of troops all foolish attempts to resist the Government of our august Emperor Napoleon must cease forthwith. It is gratifying to me to find that so poor a reception has been given to the Count de Graçays insane attempt to oppose the Emperor, recalled to his throne by the supplicaton and suffrages of forty million of his loyal subjects. Yet some unfortunate people have been deluded into taking up arms.

Know, therefore, I am instructed by the clemency of His Imperial Majesty to proclaim that any Frenchman, with the exceptions mentioned below, who hands in his arms and makes personal surrender to any troops under my command before fifteen days from the date of this proclamation will receive amnesty and pardon. He will be free to return to his farm, to his shop, to the bosom of his family.

Anyone remaining in arms will receive sentence of death, to be carried out immediately.

Any village offering shelter to the rebels will be burned to the ground, and its leading inhabitants shot.

Any person giving assistance to the rebels, whether by acting as guide or by giving them information, will be shot.

Exceptions to the amnesty. The above-named Count de Graçay. His daughter-in-law, known as the Vicomtesse de Graçay. With them are included the Englishman, known as Lord Hornblower, who is required to pay for a life of outrage and crime.

Signed,

Emmanuel Clausen, Count, General of Division. June 6th, 1815.

The Count looked up at the blackened face of the corpse.

Who is it? he asked.

Paul-Marie of the mill, sir, said the man who had waited for them.

Poor Paul-Marie!

So they have crossed this track already, said Hornblower. Were round behind them.

Somebody reached up a hand to the corpse, perhaps to tear off the placard.

Stop! said Hornblower, just in time. They must not know that we have come this way.

For the same reason we must leave the poor devil unburied, said the Count.

We must keep marching, said Hornblower. Once over the ford and we shall have time to take breath.

He looked round at his pitiful little army. Some of them, at the moment of halting, had sunk to the ground. Some were leaning on their muskets, and some were spelling out the placard that hung on the breast of the dead Paul-Marie. It was not the first copy of it they had seen.

Come on, my children, said the Count.

The old mans face was white with weariness, and he drooped in his saddle; the wretched horse he rode was hardly in better condition, moving forward reluctantly with hanging head at the prod of the spurs. Shambling, hungry, and ragged, the others followed him, most of them looking up at the dead Paul-Marie as they passed. Hornblower noticed some who lingered, and dropped back to be with them; he had pistols in his belt. Deserters, as well as being a loss of strength, would give information of their intention to cross the ford. Clausen had scored a distinct point with his offer of amnesty, for there were many in the band  Hornblower could list in his mind a number of them  who must already be wondering whether it was worth going on with the struggle. Men with nothing save certain death ahead of them fight far harder in a losing battle than those with a chance to surrender, and his followers must be thinking regretfully of the rapid passing of the fifteen days allowed them in the proclamation. This was 18 June  Sunday, 18 June 1815. He had to keep his men together for three more days to make sure that they would fight on with their necks at stake.

His blistered feet were causing him agony, for the short pause beside Paul-Maries hanging body had brought back the life into them, and he would have to walk on them for some distance farther before they would be numb again. He had to drive himself to quicken his stride to catch up Marie, walking in the middle of the group with a musket slung across her back and Annette beside her. Marie had cut off her masses of hair  sawed them off with a knife after her first night as a guerrilla soldier  and the ends hung irregularly round her face, which was wet with sweat and streaked with dirt. But both she and Annette were in far better physical condition than Hornblower, stepping out with unblistered feet and still with a certain freedom of stride as compared with Hornblowers leg-weary stagger. They were ten and fifteen years younger than he.

Why not leave Pierre behind and take his horse, Oratio? asked Marie.

No, said Hornblower.

He will die anyway, argued Marie. That wound will gangrene.

Bad for the other men to leave him here to die alone in the forest, said Hornblower. Besides, Clausen might find him before he died and find out from him what we intend to do.

Kill him and bury him, then, said Marie.

Women when they go to war are fiercer than men and inclined to carry the logic of war to still greater logical extremes. This was the tender, gentle Marie, the kind and understanding, who had wept for love of him.

No, said Hornblower again. Well capture some more horses soon.

Providing we do, said Marie.

It was hard to keep horses alive in these conditions; they died or went lame while men still lived and marched. Only two weeks had passed since Clausen, marching down from Briare, had forced them to evacuate Nevers, and in the fierce manhunts that had followed horses had died in dozens. Clausen must be an active and energetic officer; his columns had marched hotfoot after them in unceasing pursuit. Only night-march after night-march, stratagems and cunning, had kept them out of his clutches. Twice there had been fierce little rearguard actions; once they had ambushed a troop of pursuing Hussars  Hornblower remembered the gaily uniformed soldiers tumbling from their saddles as the volley blazed from the roadside  and now here they were with half their strength gone already, marching by day, having marched the night before, to cross the rear of one of Clausens circling columns. Marie knew of a dangerous and little-known ford across the Loire ahead. Once over that they could rest for a day in the forest of Runes before showing themselves in the valley of the Allier and causing fresh turmoil there. Clausen would be after them at once, but that was far enough to look ahead; the next move would depend on the new circumstances.

Active and energetic Clausen certainly was  he must have learned about fighting guerrillas in Spain. But he had a considerable force to back him up; Hornblower knew of the 14th Léger and the 40th Ligne  the 14th Light Infantry and the 40th of the Line  and there was another regiment with which he had not yet come into contact, and at least one squadron of the 10th Hussars. Nine battalions or more  six or seven thousand men  all chasing his ragged thirty. He was doing his duty, for those seven thousand men could be better employed on the Belgian frontier, where undoubtedly some action was stirring. And if he could only keep up the struggle he could wear down even those seven thousand men, wear out their boots and wear down their spirits. He could! Hornblower gritted his teeth and marched on; his feet were numb again now and had ceased to pain him. Only the terrible weariness in his legs distressed him now.

He became aware of a low muttering roar in the distance.

Guns? he asked, a little puzzled.

Thunder, said Marie.

They had chattered so light-heartedly once; had walked carefree and gay, hand in hand. It hardly seemed as if it were they two who had walked like that, in that breathing space of peace before Bonaparte returned from Elba. Hornblower was too fatigued to love now. The thunder muttered again; the heat was more oppressive. Inside his clothes Hornblower could feel the prickliness of his sweat. He was thirsty, too, but his thirst was not as severe as his physical weariness. In the forest it was growing dark, not with the approach of evening, which was still far off, but with the massing of storm-clouds overhead. Somebody close behind him groaned, and Hornblower made himself look round and grin.

Whos that lowing like a cow? he asked. Old Father Fermiac? Five years younger than me, and they call him Father Fermiac and he lows like a cow! Cheer up, Father. Maybe well find a bull for you the other side of the Loire.

That raised a cackle of laughter  some of it pure hysteria, some of it amusement at his not-quite-perfect French, some of it roused by the incongruity of a great English lord cracking jokes with French peasants. The thunder crashed almost overhead, and they could hear the rain beginning to patter on the trees. A few drops found their way down on their sweating faces.

Here comes the rain, said someone.

Ive had water underfoot for the past two days, said Hornblower. You ought to see my blisters. Even the good Jesus never walked on as much water as I have.

The daring blasphemy raised another cackle, got the men along for another hundred yards. The heavens were opening overhead, and the rain was falling in cataracts. Hornblower dropped back to the packhorses, to make sure that the leather covers were securely over the panniers. He had two thousand rounds of musket ammunition there which he did not want spoiled  it would be harder to replace than food or even shoe-leather. They plodded on, in the semi-darkness, their clothes growing heavier with the rain soaking into them. The earth beneath their feet grew spongy and soggy, while the storm showed no sign of diminishing. The thunder still roared and the lightning flashed, lighting up the dark spaces under the trees.

How much farther? asked Hornblower of Marie.

Two leagues and a half, perhaps.

Three hours more of marching; it would be almost dark, if not quite, by the time they arrived.

This rain will deepen the ford, said Marie, sounding the first note of a new anxiety.

My God! said Hornblower before he could check himself.

There were eighteen half-battalion columns scattered in pursuit of them, and he was threading his way through the midst of them. He was risking almost everything on being able to cross the river at this unexpected point, which would throw off pursuit for a time at least. Their danger would be extreme if they were unable to pass. This was a rocky country in general, with a shallow topsoil, among the headwaters of the great river, and rain would affect the level of the water after only a short interval. He turned on his weary legs to urge the men to lengthen their stride. That was something he had to do every few minutes during the rest of that dreadful march, as darkness closed in prematurely about them, as the rain roared down upon them incessantly, as the led horses stumbled and plunged and the two wounded men groaned in agony. The Count rode without a word, bowed forward in the saddle with the water streaming from him. He was in the last stages of exhaustion, Hornblower knew.

Someone ahead challenged through the rain and dark; it was a man sent back from Browns advanced guard. Brown had reached the edge of the forest, and the river lay a short distance ahead across the rocky flood plain. They all halted together under the last of the trees while scouts moved cautiously forward to discover if this lonely stretch of river bank were patrolled  there could not be too many precautions taken, even though any self-respecting sentry would sneak away to find shelter on a night like this.

The river sounds loud, said Marie. They could hear it even through the noise of the rain where they lay in the wet mud, and Hornblower dared not think what that implied.

Browns messenger came back; he had explored the river bank and found no sign of the enemy, as was to be expected. Clausens division would be sufficiently dispersed guarding likely places, let alone the unlikely ones. They got to their feet, Hornblower feeling new agony as his weight came again on his blisters. He could hardly step at first, and his legs were stiff and weary as well and hardly obeyed his wishes. The Count was able to mount his horse, but the poor brute seemed as leg-weary as Hornblower himself. It was a sorry party that limped and hobbled and stumbled forward in the gathering darkness. The thunder had long ceased, but the rain continued to fall steadily, with every promise of going on through the night.

The turbulent surface of the river gleamed in the half-light ahead of them.

The ford begins down by those trees, said Marie. It is a ledge under the surface that runs diagonally upstream from there to the middle of the river. That is how you cross the deep part.

Come on, then, said Hornblower. In his pain and weariness he felt as if he would like to cover that last half-mile on his hands and knees.

They came to the waters edge; the rushing river boiled at their feet among the rocks.

It is too deep already, said Marie. She was only voicing the suspicion that had formed in every mind. There was no expression in her tone at all; her voice was flat and dead.

Ill take a horse and try it, she went on. Here, help Pierre down.

Let me try, madame, said Brown, but Marie paid him no attention.

She climbed astride into the saddle, hitching up the skirts of her habit to permit her to do so. Then she urged the horse forward into the water. The animal balked, nearly lost his footing among unseen rocks, and went forward with the utmost reluctance under the urging of Maries heels. The water was almost up to its belly before  as Hornblower guessed  it had reached the end of the ledge of rock that Marie had spoken about. There was another battle of wills between Marie and the horse, and it plunged forward again. Three strides and it was out of its depth, struggling madly over the irregular bottom, almost vanishing from sight, and whirling downstream at frightening speed before it regained its footing. Marie, flung from the saddle, somehow hung on to the pommel, avoiding the lashing hoofs as the horse headed for the shore, and found her footing as it came out from the shallows snorting in fear. Marie struggled on to the bank weighed down by her dripping clothing. No one had uttered a sound while the trial was being made, not even in the moment of Maries greatest peril. It was plain now to everybody that the ford was impassable.

We must all walk on water now besides milord, said a voice. It might have been a joke, but anyone who heard it knew that it was not.

Hornblower made himself come out of his daze. He had to think and plan and lead.

No, he said. Im the only one who can do that. And none of us care to swim. Do we? Then let us keep along the river bank until we find a boat. Ill exchange ten miracles for one boat.

The suggestion was received in depressed silence. Hornblower wondered if the men were one-half as tired as he was. He forced himself to his feet, by a fierce effort of will ignoring the pain of the blisters.

Come on, he said. At least we cannot stay here.

No guerrilla leader in his senses would camp for the night beside an unfordable river against which he could be hemmed in, and with the rain continuing it would be at least twenty-four hours before it would be passable again.

Come on, he repeated. Come on, Frenchmen.

Then he knew he had failed. A few stirred reluctantly; more looked to see how their comrades acted, and then deliberately lay down again, some on their backs, some with their faces pillowed on their forearms, with the rain still dropping on them.

An hours rest, pleaded one voice.

Someone  Hornblower guessed it was young Jean, not yet seventeen  was sobbing unashamedly and loudly. The men had reached breaking point. Someone else, someone with greater powers of inspiration, might have got them to move again, Hornblower told himself, but it was beyond him. Had the ford been practicable they would have crossed it, and staggered on a mile or two the other side, but in the face of this disappointment they were capable of nothing further tonight. And they knew, the same as he did, that there was nothing to go on for. The rebellion was at an end, whether they marched till they died or gave up now. The thunderstorm, the flooding of the ford, had baulked it. The men were realists after this experience of guerrilla warfare, and knew that anything further they did would be only a gesture. They all knew of Clausens proclamation offering amnesty, too. Brown was at his side, eloquent in his silence, a hand on the butt of a pistol in his belt. Brown, himself, Marie; the Count and Annette, for what they were worth. One or two more  old Fermiac for one  were all he could count on. It would be enough for the moment. He could shoot a couple of the most obstinate of the objectors, and the rest would get to their feet and march, sulkily. But he could hardly keep unwilling men together in a march in darkness. They could slip away too easily; nor would it be difficult for someone more discontented or desperate than the others to slip a knife into his back on the march or put the muzzle of his musket to his ribs and pull the trigger. He was prepared to face that risk, he was prepared to kill a couple of malcontents, but he could see no real benefit from such action. There was one thing left for him to do, the last resource of the hunted guerrilla leader, to disperse his band and hope for better days to come. It was a bitter pill to swallow, especially in view of the desperate danger to Marie and the Count, but it was not a matter of choosing the best of possible alternatives. He had to choose the least bad. But failure was a horrible thing.

Very well, he said. It is here that we say goodbye.

Some of the men stirred at those words.

Oratio! said Marie, and then ceased abruptly. She had learned the lessons of discipline.

Your lives are safe, went on Hornblower. You have all read Clausens proclamation. Tomorrow  tonight if you will  you can make your way to the troops and surrender. You can go to your homes. Madame and the Count and I go on, for go on we must. And we would even if we need not.

The men were stunned into silence by his words. No one stirred, no one spoke in the darkness. The two weeks of toil and danger and hardship through which they had just passed seemed like a lifetime to most of them, and it was hard to realize that a lifetime had come to an end.

We shall return, continued Hornblower. Remember us when you are in your homes. Think of us. We shall return with a fresh call to arms. Then we shall all of us gather again in our strength to thrust down the tyrant. Remember that. And now one last cheer for the King! Vive le Roi!

They cheered, feebly enough, but Hornblower had achieved what he set out to do. He had sowed the seeds of a later rebellion; when Clausens division should move away it would be possible to set the Nivernais in a turmoil once more should a leader arise  should he and the Count ever succeed in making their way back into the province. It was a desperate, slight hope, but it was all that remained.

In the name of God! said Fermiac. I come with you now.

I also, said another voice in the darkness.

Perhaps with these Frenchmen it might be possible now to make an hysterical appeal to them, carry them away on a wave of emotion, set them marching once more. Hornblower felt the temptation, and he had to balance the pros and cons coldly. That sort of hysteria would hardly survive the shock of the mens feeling their leg-weariness. Some of the men simply could not march farther. It would not do; by dawn next day he would not have six men with him, and time would have been irretrievably lost.

Thank you, said Hornblower. I shall remember that in time to come, Fermiac, my friend. But we must ride, and ride hard. Four of us and six horses gives us the best chance. Go back to your wife, Fermiac, and try not to beat her on Saturday nights.

He even got a laugh by that, at this moment of all moments. It helped to keep the parting on a sane level, the level he was aiming at with an eye to the future. Yet he knew there was no future; he knew it in his soul, in his bones, even while he gave the order for the packhorses to be stripped of their loads, even while he forced Brown in a bitter argument to leave Annette behind and make her life safe. He was going to die; probably Brown was going to die. And Marie, dear Marie  while his spirit tossed on wave after wave of emotion, of remorse and self-condemnation, of fear and regret, uncertainty and despair, his love for her endured and increased, so that her name was in his mind as a constant accompaniment to his thoughts, so that her image was in his minds eye whatever else he was picturing. Dear Marie, sweet, beloved Marie.

She was leading a spare horse, and Brown was leading the other; the four of them were mounted on the best of the six. The animals slipped and plunged over the rough surface at the waters edge until they reached the path above the river. They walked dispiritedly through the darkness. Hornblower could hardly sit in his saddle with his weariness; he felt giddy and sick, so that he had to hold on to the pommel of the saddle in front of him. He closed his eyes for a moment and instantly seemed to be swept over some vast smooth declivity, like the boat going over the cataract of the Loire four years before; he was almost out of his saddle before he recovered himself, jerking himself upright and clinging to the pommel like a drowning man. Yet at the foot of the declivity he had known that Marie was waiting for him with the brooding love in her eyes.

He shook off delirium. He had to make plans, to think how they could escape. He called up before his minds eye the map of the country, and marked on it what he knew of the situation of Clausens flying columns. They constituted a semicircular cordon, whose diameter was the river, and at whose centre he found himself at present. So far he had buoyed himself up in this danger with the hope of passing the river by Maries ford. Hard on their heels, he knew, was marching a half-battalion of the 14th Léger, which had apparently been given the duty of direct pursuit while the other columns headed him off. At nightfall that half-battalion was presumably six or seven miles behind, unless  as might easily be the case  its commanding officer forced his men to march on in the darkness. Should he try to pierce the cordon or try to pass the river?

The Counts horse in front of him fell with a crash and a clatter, and his own nearly threw him as it plunged to avoid treading on it.

Are you hurt, sir? came Browns voice in the darkness; he must have slipped down instantly from the saddle despite the handicap of a led horse.

No, said the Count quietly. But Im afraid the horse is.

There was a chink of bridles as Brown and the Count felt about in the dark.

Yes. Hes slipped his shoulder, sir, reported Brown at length. Ill change saddles to the other horse.

Are you sure you are not hurt, Father? asked Marie, using the intimate form of address which was by no means the rule between them.

Not in the least, dear, answered the Count, in just the same tone as he would use in a drawing room.

If we turn this horse loose theyll find it when they come along, my lord, said Brown.

They meant the pursuing troops, of course.

Yes, said Hornblower.

Ill take him away from the path and shoot him, my lord.

You wont be able to lead him far, said the Count.

A few yards may be enough, said Brown, if youll be kind enough to hold these two horses, sir.

They sat and stood while Brown persuaded the suffering creature to hobble away to his doom. Through the gentle noise of the rain they heard the click as the pistol misfired, waited while Brown reprimed, and then heard the crack of the weapon.

Thank you, sir, Hornblower heard Brown say, presumably as he took over the horse the Count had been holding, and then he added. Can I take over your led horse, madame?

Hornblower made up his mind at that moment.

We will keep along the river bank a little longer, he said. Then we can rest until dawn, and try to make a crossing.


CHAPTER 20
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THEY ALL OF them slept a little that night, an hour or so altogether perhaps, in fits and snatches. They were all of them wearing clothing completely saturated, and although in the dark they found a bit of grassy bank on which to lie, the rock was only just below the surface and made itself felt. But such was their fatigue and shortage of sleep that they lost consciousness now and then, forgot the cold and their aching joints. It was the most natural thing in the world that Hornblower and Marie should lie in each others arms, with his wet cloak beneath them and hers above. It was warmer that way. Probably they would have slept in each others arms if they had been nothing to each other; and in one way, as a result of their fatigue, they were nothing to each other. The great surge of love and tenderness which Hornblower experienced had nothing to do with the contact of his battered body against Maries. He was too cold and too tired for passion to rouse itself at all. But Marie lay in the darkness with an arm over him; she was younger and less weary than he was, and maybe she loved more dearly. There was one blessed half-hour after the rain ceased, before the coming of light, when Hornblower slept tranquilly with his head on her shoulder, when he was all hers. War was behind them and death in front of them, and nothing could come between them at that moment. Maybe that was the happiest half-hour that Hornblower had ever given her.

Hornblower woke with the first beginning of light. A heavy mist had arisen from the river and the saturated fields, and through it he saw a faint object a few yards away, which with difficulty he recognized as the Count, sitting up enveloped in his cloak. Brown lay beside him snoring gently  apparently they two had slept together as well. It took Hornblower a moment or two to collect his faculties; the roar of the rapid river close at hand was the next thing he recognized. He sat up and Marie woke beside him. He stood up, to be sharply reminded of the pain in his blistered feet and the ache in every joint. The pain was hard to ignore, for every step was torture, as frightful as anything the Middle Ages ever devised, but he said no word about it.

Soon they were on their way, mounted on horses that seemed in no better condition than the night before. This was the life that killed horses. The day was clearing fast; Hornblower expected one of those typical summer days of central France, breezy and sunny together. He could expect the mist to vanish altogether in an hour or less. Beside them the river roared and sang; when the mist thinned they could see its wide grey surface streaked with white. Not far on their right hand was the great road to Briare and Paris; what they were following was the country path skirting the flood plain. With the river beside him Hornblower sketched rapidly what he intended to do to cross. That great expanse of water concealed shallows over much of its width, as they all knew. The main body of water and the main current was to be found in one channel, sometimes on this side, sometimes on that, sometimes in the middle  how well he remembered that phenomenon from the days when he had escaped down the river in a small boat! If they could get themselves across this channel, and swim the horses over, the shallows would hardly delay them. At Maries ford they had relied on a ridge of rock which crossed the channel near enough to the surface to be passable at low water; as that ridge had failed them they must rely on other means. Even a little rowing-boat such as most riverside farms possessed would suffice. Maries ford would have been far better, in that the pursuers would have no means of guessing that they had crossed, but anything was better than nothing. Across the river they could steal fresh horses for themselves and shake off pursuit. The Count snorted a little when Hornblower used the word steal; but did not carry his protest into actual words.

The sun had broken through the mist now, and was shining at them almost level over the ridge on their right hand; the rivers surface still steamed a little. Certainly it was going to be a hot day. And then they saw what they were seeking, a small farm and outbuildings sheltering below the ridge and above the waters edge. It stood bold and black against the mist with the sun on it. The instinct of war made them wheel instantly into a low basin screened by willows, and dismount for concealment.

Shall I go ahead, my lord? asked Brown.

Perhaps it was his way of keeping himself sane, thus to speak formally and with the bearing of the good servant.

Yes, go on, said Hornblower.

Hornblower edged himself forward to a position of advantage whence he could watch Brown carefully worm his way towards the farm. If there were troops anywhere near, they would be quartered here. But then, on the other hand, at this time in the morning troops would be moving about round the outbuildings, and not a uniformed man was visible. A young woman made her appearance, and then an old man, while Hornblower watched. And then he saw something else, something which made him choke with anticipation and hope. Lying on the rocky bank of the river, at the waters edge below the farm, was a boat  the outline was unmistakable. The young woman was on her way towards the vineyard above the farm when Brown, concealed in the ditch, attracted her attention. Hornblower saw the two in conversation, saw Brown rise to his feet, and walk towards the building. A minute later he appeared again and waved an arm to tell them all was well. They mounted, and with Marie leading Browns horse and Hornblower leading the spare they trotted down to the farm. Brown awaited them, his pistol handy in his belt, and the old man stared at them as they dismounted. They were something to stare at, Hornblower realized, dirty and bedraggled and unshaven. Marie looked like a beggars wench.

The Frogs were here yesterday, my lord, said Brown. Cavalry, the same Hussars as we beat last week, as far as I can make out. But they left early yesterday morning.

Very good, said Hornblower. Lets get the boat launched.

The boat! exclaimed the old man, staring at them. The boat!

Why do you say that? asked Hornblower sharply, wondering with a pang what fresh blow Fate had to deal him.

Look at the boat! said the old man.

They walked down towards it. Someone with an axe had struck it four powerful blows; in four different places the bottom was smashed in.

The Hussars did that, piped the old man, dwelling on the horrid details with zest. Smash that boat, said the officer, so they smashed it.

The troops had been as fully aware, of course, as Hornblower had been of the importance of keeping the river barred. They had taken all the precautions they could think of to prevent unauthorized persons crossing. That was why Maries ford would have been invaluable if they had been able to cross it yesterday.

It was a staggering blow; Hornblower looked out over the raging river and the fields and vineyards warm in the young day. Marie and the Count were waiting for a decision from him.

We can make that boat float, said Hornblower. The oars are still here. Two empty kegs fastened under the thwarts  therell be kegs to be found here, seeing they make wine. We can patch a little, stuff the holes, and with the kegs to keep her afloat well cross all right. Brown, you and I had better get it done.

Aye aye, sir, said Brown. Therell be tools in the wagon shed yonder.

It was necessary to guard against surprise; the repair work on the boat would take some hours.

Marie, said Hornblower.

Yes, Oratio?

Ride up above the vineyard there. Keep a watch on the high road. Remember to keep yourself and your horse hidden.

Yes, Oratio.

Simply, Yes, Oratio, as Hornblower realized a moment later. Any other woman would have made it clear by word or intonation that the last sentence of his instructions was superfluous to someone who had learned her job. At it was she mounted and rode off in simple obedience. Hornblower caught the Counts eye. He wanted to tell him to rest  the Counts face was as grey as the stubble that grew thick on his cheeks  but he refrained from brutally saying so. It was necessary to keep the Count in good spirits, and that was not the way to do so.

We shall need your help, sir, soon, he said. Can we call on you when it is needed?

Of course, said the Count.

Brown appeared with barrel staves, hammer, and nails, some lengths of cord.

Excellent! said Hornblower.

Feverishly they went to work on the boat. In two places both strakes and frames were smashed. To patch the holes was a comparatively simple matter, but the broken frames presented a more difficult problem. To cross that fast current they would have to row vigorously, and the boat might buckle under the strain. The simplest way to stiffen it would be to strengthen the strakes with one or two diagonal thicknesses of new planking.

When we turn her over well see how she looks, said Hornblower.

The hammers rang out as they drove the nails home and clinched them. Hornblower thought of the lusty tugs on the oars necessary to drive the boat through those turbulent waters. Both longitudinally and transversely the strain on the fabric would be severe. They worked furiously. The old man hovered round them. He expected the Hussars back again at any moment, he said  they were constantly patrolling along the river bank. He told them this with that seeming delight in calamity that distinguished his type.

And he had hardly repeated his warning when the sound of hoofs caused them to look up from their work; it was Marie, pushing her horse down the slope as hard as it would move.

Hussars! she said briefly. Coming along the main road from the south. Twenty of them, I should think.

It did not seem possible that Fate could be as unkind as she appeared to be. Another hours work would see the boat ready to float.

Theyll come down here, said the old man gloatingly. They always do.

Once more it was a matter for instant decision.

We must ride off and hide, said Hornblower. Nothing else for it. Come on.

But the repairs on the boat, sir? Theyll see em, said Brown.

They were only a mile away, said Marie. Theyll be here in five minutes.

Come on, said Hornblower. Count, please get on your horse.

Tell the Hussars if they come it was you who was making these repairs, said Brown to the old man. Brown thrust his shaggy face close to the wrinkled one.

Come along, Brown, said Hornblower.

They rode back to the hollow place where they had hidden themselves before. They tethered the horses to the willows, and crawled back among the rocks to watch. They had hardly settled themselves when a murmur from Marie called their attention to the coming of the Hussars. It was only a small patrol  half a dozen troopers and a non-commissioned officer. The plumed busbies came in sight first, over the ridge, and then the grey jackets. They trotted down the cart-track beside the vineyard to the farm. The old man was waiting for them at the entrance to the courtyard, and the fugitives watched as they reined up and questioned him. There was a catch in Hornblowers breath as he watched the old man, his face raised to the mounted men, replying to the questions. Hornblower saw the non-commissioned officer lean out of his saddle and take the old man by the breast of his coat and shake him. He knew now they would get the truth out of him. Those threats in Clausens proclamation were not empty ones. A single reminder would make the old man talk  he would only hesitate long enough to salve his conscience. The non-commissioned officer shook him again; a trooper apparently idly walked his horse towards the river and the boat and returned at once with the news of the repairs. Now the old man was talking; excitement was infecting the Hussars horses, which were moving about restlessly. At a wave from the non-commissioned officers hand a trooper set his horse up the slope, clearly to carry word to the remainder of the squadron. The old man was pointing in their direction; the Hussars wheeled their horses about, and, spreading out, began to trot towards them. This was the end.

Hornblower glanced at his companions, who looked back at him. In the flying seconds minds worked quickly. There was no purpose in trying to ride away  the fresh horses of the Hussars would overtake them in an instant. The Count had drawn his pistols and looked to the priming.

I left my musket at the ford, said Marie, in a choking tone, but she, too, had a pistol in her hand.

Brown was coolly looking about him at the tactical situation.

They were going to fight it out to the very end, then. All the feeling of finality, of inevitability, that had haunted Hornblower from the very beginning of the rebellion  since the interview with the Duchess dAngoulême  came over him with renewed force. This was indeed the end. To die among the rocks today, or before a firing party tomorrow. Neither of them very dignified ends, but perhaps this one was the better. Yet it did not seem right or fitting that he should die now. For the moment he could not accept his fate with the apparent indifference of his companions; he knew actual fear. Then it passed as suddenly as it came, and he was ready to fight, ready to play out the losing hand to the drop of the last card.

A trooper was riding towards them, not more than a few yards away now. Brown levelled his pistol and fired.

Missed him, by God! said Brown.

The Hussar reined his horse round and galloped out of range; the sound of the shot attracted the notice of all the rest of the patrol, which promptly sheered away out of musket-shot and began to circle, spreading out. The forlorn situation of the group in the rocky hollow must have become apparent to them immediately. Any attempt on the fugitives part to escape must result in their being immediately ridden down, so that there was no need for hurry. The Hussars sat their horses and waited.

It was not more than half an hour before reinforcements arrived, two more troops under an officer whose aigrette and gold-laced dolman displayed the dandyism traditional in the Hussar regiments; the trumpeter beside him was nearly as resplendent. Hornblower watched as the sergeants hand pointed out the tactical situation, and then he saw the officers hand indicate the movements he wanted his men to make. The officer could see at a glance the ground was too broken for concerted mounted action; with disciplined rapidity the new arrivals dismounted, and the horses were led off by threes while the remainder of the two troops, carbine in hand, prepared to advance in skirmishing order against the hollow from two directions. For dismounted cavalry deployed as skirmishers, with their long boots and spurs and inaccurate carbines and lack of drill, Hornblower would nominally have felt nothing but contempt, but fifty of them advancing against three men and a woman armed only with pistols meant defeat and death.

Make every shot tell, this time, said Hornblower  the first words anyone had spoken for a long time.

Brown and the Count were lying in niches between rocks; Marie was crawling round so as to bring herself to face the flanking column. At a hundred yards the skirmishers grew more cautious, stealing forward trying to shelter themselves behind bushes and rocks, and obviously expecting the musket-shots that did not come. One or two of them fired their carbines, so widly that Hornblower did not even hear the bullets; he could imagine the non-commissioned officers rating the men who were thus wasting ammunition. They were within possible range now of his own rifled pistols  Barbaras gift to him. He lay with his right arm extended, his forearm supported on the rock that sheltered him, and took prolonged and careful aim at the easiest mark before him  a Hussar walking towards him in the open, his carbine across his body. He pressed the trigger, and through the smoke saw the Hussar whirl round and fall, to rise to a sitting position a moment later with his hand to his wounded arm. Hot with a new battle fury, Hornblower fired the other barrel, and the Hussar fell back, limp and motionless; Hornblower cursed himself for wasting a shot and for killing a wounded man who would have been out of the battle in any event. A fierce yell went up from the ring of skirmishers, while Hornblower reloaded his empty pistol, restraining himself as his fever tempted him to hurry. He poured the charges into the barrels, wrapped the bullets and rammed them home, and carefully placed the caps upon the nipples. The sight of their comrades fall had instilled extra caution into the skirmishers, despite their battle yell  no one wished to be the next inglorious victim. That was a sergeant there, calling to his men to come on. Hornblower sighted again and fired, and the sergeant dropped. This was better. There was a savage satisfaction in killing when he was about to be killed. Carbines were firing from all round the ring; Hornblower could hear the bullets passing overhead.

At that moment a loud fanfare from the trumpet attracted the attention of everyone; it was repeated, and Hornblower looked round while the carbine-fire died away. The officer was walking his horse towards them, a white handkerchief waving from his hand, while the trumpeter rode close behind blowing for a parley in accordance with military etiquette.

Shall I kill him, sir? asked Brown.

No, said Hornblower. It would be pleasant to take the officer with him to hell, but it would give Bonaparte too good an opportunity to sully his name and thus discredit the Bourbon movement. He knelt up behind his rock and shouted, Come no farther!

The officer reined up.

Why not surrender? he shouted back. You have nothing to gain by further resistance.

What terms do you offer?

The officer with difficulty suppressed a shrug.

A fair trial, he shouted back. You can appeal to the mercy of the Emperor.

The irony of those sentences could not have been greater if it had been deliberate.

To hell with you! yelled Hornblower. And to hell with the 10th Hussars! Run, or I fire!

He raised his pistol, and the officer hastily wheeled his horse and trotted back without dignity. Why should it be that with death only half an hour away there should be any satisfaction in thus humiliating the man? He had only been doing his duty, trying to save the lives of his men; why this bitter personal animosity? This insane self-analysis coursed through Hornblowers mind even while he dropped on his stomach again and wriggled into a firing position. He had time to think scorn of himself before a bullet passing close above his head drove him to think about nothing save the business in hand. If the Hussars would only rise to their feet and charge in they might lose half a dozen lives but it would be over quickly. Maries pistol cracked not far from his right hand, and he looked round at her.

At that moment it happened; Hornblower heard the impact of the bullet, saw the force of it half roll her over. He saw the puzzled look on her face, saw the puzzled look change to a grimace of agony, and without even knowing what he was doing he sprang to her and knelt beside her. A bullet had struck her on the thigh; Hornblower turned back the short skirt of her riding habit. One leg of her dark breeches was already soaked with blood, and while he was gathering himself to act he twice saw the blood pulsate redly  the great artery of the thigh was torn. A tourniquet  pressure  Hornblowers mind hastily recalled all it had ever learned about emergency treatment of the wounded. He thrust his fingers into her groin, unavailingly, the folds of the breeches baulking his attempt to apply pressure to the artery. Yet every moment was precious. He felt for his penknife to rip open her breeches, and at the same time a shattering blow on his shoulder flung him onto the ground beside her. He had heard nothing of the Hussars charge, nothing of the pistol-shots fired by Brown and the Count unavailingly to turn the charge back. Until the carbine-butt struck him down he had been ignorant of what was going on. Even as it was he struggled to his knees again with only the thought in his head of the urgent need to stop the artery. He vaguely heard a shout beside him as a sergeant stopped a trooper from striking him again, but he thought nothing of it. He opened his knife, but Maries body was limp and lifeless under his hands. He glanced at her grimy face; it was white under the dirt and sunburn, her mouth hung open, and her eyes stared up at the sky as only the eyes of the dead stare. Hornblower knelt, looking down on her, his open penknife still in his hand, completely numb. The penknife fell from his fingers, and he became aware of another face beside his own looking down on Marie.

She is dead, said a French voice. A pity.

The officer rose again to his feet, while Hornblower knelt over the body.

Come, you, said a harsher voice, and Hornblower was roughly shaken by a hand on his shoulder. He stood up, still dazed, and looked round him. There was the Count, on his feet, between two Hussars; there was Brown sitting on the ground with his hand to his head slowly recovering from the blow which had struck him senseless, while over him stood a trooper with his carbine cocked.

Madames life would have been spared after trial, said the officer, his voice coming from miles away. The bitterness of that remark helped to clear the fog from Hornblowers brain. He made a wild movement, the two men sprang forward and seized his arms, sending a wave of agony through his shoulder where the carbine-butt had struck him. There was a momentary pause.

I shall take these men to headquarters, announced the officer. Sergeant, take the bodies down to the farmhouse. I will send you orders later.

A low moan came from the Counts lips like the cry of a hurt child.

Very well, sir, said the sergeant.

Bring the horses up, went on the officer. Is that man well enough to ride? Yes.

Brown was looking dazedly around him, one side of his face swollen and bruised. It was all like a dream, with Marie lying there glaring at the sky.

Come along, said someone, and they dragged at Hornblowers arms to lead him out of the hollow. His legs were weak under him, his blistered feet resented the movement, and he would have fallen if they had not helped him up and dragged him forward.

Courage, coward, said one of his guards.

No one  save himself  had ever called him that before. He tried to shake himself free, but they only held him the harder, his shoulder paining him excruciatingly. A third man put his hands on his back and all three ran him up out of the hollow without dignity. Here were the horses, a hundred of them, moving about restlessly still under the influence of the recent excitement. They shoved him up into the saddle of a horse, and divided the reins, a trooper mounting on each side and taking half the reins each. It added to Hornblowers feeling of helplessness to sit in a saddle with no reins to hold, and he was so exhausted that he could hardly sit upright. As the horse fidgeted under him he saw Brown and the Count made to mount as well, and then the cavalcade moved up to the road. There they broke into a rapid trot, which tossed him about in his saddle as he held on to the pommel. Once he came near to losing his balance, and the trooper beside him put an arm round him and hove him back into a vertical position.

If you fell in a column like this, said the trooper, not unkindly, that would be the end of your troubles.

His troubles! Marie was dead back there, and it might just as well have been his own hand that killed her. She was dead  dead  dead. He had been mad to try to start this rebellion, madder still, infinitely madder, to allow Marie to take part in it. Why had he done it? And a man more skilful with his hands, more ready of resource, would have been able to compress that spouting artery. Hankey, the surgeon of the Lydia, had said once (as though licking his lips) that thirty seconds was as long as anyone ever lived after the femoral artery was cut. No matter. He had allowed Marie to die under his hands. He had had thirty seconds, and he had failed. Failed everywhere, failed in war, failed in love, failed with Barbara  God, why did he think of Barbara?

The pain in his shoulder may have saved him from madness, for the jolting of the horse was causing him agony of which he could no longer remain ignorant. He slipped his dangling hand between the buttons of his coat as a makeshift sling, which brought him a little relief, and a short while later he received further relief when a shouted order from the officer at the head of the column reduced the horses pace to a walk. Exhaustion was overcoming him, too; although thoughts were whirling through his brain they were ceasing to be well-defined and logical thoughts  rather were they nightmare images, terrifying but blurred. He had sunk into a delirious stupor when a new order which sent the horses into a trot again roused him from it. Walk and trot, walk and trot; the cavalry was pushing along the road as fast as the horses could go, hurrying him to his doom.

The château guarded by half a battalion of soldiers was General Clausens headquarters; the prisoners and their escorts rode into the courtyard and dismounted there. The Count was almost unrecognizable by reason of the grey stubble thick over his face; Brown, as well as being bearded, had one eye and cheek swollen purple with a bruise. There was no time to exchange more than a look, no time for a word, when a dapper dismounted officer came out to them.

The General is waiting for you, he said.

Come along, said the Hussar officer.

Two soldiers put their hands under Hornblowers arms to urge him forward, and once again his legs refused to function. There was not a voluntary contraction left in his muscles, and his blistered feet flinched from any contact with the earth. He tried to take a step, and his knees gave way under him. The Hussars held him up, and he tried again, but it was unavailing  his legs floundered like those of a leg-weary horse, and, indeed, for the same reason.

Hurry up! snapped the officer.

The Hussars supported him, and with his legs half trailing, half walking, they dragged him along, up a brief marble stair under a portico, and into a panelled room where behind a table sat General Clausen  a big Alsatian with bulging blue eyes and red cheeks and a bristling red moustache. The blue eyes bulged a little wider still at the sight of the three wrecks of men dragged in before him. He looked from one to another with uncontrolled surprise; the dapper aide-de-camp who had slipped into a seat beside him, with paper and pens before him, made more effort to conceal his astonishment.

Who are you? asked the General.

After a moment the Count spoke first.

Louis-Antoine-Hector-Savinien de Ladon, Comte de Graçay, he said, with a lift of his chin.

The round blue eyes turned towards Brown.

And you?

My name is Brown.

Ah, the servant who was one of the ringleaders. And you?

Horatio, Lord Hornblower. Hornblowers voice cracked as he spoke; his throat was parched.

Lord Ornblower. The Comte de Graçay, said the General, looking from one to the other. He made no spoken comment  his mere glance was a commentary. The head of the oldest family in France, the most distinguished of the younger officers of the British Navy  these two exhausted tatterdemalions.

The court martial which will try you will assemble this evening, said the General. You have today in which to prepare your defence.

He did not add, if any.

A thought came into Hornblowers mind. He made himself speak.

This man Brown, monsieur. He is a prisoner of war.

The arched sandy eyebrows arched higher yet.

He is a sailor of His Britannic Majestys Navy. He was doing his duty under my orders as his superior officer. He is not amenable to court martial in consequence. He is a legitimate combatant.

He fought with rebels.

That does not affect the case, sir. He is a member of the armed forces of the British Crown, with the grade of  of 

For the life of him Hornblower could not remember the French equivalent of coxswain, and for lack of anything better he used the English word. The blue eyes suddenly narrowed.

This is the same defence as you will be putting forward at your court martial, said Clausen. It will not avail you.

I had not thought about my defence, said Hornblower, so genuinely that his tone could not but carry conviction. I was only thinking about Brown. There is nothing of which you can accuse him. You are a soldier yourself, and must understand that.

His interest in the present discussion made him forget his weariness, made him forget his own instant peril. The genuineness and sincerity of his anxiety about Browns welfare had their effect on Clausen, who could not fail to be affected by these pleadings for a subordinate by a man who himself was about to lose his life. The blue eyes softened with a hint of admiration that was lost on Hornblower, keen-witted and sympathetic though the latter was. To him it was such an obvious thing to do to look after Brown that it did not cross his mind that it might be admirable as well.

I will take the matter under consideration, said Clausen, and then, addressing the escort. Take the prisoners away.

The dapper aide-de-camp whispered hurriedly to him, and he nodded with Alsatian solemnity.

Take what measures you think fit, he said. I make you responsible.

The aide-de-camp rose from his seat and accompanied them out of the hall as the soldiers helped Hornblower to walk. Once through the door the aide-de-camp issued his orders.

Take that man,  indicating Brown  to the guardhouse. That man,  this was the Count  to the room there. Sergeant, you will have charge of him. Lieutenant, you will be personally responsible for this man Ornblower. You will keep two men with you, and you and they will never let him out of your sight. Not for a moment. There is a dungeon under the château here. Take him to it, and stay there with him, and I will come and inspect at intervals. This is the man who escaped four years ago from the Imperial gendarmerie, and who has already been condemned to death in his absence. He is desperate, and you can expect him to be cunning.

Very well, sir, said the lieutenant.

A stone staircase led down to the dungeon, a relic of the not so distant days when the lord of the manor had the right of the high justice, the middle and the low. Now the dungeon showed every sign of long disuse when the clashing bars opened the door into it. It was not damp; on the contrary, it was thick with dust. Through the high barred window came a shaft of sunlight, just sufficient to illuminate the place. The lieutenant looked round at the bare walls; two iron chains stapled to the floor comprised the only furniture.

Bring some chairs, he said to one of the men with him, and, after a glance at his weary prisoner. And find a mattress and bring that too. A palliasse of straw at the least.

It was chill in the dungeon, and yet Hornblower felt sweat upon his forehead. His weakness was growing with every second, his legs giving way under him even while he stood still, his head swimming. The mattress had hardly been laid upon the floor before he staggered to it and collapsed across it. Everything was forgotten in that moment, even his misery regarding Maries death. There was no room for remorse, none for apprehension. He lay there face downward, not quite unconscious, not quite asleep, but oblivious; the throbbing in his legs, the roaring in his ears, the pain in his shoulder, the misery in his soul  all these were nothings at that moment of collapse.

When the bars at the door clashed to herald the entrance of the aide-de-camp Hornblower had recovered somewhat. He was still lying face downward, by now almost enjoying the lack of need to move or think, when the aide-de-camp came in.

Has the prisoner spoken at all? he heard the aide-de-camp ask.

Not a single word, said the lieutenant.

The depths of despair, commented the aide-de-camp with facile sententiousness.

The remark irritated Hornblower, and he was further annoyed at being caught in such an undignified attitude. He turned over and sat up on his palliasse and glared up at the aide-de-camp.

You have no requests to make? asked the latter. No letters you wish to write?

He did not wish to write a letter upon which his gaolers would fall like vultures upon a corpse. Yet he had to be exigent, had to do something to remove that impression of being in despair. And with that he knew what he wanted and how desperately he wanted it.

A bath, he said. He put his hand to his hairy face. A shave. Clean clothes.

A bath? repeated the aide-de-camp, a little startled. Then a look of suspicion came into his face. I cannot trust you with a razor. You would try to cheat the firing party.

Have one of your men shave me, said Hornblower, and seeking for something to say to irritate he added. You can tie my hands while he does it. But first a bucket of hot water, soap, and a towel. And a clean shirt at least.

The aide-de-camp yielded.

Very well, he said.

A queer mood of light-headed exaltation came to Hornblowers rescue. It was nothing to strip himself naked under the eyes of four curious men, to wash the filth from his body and to towel himself dry, ignoring the pain in his injured shoulder. It was not the legendary and strange Englishman that they were interested in so much as in the man about to die. This man soaping himself was shortly to pass through the gates ahead of them all; this white body was soon to be torn asunder by musket bullets. Telepathetically he felt his gaolers morbid curiosity, and proudly and disdainfully he would indulge it. He dressed himself again while they watched his every movement. A trooper came in with his hands full of lather-bowls and razors.

The regimental barber, said the aide-de-camp. He will shave you.

There was no suggestion now of tying his hands; as Hornblower sat with the razor rasping over his throat he thought of reaching suddenly up and grasping the blade. His jugular vein, his carotid artery were there; one deep cut at the side and he would be out of his torment, and there would be the additional satisfaction of having completely outwitted the supercilious aide-de-camp. The temptation was momentarily keen; he could visualize his corpse collapsing in the chair, blood pouring from his throat, to the consternation of the officers. So clear was the vision for the moment that he dallied with it, enjoying it But the fate of a suicide would not arouse nearly as much resentment as a judicial murder. He must let Bonaparte kill him, he must make that one last sacrifice to his duty. And Barbara  he would not like Barbara to think of him as a suicide.

The barber held a mirror before him just in time to break this new chain of thought; the face he looked at was the same familiar one, deeply sunburned. The lines about his mouth were perhaps more noticeable. The eyes were perhaps more pathetic than ever, more appealing. Disgustingly the forehead was a little higher, the scalp more visible. He nodded his approval to the barber, and rose to his feet as the towel was taken from under his chin, making himself stand firm despite the pain of the blisters on his feet. He swept his glance imperiously round, abashing the curious stares. The aide-de-camp pulled out his watch, most likely to conceal some embarrassment.

In an hour the court martial will assemble, he said. Do you wish for food?

Certainly, said Hornblower.

They brought him an omelette, bread, wine, cheese. There was no suggestion that anyone should eat with him; they sat and stared as he carried each mouthful to his lips. He had not eaten for a long time, and now that he felt clean he was ravenously hungry. Let them stare; he wanted to eat and drink. The wine was delicious, and he drank of it thirstily.

The Emperor won two great victories last week, said the aide-de-camp suddenly, breaking into Hornblowers mood. Hornblower paused in the act of wiping his mouth with his napkin to stare at him.

Your Wellington, went on the aide-de-camp, has met his destiny at last. Ney beat him thoroughly at a place south of Brussels called Les Quatre Bras, and on the same day His Majesty destroyed Blücher and the Prussians at Ligny, which is the old battlefield of Fleurus, according to the map. It was a pair of victories as decisive as Jena and Auerstadt.

Hornblower forced himself to complete the wiping of his mouth apparently unmoved. He addressed himself to pouring himself out another glass of wine; he felt that the aide-de-camp, annoyed by his apparent indifference to his fate, was telling him this news in an endeavour to penetrate his armour. He tried to think of a riposte.

How did this news reach you? he asked, apparently all polite attention.

The official bulletin reached us three days back. The Emperor was in full march for Brussels.

My felicitations, monsieur. For your sake I hope the news is true. But is there not a saying in your army about to lie like a bulletin?

This bulletin is from the Emperors own headquarters, said the aide-de-camp indignantly.

Then there can be no doubt about it, of course. Let us hope that Ney informed the Emperor correctly of the facts, for his defeat of Wellington is a remarkable reversal of history. In Spain Wellington defeated Ney several times, as well as Masséna and Soult and Victor and Junot and all the others.

The aide-de-camps expression showed how much the speech nettled him.

There can be no doubt of this victory, he said, and he added viciously, Paris will hear the same day of the Emperors entry into Brussels and of the final suppression of brigandage in the Nivernais.

Oh, said Hornblower politely, with raised eyebrows. You have brigands in the Nivernais? I commiserate with you, sir  but I met none in my travels through the country.

The aide-de-camps mortification showed in his face more plainly than ever, and Hornblower sipped his wine and felt pleased with himself. What with the wine and his light-headed elation he could find little to fear in the prospect that soon he would be condemned to death. The aide-de-camp rose and clanked out of the cell, while Hornblower pushed back his chair and stretched his legs with an elaborate pose of well-being that was only partly assumed. They sat on in silence, himself and his three watchers, for some considerable time before the clash of the bars told of the door being opened afresh.

The court is waiting. Come, said the aide-de-camp.

No sense of well-being could disguise from Hornblower the soreness of his feet. He tried to walk with dignity, but he could only limp grotesquely  he remembered how only yesterday he had found that the first hundred yards after a halt was acutely painful until his feet grew numb. And today it was far less than a hundred yards to the great hall of the château. As Hornblower and his escort came up on to ground level they met the Count, walking between two Hussars, and the groups paused for a moment.

My son, my son, said the Count, forgive me for what I have done.

There was nothing odd to Hornblowers mind in being addressed as son by the Count. Quite automatically he made the equivalent reply.

There is nothing for me to forgive, Father, he said, but it is I who ask forgiveness.

What compelling motive was it that made him drop on his knee and bow his head? And why did an old freethinker and Voltairean like the Count extend his hand to him?

Bless you, my son. God bless you, he said.

Then he passed on, and when Hornblower looked back the grey head and spare figure turned the corner and disappeared.

He is to be shot at dawn tomorrow, explained the aide-de-camp, as he opened the door into the great hall.

Clausen at his table was now flanked by three officers on either side, and at each end of the table sat a junior officer with papers before them. Hornblower hobbled towards them, struggling and failing to walk with any dignity. When he reached the table the officer at one end rose.

Your name? he asked.

Horatio, Lord Hornblower, Knight of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, Commodore in His Britannic Majestys Navy.

The court exchanged glances; the officer at the other end of the table, who was apparently acting as secretary, scribbled furiously. The officer who had asked the question  clearly the prosecutor  turned to address the court.

The prisoner has admitted his identity. And I understand that he had previously already done so, to General Count Clausen and to Captain Fleury. His appearance also corresponds with his published description. It is submitted, then, that his identity is proved.

Clausen looked round at his fellow judges, who nodded.

It only remains, then, went on the prosecutor, to submit to the court the verdict of a court martial held on 10 June 1811, wherein this said Oratio Ornblower was condemned to death, he having purposely absented himself, on charges of piracy and violation of the laws of war; that sentence being confirmed on 14 June of the same year by His Imperial and Royal Majesty the Emperor. The judges will find attested copies before them. I must request that the death sentence be enforced.

Again Clausen looked at his fellow judges, and received a sixfold nod. Clausen looked down at the table before him, and drummed for a moment with his fingers before he looked up again. He was making himself meet Hornblowers eyes, and when he did Hornblowers strange clairvoyance told him of the repeated orders that had come from Bonaparte to Clausen  this Hornblower is to be taken and shot wherever found, or something to that effect. There was a decided apology in Clausens blue eyes.

It is the order of this military commission, said Clausen slowly, that the said Oratio Ornblower suffer death by shooting at dawn tomorrow, immediately after the execution of the rebel Graçay.

Pirates are hanged, Your Excellency, said the prosecutor.

It is the order of this commission that Ornblower be shot, repeated Clausen. Remove the prisoner. The commission is terminated.

There it was. Hornblower knew that every eye was on his back as he turned away and walked down the hall. He wished he could stride out, head up and shoulders back, but he could only hobble out, with halting steps and shoulders bent. He had had no opportunity to say a word in his own defence, and perhaps it was as well. He might have stammered and hesitated, tongue-tied, for he had made no speech ready. He hobbled down the steps. At least he was to be shot and not hanged  but would the impact of the bullets on his chest be any less agonizing than the tightening of the rope round his throat? He stumbled into the cell, which was now quite dark. He found the mattress and sat down on it. This was final defeat  he had not looked upon it in that light before. Bonaparte had won the last round of the struggle he had waged against him for twenty years. There was no arguing with bullets.

They brought in three candles, which brightly lit the cell. Yes, this was defeat. With bitter self-contempt Hornblower remembered so recently preening himself on his silly verbal victories over the aide-de-camp. Fool that he was! The Count condemned to death, and Marie  oh, Marie, Marie! He found actual tears in his eyes, and he hurriedly shifted his position on the mattress so that the watchers should not see them. Marie had loved him, and his own folly had killed her. His own folly and Bonapartes superior genius. God, if only he could have the chance to live the last three months over again. Marie, Marie. He was going to sink his head into his hands, and checked himself when he remembered there were three pairs of eyes stolidly watching him. He must not have it said of himself that he died like a coward. For little Richards sake, for Barbaras sake, that must not be. Barbara would love and cherish Richard, he could be sure of that. What would she think of her late husband? She would know  she would guess  why he had come to France, and she would guess at his infidelity. She would be deeply hurt. She would be blameless if she held no allegiance to his memory. She would marry again. Still young, beautiful, wealthy, well connected; of course she would. Oh God, that added to the pain, to think of Barbara in another mans arms, laughing with the joy of it. And yet he had lain in Maries. Oh, Marie.

His nails were hurting his palms, so tightly were his fists clenched. He glanced round to find the eyes still on him. He must show no weakness. If that thunderstorm had not burst and flooded the Loire, he would still be at liberty, Marie would still be alive, the rebellion would still be active. It had called for the direct interposition of fate as well as Bonapartes genius to defeat him. Those battles that had been fought in Belgium  maybe the bulletins had lied about Bonapartes victories. Maybe they were not decisive. Maybe Clausens division, kept inactive in the Nivernais, might have made them decisive had it been present. Maybe  what a fool he was to try to comfort himself with these vain delusions! He was going to die, he was going to solve the mystery that he had only sometimes allowed himself to think about. By this time tomorrow  in a few hours  he would have gone the road so many others had trodden before him.

They were lighting fresh candles; the old ones were burned to stubs. Was the night then passing so fast? Dawn would be here soon, soon  day breaks early in June. He met the eyes of one of the watchers, although the latter tried to evade his glance. He tried to force himself to smile, and knew instantly that the smile was lopsided and forced. A rattle outside the door. That could not be that they were coming for him already! Yes it was, the bars were clashing, the door was opening, the aide-de-camp was entering. Hornblower tried to rise to his feet, and to his horror found that his legs were too weak to support him. He made another effort to stand, unavailing again. He must sit and let them drag him out like a coward. He forced himself to raise his chin and look at the aide-de-camp, trying not to make it the fixed and glassy stare he knew it to be.

It is not death, said the aide-de-camp.

Hornblower looked; he tried to speak, but no word came from his open mouth. And the aide-de-camp was trying to force a smile too  an ingratiating smile.

There is news from Belgium, said the aide-de-camp. The Emperor has been defeated in a great battle. At a place called Waterloo. Already Wellington and Blücher are over the frontier and marching on Paris. The Emperor is there already and the Senate are demanding that he abdicate again.

Hornblowers heart was pounding so hard that he was still incapable of speech.

His Excellency the General, went on the aide-de-camp has decided that in this case the executions are not to take place this morning.

Hornblower found speech at last.

I will not insist, he said.

The aide-de-camp went on to say something about the restoration of His Most Christian Majesty, but Hornblower did not listen to him. He was wondering about Richard. And Barbara.





Mr. Midshipman Hornblower
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Published in 1950 by Michael Joseph, this story is the prequel chronologically to all the other Hornblower stories. Rather than one lengthy plot throughout, it is arranged into a number of roughly chronological episodes with separate stories in each  not quite short stories, but not a continuous narrative either. Through these tales, we learn more about the young Hornblower at the beginning of his naval career, both from a professional and a personal point of view. Some of the stories were used as the basis for a TV series, Hornblower, originally screened between 1998 and 2003 and starring Ioan Gruffudd and Robert Lindsay.

In the first chapter, The Even Chance, a seventeen year old and rather gauche Hornblower arrives on board his first ship, the HMS Justinian, on a blustery January day. Hornblower is tall, thin and gangling, his uniform ill-fitting; his stomach is churning with sea-sickness, but his mind is keen and his observational skills already well developed. We join Hornblower as he first experiences the routine of going aboard a ship of war, climbing down the ladder below deck and encountering the smells and sounds of that confined environment. Justinian is not a happy ship, reflecting the downbeat management style of the chronically sick captain; this lack of morale is reflected in the negative attitude shown by the other midshipmen towards Hornblower. In particular, Simpson, a senior warrant officer, sets out to make Hornblowers life a misery  and largely succeeds. The matter comes to a head when Simpson accuses Hornblower of cheating in a game of cards and Hornblower must decide how he can retain his honour, whilst putting the older man in his place.

Subsequent stories cover a variety of topics. In Hornblower and The Cargo of Rice we see Hornblower achieve a milestone by taking command of his first ship, a captured French vessel called Marie Galante. All goes well until an almost farcical situation develops that threatens the wellbeing of both ship and crew.

In The Penalty of Failure, we have a glimpse into the developing character of Hornblower, as he becomes a prisoner of war, but still manages to hand a victory to the British by employing an extremely risky strategy  the first episode in Hornblowers life where we see his capacity for self punishment reveal itself. It is also revealed that Hornblower still suffers from seasickness, an affliction that will stay with him throughout his future illustrious career. 

Thanks to the actions of Hornblower in the previous story, he and his men are now back on the HMS Indefatigable and in pursuit of the French corvette, Papillon. The young, but increasingly experienced midshipman is now given charge of the jolly boat (a small craft propelled by oars or possibly sail and used to move personnel around). His mission is to take a number of men, board the Papillon, climb the mast and loosen the topsail so she can sail out to the Indefatigable and be captured. However, on board the jolly boat is Hales, The Man Who Felt Queer (the storys title) and who is noisily taken ill as soon as they shove off. Hornblower has to subdue the man as this is supposed to be a silent raid and this he does and the consequences are both dire and victorious in equal measure, leaving Hornblower agonising over his actions, despite being the hero of the day. 

In Hornblower and the Man Who Saw God, Hornblower has to deal with a bizarre game invented by the ships hands to while away the long hours on board ship in the winter, with poor rations and little to look forward to. He surprises himself with his masterful and mature stance in disciplining the men involved, but the game is soon forgotten when an exchange of fire with an enemy ship gives the sailors plenty to do in the way of repair over the coming weeks. 

A very different type of warfare is encountered by Hornblower in The Frogs and the Lobsters  that based on land. He and his men are charged with taking part in supporting the revolt by the Vendee in France alongside British and French Royalist forces. As a mixed force, Hornblower and his men meet the army contingent and are transfixed and baffled in equal measure by the rigid discipline of the foot soldiers. Hornblower is equally nonplussed by seeing a guillotine for the first time, but his curiosity over the device was soon forgotten in the brutality and mayhem of land combat between armies, a mere skirmish that Hornblower would remember for the rest of his life as his introduction to fighting that is a world away from naval conflict. Lobsters refers to the British foot soldiers in their red coats. 

In Hornblower and the Spanish Galleys, Hornblower is very taken by the beauty (if not the rank odour) of two Spanish galleys, the rhythm of their oars rising and falling in the water reminding him of images from classical texts. He and his comrades are less enamoured with them, however, when they stage an attack on Indefatigable and her becalmed convoy, having now sided with the French against the British. In a daring raid related by Forester at a cracking pace, Hornblower takes the jolly boat and with his men captures one of the galleys, so achieving one of the greatest victories of his fledgling career. 

Following this success, Hornblower is directed to take the examination for promotion to Lieutenant in the story The Examination for Lieutenant. He finds that there are over forty hopefuls eager to take the exam and just as his turn comes, the alarm is sounded. Fire ships are heading directly towards the British ships, and Hornblower, along with Captain Foster, one of the examiners, takes action to prevent a disaster. Can Hornblower help save the day  and will he get the chance to finish his exam?

In Noahs Ark, the still acting Lieutenant Hornblower must accompany a diplomat, Mr. Tapling, to buy supplies from the Bey of Oran for the British fleet. Tapling is appalled to see that on land, people are dying of bubonic plague and because they have made contact with the locals, Hornblower, Tapling and their party are a risk to the entire fleet. They are placed in quarantine on a worn out ship for three weeks until it can be deemed that they are not infected, but they make good use of their time, enjoying the newly acquired supplies and achieving an unexpected victory at the same time. 

The final story, The Duchess and the Devil, sees Hornblower taking responsibility for a very different cargo  the Duchess of Wharfedale. He is in command of the captured French ship Le Reve and must return to England with dispatches and what seems to be his first ever female passenger of note. His mission soon falls into peril when thick fog causes him to sail into the middle of a Spanish fleet and he is captured. Thankfully, the Duchess (who has a surprise of her own to reveal) is brave enough to offer to hide his dispatches under her clothing in the hopes that their captors will be gentlemanly enough not to search her and allow her to return to England unhindered. Whilst Hornblower sits in a Spanish prison, can his female comrade succeed in her mission to deliver his paperwork to the Admiralty, can Hornblower salvage his reputation and will he ever make the rank of Lieutenant?

There are some delightful touches in the stories  we are told of Hornblowers games as a lonely little boy, pretending to be adrift in a small boat at sea (which do not compare at all to the reality of the dangers and privations of the real situation) and Foresters depiction of the French naval officers is created with a light touch, but never a caricature. Hornblower, still only a teenage boy, is reduced to tears on losing his first command (literally  she sinks). Other features add to the historical accuracy in the stories  the easy use of naval terminology and the depiction of honourable, even gentlemanly, behaviour between English and French officers and hands  I beg of you to consider yourself quite at home, invites Captain Neuville without a hint of irony, on capturing Hornblower and his men, when taking them on board his French privateer. Part novel, part short story collection, Mr. Midshipman Hornblower is a very pleasant read, with plenty to satisfy the curiosity of the Hornblower fan about their heros early career and maturing personality.


[image: img39.png]

The first edition


CONTENTS

THE EVEN CHANCE

THE CARGO OF RICE

THE PENALTY OF FAILURE

THE MAN WHO FELT QUEER

THE MAN WHO SAW GOD

THE FROGS AND THE LOBSTERS

THE SPANISH GALLEYS

THE EXAMINATION FOR LIEUTENANT

NOAHS ARK

THE DUCHESS AND THE DEVIL




THE EVEN CHANCE
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A JANUARY GALE was roaring up the Channel, blustering loudly, and bearing in its bosom rain squalls whose big drops rattled loudly on the tarpaulin clothing of those among the officers and men whose duties kept them on deck. So hard and so long had the gale blown that even in the sheltered waters of Spithead the battleship moved uneasily at her anchors, pitching a little in the choppy seas, and snubbing herself against the tautened cables with unexpected jerks. A shore boat was on its way out to her, propelled by oars in the hands of two sturdy women; it danced madly on the steep little waves, now and then putting its nose into one and sending a sheet of spray flying aft. The oarswoman in the bow knew her business, and with rapid glances over her shoulder not only kept the boat on its course but turned the bows into the worst of the waves to keep from capsizing. It slowly drew up along the starboard side of the Justinian, and as it approached the mainchains the midshipman of the watch hailed it.

Aye aye came back the answering hail from the lusty lungs of the woman at the stroke oar; by the curious and ages-old convention of the Navy the reply meant that the boat had an officer on board  presumably the huddled figure in the sternsheets looking more like a heap of trash with a boat-cloak thrown over it.

That was as much as Mr. Masters, the lieutenant of the watch, could see; he was sheltering as best he could in the lee of the mizzen-mast bitts, and in obedience to the order of the midshipman of the watch the boat drew up towards the mainchains and passed out of his sight. There was a long delay; apparently the officer had some difficulty in getting up the ships side. At last the boat reappeared in Masters field of vision; the women had shoved off and were setting a scrap of lugsail, under which the boat, now without its passenger, went swooping back towards Portsmouth, leaping on the waves like a steeplechaser. As it departed Mr. Masters became aware of the near approach of someone along the quarterdeck; it was the new arrival under the escort of the midshipman of the watch, who, after pointing Masters out, retired to the mainchains again. Mr. Masters had served in the Navy until his hair was white; he was lucky to have received his commission as lieutenant, and he had long known that he would never receive one as captain, but the knowledge had not greatly embittered him, and he diverted his mind by the study of his fellow men.

So he looked with attention at the approaching figure. It was that of a skinny young man only just leaving boyhood behind, something above middle height, with feet whose adolescent proportions to his size were accentuated by the thinness of his legs and his big half-boots. His gawkiness called attention to his hands and elbows. The newcomer was dressed in a badly fitting uniform which was soaked right through by the spray; a skinny neck stuck out of the high stock, and above the neck was a white bony face. A white face was a rarity on the deck of a ship of war, whose crew soon tanned to a deep mahogany, but this face was not merely white; in the hollow cheeks there was a faint shade of green  clearly the newcomer had experienced sea-sickness in his passage out in the shore boat. Set in the white face were a pair of dark eyes which by contrast looked like holes cut in a sheet of paper; Masters noted with a slight stirring of interest that the eyes, despite their owners seasickness, were looking about keenly, taking in what were obviously new sights; there was a curiosity and interest there which could not be repressed and which continued to function notwithstanding either seasickness or shyness, and Mr. Masters surmised in his far-fetched fashion that this boy had a vein of caution or foresight in his temperament and was already studying his new surroundings with a view to being prepared for his next experiences. So might Daniel have looked about him at the lions when he first entered their den.

The dark eyes met Masters, and the gawky figure came to a halt, raising a hand selfconsciously to the brim of his dripping hat. His mouth opened and tried to say something, but closed again without achieving its object as shyness overcame him, but then the newcomer nerved himself afresh and forced himself to say the formal words he had been coached to utter.

Come aboard, sir.

Your name? asked Masters, after waiting for it for a moment.

H-Horatio Hornblower, sir. Midshipman stuttered the boy.

Very good, Mr. Hornblower said Masters, with the equally formal response. Did you bring your dunnage aboard with you?

Hornblower had never heard that word before, but he still had enough of his wits about him to deduce what it meant.

My sea chest, sir. Its  its forrard, at the entry port.

Hornblower said these things with the barest hesitation; he knew that at sea they said them, that they pronounced the word forward like that, and that he had come on board through the entry port, but it called for a slight effort to utter them himself.

Ill see that its sent below said Masters. And thats where youd better go, too. The captains ashore, and the first lieutenants orders were that hes not to be called on any account before eight bells, so I advise you, Mr. Hornblower, to get out of those wet clothes while you can.

Yes, sir said Hornblower; his senses told him, the moment he said it, that he had used an improper expression  the look on Masters face told him, and he corrected himself (hardly believing that men really said these things off the boards of the stage) before Masters had time to correct him.

Aye aye, sir said Hornblower, and as a second afterthought he put his hand to the brim of his hat again.

Masters returned the compliment and turned to one of the shivering messengers cowering in the inadequate shelter of the bulwark. Boy! Take Mr. Hornblower down to the midshipmans berth.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower accompanied the boy forward to the main hatchway. Seasickness alone would have made him unsteady on his feet, but twice on the short journey he stumbled like a man tripping over a rope as a sharp gust brought the Justinian up against her cables with a jerk. At the hatchway the boy slid down the ladder like an eel over a rock; Hornblower had to brace himself and descend far more gingerly and uncertainly into the dim light of the lower gundeck and then into the twilight of the tweendecks. The smells that entered his nostrils were as strange and as assorted as the noises that assailed his ears. At the foot of each ladder the boy waited for him with a patience whose tolerance was just obvious. After the last descent, a few steps  Hornblower had already lost his sense of direction and did not know whether it was aft or forward  took them to a gloomy recess whose shadows were accentuated rather than lightened by a tallow dip spiked onto a bit of copper plate on a table round which were seated half a dozen shirt-sleeved men. The boy vanished and left Hornblower standing there, and it was a second or two before the whiskered man at the head of the table looked up at him.

Speak, thou apparition said he.

Hornblower felt a wave of nausea overcoming him  the after effects of his trip in the shore boat were being accentuated by the incredible stuffiness and smelliness of the tweendecks. It was very hard to speak, and the fact that he did not know how to phrase what he wanted to say made it harder still.

My name is Hornblower he quavered at length.

What an infernal piece of bad luck for you said a second man at the table, with a complete absence of sympathy.

At that moment in the roaring world outside the ship the wind veered sharply, heeling the Justinian a trifle and swinging her round to snub at her cables again. To Hornblower it seemed more as if the world had come loose from its fastenings. He reeled where he stood, and although he was shuddering with cold he felt sweat on his face.

I suppose you have come said the whiskered man at the head of the table to thrust yourself among your betters. Another soft-headed ignoramus come to be a nuisance to those who have to try to teach you your duties. Look at him  the speaker with a gesture demanded the attention of everyone at the table look at him, I say! The Kings latest bad bargain. How old are you?

S-seventeen, sir stuttered Hornblower.

Seventeen! the disgust in the speakers voice was only too evident. You must start at twelve if you ever wish to be a seaman. Seventeen! Do you know the difference between a head and a halliard?

That drew a laugh from the group, and the quality of the laugh was just noticeable to Hornblowers whirling brain, so that he guessed that whether he said yes or no he would be equally exposed to ridicule. He groped for a neutral reply.

Thats the first thing Ill look up in Nories Seamanship he said.

The ship lurched again at that moment, and he clung on to the table.

Gentlemen he began pathetically, wondering how to say what he had in mind.

My God! exclaimed somebody at the table. Hes seasick!

Seasick in Spithead! said somebody else, in a tone in which amazement had as much place as disgust.

But Hornblower ceased to care; he was not really conscious of what was going on round him for some time after that. The nervous excitement of the last few days was as much to blame, perhaps, as the journey in the shore boat and the erratic behaviour of the Justinian at her anchors, but it meant for him that he was labelled at once as the midshipman who was seasick in Spithead, and it was only natural that the label added to the natural misery of the loneliness and homesickness which oppressed him during those days when that part of the Channel Fleet which had not succeeded in completing its crews lay at anchor in the lee of the Isle of Wight. An hour in the hammock into which the messman hoisted him enabled him to recover sufficiently to be able to report himself to the first lieutenant; after a few days on board he was able to find his way round the ship without (as happened at first) losing his sense of direction below decks, so that he did not know whether he was facing forward or aft. During that period his brother officers ceased to have faces which were mere blurs and came to take on personalities; he came painfully to learn the stations allotted him when the ship was at quarters, when he was on watch, and when hands were summoned for setting or taking in sail. He even came to have an acute enough understanding of his new life to realise that it could have been worse  that destiny might have put him on board a ship ordered immediately to sea instead of one lying at anchor. But it was a poor enough compensation; he was a lonely and unhappy boy. Shyness alone would long have delayed his making friends, but as it happened the midshipmens berth in the Justinian was occupied by men all a good deal older than he; elderly masters mates recruited from the merchant service, and midshipmen in their twenties who through lack of patronage or inability to pass the necessary examination had never succeeded in gaining for themselves commissions as lieutenants. They were inclined, after the first moments of amused interest, to ignore him, and he was glad of it, delighted to shrink into his shell and attract no notice to himself.

For the Justinian was not a happy ship during those gloomy January days. Captain Keene  it was when he came aboard that Hornblower first saw the pomp and ceremony that surrounds the captain of a ship of the line  was a sick man, of a melancholy disposition. He had not the fame which enabled some captains to fill their ships with enthusiastic volunteers, and he was devoid of the personality which might have made enthusiasts out of the sullen pressed men whom the press gangs were bringing in from day to day to complete the ships complement. His officers saw little of him, and did not love what they saw. Hornblower, summoned to his cabin for his first interview, was not impressed  a middle-aged man at a table covered with papers, with the hollow and yellow cheeks of prolonged illness.

Mr. Hornblower he said formally I am glad to have this opportunity of welcoming you on board my ship.

Yes, sir said Hornblower  that seemed more appropriate to the occasion than Aye aye, sir, and a junior midshipman seemed to be expected to say one or the other on all occasions.

You are  let me see  seventeen? Captain Keene picked up the paper which apparently covered Hornblowers brief official career.

Yes, sir.

July 4th, 1776 mused Keene, reading Hornblowers date of birth to himself. Five years to the day before I was posted as captain. I had been six years as lieutenant before you were born.

Yes, sir agreed Hornblower  it did not seem the occasion for any further comment.

A doctors son  you should have chosen a lord for your father if you wanted to make a career for yourself.

Yes, sir.

How far did your education go?

I was a Grecian at school, sir.

So you can construe Xenophon as well as Cicero?

Yes, sir. But not very well, sir.

Better if you knew something about sines and cosines. Better if you could foresee a squall in time to get tgallants in. We have no use for ablative absolutes in the Navy.

Yes, sir said Hornblower.

He had only just learned what a topgallant was, but he could have told his captain that his mathematical studies were far advanced. He refrained nevertheless; his instincts combined with his recent experiences urged him not to volunteer unsolicited information.

Well, obey orders, learn your duties, and no harm can come to you. That will do.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower, retiring.

But the captains last words to him seemed to be contradicted immediately. Harm began to come to Hornblower from that day forth, despite his obedience to orders and diligent study of his duties, and it stemmed from the arrival in the midshipmens berth of John Simpson as senior warrant officer. Hornblower was sitting at mess with his colleagues when he first saw him  a brawny good-looking man in his thirties, who came in and stood looking at them just as Hornblower had stood a few days before.

Hullo! said somebody, not very cordially.

Cleveland, my bold friend said the newcomer come out from that seat. I am going to resume my place at the head of the table.

But  

Come out, I said snapped Simpson.

Cleveland moved along with some show of reluctance, and Simpson took his place, and glowered round the table in reply to the curious glances with which everyone regarded him.

Yes, my sweet brother officers he said I am back in the bosom of the family. And I am not surprised that nobody is pleased. You will all be less pleased by the time I am done with you, I may add.

But your commission  ? asked somebody, greatly daring.

My commission? Simpson leaned forward and tapped the table, staring down the inquisitive people on either side of it. Ill answer that question this once, and the man who asks it again will wish he had never been born. A board of turnip-headed captains has refused me my commission. It decided that my mathematical knowledge was insufficient to make me a reliable navigator. And so Acting-Lieutenant Simpson is once again Mr. Midshipman Simpson, at your service. At your service. And may the Lord have mercy on your souls.

It did not seem, as the days went by, that the Lord had any mercy at all, for with Simpsons return life in the midshipmens berth ceased to be one of passive unhappiness and became one of active misery. Simpson had apparently always been an ingenious tyrant, but now, embittered and humiliated by his failure to pass his examination for his commission, he was a worse tyrant, and his ingenuity had multiplied itself. He may have been weak in mathematics, but he was diabolically clever at making other peoples lives a burden to them. As senior officer in the mess he had wide official powers; as a man with a blistering tongue and a morbid sense of mischief he would have been powerful anyway, even if the Justinian had possessed an alert and masterful first lieutenant to keep him in check, while Mr. Clay was neither. Twice midshipmen rebelled against Simpsons arbitrary authority, and each time Simpson thrashed the rebel, pounding him into insensibility with his huge fists, for Simpson would have made a successful prize-fighter. Each time Simpson was left unmarked; each time his opponents blackened eyes and swollen lips called down the penalty of mast heading and extra duty from the indignant first lieutenant. The mess seethed with impotent rage. Even the toadies and lickspittles among the midshipmen  and naturally there were several  hated the tyrant.

Significantly, it was not his ordinary exactions which roused the greatest resentment  his levying toll upon their sea chests for clean shirts for himself, his appropriation of the best cuts of the meat served, nor even his taking their coveted issues of spirits. These things could be excused as understandable, the sort of thing they would do themselves if they had the power. But he displayed a whimsical arbitrariness which reminded Hornblower, with his classical education, of the freaks of the Roman emperors. He forced Cleveland to shave the whiskers which were his inordinate pride; he imposed upon Hether the duty of waking up Mackenzie every half hour, day and night, so that neither of them was able to sleep  and there were toadies ready to tell him if Hether ever failed in his task. Early enough he had discovered Hornblowers most vulnerable points, as he had with everyone else. He knew of Hornblowers shyness; at first it was amusing to compel Hornblower to recite verses from Grays Elegy in a Country Churchyard to the assembled mess. The toadies could compel Hornblower to do it; Simpson would lay his dirk-scabbard on the table in front of him with a significant glance, and the toadies would close round Hornblower, who knew that any hesitation on his part would mean that he would be stretched across the table and the dirk-scabbard applied; the flat of the scabbard was painful, the edge of it was agonising, but the pain was nothing to the utter humiliation of it all. And the torment grew worse when Simpson instituted what he aptly called The Proceedings of the Inquisition when Hornblower was submitted to a slow and methodical questioning regarding his homelife and his boyhood. Every question had to be answered, on pain of the dirk-scabbard; Hornblower could fence and prevaricate, but he had to answer and sooner or later the relentless questioning would draw from him some simple admission which would rouse a peal of laughter from his audience. Heaven knows that in Hornblowers lonely childhood there was nothing to be ashamed of, but boys are odd creatures, especially reticent ones like Hornblower, and are ashamed of things no one else would think twice about. The ordeal would leave him weak and sick; someone less solemn might have clowned his way out of his difficulties and even into popular favour, but Hornblower at seventeen was too ponderous a person to clown. He had to endure the persecution, experiencing all the black misery which only a seventeen-year-old can experience; he never wept in public, but at night more than once he shed the bitter tears of seventeen. He often thought about death; he often even thought about desertion, but he realised that desertion would lead to something worse than death, and then his mind would revert to death, savouring the thought of suicide. He came to long for death, friendless as he was, and brutally ill-treated, and lonely as only a boy among men  and a very reserved boy  can be. More and more he thought about ending it all the easiest way, hugging the secret thought of it to his friendless bosom.

If the ship had only been at sea everyone would have been kept busy enough to be out of mischief; even at anchor an energetic captain and first lieutenant would have kept all hands hard enough at work to obviate abuses, but it was Hornblowers hard luck that the Justinian lay at anchor all through that fatal January of 1794 under a sick captain and an inefficient first lieutenant. Even the activities which were at times enforced often worked to Hornblowers disadvantage. There was an occasion when Mr. Bowles, the master, was holding a class in navigation for his mates and for the midshipmen, and the captain by bad luck happened by and glanced through the results of the problem the class had individually been set to solve. His illness made Keene a man of bitter tongue, and he cherished no liking for Simpson. He took a single glance at Simpsons paper, and chuckled sarcastically.

Now let us all rejoice he said the sources of the Nile have been discovered at last.

Pardon, sir? said Simpson.

Your ship said Keene as far as I can make out from your illiterate scrawl, Mr. Simpson, is in Central Africa. Let us now see what other terrae incognitae have been opened up by the remaining intrepid explorers of this class.

It must have been Fate  it was dramatic enough to be art and not an occurrence in real life; Hornblower knew what was going to happen even as Keene picked up the other papers, including his. The result he had obtained was the only one which was correct; everybody else had added the correction for refraction instead of subtracting it, or had worked out the multiplication wrongly, or had, like Simpson, botched the whole problem.

Congratulations, Mr. Hornblower said Keene. You must be proud to be alone successful among this crowd of intellectual giants. You are half Mr. Simpsons age, I fancy. If you double your attainments while you double your years, you will leave the rest of us far behind. Mr. Bowles, you will be so good as to see that Mr. Simpson pays even further attention to his mathematical studies.

With that he went off along the tweendecks with the halting step resulting from his mortal disease, and Hornblower sat with his eyes cast down, unable to meet the glances he knew were being darted at him, and knowing full well what they portended. He longed for death at that moment; he even prayed for it that night.

Within two days Hornblower found himself on shore, and under Simpsons command. The two midshipmen were in charge of a party of seamen, landed to act along with parties from the other ships of the squadron as a press gang. The West India convoy was due to arrive soon; most of the hands would be pressed as soon as the convoy reached the Channel, and the remainder, left to work the ships to an anchorage, would sneak ashore, using every device to conceal themselves and find a safe hiding-place. It was the business of the landing parties to cut off this retreat, to lay a cordon along the waterfront which would sweep them all up. But the convoy was not yet signalled, and all arrangements were completed.

All is well with the world said Simpson.

It was an unusual speech for him, but he was in unusual circumstances. He was sitting in the back room of the Lamb Inn, comfortable in one armchair with his legs on another, in front of a roaring fire and with a pot of beer with gin in it at his elbow.

Heres to the West India convoy said Simpson, taking a pull at his beer. Long may it be delayed.

Simpson was actually genial, activity and beer and a warm fire thawing him into a good humour; it was not time yet for the liquor to make him quarrelsome; Hornblower sat on the other side of the fire and sipped beer without gin in it and studied him, marvelling that for the first time since he had boarded the Justinian his unhappiness should have ceased to be active but should have subsided into a dull misery like the dying away of the pain of a throbbing tooth.

Give us a toast, boy said Simpson.

Confusion to Robespierre said Hornblower lamely.

The door opened and two more officers came in, one a midshipman while the other wore the single epaulette of a lieutenant  it was Chalk of the Goliath, the officer in general charge of the press gangs sent ashore. Even Simpson made room for his superior rank before the fire.

The convoy is still not signalled announced Chalk. And then he eyed Hornblower keenly. I dont think I have the pleasure of your acquaintance.

Mr. Hornblower  Lieutenant Chalk introduced Simpson. Mr. Hornblower is distinguished as the midshipman who was seasick in Spithead.

Hornblower tried not to writhe as Simpson tied that label on him. He imagined that Chalk was merely being polite when he changed the subject.

Hey, potman! Will you gentlemen join me in a glass? We have a long wait before us, I fear. Your men are all properly posted, Mr. Simpson?

Yes, sir.

Chalk was an active man. He paced about the room, stared out of the window at the rain, presented his midshipman  Caldwell  to the other two when the drinks arrived, and obviously fretted at his enforced inactivity.

A game of cards to pass the time? he suggested. Excellent! Hey, potman! Cards and a table and another light.

The table was set before the fire, the chairs arranged, the cards brought in.

What game shall it be? asked Chalk, looking round.

He was a lieutenant among three midshipmen, and any suggestion of his was likely to carry a good deal of weight; the other three naturally waited to hear what he had to say.

Vingt-et-un? That is a game for the half-witted. Loo? That is a game for the wealthier half-witted. But whist, now? That would give us all scope for the exercise of our poor talents. Caldwell, there, is acquainted with the rudiments of the game, I know. Mr. Simpson?

A man like Simpson, with a blind mathematical spot, was not likely to be a good whist player, but he was not likely to know he was a bad one.

As you wish, sir said Simpson. He enjoyed gambling, and one game was as good as another for that purpose to his mind.

Mr. Hornblower?

With pleasure, sir.

That was more nearly true than most conventional replies. Hornblower had learned his whist in a good school; ever since the death of his mother he had made a fourth with his father and the parson and the parsons wife. The game was already something of a passion with him. He revelled in the nice calculation of chances, in the varying demands it made upon his boldness or caution. There was even enough warmth in his acceptance to attract a second glance from Chalk, who  a good card player himself  at once detected a fellow spirit.

Excellent! he said again. Then we may as well cut at once for places and partners. What shall be the stakes, gentlemen? A shilling a trick and a guinea on the rub, or is that too great? No? Then we are agreed.

For some time the game proceeded quietly. Hornblower cut first Simpson and then Caldwell as his partner. Only a couple of hands were necessary to show up Simpson as a hopeless whist player, the kind who would always lead an ace when he had one, or a singleton when he had four trumps, but he and Hornblower won the first rubber thanks to overwhelming card strength. But Simpson lost the next in partnership with Chalk, cut Chalk again as partner, and lost again. He gloated over good hands and sighed over poor ones; clearly he was one of those unenlightened people who looked upon whist as a social function, or as a mere crude means, like throwing dice, of arbitrarily transferring money. He never thought of the game either as a sacred rite or as an intellectual exercise. Moreover, as his losses grew, and as the potman came and went with liquor, he grew restless, and his face was flushed with more than the heat of the fire. He was both a bad loser and a bad drinker, and even Chalks punctilious good manners were sufficiently strained so that he displayed a hint of relief when the next cut gave him Hornblower as a partner. They won the rubber easily, and another guinea and several shillings were transferred to Hornblowers lean purse; he was now the only winner, and Simpson was the heaviest loser. Hornblower was lost in the pleasure of playing the game again; the only attention he paid to Simpsons writhings and muttered objurgations was to regard them as a distracting nuisance; he even forgot to think of them as danger signals. Momentarily he was oblivious to the fact that he might pay for his present success by future torment.

Once more they cut, and he found himself Chalks partner again. Two good hands gave them the first game. Then twice, to Simpsons unconcealed triumph, Simpson and Caldwell made a small score, approaching game, and in the next hand an overbold finesse by Hornblower left him and Chalk with the odd trick when their score should have been two tricks greater  Simpson laid his knave on Hornblowers ten with a grin of delight which turned to dismay when he found that he and Caldwell had still only made six tricks; he counted them a second time with annoyance. Hornblower dealt and turned the trump, and Simpson led  an ace as usual, assuring Hornblower of his re-entry. He had a string of trumps and a good suit of clubs which a single lead might establish. Simpson glanced muttering at his hand; it was extraordinary that he still had not realised the simple truth that the lead of an ace involved leading a second time with the problem no clearer. He made up his mind at last and led again; Hornblowers king took the trick and he instantly led his knave of trumps. To his delight it took the trick; he led again and Chalks queen gave them another trick. Chalk laid down the ace of trumps and Simpson with a curse played the king. Chalk led clubs of which Hornblower had five to the king queen  it was significant that Chalk should lead them, as it could not be a singleton lead when Hornblower held the remaining trumps. Hornblowers queen took the trick; Caldwell must hold the ace, unless Chalk did. Hornblower led a small one; everyone followed suit, Chalk playing the knave, and Caldwell played the ace. Eight clubs had been played, and Hornblower had three more headed by the king and ten  three certain tricks, with the last trumps as re-entries. Caldwell played the queen of diamonds, Hornblower played his singleton, and Chalk produced the ace.

The rest are mine said Hornblower, laying down his cards.

What do you mean? said Simpson, with the king of diamonds in his hand.

Five tricks said Chalk briskly. Game and rubber.

But dont I take another? persisted Simpson.

I trump a lead of diamonds or hearts and make three more clubs explained Hornblower. To him the situation was as simple as two and two, a most ordinary finish to a hand; it was hard for him to realise that foggy-minded players like Simpson could find difficulty in keeping tally of fifty-two cards. Simpson flung down his hand.

You know too much about the game he said. You know the backs of the cards as well as the fronts.

Hornblower gulped. He recognized that this could be a decisive moment if he chose. A second before he had merely been playing cards, and enjoying himself. Now he was faced with an issue of life or death. A torrent of thought streamed through his mind. Despite the comfort of his present surroundings he remembered acutely the hideous misery of the life in the Justinian to which he must return. This was an opportunity to end that misery one way or the other. He remembered how he had contemplated killing himself, and into the back of his mind stole the germ of the plan upon which he was going to act. His decision crystallised.

That is an insulting remark, Mr. Simpson he said. He looked round and met the eyes of Chalk and Caldwell, who were suddenly grave; Simpson was still merely stupid. For that I shall have to ask satisfaction.

Satisfaction? said Chalk hastily. Come, come. Mr. Simpson had a momentary loss of temper. I am sure he will explain.

I have been accused of cheating at cards said Hornblower. That is a hard thing to explain away.

He was trying to behave like a grown man; more than that, he was trying to act like a man consumed with indignation, while actually there was no indignation within him over the point in dispute, for he understood too well the muddled state of mind which had led Simpson to say what he did. But the opportunity had presented itself, he had determined to avail himself of it, and now what he had to do was to play the part convincingly of the man who has received a mortal insult.

The wine was in and the wit was out said Chalk, still determined on keeping the peace. Mr. Simpson was speaking in jest, I am sure. Lets call for another bottle and drink it in friendship.

With pleasure said Hornblower, fumbling for the words which would set the dispute beyond reconciliation. If Mr. Simpson will beg my pardon at once before you two gentlemen, and admit that he spoke without justification and in a manner no gentleman would employ.

He turned and met Simpsons eyes with defiance as he spoke, metaphorically waving a red rag before the bull, who charged with gratifying fury.

Apologise to you, you little whippersnapper! exploded Simpson, alcohol and outraged dignity speaking simultaneously. Never this side of Hell.

You hear that, gentlemen? said Hornblower. I have been insulted and Mr. Simpson refuses to apologise while insulting me further. There is only one way now in which satisfaction can be given.

For the next two days, until the West India convoy came in, Hornblower and Simpson, under Chalks orders, lived the curious life of two duellists forced into each others society before the affair of honour. Hornblower was careful  as he would have been in any case  to obey every order given him, and Simpson gave them with a certain amount of self-consciousness and awkwardness. It was during those two days that Hornblower elaborated on his original idea. Pacing through the dockyards with his patrol of seamen at his heels he had plenty of time to think the matter over. Viewed coldly  and a boy of seventeen in a mood of black despair can be objective enough on occasions  it was as simple as the calculations of the chances in a problem at whist. Nothing could be worse than his life in the Justinian, not even (as he had thought already) death itself. Here was an easy death open to him, with the additional attraction that there was a chance of Simpson dying instead. It was at that moment that Hornblower advanced his idea one step further  a new development, startling even to him, bringing him to a halt so that the patrol behind him bumped into him before they could stop.

Beg your pardon, sir said the petty officer.

No matter said Hornblower, deep in his thoughts.

He first brought forward his suggestion in conversation with Preston and Danvers, the two masters mates whom he asked to be his seconds as soon as he returned to the Justinian.

Well act for you, of course said Preston, looking dubiously at the weedy youth when he made his request. How do you want to fight him? As the aggrieved party you have the choice of weapons.

Ive been thinking about it ever since he insulted me said Hornblower temporising. It was not easy to come out with his idea in bald words, after all.

Have you any skill with the small-sword? asked Danvers.

No said Hornblower. Truth to tell, he had never even handled one.

Then it had better be pistols said Preston.

Simpson is probably a good shot said Danvers. I wouldnt care to stand up before him myself.

Easy now said Preston hastily. Dont dishearten the man.

Im not disheartened said Hornblower, I was thinking the same thing myself.

Youre cool enough about it, then marvelled Danvers.

Hornblower shrugged.

Maybe I am. I hardly care. But Ive thought that we might make the chances more even.

How?

We could make them exactly even said Hornblower, taking the plunge. Have two pistols, one loaded and the other empty. Simpson and I would take our choice without knowing which was which. Then we stand within a yard of each other, and at the word we fire.

My God! said Danvers.

I dont think that would be legal said Preston. It would mean one of you would be killed for certain.

Killing is the object of duelling said Hornblower. If the conditions arent unfair I dont think any objection can be raised.

But would you carry it out to the end? marvelled Danvers.

Mr. Danvers   began Hornblower; but Preston interfered.

We dont want another duel on our hands he said. Danvers only meant he wouldnt care to do it himself. Well discuss it with Cleveland and Hether, and see what they say.

Within an hour the proposed conditions of the duel were known to everyone in the ship. Perhaps it was to Simpsons disadvantage that he had no real friend in the ship, for Cleveland and Hether, his seconds, were not disposed to take too firm a stand regarding the conditions of the duel, and agreed to the terms with only a show of reluctance. The tyrant of the midshipmens berth was paying the penalty for his tyranny. There was some cynical amusement shown by some of the officers; some of both officers and men eyed Hornblower and Simpson with the curiosity that the prospect of death excites in some minds, as if the two destined opponents were men condemned to the gallows. At noon Lieutenant Masters sent for Hornblower.

The captain has ordered me to make inquiry into this duel, Mr. Hornblower he said. I am instructed to use my best endeavours to compose the quarrel.

Yes, sir.

Why insist on this satisfaction, Mr. Hornblower? I understand there were a few hasty words over wine and cards.

Mr. Simpson accused me of cheating, sir, before witnesses who were not officers of this ship.

That was the point. The witnesses were not members of the ships company. If Hornblower had chosen to disregard Simpsons words as the ramblings of a drunken ill-tempered man, they might have passed unnoticed. But as he had taken the stand he did, there could be no hushing it up now, and Hornblower knew it.

Even so, there can be satisfaction without a duel, Mr. Hornblower.

If Mr. Simpson will make me a full apology before the same gentlemen, I would be satisfied, sir.

Simpson was no coward. He would die rather than submit to such a formal humiliation.

I see. Now I understand you are insisting on rather unusual conditions for the duel?

There are precedents for it, sir. As the insulted party I can choose any conditions which are not unfair.

You sound like a sea lawyer to me, Mr. Hornblower.

The hint was sufficient to tell Hornblower that he had verged upon being too glib, and he resolved in future to bridle his tongue. He stood silent and waited for Masters to resume the conversation.

You are determined, then, Mr. Hornblower, to continue with this murderous business?

Yes, sir.

The captain has given me further orders to attend the duel in person, because of the strange conditions on which you insist. I must inform you that I shall request the seconds to arrange for that.

Yes, sir.

Very good, then, Mr. Hornblower.

Masters looked at Hornblower as he dismissed him even more keenly than he had done when Hornblower first came on board. He was looking for signs of weakness or wavering  indeed, he was looking for any signs of human feeling at all  but he could detect none. Hornblower had reached a decision, he had weighed all the pros and cons, and his logical mind told him that having decided in cold blood upon a course of action it would be folly to allow himself to be influenced subsequently by untrustworthy emotions. The conditions of the duel on which he was insisting were mathematically advantageous. If he had once considered with favour escaping from Simpsons persecution by a voluntary death it was surely a gain to take an even chance of escaping from it without dying. Similarly, if Simpson were (as he almost certainly was) a better swordsman and a better pistol shot than him, the even chance was again mathematically advantageous. There was nothing to regret about his recent actions.

All very well; mathematically the conclusions were irrefutable, but Hornblower was surprised to find that mathematics were not everything. Repeatedly during that dreary afternoon and evening Hornblower found himself suddenly gulping with anxiety as the realisation came to him afresh that tomorrow morning he would be risking his life on the spin of a coin. One chance out of two and he would be dead, his consciousness at an end, his flesh cold, and the world, almost unbelievably, would be going on without him. The thought sent a shiver through him despite himself. And he had plenty of time for these reflections, for the convention that forbade him from encountering his destined opponent before the moment of the duel kept him necessarily in isolation, as far as isolation could be found on the crowded decks of the Justinian. He slung his hammock that night in a depressed mood, feeling unnaturally tired; and he undressed in the clammy, stuffy dampness of the tweendecks feeling more than usually cold. He hugged the blankets round himself, yearning to relax in their warmth, but relaxation would not come. Time after time as he began to drift off to sleep he woke again tense and anxious, full of thoughts of the morrow. He turned over wearily a dozen times, hearing the ships bell ring out each half hour, feeling a growing contempt at his cowardice. He told himself in the end that it was as well that his fate tomorrow depended upon pure chance, for if he had to rely upon steadiness of hand and eye he would be dead for certain after a night like this.

That conclusion presumably helped him to go to sleep for the last hour or two of the night, for he awoke with a start to find Danvers shaking him.

Five bells said Danvers. Dawn in an hour. Rise and shine!

Hornblower slid out of his hammock and stood in his shirt; the tweendecks was nearly dark and Danvers was almost invisible.

Number Ones letting us have the second cutter said Danvers. Masters and Simpson and that lot are going first in the launch. Heres Preston.

Another shadowy figure loomed up in the darkness.

Hellish cold said Preston. The devil of a morning to turn out. Nelson, wheres that tea?

The mess attendant came with it as Hornblower was hauling on his trousers. It maddened Hornblower that he shivered enough in the cold for the cup to clatter in the saucer as he took it. But the tea was grateful, and Hornblower drank it eagerly.

Give me another cup he said, and was proud of himself that he could think about tea at that moment.

It was still dark as they went down into the cutter.

Shove off said the coxswain, and the boat pushed off from the ships side. There was a keen cold wind blowing which filled the dipping lug as the cutter headed for the twin lights that marked the jetty.

I ordered a hackney coach at the George to be waiting for us said Danvers. Lets hope it is.

It was there, with the driver sufficiently sober to control his horse moderately well despite his overnight potations. Danvers produced a pocket flask as they settled themselves in with their feet in the straw.

Take a sip, Hornblower? he asked, proffering it. Theres no special need for a steady hand this morning.

No thank you said Hornblower. His empty stomach revolted at the idea of pouring spirits into it.

The others will be there before us commented Preston. I saw the quarter boat heading back just before we reached the jetty.

The etiquette of the duel demanded that the two opponents should reach the ground separately; but only one boat would be necessary for the return.

The sawbones is with them said Danvers. Though God knows what use he thinks hell be today.

He sniggered, and with overlate politeness tried to cut his snigger off short.

How are you feeling, Hornblower? asked Preston.

Well enough said Hornblower, forbearing to add that he only felt well enough while this kind of conversation was not being carried on.

The hackney coach levelled itself off as it came over the crest of the hill, and stopped beside the common. Another coach stood there waiting, its single candle-lamp burning yellow in the growing dawn.

There they are said Preston; the faint light revealed a shadowy group standing on frosty turf among the gorse bushes.

Hornblower, as they approached, caught a glimpse of Simpsons face as he stood a little detached from the others. It was pale, and Hornblower noticed that at that moment he swallowed nervously, just as he himself was doing. Masters came towards them, shooting his usual keen inquisitive look at Hornblower as they came together.

This is the moment he said for this quarrel to be composed. This country is at war. I hope, Mr. Hornblower, that you can be persuaded to save a life for the Kings service by not pressing this matter.

Hornblower looked across at Simpson, while Danvers answered for him.

Has Mr. Simpson offered the proper redress? asked Danvers.

Mr. Simpson is willing to acknowledge that he wishes the incident had never taken place.

That is an unsatisfactory form said Danvers. It does not include an apology, and you must agree that an apology is necessary, sir.

What does your principal say? persisted Masters.

It is not for any principal to speak in these circumstances said Danvers, with a glance at Hornblower, who nodded. All this was as inevitable as the ride in the hangmans cart, and as hideous. There could be no going back now; Hornblower had never thought for one moment that Simpson would apologise, and without an apology the affair must be carried to a bloody conclusion. An even chance that he did not have five minutes longer to live.

You are determined, then, gentlemen said Masters. I shall have to state that fact in my report.

We are determined said Preston.

Then there is nothing for it but to allow this deplorable affair to proceed. I left the pistols in the charge of Doctor Hepplewhite.

He turned and led them towards the other group  Simpson with Hether and Cleveland, and Doctor Hepplewhite standing with a pistol held by the muzzle in each hand. He was a bulky man with the red face of a persistent drinker; he was actually grinning a spirituous grin at that moment, rocking a little on his feet.

Are the young fools set in their folly? he asked; but everyone very properly ignored him as having no business to ask such a question at such a moment.

Now said Masters. Here are the pistols, both primed, as you see, but one loaded and the other unloaded, in accordance with the conditions. I have here a guinea which I propose to spin to decide the allocation of the weapons. Now, gentlemen, shall the spin give your principals one pistol each irrevocably  for instance, if the coin shows heads shall Mr. Simpson have this one  or shall the winner of the spin have choice of weapons? It is my design to eliminate all possibility of collusion as far as possible.

Hether and Cleveland and Danvers and Preston exchanged dubious glances.

Let the winner of the spin choose said Preston at length.

Very well, gentlemen. Please call, Mr. Hornblower.

Tails! said Hornblower as the gold piece spun in the air.

Masters caught it and clapped a hand over it.

Tails it is said Masters, lifting his hand and revealing the coin to the grouped seconds. Please make your choice.

Hepplewhite held out the two pistols to him, death in one hand and life in the other. It was a grim moment. There was only pure chance to direct him; it called for a little effort to force his hand out.

Ill have this one he said; as he touched it the weapon seemed icy cold.

Then now I have done what was required of me said Masters. The rest is for you gentlemen to carry out.

Take this one, Simpson said Hepplewhite. And be careful how you handle yours, Mr. Hornblower. Youre a public danger.

The man was still grinning, gloating over the fact that someone else was in mortal danger while he himself was in none. Simpson took the pistol Hepplewhite offered him and settled it into his hand; once more his eyes met Hornblowers, but there was neither recognition nor expression in them.

There are no distances to step out Danvers was saying. One spots as good as another. Its level enough here.

Very good said Hether. Will you stand here, Mr. Simpson?

Preston beckoned to Hornblower, who walked over. It was not easy to appear brisk and unconcerned. Preston took him by the arm and stood him up in front of Simpson, almost breast to breast  close enough to smell the alcohol on his breath.

For the last time, gentlemen said Masters loudly. Cannot you be reconciled?

There was no answer from anybody, only deep silence, during which it seemed to Hornblower that the frantic beating of his heart must be clearly audible. The silence was broken by an exclamation from Hether.

We havent settled whos to give the word! he said. Whos going to?

Lets ask Mr. Masters to give it said Danvers.

Hornblower did not look round. He was looking steadfastly at the grey sky past Simpsons right ear  somehow he could not look him in the face, and he had no idea where Simpson was looking. The end of the world as he knew it was close to him  soon there might be a bullet through his heart.

I will do it if you are agreed, gentlemen he heard Masters say.

The grey sky was featureless; for this last look on the world he might as well have been blindfolded. Masters raised his voice again.

I will say one, two, three, fire  he announced with those intervals. At the last word, gentlemen, you can fire as you will. Are you ready?

Yes came Simpsons voice, almost in Hornblowers ear, it seemed.

Yes said Hornblower. He could hear the strain in his own voice.

One said Masters, and Hornblower felt at that moment the muzzle of Simpsons pistol against his left ribs, and he raised his own.

It was in that second that he decided he could not kill Simpson even if it were in his power, and he went on lifting his pistol, forcing himself to look to see that it was pressed against the point of Simpsons shoulder. A slight wound would suffice.

Two said Masters. Three. Fire!

Hornblower pulled his trigger. There was a click and a spun of smoke from the lock of his pistol. The priming had gone off but no more  his was the unloaded weapon, and he knew what it was to die. A tenth of a second later there was a click and spurt of smoke from Simpsons pistol against his heart. Stiff and still they both stood, slow to realise what had happened.

A misfire, by God! said Danvers.

The seconds crowded round them.

Give me those pistols! said Masters, taking them from the weak hands that held them. The loaded one might be hanging fire, and we dont want it to go off now.

Which was the loaded one? asked Hether, consumed with curiosity.

That is something it is better not to know answered Masters, changing the two pistols rapidly from hand to hand so as to confuse everyone.

What about a second shot? asked Danvers, and Masters looked up straight and inflexibly at him.

There will be no second shot he said. Honour is completely satisfied. These two gentlemen have come through this ordeal extremely well. No one can now think little of Mr. Simpson if he expresses his regret for the occurrence, and no one can think little of Mr. Hornblower if he accepts that statement in reparation.

Hepplewhite burst into a roar of laughter.

Your faces! he boomed, slapping his thigh. You ought to see how you all look! Solemn as cows!

Mr. Hepplewhite said Masters your behaviour is indecorous. Gentlemen, our coaches are waiting on the road, the cutter is at the jetty. And I think all of us would be the better for some breakfast; including Mr. Hepplewhite.

That should have been the end of the incident. The excited talk which had gone round the anchored squadron about the unusual duel died away in time, although everyone knew Hornblowers name now, and not as the midshipman who was seasick in Spithead but as the man who was willing to take an even chance in cold blood. But in the Justinian herself there was other talk; whispers which were circulated forward and aft.

Mr. Hornblower has requested permission to speak to you, sir said Mr. Clay, the first lieutenant, one morning while making his report to the captain.

Oh, send him in when you go out said Keene, and sighed.

Ten minutes later a knock on his cabin door ushered in a very angry young man.

Sir! began Hornblower.

I can guess what youre going to say said Keene.

Those pistols in the duel I fought with Simpson were not loaded!

Hepplewhite blabbed, I suppose said Keene.

And it was by your orders, I understand, sir.

You are quite correct. I gave those orders to Mr. Masters.

It was an unwarrantable liberty, sir!

That was what Hornblower meant to say, but he stumbled without dignity over the polysyllables.

Possibly it was said Keene patiently, rearranging, as always, the papers on his desk.

The calmness of the admission disconcerted Hornblower, who could only splutter for the next few moments.

I saved a life for the Kings service went on Keene, when the spluttering died away. A young life. No one has suffered any harm. On the other hand, both you and Simpson have had your courage amply proved. You both know you can stand fire now, and so does every one else.

You have touched my personal honour, sir said Hornblower, bringing out one of his rehearsed speeches for that there can only be one remedy.

Restrain yourself, please, Mr. Hornblower. Keene shifted himself in his chair with a wince of pain as he prepared to make a speech. I must remind you of one salutary regulation of the Navy, to the effect that no junior officer can challenge his superior to a duel. The reasons for it are obvious  otherwise promotion would be too easy. The mere issuing of a challenge by a junior to a senior is a court-martial offence, Mr. Hornblower.

Oh! said Hornblower feebly.

Now here is some gratuitous advice went on Keene. You have fought one duel and emerged with honour. That is good. Never fight another  that is better. Some people, oddly enough, acquire a taste for duelling, as a tiger acquires a taste for blood. They are never good officers, and never popular ones either.

It was then that Hornblower realised that a great part of the keen excitement with which he had entered the captains cabin was due to anticipation of the giving of the challenge. There could be a morbid desire for danger  and a morbid desire to occupy momentarily the centre of the stage. Keene was waiting for him to speak, and it was hard to say anything.

I understand, sir he said at last.

Keene shifted in his chair again.

There is another matter I wanted to take up with you, Mr. Hornblower. Captain Pellew of the Indefatigable has room for another midshipman. Captain Pellew is partial to a game of whist, and has no good fourth on board. He and I have agreed to consider favourably your application for a transfer should you care to make one. I dont have to point out that any ambitious young officer would jump at the chance of serving in a frigate.

A frigate! said Hornblower.

Everybody knew of Pellews reputation and success. Distinction, promotion, prize money  an officer under Pellews command could hope for all these. Competition for nomination to the Indefatigable must be intense, and this was the chance of a lifetime. Hornblower was on the point of making a glad acceptance, when further considerations restrained him.

That is very good of you, sir he said. I do not know how to thank you. But you accepted me as a midshipman here, and of course I must stay with you.

The drawn, apprehensive face relaxed into a smile.

Not many men would have said that said Keene. But I am going to insist on your accepting the offer. I shall not live very much longer to appreciate your loyalty. And this ship is not the place for you  this ship with her useless captain  dont interrupt me  and her worn-out first lieutenant and her old midshipmen. You should be where there may be speedy opportunities of advancement. I have the good of the service in mind, Mr. Hornblower, when I suggest you accept Captain Pellews invitation  and it might be less disturbing for me if you did.

Aye aye, sir said Hornblower.


THE CARGO OF RICE

[image: img40.jpg]

THE WOLF WAS in among the sheep. The tossing grey water of the Bay of Biscay was dotted with white sails as far as the eye could see, and although a strong breeze was blowing every vessel was under perilously heavy canvas. Every ship but one was trying to escape; the exception was His Majestys frigate Indefatigable, Captain Sir Edward Pellew. Farther out in the Atlantic, hundreds of miles away, a great battle was being fought, where the ships of the line were thrashing out the question as to whether England or France should wield the weapon of sea power; here in the Bay the convoy which the French ships were intended to escort was exposed to the attack of a ship of prey at liberty to capture any ship she could overhaul. She had come surging up from leeward, cutting off all chance of escape in that direction, and the clumsy merchant ships were forced to beat to windward; they were all filled with the food which revolutionary France (her economy disordered by the convulsion through which she was passing) was awaiting so anxiously, and their crews were all anxious to escape confinement in an English prison. Ship after ship was overhauled; a shot or two, and the newfangled tri-colour came fluttering down from the gaff, and a prize-crew was hurriedly sent on board to conduct the captive to an English port while the frigate dashed after fresh prey.

On the quarterdeck of the Indefatigable Pellew fumed over each necessary delay. The convoy, each ship as close to the wind as she would lie, and under all the sail she could carry, was slowly scattering, spreading farther and farther with the passing minutes, and some of these would find safety in mere dispersion if any time was wasted. Pellew did not wait to pick up his boat; at each surrender he merely ordered away an officer and an armed guard, and the moment the prize-crew was on its way he filled his maintopsail again and hurried off after the next victim. The brig they were pursuing at the moment was slow to surrender. The long nine-pounders in the Indefatigables bows bellowed out more than once; on that heaving sea it was not so easy to aim accurately and the brig continued on her course hoping for some miracle to save her.

Very well snapped Pellew. He has asked for it. Let him have it.

The gunlayers at the bow chasers changed their point of aim, firing at the ship instead of across her bows.

Not into the hull, damn it shouted Pellew  one shot had struck the brig perilously close to her waterline. Cripple her.

The next shot by luck or by judgment was given better elevation. The slings of the foretopsail yard were shot away, the reefed sail came down, the yard hanging lopsidedly, and the brig came up into the wind for the Indefatigable to heave to close beside her, her broadside ready to fire into her. Under that threat her flag came down.

What brigs that? shouted Pellew through his megaphone.

Marie Galante of Bordeaux translated the officer beside Pellew as the French captain made reply. Twenty-four days out from New Orleans with rice.

Rice! said Pellew. Thatll sell for a pretty penny when we get her home. Two hundred tons, I should say. Twelve of a crew at most. Shell need a prize-crew of four, a midshipmans command.

He looked round him as though for inspiration before giving his next order.

Mr. Hornblower!

Sir!

Take four men of the cutters crew and board that brig. Mr. Soames will give you our position. Take her into any English port you can make, and report there for orders.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower was at his station at the starboard quarterdeck carronades  which was perhaps how he had caught Pellews eye  his dirk at his side and a pistol in his belt. It was a moment for fast thinking, for anyone could see Pellews impatience. With the Indefatigable cleared for action, his sea chest would be part of the surgeons operating table down below, so that there was no chance of getting anything out of it. He would have to leave just as he was. The cutter was even now clawing up to a position on the Indefatigables quarter, so he ran to the ships side and hailed her, trying to make his voice sound as big and as manly as he could, and at the word of the lieutenant in command she turned her bows in towards the frigate.

Heres our latitude and longitude, Mr. Hornblower said Soames, the master, handing a scrap of paper to him.

Thank you said Hornblower, shoving it into his pocket.

He scrambled awkwardly into the mizzen-chains and looked down into the cutter. Ship and boat were pitching together, almost bows on to the sea, and the distance between them looked appallingly great; the bearded seaman standing in the bows could only just reach up to the chains with his long boat-hook. Hornblower hesitated for a long second; he knew he was ungainly and awkward  book learning was of no use when it came to jumping into a boat  but he had to make the leap, for Pellew was fuming behind him and the eyes of the boats crew and of the whole ships company were on him. Better to jump and hurt himself, better to jump and make an exhibition of himself, than to delay the ship. Waiting was certain failure, while he still had a choice if he jumped. Perhaps at a word from Pellew the Indefatigables helmsman allowed the ships head to fall off from the sea a little. A somewhat diagonal wave lifted the Indefatigables stern and then passed on, so that the cutters bows rose as the ships stern sank a trifle. Hornblower braced himself and leaped. His feet reached the gunwale and he tottered there for one indescribable second. A seaman grabbed the breast of his jacket and he fell forward rather than backward. Not even the stout arm of the seaman, fully extended, could hold him up, and he pitched headforemost, legs in the air, upon the hands on the second thwart. He cannoned onto their bodies, knocking the breath out of his own against their muscular shoulders, and finally struggled into an upright position.

Im sorry he gasped to the men who had broken his fall.

Never you mind, sir said the nearest one, a real tarry sailor, tattooed and pigtailed. Youre only a featherweight.

The lieutenant in command was looking at him from the sternsheets.

Would you go to the brig, please, sir? he asked, and the lieutenant bawled an order and the cutter swung round as Hornblower made his way aft.

It was a pleasant surprise not to be received with the broad grins of tolerantly concealed amusement. Boarding a small boat from a big frigate in even a moderate sea was no easy matter; probably every man on board had arrived headfirst at some time or other, and it was not in the tradition of the service, as understood in the Indefatigable, to laugh at a man who did his best without shirking.

Are you taking charge of the brig? asked the lieutenant.

Yes, sir. The captain told me to take four of your men.

They had better be topmen, then said the lieutenant, casting his eyes aloft at the rigging of the brig. The foretopsail yard was hanging precariously, and the jib halliard had slacked off so that the sail was flapping thunderously in the wind. Do you know these men, or shall I pick em for you?

Id be obliged if you would, sir.

The lieutenant shouted four names, and four men replied.

Keep em away from drink and theyll be all right said the lieutenant. Watch the French crew. Theyll recapture the ship and have you in a French gaol before you can say Jack Robinson if you dont.

Aye aye, sir said Hornblower.

The cutter surged alongside the brig, white water creaming between the two vessels. The tattooed sailor hastily concluded a bargain with another man on his thwart and pocketed a lump of tobacco  the men were leaving their possessions behind just like Hornblower  and sprang for the mainchains. Another man followed him, and they stood and waited while Hornblower with difficulty made his way forward along the plunging boat. He stood, balancing precariously, on the forward thwart. The mainchains of the brig were far lower than the mizzen-chains of the Indefatigable, but this time he had to jump upwards. One of the seamen steadied him with an arm on his shoulder.

Wait for it, sir he said. Get ready. Now jump, sir.

Hornblower hurled himself, all arms and legs, like a leaping frog, at the mainchains. His hands reached the shrouds, but his knee slipped off, and the brig, rolling, lowered him thigh deep into the sea as the shrouds slipped through his hands. But the waiting seamen grabbed his wrists and hauled him on board, and two more seamen followed him. He led the way onto the deck.

The first sight to meet his eyes was a man seated on the hatch cover, his head thrown back, holding to his mouth a bottle, the bottom pointing straight up to the sky. He was one of a large group all sitting round the hatch cover; there were more bottles in evidence; one was passed by one man to another as he looked, and as he approached a roll of the ship brought an empty bottle rolling past his toes to clatter into the scuppers. Another of the group, with white hair blowing in the wind, rose to welcome him, and stood for a moment with waving arms and rolling eyes, bracing himself as though to say something of immense importance and seeking earnestly for the right words to use.

Goddam English was what he finally said, and, having said it, he sat down with a bump on the hatch cover and from a seated position proceeded to lie down and compose himself to sleep with his head on his arms.

Theyve made the best of their time, sir, by the Holy said the seaman at Hornblowers elbow.

Wish we were as happy said another.

A case still a quarter full of bottles, each elaborately sealed, stood on the deck beside the hatch cover, and the seaman picked out a bottle to look at it curiously. Hornblower did not need to remember the lieutenants warning; on his shore excursions with press gangs he had already had experience of the British seamans tendency to drink. His boarding party would be as drunk as the Frenchmen in half an hour if he allowed it. A frightful mental picture of himself drifting in the Bay of Biscay with a disabled ship and a drunken crew rose in his mind and filled him with anxiety.

Put that down he ordered.

The urgency of the situation made his seventeen-year-old voice crack like a fourteen-year-olds, and the seaman hesitated, holding the bottle in his hand.

Put it down, dye hear? said Hornblower, desperate with worry. This was his first independent command; conditions were absolutely novel, and excitement brought out all the passion of his mercurial temperament, while at the same time the more calculating part of his mind told him that if he were not obeyed now he never would be. His pistol was in his belt, and he put his hand on the butt, and it is conceivable that he would have drawn it and used it (if the priming had not got wet, he said to himself bitterly when he thought about the incident later on), but the seaman with one more glance at him put the bottle back into the case. The incident was closed, and it was time for the next step.

Take these men forrard he said, giving the obvious order. Throw em into the forecastle.

Aye aye, sir.

Most of the Frenchmen could still walk, but three were dragged by their collars, while the British herded the others before them.

Come alongee said one of the seamen. Thisa waya.

He evidently believed a Frenchman would understand him better if he spoke like that. The Frenchman who had greeted their arrival now awakened, and, suddenly realising he was being dragged forward, broke away and turned back to Hornblower.

I officer he said, pointing to himself. I not go wit zem.

Take him away! said Hornblower. In his tense condition he could not stop to debate trifles.

He dragged the case of bottles down to the ships side and pitched them overboard two at a time  obviously it was wine of some special vintage which the Frenchmen had decided to drink before the English could get their hands on it, but that weighed not at all with Hornblower, for a British seaman could get drunk on vintage claret as easily as upon service rum. The task was finished before the last of the Frenchmen disappeared into the forecastle, and Hornblower had time to look about him. The strong breeze blew confusingly round his ears, and the ceaseless thunder of the flapping jib made it hard to think as he looked at the ruin aloft. Every sail was flat aback, the brig was moving jerkily, gathering sternway for a space before her untended rudder threw her round to spill the wind and bring her up again like a jibbing horse. His mathematical mind had already had plenty of experience with a well-handled ship, with the delicate adjustment between after sails and headsails. Here the balance had been disturbed, and Hornblower was at work on the problem of forces acting on plane surfaces when his men came trooping back to him. One thing at least was certain, and that was that the precariously hanging foretopsail yard would tear itself free to do all sorts of unforeseeable damage if it were tossed about much more. The ship must be properly hove to, and Hornblower could guess how to set about it, and he formulated the order in his mind just in time to avoid any appearance of hesitation.

Brace the after yards to larboard he said. Man the braces, men.

They obeyed him, while he himself went gingerly to the wheel; he had served a few tricks as helmsman, learning his professional duties under Pellews orders, but he did not feel happy about it. The spokes felt foreign to his fingers as he took hold; he spun the wheel experimentally but timidly. But it was easy. With the after yards braced round the brig rode more comfortably at once, and the spokes told their own story to his sensitive fingers as the ship became a thing of logical construction again. Hornblowers mind completed the solution of the problem of the effect of the rudder at the same time as his senses solved it empirically. The wheel could be safely lashed, he knew, in these conditions, and he slipped the becket over the spoke and stepped away from the wheel, with the Marie Galante riding comfortably and taking the seas on her starboard bow.

The seaman took his competence gratifyingly for granted, but Hornblower, looking at the tangle on the foremast, had not the remotest idea of how to deal with the next problem. He was not even sure about what was wrong. But the hands under his orders were seamen of vast experience, who must have dealt with similar emergencies a score of times. The first  indeed the only  thing to do was to delegate his responsibility.

Whos the oldest seaman among you? he demanded  his determination not to quaver made him curt.

Matthews, sir said someone at length, indicating with his thumb the pigtailed and tattooed seaman upon whom he had fallen in the cutter.

Very well, then. Ill rate you petty officer, Matthews. Get to work at once and clear that raffle away forrard. Ill be busy here aft.

It was a nervous moment for Hornblower, but Matthews put his knuckles to his forehead.

Aye aye, sir he said, quite as a matter of course.

Get that jib in first, before it flogs itself to pieces said Hornblower, greatly emboldened.

Aye aye, sir.

Carry on, then.

The seaman turned to go forward, and Hornblower walked aft. He took the telescope from its becket on the poop, and swept the horizon. There were a few sails in sight; the nearest ones he could recognise as prizes, which, with all sail set that they could carry, were heading for England as fast as they could go. Far away to windward he could see the Indefatigables topsails as she clawed after the rest of the convoy  she had already overhauled and captured all the slower and less weatherly vessels, so that each succeeding chase would be longer. Soon he would be alone on this wide sea, three hundred miles from England. Three hundred miles  two days with a fair wind; but how long if the wind turned foul?

He replaced the telescope; the men were already hard at work forward, so he went below and looked round the neat cabins of the officers; two single ones for the captain and the mate, presumably, and a double one for the bosun and the cook or the carpenter. He found the lazarette, identifying it by the miscellaneous stores within it; the door was swinging to and fro with a bunch of keys dangling. The French captain, faced with the loss of all he possessed, had not even troubled to lock the door again after taking out the case of wine. Hornblower locked the door and put the keys in his pocket, and felt suddenly lonely  his first experience of the loneliness of the man in command at sea. He went on deck again, and at sight of him Matthews hurried aft and knuckled his forehead.

Beg pardon, sir, but well have to use the jeers to sling that yard again.

Very good.

Well need more hands than we have, sir. Can I put some o they Frenchies to work?

If you think you can. If any of them are sober enough.

I think I can, sir. Drunk or sober.

Very good.

It was at that moment that Hornblower remembered with bitter self-reproach that the priming of his pistol was probably wet, and he had not scorn enough for himself at having put his trust in a pistol without re-priming after evolutions in a small boat. While Matthews went forward he dashed below again. There was a case of pistols which he remembered having seen in the captains cabin, with a powder flask and bullet bag hanging beside it. He loaded both weapons and reprimed his own, and came on deck again with three pistols in his belt just as his men appeared from the forecastle herding half a dozen Frenchmen. He posed himself in the poop, straddling with his hands behind his back, trying to adopt an air of magnificent indifference and understanding. With the jeers taking the weight of yard and sail, an hours hard work resulted in the yard being slung again and the sail reset.

When the work was advancing towards completion, Hornblower came to himself again to remember that in a few minutes he would have to set a course, and he dashed below again to set out the chart and the dividers and parallel rulers. From his pocket he extracted the crumpled scrap of paper with his position on it  he had thrust it in there so carelessly a little while back, at a time when the immediate problem before him was to transfer himself from the Indefatigable to the cutter. It made him unhappy to think how cavalierly he had treated that scrap of paper then; he began to feel that life in the Navy, although it seemed to move from one crisis to another, was really one continuous crisis, that even while dealing with one emergency it was necessary to be making plans to deal with the next. He bent over the chart, plotted his position, and laid off his course. It was a queer uncomfortable feeling to think that what had up to this moment been an academic exercise conducted under the reassuring supervision of Mr. Soames was now something on which hinged his life and his reputation. He checked his working, decided on his course, and wrote it down on a scrap of paper for fear he should forget it.

So when the foretopsail yard was re-slung, and the prisoners herded back into the forecastle, and Matthews looked to him for further orders, he was ready.

Well square away he said. Matthews, send a man to the wheel.

He himself gave a hand at the braces; the wind had moderated and he felt his men could handle the brig under her present sail.

What course, sir? asked the man at the wheel, and Hornblower dived into his pocket for his scrap of paper.

Nor-east by north he said, reading it out.

Nor-east by north, sir said the helmsman; and the Marie Galante, running free, set her course for England.

Night was closing in by now, and all round the circle of the horizon there was not a sail in sight. There must be plenty of ships just over the horizon, he knew, but that did not do much to ease his feeling of loneliness as darkness came on. There was so much to do, so much to bear in mind, and all the responsibility lay on his unaccustomed shoulders. The prisoners had to be battened down in the forecastle, a watch had to be set  there was even the trivial matter of hunting up flint and steel to light the binnacle lamp. A hand forward as a lookout, who could also keep an eye on the prisoners below; a hand aft at the wheel. Two hands snatching some sleep  knowing that to get in any sail would be an all-hands job  a hasty meal of water from the scuttlebutt and of biscuit from the cabin stores in the lazarette  a constant eye to be kept on the weather. Hornblower paced the deck in the darkness.

Why dont you get some sleep, sir? asked the man at the wheel.

I will, later on, Hunter said Hornblower, trying not to allow his tone to reveal the fact that such a thing had never occurred to him.

He knew it was sensible advice, and he actually tried to follow it, retiring below to fling himself down on the captains cot; but of course he could not sleep. When he heard the lookout bawling down the companionway to rouse the other two hands to relieve the watch (they were asleep in the next cabin to him) he could not prevent himself from getting up again and coming on deck to see that all was well. With Matthews in charge he felt he should not be anxious, and he drove himself below again, but he had hardly fallen onto the cot again when a new thought brought him to his feet again, his skin cold with anxiety, and a prodigious self-contempt vying with anxiety for first place in his emotions. He rushed on deck and walked forward to where Matthews was squatting by the knightheads.

Nothing has been done to see if the brig is taking in any water he said  he had hurriedly worked out the wording of that sentence during his walk forward, so as to cast no aspersion on Matthews and yet at the same time, for the sake of discipline, attributing no blame to himself.

Thats so, sir said Matthews.

One of those shots fired by the Indefatigable hulled her went on Hornblower. What damage did it do?

I dont rightly know, sir said Matthews. I was in the cutter at the time.

We must look as soon as its light said Hornblower. And wed better sound the well now.

Those were brave words; during his rapid course in seamanship aboard the Indefatigable Hornblower had had a little instruction everywhere, working under the orders of every head of department in rotation. Once he had been with the carpenter when he sounded the well  whether he could find the well in this ship and sound it he did not know.

Aye aye, sir said Matthews, without hesitation, and strolled aft to the pump. Youll need a light, sir. Ill get one.

When he came back with the lantern he shone it on the coiled sounding line hanging beside the pump, so that Hornblower recognised it at once. He lifted it down, inserted the three-foot weighted rod into the aperture of the well, and then remembered in time to take it out again and make sure it was dry. Then he let it drop, paying out the line until he felt the rod strike the ships bottom with a satisfactory thud. He hauled out the line again, and Matthews held the lantern as Hornblower with some trepidation brought out the timber to examine it.

Not a drop, sir! said Matthews. Dry as yesterdays pannikin.

Hornblower was agreeably surprised. Any ship he had ever heard of leaked to a certain extent; even in the well-found Indefatigable pumping had been necessary every day. He did not know whether this dryness was a remarkable phenomenon or a very remarkable one. He wanted to be both noncommittal and imperturbable.

Hm was the comment he eventually produced. Very good, Matthews. Coil that line again.

The knowledge that the Marie Galante was making no water at all might have encouraged him to sleep, if the wind had not chosen to veer steadily and strengthen itself somewhat soon after he retired again. It was Matthews who came down and pounded on his door with the unwelcome news.

We cant keep the course you set much longer, sir concluded Matthews. And the winds coming gusty-like.

Very good, Ill be up. Call all hands said Hornblower, with a testiness that might have been the result of a sudden awakening if it had not really disguised his inner quaverings.

With such a small crew he dared not run the slightest risk of being taken by surprise by the weather. Nothing could be done in a hurry, as he soon found. He had to take the wheel while his four hands laboured at reefing topsails and snugging the brig down; the task took half the night, and by the time it was finished it was quite plain that with the wind veering northerly the Marie Galante could not steer north-east by north any longer. Hornblower gave up the wheel and went below to the chart, but what he saw there only confirmed the pessimistic decision he had already reached by mental calculation. As close to the wind as they could lie on this tack they could not weather Ushant. Shorthanded as he was he did not dare continue in the hope that the wind might back; all his reading and all his instruction had warned him of the terrors of a lee shore. There was nothing for it but to go about; he returned to the deck with a heavy heart.

All hands wear ship he said, trying to bellow the order in the manner of Mr. Bolton, the third lieutenant of the Indefatigable.

They brought the brig safely round, and she took up her new course, close hauled on the starboard tack. Now she was heading away from the dangerous shores of France, without a doubt, but she was heading nearly as directly away from the friendly shores of England  gone was all hope of an easy two days run to England; gone was any hope of sleep that night for Hornblower.

During the year before he joined the Navy Hornblower had attended classes given by a penniless French émigré in French, music, and dancing. Early enough the wretched émigré had found that Hornblower had no ear for music whatever, which made it almost impossible to teach him to dance, and so he had endeavoured to earn his fee by concentrating on French. A good deal of what he had taught Hornblower had found a permanent resting place in Hornblowers tenacious memory. He had never thought it would be of much use to him, but he discovered the contrary when the French captain at dawn insisted on an interview with him. The Frenchman had a little English, but it was a pleasant surprise to Hornblower to find that they actually could get along better in French, as soon as he could fight down his shyness sufficiently to produce the halting words.

The captain drank thirstily from the scuttlebutt; his cheeks were of course unshaven and he wore a bleary look after twelve hours in a crowded forecastle, where he had been battened down three parts drunk.

My men are hungry said the captain; he did not look hungry himself.

Mine also said Hornblower. I also.

It was natural when one spoke French to gesticulate, to indicate his men with a wave of the hand and himself with a tap on the chest.

I have a cook said the captain.

It took some time to arrange the terms of a truce. The Frenchmen were to be allowed on deck, the cook was to provide food for everyone on board, and while these amenities were permitted, until noon, the French would make no attempt to take the ship.

Good said the captain at length; and when Hornblower had given the necessary orders permitting the release of the crew he shouted for the cook and entered into an urgent discussion regarding dinner. Soon smoke was issuing satisfactorily from the galley chimney.

Then the captain looked up at the grey sky, at the close reefed topsails, and glanced into the binnacle at the compass.

A foul wind for England he remarked.

Yes said Hornblower shortly. He did not want this Frenchman to guess at his trepidation and bitterness. The captain seemed to be feeling the motion of the brig under his feet with attention.

She rides a little heavily, does she not? he said.

Perhaps said Hornblower. He was not familiar with the Marie Galante, nor with ships at all, and he had no opinion on the subject, but he was not going to reveal his ignorance.

Does she leak? asked the captain.

There is no water in her said Hornblower.

Ah! said the captain. But you would find none in the well. We are carrying a cargo of rice, you must remember.

Yes said Hornblower.

He found it very hard at that moment to remain outwardly unperturbed, as his mind grasped the implications of what was being said to him. Rice would absorb every drop of water taken in by the ship, so that no leak would be apparent on sounding the well  and yet every drop of water taken in would deprive her of that much buoyancy, all the same.

One shot from your cursed frigate struck us in the hull said the captain. Of course you have investigated the damage?

Of course said Hornblower, lying bravely.

But as soon as he could he had a private conversation with Matthews on the point, and Matthews instantly looked grave.

Where did the shot hit her, sir? he asked.

Somewhere on the port side, forrard, I should judge.

He and Matthews craned their necks over the ships side.

Cant see nothin, sir said Matthews. Lower me over the side in a bowline and Ill see what I can find, sir.

Hornblower was about to agree and then changed his mind.

Ill go over the side myself he said.

He could not analyse the motives which impelled him to say that. Partly he wanted to see things with his own eyes; partly he was influenced by the doctrine that he should never give an order he was not prepared to carry out himself  but mostly it must have been the desire to impose a penance on himself for his negligence.

Matthews and Carson put a bowline round him and lowered him over. He found himself dangling against the ships side, with the sea bubbling just below him; as the ship pitched the sea came up to meet him, and he was wet to the waist in the first five seconds; and as the ship rolled he was alternately swung away from the side and bumped against it. The men with the line walked steadily aft, giving him the chance to examine the whole side of the brig above water, and there was not a shot-hole to be seen. He said as much to Matthews when they hauled him on deck.

Then its below the waterline, sir said Matthews, saying just what was in Hornblowers mind. Youre sure the shot hit her, sir?

Yes, Im sure snapped Hornblower.

Lack of sleep and worry and a sense of guilt were all shortening his temper, and he had to speak sharply or break down in tears. But he had already decided on the next move  he had made up his mind about that while they were hauling him up.

Well heave her to on the other tack and try again he said.

On the other tack the ship would incline over to the other side, and the shot-hole, if there was one, would not be so deeply submerged. Hornblower stood with the water dripping from his clothes as they wore the brig round; the wind was keen and cold, but he was shivering with expectancy rather than cold. The heeling of the brig laid him much more definitely against the side, and they lowered him until his legs were scraping over the marine growths which she carried there between wind and water. They then walked aft with him, dragging him along the side of the ship, and just abaft the foremast he found what he was seeking.

Avast, there! he yelled up to the deck, mastering the sick despair that he felt. The motion of the bowline along the ship ceased. Lower away! Another two feet!

Now he was waist-deep in the water, and when the brig swayed the water closed briefly over his head, like a momentary death. Here it was, two feet below the waterline even with the brig hove to on this tack  a splintered, jagged hole, square rather than round, and a foot across. As the sea boiled round him Hornblower even fancied he could hear it bubbling into the ship, but that might be pure fancy.

He hailed the deck for them to haul him up again, and they stood eagerly listening for what he had to say.

Two feet below the waterline, sir? said Matthews. She was close hauled and heeling right over, of course, when we hit her. But her bows must have lifted just as we fired. And of course shes lower in the water now.

That was the point. Whatever they did now, however much they heeled her, that hole would be under water. And on the other tack it would be far under water, with much additional pressure; yet on the present tack they were headed for France. And the more water they took in, the lower the brig would settle, and the greater would be the pressure forcing water in through the hole. Something must be done to plug the leak, and Hornblowers reading of the manuals of seamanship told him what it was.

We must fother a sail and get it over that hole he announced. Call those Frenchmen over.

To fother a sail was to make something like a vast hairy doormat out of it, by threading innumerable lengths of half-unravelled line through it. When this was done the sail would be lowered below the ships bottom and placed against the hole. The inward pressure would then force the hairy mass so tightly against the hole that the entrance of water would be made at least much more difficult.

The Frenchmen were not quick to help in the task; it was no longer their ship, and they were heading for an English prison, so that even with their lives at stake they were somewhat apathetic. It took time to get out a new topgallant sail  Hornblower felt that the stouter the canvas the better  and to set a party to work cutting lengths of line, threading them through, and unravelling them. The French captain looked at them squatting on the deck all at work.

Five years I spent in a prison hulk in Portsmouth during the last war he said. Five years.

Yes said Hornblower.

He might have felt sympathy, but he was not only preoccupied with his own problems but he was numb with cold. He not only had every intention if possible of escorting the French captain to England and to prison again but he also at that very moment intended to go below and appropriate some of his spare clothing.

Down below it seemed to Hornblower as if the noises all about him  the creaks and groans of a wooden ship at sea  were more pronounced than usual. The brig was riding easily enough hove-to, and yet the bulkheads down below were cracking and creaking as if the brig were racking herself to pieces in a storm. He dismissed the notion as a product of his over-stimulated imagination, but by the time he had towelled himself into something like warmth and put on the captains best suit it recurred to him; the brig was groaning as if in stress.

He came on deck again to see how the working party was progressing. He had hardly been on deck two minutes when one of the Frenchmen, reaching back for another length of line, stopped in his movement to stare at the deck. He picked at a deck seam, looked up and caught Hornblowers eye, and called to him. Hornblower made no pretence of understanding the words; the gestures explained themselves. The deck seam was opening a little; the pitch was bulging out of it. Hornblower looked at the phenomenon without understanding it  only a foot or two of the seam was open, and the rest of the deck seemed solid enough. No! Now that his attention was called to it, and he looked further, there were one or two other places in the deck where the pitch had risen in ridges from out of the seams. It was something beyond his limited experience, even beyond his extensive reading. But the French captain was at his side staring at the deck too.

My God! he said The rice! The rice!

The French word riz that he used was unknown to Hornblower, but he stamped his foot on the deck and pointed down through it.

The cargo! he said in explanation. It  it grows bigger.

Matthews was with them now, and without knowing a word of French he understood.

Didnt I hear this brig was full of rice, sir? he asked. Yes.

Thats it, then. The waters got into it and its swelling. So it would. Dry rice soaked in water would double or treble its volume. The cargo was swelling and bursting the seams of the ship open. Hornblower remembered the unnatural creaks and groans below. It was a black moment; he looked round at the unfriendly sea for inspiration and support, and found neither. Several seconds passed before he was ready to speak, and ready to maintain the dignity of a naval officer in face of difficulties.

The sooner we get that sail over that hole the better, then he said. It was too much to be expected that his voice should sound quite natural. Hurry those Frenchmen up.

He turned to pace the deck, so as to allow his feelings to subside and to set his thoughts running in an orderly fashion again, but the French captain was at his elbow, voluble as a Jobs comforter.

I said I thought the ship was riding heavily he said. She is lower in the water.

Go to the devil said Hornblower, in English  he could not think up the French for that phrase.

Even as he stood he felt a sudden sharp shock beneath his feet, as if someone had hit the deck underneath them with a mallet. The ship was springing apart bit by bit.

Hurry with that sail! he yelled, turning back to the working party, and then was angry with himself because the tone of his voice must have betrayed undignified agitation.

At last an area five feet square of the sail was fothered, lines were rove through the grommets, and the working party hurried forward to work the sail under the brig and drag it aft to the hole. Hornblower was taking off his clothes, not out of regard for the captains property but so as to keep them dry for himself.

Ill go over and see that its in place he said. Matthews, get a bowline ready for me.

Naked and wet, it seemed to him as if the wind blew clear through him; rubbing against the ships side as she rolled he lost a good deal of skin, and the waves passing down the ship smacked at him with a boisterous lack of consideration. But he saw the fothered sail placed against the hole, and with intense satisfaction he saw the hairy mass suck into position, dimpling over the hole to form a deep hollow so that he could be sure that the hole was plugged solid. They hauled him up again when he hailed, and awaited his orders; he stood naked, stupid with cold and fatigue and lack of sleep, struggling to form his next decision.

Lay her on the starboard tack he said at length.

If the brig were going to sink, it hardly mattered if it were one hundred or two hundred miles from the French coast; if she were to stay afloat he wanted to be well clear of that lee shore and the chance of recapture. The shot-hole with its fothered sail would be deeper under water to increase the risk, but it seemed to be the best chance. The French captain saw them making preparations to wear the brig round, and turned upon Hornblower with voluble protests. With this wind they could make Bordeaux easily on the other tack. Hornblower was risking all their lives, he said. Into Hornblowers numb mind crept, uninvited, the translation of something he had previously wanted to say. He could use it now.

Allez au diable he snapped, as he put the Frenchmans stout woollen shirt on over his head.

When his head emerged the Frenchman was still protesting volubly, so violently indeed that a new doubt came into Hornblowers mind. A word to Matthews sent him round the French prisoners to search for weapons. There was nothing to be found except the sailors knives, but as a matter of precaution Hornblower had them all impounded, and when he had dressed he went to special trouble with his three pistols, drawing the charges from them and reloading and repriming afresh. Three pistols in his belt looked piratical, as though he were still young enough to be playing imaginative games, but Hornblower felt in his bones that there might be a time when the Frenchmen might try to rise against their captors, and three pistols would not be too many against twelve desperate men who had makeshift weapons ready to hand, belaying pins and the like.

Matthews was awaiting him with a long face.

Sir he said begging your pardon, but I dont like the looks of it. Straight, I dont. I dont like the feel of her. Shes settlin down and shes openin up, Im certain sure. Beg your pardon, sir, for saying so.

Down below Hornblower had heard the fabric of the ship continuing to crack and complain; up here the deck seams were gaping more widely. There was a very likely explanation; the swelling of the rice must have forced open the ships seams below water, so that plugging the shot-hole would have only eliminated what would be by now only a minor leak. Water must still be pouring in, the cargo still swelling, opening up the ship like an overblown flower. Ships were built to withstand blows from without, and there was nothing about their construction to resist an outward pressure. Wider and wider would gape the seams, and faster and faster the sea would gain access to the cargo.

Looke there, sir! said Matthews suddenly.

In the broad light of day a small grey shape was hurrying along the weather scuppers; another one followed it and another after that. Rats! Something convulsive must be going on down below to bring them on deck in daytime, from out of their comfortable nests among the unlimited food of the cargo. The pressure must be enormous. Hornblower felt another small shock beneath his feet at that moment, as something further parted beneath them. But there was one more card to play, one last line of defence that he could think of.

Ill jettison the cargo said Hornblower. He had never uttered that word in his life, but he had read it. Get the prisoners and well start.

The battened down hatch cover was domed upwards curiously and significantly; as the wedges were knocked out one plank tore loose at one end with a crash, pointing diagonally upwards, and as the working party lifted off the cover a brown form followed it upwards  a bag of rice, forced out by the underlying pressure until it jammed in the hatchway.

Tail onto those tackles and sway it up said Hornblower.

Bag by bag the rice was hauled up from the hold; sometimes the bags split, allowing a torrent of rice to pour onto the deck, but that did not matter. Another section of the working party swept rice and bags to the lee side and into the ever-hungry sea. After the first three bags the difficulties increased, for the cargo was so tightly jammed below that it called for enormous force to tear each bag out of its position. Two men had to go down the hatchway to pry the bags loose and adjust the slings. There was a momentary hesitation on the part of the two Frenchmen to whom Hornblower pointed  the bags might not all be jammed and the hold of a tossing ship was a dangerous place wherein a roll might bury them alive  but Hornblower had no thought at that moment for other peoples human fears. He scowled at the brief check and they hastened to lower themselves down the hatchway. The labour was enormous as it went on hour after hour; the men at the tackles were dripping with sweat and drooping with fatigue, but they had to relieve periodically the men below, for the bags had jammed themselves in tiers, pressed hard against the ships bottom below and the deck-beams above, and when the bags immediately below the hatchway had been swayed up the surrounding ones had to be pried loose, out of each tier. Then when a small clearance had been made in the neighbourhood of the hatchway, and they were getting deeper down into the hold, they made the inevitable discovery. The lower tiers of bags had been wetted, their contents had swelled, and the bags had burst. The lower half of the hold was packed solid with damp rice which could only be got out with shovels and a hoist. The still intact bags of the upper tiers, farther away from the hatchway, were still jammed tight, calling for much labour to free them and to manhandle them under the hatchway to be hoisted out.

Hornblower, facing the problem, was distracted by a touch on his elbow when Matthews came up to speak to him.

It aint no go, sir said Matthews. Shes lower in the water an settlin fast.

Hornblower walked to the ships side with him and looked over. There could be no doubt about it. He had been over the side himself and could remember the height of the waterline, and he had for a more exact guide the level of the fothered sail under the ships bottom. The brig was a full six inches lower in the water  and this after fifty tons of rice at least had been hoisted out and flung over the side. The brig must be leaking like a basket, with water pouring in through the gaping seams to be sucked up immediately by the thirsty rice.

Hornblowers left hand was hurting him, and he looked down to discover that he was gripping the rail with it so tightly as to cause him pain, without knowing he was doing so. He released his grip and looked about him, at the afternoon sun, at the tossing sea. He did not want to give in and admit defeat. The French captain came up to him.

This is folly he said. Madness, sir. My men are overcome by fatigue.

Over by the hatchway, Hornblower saw, Hunter was driving the French seamen to their work with a ropes end, which he was using furiously. There was not much more work to be got out of the Frenchmen; and at that moment the Marie Galante rose heavily to a wave and wallowed down the further side. Even his inexperience could detect the sluggishness and ominous deadness of her movements. The brig had not much longer to float, and there was a good deal to do.

I shall make preparations for abandoning the ship, Matthews he said.

He poked his chin upwards as he spoke; he would not allow either a Frenchman or a seaman to guess at his despair.

Aye aye, sir said Matthews.

The Marie Galante carried a boat on chocks abaft the mainmast; at Matthews summons the men abandoned their work on the cargo and hurried to the business of putting food and water in her.

Beggin your pardon, sir said Hunter aside to Hornblower, but you ought to see you have warm clothes, sir. I been in an open boat ten days once, sir.

Thank you, Hunter said Hornblower.

There was much to think of. Navigating instruments, charts, compass  would he be able to get a good observation with his sextant in a tossing little boat? Common prudence dictated that they should have all the food and water with them that the boat could carry; but  Hornblower eyed the wretched craft dubiously  seventeen men would fill it to overflowing anyway. He would have to leave much to the judgment of the French captain and of Matthews.

The tackles were manned and the boat was swayed up from the chocks and lowered into the water in the tiny lee afforded on the lee quarter. The Marie Galante put her nose into a wave, refusing to rise to it; green water came over the starboard bow and poured aft along the deck before a sullen wallow on the part of the brig sent it into the scuppers. There was not much time to spare  a rending crash from below told that the cargo was still swelling and forcing the bulkheads. There was a panic among the Frenchmen, who began to tumble down into the boat with loud cries. The French captain took one look at Hornblower and then followed them; two of the British seamen were already over the side fending off the boat.

Go along said Hornblower to Matthews and Carson, who still lingered. He was the captain; it was his place to leave the ship last.

So waterlogged was the brig now that it was not at all difficult to step down into the boat from the deck; the British seamen were in the sternsheets and made room for him.

Take the tiller, Matthews said Hornblower; he did not feel he was competent to handle that over-loaded boat. Shove off, there!

The boat and the brig parted company; the Marie Galante, with her helm lashed, poked her nose into the wind and hung there. She had acquired a sudden list, with the starboard side scuppers nearly under water. Another wave broke over her deck, pouring up to the open hatchway. Now she righted herself, her deck nearly level with the sea, and then she sank, on an even keel, the water closing over her, her masts slowly disappearing. For an instant her sails even gleamed under the green water.

Shes gone said Matthews.

Hornblower watched the disappearance of his first command. The Marie Galante had been entrusted to him to bring into port, and he had failed, failed on his first independent mission. He looked very hard at the setting sun, hoping no one would notice the tears that were filling his eyes.


THE PENALTY OF FAILURE
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DAYLIGHT CREPT OVER the tossing waters of the Bay of Biscay to reveal a small boat riding on its wide expanses. It was a very crowded boat; in the bows huddled the French crew of the sunken brig Marie Galante, amidships sat the captain and his mate, and in the sternsheets sat Midshipman Horatio Hornblower and the four English seamen who had once constituted the prize-crew of the brig. Hornblower was seasick, for his delicate stomach, having painfully accustomed itself to the motion of the Indefatigable, rebelled at the antics of the small boat as she pitched jerkily to her sea anchor. He was cold and weary as well as seasick after his second night without sleep  he had been vomiting spasmodically all through the hours of darkness, and in the depression which seasickness brings he had thought gloomily about the loss of the Marie Galante. If he had only remembered earlier to plug that shot-hole! Excuses came to his mind only to be discarded. There had been so much to do, and so few men to do it with  the French crew to guard, the damage aloft to repair, the course to set. The absorbent qualities of the cargo of rice which the Marie Galante carried had deceived him when he had remembered to sound the well. All this might be true, but the fact remained that he had lost his ship, his first command. In his own eyes there was no excuse for his failure.

The French crew had wakened with the dawn and were chattering like a nest of magpies; Matthews and Carson beside him were moving stiffly to ease their aching joints.

Breakfast, sir? said Matthews.

It was like the games Hornblower had played as a lonely little boy, when he had sat in the empty pig-trough and pretended he was cast away in an open boat. Then he had parcelled out the bit of bread or whatever it was which he had obtained from the kitchen into a dozen rations, counting them carefully, each one to last a day. But a small boys eager appetite had made those days very short, not more than five minutes long; after standing up in the pig-trough and shading his eyes and looking round the horizon for the succour that he could not discover, he would sit down again, tell himself that the life of a castaway was hard, and then decide that another night had passed and that it was time to eat another ration from his dwindling supply. So here under Hornblowers eye the French captain and mate served out a biscuit of hard bread to each person in the boat, and filled the pannikin for each man in turn from the water breakers under the thwarts. But Hornblower when he sat in the pig-trough, despite his vivid imagination, never thought of this hideous seasickness, of the cold and the cramps, nor of how his skinny posterior would ache with its constant pressure against the hard timbers of the sternsheets; nor, in the sublime self-confidence of childhood, had he ever thought how heavy could be the burden of responsibility on the shoulders of a senior naval officer aged seventeen.

He dragged himself back from the memories of that recent childhood to face the present situation. The grey sky, as far as his inexperienced eye could tell, bore no presage of deterioration in the weather. He wetted his finger and held it up, looking in the boats compass to gauge the direction of the wind.

Backing westerly a little, sir said Matthews, who had been copying his movements.

Thats so agreed Hornblower, hurriedly going through in his mind his recent lessons in boxing the compass. His course to weather Ushant was nor-east by north, he knew, and the boat close hauled would not lie closer than eight points off the wind  he had lain-to to the sea anchor all night because the wind had been coming from too far north to enable him to steer for England. But now the wind had backed. Eight points from nor-east by north was nor-west by west, and the wind was even more westerly than that. Close hauled he could weather Ushant and even have a margin for contingencies, to keep him clear of the lee shore, which the seamanship books and his own common sense told him was so dangerous.

Well make sail, Matthews he said; his hand was still grasping the biscuit which his rebellious stomach refused to accept.

Aye aye, sir.

A shout to the Frenchmen crowded in the bows drew their attention; in the circumstances it hardly needed Hornblowers halting French to direct them to carry out the obvious task of getting in the sea anchor. But it was not too easy, with the boat so crowded and hardly a foot of free-board. The mast was already stepped, and the lugsail bent ready to hoist. Two Frenchmen, balancing precariously, tailed onto the halliard and the sail rose up the mast.

Hunter, take the sheet said Hornblower. Matthews, take the tiller. Keep her close hauled on the port tack.

Close hauled on the port tack, sir.

The French captain had watched the proceedings with intense interest from his seat amidships. He had not understood the last, decisive order, but he grasped its meaning quickly enough when the boat came round and steadied on the port tack, heading for England. He stood up, spluttering angry protests.

The wind is fair for Bordeaux he said, gesticulating with clenched fists. We could be there by tomorrow. Why do we go north?

We go to England said Hornblower.

But  but  it will take us a week! A week even if the wind stays fair. This boat  it is too crowded. We cannot endure a storm. It is madness.

Hornblower had guessed at the moment the captain stood up what he was going to say, and he hardly bothered to translate the expostulations to himself. He was too tired and too seasick to enter into an argument in a foreign language. He ignored the captain. Not for anything on earth would he turn the boats head towards France. His naval career had only just begun, and even if it were to be blighted on account of the loss of the Marie Galante he had no intention of rotting for years in a French prison.

Sir! said the French captain.

The mate who shared the captains thwart was protesting too, and now they turned to their crew behind them and told them what was going on. An angry movement stirred the crowd.

Sir! said the captain again I insist that you head towards Bordeaux.

He showed signs of advancing upon them; one of the crew behind him began to pull the boat-hook clear, and it would be a dangerous weapon. Hornblower pulled one of the pistols from his belt and pointed it at the captain, who, with the muzzle four feet from his breast, fell back before the gesture. Without taking his eyes off him Hornblower took a second pistol with his left hand.

Take this, Matthews he said.

Aye aye, sir said Matthews, obeying; and then, after a respectful pause, Beggin your pardon, sir, but hadnt you better cock your pistol, sir?

Yes said Hornblower, exasperated at his own forgetfulness.

He drew the hammer back with a click, and the menacing sound made more acute still the French captains sense of his own danger, with a cocked and loaded pistol pointed at his stomach in a heaving boat. He waved his hands desperately.

Please he said point it some other way, sir.

He drew farther back, huddling against the men behind him.

Hey, avast there, you shouted Matthews loudly  a French sailor was trying to let go the halliard unobserved.

Shoot any man who looks dangerous, Matthews said Hornblower.

He was so intent on enforcing his will upon these men, so desperately anxious to retain his liberty, that his face was contracted into a beast-like scowl. No one looking at him could doubt his determination for a moment. He would allow no human life to come between him and his decisions. There was still a third pistol in his belt, and the Frenchmen could guess that if they tried a rush a quarter of them at least would meet their deaths before they overpowered the Englishmen, and the French captain knew he would be the first to die. His expressive hands, waving out from his sides  he could not take his eyes from the pistol  told his men to make no further resistance. Their murmurings died away, and the captain began to plead.

Five years I was in an English prison during the last war he said. Let us reach an agreement. Let us go to France. When we reach the shore  anywhere you choose, sir  we will land and you can continue on your journey. Or we can all land, and I will use all my influence to have you and your men sent back to England under cartel, without exchange or ransom. I swear I will.

No said Hornblower.

England was far easier to reach from here than from the French Biscay coast; as for the other suggestion, Hornblower knew enough about the new government washed up by the revolution in France to be sure that they would never part with prisoners on the representation of a merchant captain. And trained seamen were scarce in France; it was his duty to keep these dozen from returning.

No he said again, in reply to the captains fresh protests.

Shall I clout im on the jaw, sir? asked Hunter, at Hornblowers side.

No said Hornblower again; but the Frenchman saw the gesture and guessed at the meaning of the words, and subsided into sullen silence.

But he was roused again at the sight of Hornblowers pistol on his knee, still pointed at him. A sleepy finger might press that trigger.

Sir he said put that pistol away, I beg of you. It is dangerous.

Hornblowers eye was cold and unsympathetic.

Put it away, please. I will do nothing to interfere with your command of this boat. I promise you that.

Do you swear it?

I swear it.

And these others?

The captain looked round at his crew with voluble explanations, and grudgingly they agreed.

They swear it too.

Very well, then.

Hornblower started to replace the pistol in his belt, and remembered to put it on half-cock in time to save himself from shooting himself in the stomach. Everyone in the boat relaxed into apathy. The boat was rising and swooping rhythmically now, a far more comfortable motion than when it had jerked to a sea anchor, and Hornblowers stomach lost some of its resentment. He had been two nights without sleep. His head lowered on his chest, and then he leaned sideways against Hunter, and slept peacefully, while the boat, with the wind nearly abeam, headed steadily for England. What woke him late in the day was when Matthews, cramped and weary, was compelled to surrender the tiller to Carson, and after that they kept watch and watch, a hand at the sheet and a hand at the tiller and the others trying to rest. Hornblower took his turn at the sheet, but he would not trust himself with the tiller, especially when night fell; he knew he had not the knack of keeping the boat on her course by the feel of the wind on his cheek and the tiller in his hand.

It was not until long after breakfast the next day  almost noon in fact  that they sighted the sail. It was a Frenchman who saw it first, and his excited cry roused them all. There were three square topsails coming up over the horizon on their weather bow, nearing them so rapidly on a converging course that each time the boat rose on a wave a considerably greater area of canvas was visible.

What do you think she is, Matthews? asked Hornblower, while the boat buzzed with the Frenchmens excitement.

I cant tell, sir, but I dont like the looks of her said Matthews doubtfully. She ought to have her tgallants set in this breeze  and her courses too, an she hasnt. An I dont like the cut of her jib, sir. She  she might be a Frenchie to me, sir.

Any ship travelling for peaceful purposes would naturally have all possible sail set. This ship had not. Hence she was engaged in some belligerent design, but there were more chances that she was British than that she was French, even in here in the Bay. Hornblower took a long look at her; a smallish vessel, although ship-rigged. Flush-decked, with a look of speed about her  her hull was visible at intervals now, with a line of gunports.

She looks French all over to me, sir said Hunter. Privateer, seemly.

Standby to jibe said Hornblower.

They brought the boat round before the wind, heading directly away from the ship. But in war as in the jungle, to fly is to invite pursuit and attack. The ship set courses and topgallants and came tearing down upon them, passed them at half a cables length and then hove-to, having cut off their escape. The ships rail was lined with a curious crowd  a large crew for a vessel that size. A hail came across the water to the boat, and the words were French. The English seamen subsided into curses, while the French captain cheerfully stood up and replied, and the French crew brought the boat alongside the ship.

A handsome young man in a plum-coloured coat with a lace stock greeted Hornblower when he stepped on the deck.

Welcome, sir, to the Pique he said in French. I am Captain Neuville, of this privateer. And you are  ?

Midshipman Hornblower, of His Britannic Majestys ship Indefatigable growled Hornblower.

You seem to be in evil humour said Neuville. Please do not be so distressed at the fortunes of war. You will be accommodated in this ship, until we return to port, with every comfort possible at sea. I beg of you to consider yourself quite at home. For instance, those pistols in your belt must discommode you more than a little. Permit me to relieve you of their weight.

He took the pistols neatly from Hornblowers belt as he spoke, looked Hornblower keenly over, and then went on.

That dirk that you wear at your side, sir. Would you oblige me by the loan of it? I assure you that I will return it to you when we part company. But while you are on board here I fear that your impetuous youth might lead you into some rash act while you are wearing a weapon which a credulous mind might believe to be lethal. A thousand thanks. And now might I show you the berth that is being prepared for you?

With a courteous bow he led the way below. Two decks down, presumably at the level of a foot or two below the waterline, was a wide bare tweendecks, dimly lighted and scantily ventilated by the hatchways.

Our slave-deck explained Neuville carelessly.

Slave deck? asked Hornblower.

Yes. It is here that the slaves were confined during the middle passage.

Much was clear to Hornblower at once. A slave ship could be readily converted into a privateer. She would already be armed with plenty of guns to defend herself against treacherous attacks while making her purchases in the African rivers; she was faster than the average merchant ship both because of the lack of need of hold space and because with a highly perishable cargo such as slaves speed was a desirable quality, and she was constructed to carry large numbers of men and the great quantities of food and water necessary to keep them supplied while at sea in search of prizes.

Our market in San Domingo has been closed to us by recent events, of which you must have heard, sir went on Neuville and so that the Pique could continue to return dividends to me I have converted her into a privateer. Moreover, seeing that the activities of the Committee of Public Safety at present make Paris a more unhealthy spot even than the West Coast of Africa, I decided to take command of my vessel myself. To say nothing of the fact that a certain resolution and hardihood are necessary to make a privateer a profitable investment.

Neuvilles face hardened for a moment into an expression of the grimmest determination, and then softened at once into its previous meaningless politeness.

This door in this bulkhead he continued leads to the quarters I have set aside for captured officers. Here, as you see, is your cot. Please make yourself at home here. Should this ship go into action  as I trust she will frequently do  the hatches above will be battened down. But except on those occasions you will of course be at liberty to move about the ship at your will. Yet I suppose I had better add that any harebrained attempt on the part of prisoners to interfere with the working or wellbeing of this ship would be deeply resented by the crew. They serve on shares, you understand, and are risking their lives and their liberty. I would not be surprised if any rash person who endangered their dividends and freedom were dropped over the side into the sea.

Hornblower forced himself to reply; he would not reveal that he was almost struck dumb by the calculating callousness of this last speech.

I understand he said.

Excellent! Now is there anything further you may need, sir?

Hornblower looked round the bare quarters in which he was to suffer lonely confinement, lit by a dim glimmer of light from a swaying slush lamp.

Could I have something to read? he asked.

Neuville thought for a moment.

I fear there are only professional books he said. But I can let you have Grandjeans Principles of Navigation, and Lebruns Handbook on Seamanship and some similar volumes, if you think you can understand the French in which they are written.

Ill try said Hornblower.

Probably it was as well that Hornblower was provided with the materials for such strenuous mental exercise. The effort of reading French and of studying his profession at one and the same time kept his mind busy during the dreary days while the Pique cruised in search of prizes. Most of the time the Frenchmen ignored him  he had to force himself upon Neuville once to protest against the employment of his four British seamen on the menial work of pumping out the ship, but he had to retire worsted from the argument, if argument it could be called, when Neuville icily refused to discuss the question. Hornblower went back to his quarters with burning cheeks and red ears, and, as ever, when he was mentally disturbed, the thought of his guilt returned to him with new force.

If only he had plugged that shot-hole sooner! A clearer-headed officer, he told himself, would have done so. He had lost his ship, the Indefatigables precious prize, and there was no health in him. Sometimes he made himself review the situation calmly. Professionally, he might not  probably would not  suffer for his negligence. A midshipman with only four for a prize-crew, put on board a two-hundred-ton brig that had been subjected to considerable firing from a frigates guns, would not be seriously blamed when she sank under him. But Hornblower knew at the same time that he was at least partly at fault. If it was ignorance  there was no excuse for ignorance. If he had allowed his multiple cares to distract him from the business of plugging the shot-hole immediately, that was incompetence, and there was no excuse for incompetence. When he thought along those lines he was overwhelmed by waves of despair and of self-contempt, and there was no one to comfort him. The day of his birthday, when he looked at himself at the vast age of eighteen, was the worst of all. Eighteen and a discredited prisoner in the hands of a French privateersman! His self-respect was at its lowest ebb.

The Pique was seeking her prey in the most frequented waters in the world, the approaches to the Channel, and there could be no more vivid demonstration of the vastness of the ocean than the fact that she cruised day after day without glimpsing a sail. She maintained a triangular course, reaching to the north-west, tacking to the south, running under easy sail north-easterly again, with lookouts at every masthead, with nothing to see but the tossing waste of water. Until the morning when a high-pitched yell from the foretopgallant masthead attracted the attention of everybody on deck, including Hornblower, standing lonely in the waist. Neuville, by the wheel, bellowed a question to the lookout, and Hornblower, thanks to his recent studies, could translate the answer. There was a sail visible to windward, and next moment the lookout reported that it had altered course and was running down towards them.

That meant a great deal. In wartime any merchant ship would be suspicious of strangers and would give them as wide a berth as possible; and especially when she was to windward and therefore far safer. Only someone prepared to fight or possessed of a perfectly morbid curiosity would abandon a windward position. A wild and unreasonable hope filled Hornblowers breast; a ship of war at sea  thanks to Englands maritime mastery  would be far more probably English than French. And this was the cruising ground of the Indefatigable, his own ship, stationed there specially to fulfil the double function of looking out for French commerce-destroyers and intercepting French blockade-runners. A hundred miles from here she had put him and his prize crew on board the Marie Galante. It was a thousand to one, he exaggerated despairingly to himself, against any ship sighted being the Indefatigable. But  hope reasserted itself  the fact that she was coming down to investigate reduced the odds to ten to one at most. Less than ten to one.

He looked over at Neuville, trying to think his thoughts. The Pique was fast and handy, and there was a clear avenue of escape to leeward. The fact that the stranger had altered course towards them was a suspicious circumstance, but it was known that Indiamen, the richest prizes of all, had sometimes traded on the similarity of their appearance to that of ships of the line, and by showing a bold front had scared dangerous enemies away. That would be a temptation to a man eager to make a prize. At Neuvilles orders all sail was set, ready for instant flight or pursuit, and, close hauled, the Pique stood towards the stranger. It was not long before Hornblower, on the deck, caught a glimpse of a gleam of white, like a tiny grain of rice, far away on the horizon as the Pique lifted on a swell. Here came Matthews, red-faced and excited, running aft to Hornblowers side.

Thats the old Indefatigable, sir he said. I swear it!

He sprang onto the rail, holding on by the shrouds, and stared under his hand.

Yes! There she is, sir! Shes loosing her royals now, sir. Well be back on board of her in time for grog!

A French petty officer reached up and dragged Matthews by the seat of his trousers from his perch, and with a blow and a kick drove him forward again, while a moment later Neuville was shouting the orders that wore the ship round to head away directly from the Indefatigable. Neuville beckoned Hornblower over to his side.

Your late ship, I understand, Mr. Hornblower?

Yes.

What is her best point of sailing?

Hornblowers eyes met Neuvilles.

Do not look so noble said Neuville, smiling with thin lips. I could undoubtedly induce you to give me the information. I know of ways. But it is unnecessary, fortunately for you. There is no ship on earth  especially none of His Britannic Majestys clumsy frigates  that can outsail the Pique running before the wind. You will soon see that.

He strolled to the taffrail and looked aft long and earnestly through his glass, but no more earnestly than did Hornblower with his naked eye.

You see? said Neuville, proffering the glass.

Hornblower took it, but more to catch a closer glimpse of his ship than to confirm his observations. He was homesick, desperately homesick, at that moment, for the Indefatigable. But there could be no denying that she was being left fast behind. Her topgallants were out of sight again now, and only her royals were visible.

Two hours and we shall have run her mastheads under said Neuville, taking back the telescope and shutting it with a snap.

He left Hornblower standing sorrowful at the taffrail while he turned to berate the helmsman for not steering a steadier course; Hornblower heard the explosive words without listening to them, the wind blowing into his face and ruffing his hair over his ears, and the wake of the ships passage boiling below him. So might Adam have looked back at Eden; Hornblower remembered the stuffy dark midshipmans berth, the smells and the creakings, the bitter cold nights, turning out in response to the call for all hands, the weevilly bread and the wooden beef, and he yearned for them all, with the sick feeling of hopeless longing. Liberty was vanishing over the horizon. Yet it was not these personal feelings that drove him below in search of action. They may have quickened his wits, but it was a sense of duty which inspired him.

The slave-deck was deserted, as usual, with all hands at quarters. Beyond the bulkhead stood his cot with the books upon it and the slush lamp swaying above it. There was nothing there to give him any inspiration. There was another locked door in the after bulkhead. That opened into some kind of boatswains store; twice he had seen it unlocked and paint and similar supplies brought out from it. Paint! That gave him an idea; he looked from the door up to the slush lamp and back again, and as he stepped forward he took his claspknife out of his pocket. But before very long he recoiled again, sneering at himself. The door was not panelled, but was made of two solid slabs of wood, with the cross-beams on the inside. There was the keyhole of the lock, but it presented no point of attack. It would take him hours and hours to cut through that door with his knife, at a time when minutes were precious.

His heart was beating feverishly  but no more feverishly than his mind was working  as he looked round again. He reached up to the lamp and shook it; nearly full. There was a moment when he stood hesitating, nerving himself, and then he threw himself into action. With a ruthless hand he tore the pages out of Grandjeans Principes de la Navigation, crumpling them up in small quantities into little loose balls, which he laid at the foot of the door. He threw off his uniform coat and dragged his blue woollen jersey over his head; his long powerful fingers tore it across and plucked eagerly at it to unravel it. After starting some loose threads he would not waste more time on it, and dropped the garment onto the paper and looked round again. The mattress of the cot! It was stuffed with straw, by God! A slash of his knife tore open the ticking, and he scooped the stuff out by the armful; constant pressure had almost solidified it, but he shook it and handled it so that it bulked out far larger in a mass on the deck nearly up to his waist. That would give him the intense blaze he wanted. He stood still, compelling himself to think clearly and logically  it was impetuosity and lack of thought which had occasioned the loss of the Marie Galante, and now he had wasted time on his jersey. He worked out the successive steps to take. He made a long spill out of a page of the Manuel de Matelotage, and lighted it at the lamp. Then he poured out the grease  the lamp was hot and the grease liquid  over his balls of paper, over the deck, over the base of the door. A touch from his taper lighted one ball, the flame travelled quickly. He was committed now. He piled the straw upon the flames, and in a sudden access of insane strength he tore the cot from its fastenings, smashing it as he did so, and piled the fragments on the straw. Already the flames were racing through the straw. He dropped the lamp upon the pile, grabbed his coat and walked out. He thought of closing the door, but decided against it  the more air the better. He wriggled into his coat and ran up the ladder.

On deck he forced himself to lounge nonchalantly against the rail, putting his shaking hands into his pockets. His excitement made him weak, nor was it lessened as he waited. Every minute before the fire could be discovered was important. A French officer said something to him with a triumphant laugh and pointed aft over the taffrail, presumably speaking about leaving the Indefatigable behind. Hornblower smiled bleakly at him; that was the first gesture that occurred to him, and then he thought that a smile was out of place, and he tried to assume a sullen scowl. The wind was blowing briskly, so that the Pique could only just carry all plain sail; Hornblower felt it on his cheeks, which were burning. Everyone on deck seemed unnaturally busy and preoccupied; Neuville was watching the helmsman with occasional glances aloft to see that every sail was doing its work; the men were at the guns, two hands and a petty officer heaving the log. God, how much longer would he have?

Look there! The coaming of the after hatchway appeared distorted, wavering in the shimmering air. Hot air must be coming up through it. And was that, or was it hot, the ghost of a wreath of smoke? It was! In that moment the alarm was given. A loud cry, a rush of feet, an instant bustle, the loud beating of a drum, high-pitched shouts Au feu! Au feu!

The four elements of Aristotle, thought Hornblower insanely  earth, air, water, and fire  were the constant enemies of the seaman, but the lee shore, the gale, and the wave, were none of them as feared in wooden ships as fire. Timbers many years old and coated thick with paint burnt fiercely and readily. Sails and tarry rigging would burn like fireworks. And within the ship were tons and tons of gunpowder waiting its chance to blast the seaman into fragments. Hornblower watched the fire parties flinging themselves into their work, the pumps being dragged over the decks, the hoses rigged. Someone came racing aft with a message for Neuville, presumably to report the site of the fire. Neuville heard him, and darted a glance at Hornblower against the rail before he hurled orders back at the messenger. The smoke coming up through the after hatchway was dense now; at Neuvilles orders the after guard flung themselves down the opening through the smoke. And there was more smoke, and more smoke; smoke caught up by the following wind and blown forward in wisps  smoke must be pouring out of the sides of the ship at the waterline.

Neuville took a stride towards Hornblower, his face working with rage, but a cry from the helmsman checked him. The helmsman, unable to take his hands from the wheel, pointed with his foot to the cabin skylight. There was a flickering of flame below it. A side pane fell in as they watched, and a rush of flame came through the opening. That store of paint, Hornblower calculated  he was calmer now, with a calm that would astonish him later, when he came to look back on it  must be immediately under the cabin, and blazing fiercely. Neuville looked round him, at the sea and the sky, and put his hands to his head in a furious gesture. For the first time in his life Hornblower saw a man literally tearing his hair. But his nerve held. A shout brought up another portable pump; four men set to work on the handles, and the clank-clank clank-clank made an accompaniment that blended with the roar of the fire. A thin jet of water was squirted down the gaping skylight. More men formed a bucket chain, drawing water from the sea and passing it from hand to hand to pour in the skylight, but those buckets of water were less effective even than the stream from the pumps. From below came the dull thud of an explosion, and Hornblower caught his breath as he expected the ship to be blown to pieces. But no further explosion followed; either a gun had been set off by the flames or a cask had burst violently in the heat. And then the bucket line suddenly disintegrated; beneath the feet of one of the men a seam had gaped in a broad red smile from which came a rush of flame. Some officer had seized Neuville by the arm and was arguing with him vehemently, and Hornblower could see Neuville yield in despair. Hands went scurrying aloft to get in the foretopsail and forecourse, and other hands went to the main braces. Over went the wheel, and the Pique came up into the wind.

The change was dramatic, although at first more apparent than real; with the wind blowing in the opposite direction the roar of the fire did not come so clearly to the ears of those forward of it. But it was an immense gain, all the same; the flames, which had started in the steerage in the farthest after-part of the ship, no longer were blown forward, but were turned back upon timber already half consumed. Yet the after-part of the deck was fully alight; the helmsman was driven from the wheel, and in a flash the flames took hold of the driver and consumed it utterly  one moment the sail was there, and the next there were only charred fragments hanging from the gaff. But, head to wind, the other sails did not catch, and a mizzen-trysail hurriedly set kept the ship bows on.

It was then that Hornblower, looking forward, saw the Indefatigable again. She was tearing down towards them with all sail set; as the Pique lifted he could see the white bow wave foaming under her bowsprit. There was no question about surrender, for under the menace of that row of guns no ship of the Piques force, even if uninjured, could resist. A cables length to windward the Indefatigable rounded-to, and she was hoisting out her boats before even she was fully round. Pellew had seen the smoke, and had deduced the reason for the Piques heaving to, and had made his preparations as he came up. Longboat and launch had each a pump in their bows where sometimes they carried a carronade; they dropped down to the stern of the Pique to cast their jets of water up into the flaming stern without more ado. Two gigs full of men ran straight aft to join in the battle with the flames, but Bolton, the third lieutenant, lingered for a moment as he caught Hornblowers eye.

Good God, its you! he exclaimed. What are you doing here?

Yet he did not stay for an answer. He picked out Neuville as the captain of the Pique, strode aft to receive his surrender, cast his eyes aloft to see that all was well there, and then took up the task of combating the fire. The flames were overcome in time, more because they had consumed everything within reach of them than for any other reason; the Pique was burnt from the taffrail forward for some feet of her length right to the waters edge, so that she presented a strange spectacle when viewed from the deck of the Indefatigable. Nevertheless, she was in no immediate danger; given even moderate good fortune and a little hard work she could be sailed to England to be repaired and sent to sea again.

But it was not her salvage that was important, but rather the fact that she was no longer in French hands, would no longer be available to prey on English commerce. That was the point that Sir Edward Pellew made in conversation with Hornblower, when the latter came on board to report himself. Hornblower had begun, at Pellews order, by recounting what had happened to him from the time he had been sent as prizemaster on board the Marie Galante. As Hornblower had expected  perhaps as he had even feared  Pellew had passed lightly over the loss of the brig. She had been damaged by gunfire before surrendering, and no one now could establish whether the damage was small or great. Pellew did not give the matter a second thought. Hornblower had tried to save her and had been unsuccessful with his tiny crew  and at that moment the Indefatigable could not spare him a larger crew. He did not hold Hornblower culpable. Once again, it was more important that France should be deprived of the Marie Galantes cargo than that England should benefit by it. The situation was exactly parallel to that of the salvaging of the Pique.

It was lucky she caught fire like that commented Pellew, looking across to where the Pique lay, still hove-to with the boats clustering about her but with only the thinnest trail of smoke drifting from her stern. She was running clean away from us, and would have been out of sight in an hour. Have you any idea how it happened, Mr. Hornblower?

Hornblower was naturally expecting that question and was ready for it. Now was the time to answer truthfully and modestly, to receive the praise he deserved, a mention in the Gazette, perhaps even appointment as acting-lieutenant. But Pellew did not know the full details of the loss of the brig, and might make a false estimate of them even if he did.

No, sir said Hornblower. I think it must have been spontaneous combustion in the paint-locker. I cant account for it otherwise.

He alone knew of his remissness in plugging that shot-hole, he alone could decide on his punishment, and this was what he had chosen. This alone could re-establish him in his own eyes, and when the words were spoken he felt enormous relief, and not one single twinge of regret.

It was fortunate, all the same mused Pellew.


THE MAN WHO FELT QUEER
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THIS TIME THE wolf was prowling round outside the sheepfold. H. M. frigate Indefatigable had chased the French corvette Papillon into the mouth of the Gironde, and was seeking a way of attacking her where she lay at anchor in the stream under the protection of the batteries at the mouth. Captain Pellew took his ship into shoal water as far as he dared, until in fact the batteries fired warning shots to make him keep his distance, and he stared long and keenly through his glass at the corvette. Then he shut his telescope and turned on his heel to give the order that worked the Indefatigable away from the dangerous lee shore  out of sight of land, in fact. His departure might lull the French into a sense of security which, he hoped, would prove unjustified. For he had no intention of leaving them undisturbed. If the corvette could be captured or sunk not only would she be unavailable for raids on British commerce, but also the French would be forced to increase their coastal defences at this point and lessen the effort that could be put out elsewhere. War is a matter of savage blow and counter blow, and even a forty-gun frigate could strike shrewd blows if shrewdly handled.

Midshipman Hornblower was walking the lee side of the quarterdeck, as became his lowly station as the junior officer of the watch, in the afternoon, when Midshipman Kennedy approached him. Kennedy took off his hat with a flourish and bowed low as his dancing master had once taught him, left foot advanced, hat down by the right knee. Hornblower entered into the spirit of the game, laid his hat against his stomach, and bent himself in the middle three times in quick succession. Thanks to his physical awkwardness he could parody ceremonial solemnity almost without trying.

Most grave and reverend signor said Kennedy I bear the compliments of Captain Sir Edard Pellew, who humbly solicits Your Gravitys attendance at dinner at eight bells in the afternoon watch.

My respects to Sir Edward replied Hornblower, bowing to his knees at the mention of the name and I shall condescend to make a brief appearance.

I am sure the captain will be both relieved and delighted said Kennedy. I will convey him my felicitations along with your most flattering acceptance.

Both hats flourished with even greater elaboration than before, but at that moment both young men noticed Mr. Bolton, the officer of the watch, looking at them from the windward side, and they hurriedly put their hats on and assumed attitudes more consonant with the dignity of officers holding their warrants from King George.

Whats in the captains mind? asked Hornblower.

Kennedy laid one finger alongside his nose.

If I knew that I should rate a couple of epaulettes he said. Somethings brewing, and I suppose one of these days we shall know what it is. Until then all that we little victims can do is to play unconscious of our doom. Meanwhile, be careful not to let the ship fall overboard.

There was no sign of anything brewing while dinner was being eaten in the great cabin of the Indefatigable. Pellew was a courtly host at the head of the table. Conversation flowed freely and along indifferent channels among the senior officers present  the two lieutenants, Eccles and Chadd, and the sailing master, Soames. Hornblower and the other junior officer  Mallory, a midshipman of over two years seniority  kept silent, as midshipmen should, thereby being able to devote their undivided attention to the food, so vastly superior to what was served in the midshipmens berth.

A glass of wine with you, Mr. Hornblower said Pellew, raising his glass.

Hornblower tried to bow gracefully in his seat while raising his glass. He sipped cautiously, for he had early found that he had a weak head, and he disliked feeling drunk.

The table was cleared and there was a brief moment of expectancy as the company awaited Pellews next move.

Now, Mr. Soames said Pellew let us have that chart.

It was a map of the mouth of the Gironde with the soundings; somebody had pencilled in the positions of the shore batteries.

The Papillon said Sir Edward (he did not condescend to pronounce it French-fashion) lies just here. Mr. Soames took the bearings.

He indicated a pencilled cross on the chart, far up the channel.

You gentlemen went on Pellew are going in with the boats to fetch her out.

So that was it. A cutting-out expedition.

Mr. Eccles will be in general command. I will ask him to tell you his plan.

The grey-haired first lieutenant with the surprisingly young blue eyes looked round at the others.

I shall have the launch he said and Mr. Soames the cutter. Mr. Chadd and Mr. Mallory will command the first and second gigs. And Mr. Hornblower will command the jolly boat. Each of the boats except Mr. Hornblowers will have a junior officer second in command.

That would not be necessary for the jolly boat with its crew of seven. The launch and cutter would carry from thirty to forty men each, and the gigs twenty each; it was a large force that was being despatched  nearly half the ships company.

Shes a ship of war explained Eccles, reading their thoughts. No merchantman. Ten guns a side, and full of men.

Nearer two hundred men than a hundred, certainly  plentiful opposition for a hundred and twenty British seamen.

But we will be attacking her by night and taking her by surprise said Eccles, reading their thoughts again.

Surprise put in Pellew is more than half the battle, as you know, gentleman  please pardon the interruption, Mr. Eccles.

At the moment went on Eccles we are out of sight of land. We are about to stand in again. We have never hung about this part of the coast, and the Frogsll think weve gone for good. Well make the land after nightfall, stand in as far as possible, and then the boats will go in. High water tomorrow morning is at four-fifty; dawn is at five-thirty. The attack will be delivered at four-thirty so that the watch below will have had time to get to sleep. The launch will attack on the starboard quarter, and the cutter on the larboard quarter. Mr. Mallorys gig will attack on the larboard bow, and Mr. Chadds on the starboard bow. Mr. Chadd will be responsible for cutting the corvettes cable as soon as he has mastered the forecastle, and the other boats crews have at least reached the quarterdeck.

Eccles looked round at the other three commanders of the large boats, and they nodded understanding. Then he went on.

Mr. Hornblower with the jolly boat will wait until the attack has gained a foothold on the deck. He will then board at the mainchains, either to starboard or larboard as he sees fit, and he will at once ascend the main rigging, paying no attention to whatever fighting is going on on deck. He will see to it that the maintopsail is loosed and he will sheet it home on receipt of further orders. I myself, or Mr. Soames in the event of my being killed or wounded, will send two hands to the wheel and will attend to steering the corvette as soon as she is under way. The tide will take us out, and the Indefatigable will be awaiting us just out of gunshot from the shore batteries.

Any comments, gentlemen? asked Pellew.

That was the moment when Hornblower should have spoken up  the only moment when he could. Eccles orders had set in motion sick feelings of apprehension in his stomach. Hornblower was no maintopman, and Hornblower knew it. He hated heights, and he hated going aloft. He knew he had none of the monkey-like agility and self-confidence of the good seaman. He was unsure of himself aloft in the dark even in the Indefatigable, and he was utterly appalled at the thought of going aloft in an entirely strange ship and finding his way among strange rigging. He felt himself quite unfitted for the duty assigned to him, and he should have raised a protest at once on account of his unfitness. But he let the opportunity pass, for he was overcome by the matter-of-fact way in which the other officers accepted the plan. He looked round at the unmoved faces; nobody was paying any attention to him, and he jibbed at making himself conspicuous. He swallowed; he even got as far as opening his mouth, but still no one looked at him, and his protest died stillborn.

Very well, then, gentlemen said Pellew. I think you had better go into the details, Mr. Eccles.

Then it was too late. Eccles, with the chart before him, was pointing out the course to be taken through the shoals and mudbanks of the Gironde, and expatiating on the position of the shore batteries and on the influence of the lighthouse of Cordouan upon the distance to which the Indefatigable could approach in daylight. Hornblower listened, trying to concentrate despite his apprehensions. Eccles finished his remarks and Pellew closed the meeting.

Since you all know your duties, gentlemen, I think you should start your preparations. The sun is about to set and you will find you have plenty to do.

The boats crews had to be told off; it was necessary to see that the men were armed, and that the boats were provisioned in case of emergency. Every man had to be instructed in the duties expected of him. And Hornblower had to rehearse himself in ascending the main shrouds and laying out along the maintopsail yard. He did it twice, forcing himself to make the difficult climb up the futtock shrouds, which, projecting outwards from the mainmast, made it necessary to climb several feet while hanging back downwards, locking fingers and toes into the ratlines. He could just manage it, moving slowly and carefully, although clumsily. He stood on the footrope and worked his way out to the yardarm  the footrope was attached along the yard so as to hang nearly four feet below it. The principle was to set his feet on the rope with his arms over the yard, then, holding the yard in his armpits, to shuffle sideways along the footrope to cast off the gaskets and loose the sail. Twice Hornblower made the whole journey, battling with the disquiet of his stomach at the thought of the hundred-foot drop below him. Finally, gulping with nervousness, he transferred his grip to the brace and forced himself to slide down it to the deck  that would be his best route when the time came to sheet the topsail home. It was a long perilous descent; Hornblower told himself  as indeed he had said to himself when he had first seen men go aloft  that similar feats in a circus at home would be received with ohs and ahs of appreciation. He was by no means satisfied with himself even when he reached the deck, and at the back of his mind was a vivid mental picture of his missing his hold when the time came for him to repeat the performance in the Papillon, and falling headlong to the deck  a second or two of frightful fear while rushing through the air, and then a shattering crash. And the success of the attack hinged on him, as much as on anyone  if the topsail were not promptly set to give the corvette steerage way she would run aground on one of the innumerable shoals in the river mouth to be ignominiously recaptured, and half the crew of the Indefatigable would be dead or prisoners.

In the waist the jolly boats crew was formed up for his inspection. He saw to it that the oars were properly muffled, that each man had pistol and cutlass, and made sure that every pistol was at half-cock so that there was no fear of a premature shot giving warning of the attack. He allocated duties to each man in the loosening of the top sail, laying stress on the possibility that casualties might necessitate unrehearsed changes in the scheme.

I will mount the rigging first said Hornblower.

That had to be the case. He had to lead  it was expected of him. More than that; if he had given any other order it would have excited comment  and contempt.

Jackson went on Hornblower, addressing the coxswain you will quit the boat last and take command if I fall.

Aye aye, sir.

It was usual to use the poetic expression fall for die, and it was only after Hornblower had uttered the word that he thought about its horrible real meaning in the present circumstances.

Is that all understood? asked Hornblower harshly; it was his mental stress that made his voice grate so.

Everyone nodded except one man.

Begging your pardon, sir said Hales, the young man who pulled stroke oar Im feeling a bit queer-like.

Hales was a lightly built young fellow of swarthy countenance. He put his hand to his forehead with a vague gesture as he spoke.

Youre not the only one to feel queer snapped Hornblower.

The other men chuckled. The thought of running the gauntlet of the shore batteries, of boarding an armed corvette in the teeth of opposition, might well raise apprehension in the breast of a coward. Most of the men detailed for the expedition must have felt qualms to some extent.

I dont mean that, sir said Hales indignantly.  Course I dont.

But Hornblower and the others paid him no attention.

You just keep your mouth shut growled Jackson. There could be nothing but contempt for a man who announced himself sick after being told off on a dangerous duty. Hornblower felt sympathy as well as contempt. He himself had been too much of a coward even to give voice to his apprehensions  too much afraid of what people would say about him.

Dismiss said Hornblower. Ill pass the word for all of you when you are wanted.

There were some hours yet to wait while the Indefatigable crept inshore, with the lead going steadily and Pellew himself attending to the course of the frigate. Hornblower, despite his nervousness and his miserable apprehensions, yet found time to appreciate the superb seamanship displayed as Pellew brought the big frigate in through these tricky waters on that dark night. His interest was so caught by the procedure that the little tremblings which had been assailing him ceased to manifest themselves; Hornblower was of the type that would continue to observe and to learn on his deathbed. By the time the Indefatigable had reached the point off the mouth of the river where it was desirable to launch the boats, Hornblower had learned a good deal about the practical application of the principles of coastwise navigation and a good deal about the organisation of a cutting-out expedition  and by self analysis he had learned even more about the psychology of a raiding party before a raid.

He had mastered himself to all outside appearance by the time he went down into the jolly boat as she heaved on the inky-black water, and he gave the command to shove off in a quiet steady voice. Hornblower took the tiller  the feel of that solid bar of wood was reassuring, and it was old habit now to sit in the sternsheets with hand and elbow upon it, and the men began to pull slowly after the dark shapes of the four big boats; there was plenty of time, and the flowing tide would take them up the estuary. That was just as well, for on one side of them lay the batteries of St. Dye, and inside the estuary on the other side was the fortress of Blaye; forty big guns trained to sweep the channel, and none of the five boats  certainly not the jolly boat  could withstand a single shot from one of them.

He kept his eyes attentively on the cutter ahead of him. Soames had the dreadful responsibility of taking the boats up the channel, while all he had to do was to follow in her wake  all, except to loose that maintopsail. Hornblower found himself shivering again.

Hales, the man who had said he felt queer, was pulling stroke oar; Hornblower could just see his dark form moving rhythmically back and forward at each slow stroke. After a single glance Hornblower paid him no more attention, and was staring after the cutter when a sudden commotion brought his mind back into the boat. Someone had missed his stroke; someone had thrown all six oars into confusion as a result. There was even a slight clatter.

Mind what youre doing, blast you, Hales whispered Jackson, the coxswain, with desperate urgency.

For answer there was a sudden cry from Hales, loud but fortunately not too loud, and Hales pitched forward against Hornblowers and Jacksons legs, kicking and writhing.

The bastards having a fit growled Jackson.

The kicking and writhing went on. Across the water through the darkness came a sharp scornful whisper.

Mr. Hornblower said the voice  it was Eccles putting a world of exasperation into his sotto voce question cannot you keep your men quiet?

Eccles had brought the launch round almost alongside the jolly boat to say this to him, and the desperate need for silence was dramatically demonstrated by the absence of any of the usual blasphemy; Hornblower could picture the cutting reprimand that would be administered to him tomorrow publicly on the quarterdeck. He opened his mouth to make an explanation, but he fortunately realised that raiders in open boats did not make explanations when under the guns of the fortress of Blaye.

Aye aye, sir was all he whispered back, and the launch continued on its mission of shepherding the flotilla in the tracks of the cutter.

Take his oar, Jackson he whispered furiously to the coxswain, and he stooped and with his own hands dragged the writhing figure towards him and out of Jacksons way.

You might try pouring water on im, sir suggested Jackson hoarsely, as he moved to the afterthwart. Theres the baler andy.

Seawater was the seamans cure for every ill, his panacea; seeing how often sailors had not merely wet jackets but wet bedding as well they should never have a days illness. But Hornblower let the sick man lie. His struggles were coming to an end, and Hornblower wished to make no noise with the baler. The lives of more than a hundred men depended on silence. Now that they were well into the actual estuary they were within easy reach of cannon shot from the shore  and a single cannon shot would rouse the crew of the Papillon, ready to man the bulwarks to beat off the attack, ready to drop cannon balls into the boats alongside, ready to shatter approaching boats with a tempest of grape.

Silently the boats glided up the estuary; Soames in the cutter was setting a slow pace, with only an occasional stroke at the oars to maintain steerage way. Presumably he knew very well what he was doing; the channel he had selected was an obscure one between mudbanks, impracticable for anything except small boats, and he had a twenty-foot pole with him with which to take the soundings  quicker and much more silent than using the lead. Minutes were passing fast, and yet the night was still utterly dark, with no hint of approaching dawn. Strain his eyes as he would Hornblower could not be sure that he could see the flat shores on either side of him. It would call for sharp eyes on the land to detect the little boats being carried up by the tide.

Hales at his feet stirred and then stirred again. His hand, feeling round in the darkness, found Hornblowers ankle and apparently examined it with curiosity. He muttered something, the words dragging out into a moan.

Shut up! whispered Hornblower, trying, like the saint of old, to make a tongue of his whole body, that he might express the urgency of the occasion without making a sound audible at any distance. Hales set his elbow on Hornblowers knee and levered himself up into a sitting position, and then levered himself further until he was standing, swaying with bent knees and supporting himself against Hornblower.

Sit down, damn you! whispered Hornblower, shaking with fury and anxiety.

Wheres Mary? asked Hales in a conversational tone.

Shut up!

Mary! said Hales, lurching against him. Mary!

Each successive word was louder. Hornblower felt instinctively that Hales would soon be speaking in a loud voice, that he might even soon be shouting. Old recollections of conversations with his doctor father stirred at the back of his mind; he remembered that persons emerging from epileptic fits were not responsible for their actions, and might be, and often were, dangerous.

Mary! said Hales again.

Victory and the lives of a hundred men depended on silencing Hales, and silencing him instantly. Hornblower thought of the pistol in his belt, and of using the butt, but there was another weapon more conveniently to his hand. He unshipped the tiller, a three-foot bar of solid oak, and he swung it with all the venom and fury of despair. The tiller crashed down on Hales head, and Hales, an unuttered word cut short in his throat, fell silent in the bottom of the boat. There was no sound from the boats crew, save for something like a sigh from Jackson, whether approving or disapproving Hornblower neither knew nor cared. He had done his duty, and he was certain of it. He had struck down a helpless idiot; most probably he had killed him, but the surprise upon which the success of the expedition depended had not been imperilled. He reshipped the tiller and resumed the silent task of keeping in the wake of the gigs.

Far away ahead  in the darkness it was impossible to estimate the distance  there was a nucleus of greater darkness, close on the surface of the black water. It might be the corvette. A dozen more silent strokes, and Hornblower was sure of it. Soames had done a magnificent job of pilotage, leading the boats straight to that objective. The cutter and launch were diverging now from the two gigs. The four boats were separating in readiness to launch their simultaneous converging attack.

Easy! whispered Hornblower, and the jolly boats crew ceased to pull.

Hornblower had his orders. He had to wait until the attack had gained a foothold on the deck. His hand clenched convulsively on the tiller; the excitement of dealing with Hales had driven the thought of having to ascend strange rigging in the darkness clear out of his head, and now it recurred with redoubled urgency. Hornblower was afraid.

Although he could see the corvette, the boats had vanished from his sight, had passed out of his field of vision. The corvette rode to her anchor, her spars just visible against the night sky  that was where he had to climb! She seemed to tower up hugely. Close by the corvette he saw a splash in the dark water  the boats were closing in fast and someones stroke had been a little careless. At the same moment came a shout from the corvettes deck, and when the shout was repeated it was echoed a hundred fold from the boats rushing alongside. The yelling was lusty and prolonged, of set purpose. A sleeping enemy would be bewildered by the din, and the progress of the shouting would tell each boats crew of the extent of the success of the others. The British seamen were yelling like madmen. A flash and a bang from the corvettes deck told of the firing of the first shot; soon pistols were popping and muskets banging from several points of the deck.

Give way! said Hornblower. He uttered the order as if it had been torn from him by the rack.

The jolly boat moved forward, while Hornblower fought down his feelings and tried to make out what was going on on board. He could see no reason for choosing either side of the corvette in preference to the other, and the larboard side was the nearer, and so he steered the boat to the larboard mainchains. So interested was he in what he was doing that he only remembered in the nick of time to give the order, In oars. He put the tiller over and the boat swirled round and the bowman hooked on. From the deck just above came a noise exactly like a tinker hammering on a cooking-pot  Hornblower noted the curious noise as he stood up in the sternsheets. He felt the cutlass at his side and the pistol in his belt, and then he sprang for the chains. With a mad leap he reached them and hauled himself up. The shrouds came into his hands, his feet found the ratlines beneath them, and he began to climb. As his head cleared the bulwark and he could see the deck the flash of a pistol shot illuminated the scene momentarily, fixing the struggle on the deck in a static moment, like a picture. Before and below him a British seaman was fighting a furious cutlass duel with a French officer, and he realised with vague astonishment that the kettle-mending noise he had heard was the sound of cutlass against cutlass  that clash of steel against steel that poets wrote about. So much for romance.

The realisation carried him far up the shrouds. At his elbow he felt the futtock shrouds and he transferred himself to them, hanging back downward with his toes hooked into the ratlines and his hands clinging like death. That only lasted for two or three desperate seconds, and then he hauled himself onto the topmast shrouds and began the final ascent, his lungs bursting with the effort. Here was the topsail yard, and Hornblower flung himself across it and felt with his feet for the footrope. Merciful God! There was no footrope  his feet searching in the darkness met only unresisting air. A hundred feet above the deck he hung, squirming and kicking like a baby held up at arms length in its fathers hands. There was no footrope; it may have been with this very situation in mind that the Frenchmen had removed it. There was no footrope, so that he could not make his way out to the yardarm. Yet the gaskets must be cast off and the sail loosed  everything depended on that. Hornblower had seen daredevil seamen run out along the yards standing upright, as though walking a tightrope. That was the only way to reach the yardarm now.

For a moment he could not breathe as his weak flesh revolted against the thought of walking along that yard above the black abyss. This was fear, the fear that stripped a man of his manhood, turning his bowels to water and his limbs to paper. Yet his furiously active mind continued to work. He had been resolute enough in dealing with Hales. Where he personally was not involved he had been brave enough; he had not hesitated to strike down the wretched epileptic with all the strength of his arm. That was the poor sort of courage he was capable of displaying. In the simple vulgar matter of physical bravery he was utterly wanting. This was cowardice, the sort of thing that men spoke about behind their hands to other men. He could not bear the thought of that in himself  it was worse (awful though the alternative might be) than the thought of falling through the night to the deck. With a gasp he brought his knee up onto the yard, heaving himself up until he stood upright. He felt the rounded, canvas-covered timber under his feet, and his instincts told him not to dally there for a moment.

Come on, men! he yelled, and he dashed out along the yard.

It was twenty feet to the yardarm, and he covered the distance in a few frantic strides. Utterly reckless by now, he put his hands down on the yard, clasped it, and laid his body across it again, his hands seeking the gaskets. A thump on the yard told him that Oldroyd, who had been detailed to come after him, had followed him out along the yard  he had six feet less to go. There could be no doubt that the other members of the jolly boats crew were on the yard, and that Clough had led the way to the starboard yardarm. It was obvious from the rapidity with which the sail came loose. Here was the brace beside him. Without any thought of danger now, for he was delirious with excitement and triumph, he grasped it with both hands and jerked himself off the yard. His waving legs found the rope and twined about it, and he let himself slide down it.

Fool that he was! Would he never learn sense and prudence? Would he never remember that vigilance and precaution must never be relaxed? He had allowed himself to slide so fast that the rope seared his hands, and when he tried to tighten his grip so as to slow down his progress it caused him such agony that he had to relax it again and slide on down with the rope stripping the skin from his hands as though peeling off a glove. His feet reached the deck and he momentarily forgot the pain as he looked round him.

There was the faintest grey light beginning to show now, and there were no sounds of battle. It had been a well-worked surprise  a hundred men flung suddenly on the deck of the corvette had swept away the anchor watch and mastered the vessel in a single rush before the watch below could come up to offer any resistance. Chadds stentorian voice came pealing from the forecastle.

Cables cut, sir!

Then Eccles bellowed from aft.

Mr. Hornblower!

Sir! yelled Hornblower.

Man the halliards!

A rush of men came to help  not only his own boats crew but every man of initiative and spirit. Halliards, sheets and braces; the sail was trimmed round and was drawing full in the light southerly air, and the Papillon swung round to go down with the first of the ebb. Dawn was coming up fast, with a trifle of mist on the surface of the water.

Over the starboard quarter came a sullen bellowing roar, and then the misty air was torn by a series of infernal screams, supernaturally loud. The first cannon balls Hornblower ever heard were passing him by.

Mr. Chadd! Set the headsails! Loose the foretopsl. Get aloft, some of you, and set the mizzen-topsl.

From the port bow came another salvo  Blaye was firing at them from one side, St. Dye from the other, now they could guess what had happened on board the Papillon. But the corvette was moving fast with wind and tide, and it would be no easy matter to cripple her in the half light. It had been a very near-run thing; a few seconds delay could have been fatal. Only one shot from the next salvo passed within hearing, and its passage was marked by a loud snap overhead.

Mr. Mallory, get that forestay spliced!

Aye aye, sir!

It was light enough to look round the deck now; he could see Eccles at the break of the poop, directing the handling of the corvette, and Soames beside the wheel conning her down the channel. Two groups of red-coated marines, with bayonets fixed, stood guard over the hatchways. There were four or five men lying on the deck in curiously abandoned attitudes. Dead men; Hornblower could look at them with the callousness of youth. But there was a wounded man, too, crouched groaning over his shattered thigh  Hornblower could not look at him as disinterestedly, and he was glad, maybe only for his own sake, when at that moment a seaman asked for and received permission from Mallory to leave his duties and attend to him.

Standby to go about! shouted Eccles from the poop; the corvette had reached the tip of the middle ground shoal and was about to make the turn that would carry her into the open sea.

The men came running to the braces, and Hornblower tailed on along with them. But the first contact with the harsh rope gave him such pain that he almost cried out. His hands were like raw meat, and fresh-killed at that, for blood was running from them. Now that his attention was called to them they smarted unbearably.

The headsail sheets came over, and the corvette went handily about.

Theres the old Indy! shouted somebody.

The Indefatigable was plainly visible now, lying-to just out of shot from the shore batteries, ready to rendezvous with her prize. Somebody cheered, and the cheering was taken up by everyone, even while the last shots from St. Dye, fired at extreme range, pitched sullenly into the water alongside. Hornblower had gingerly extracted his handkerchief from his pocket and was trying to wrap it round his hand.

Can I help you with that, sir? asked Jackson.

Jackson shook his head as he looked at the raw surface.

You was careless, sir. You ought to a gone down and over and he said, when Hornblower explained to him how the injury had been caused. Very careless, you was, beggin your pardon for saying so, sir. But you young gennelmen often is. You dont ave no thought for your necks, nor your ides, sir.

Hornblower looked up at the maintopsail yard high above his head, and remembered how he had walked along that slender stick of timber out to the yardarm in the dark. At the recollection of it, even here with the solid deck under his feet, he shuddered a little.

Sorry, sir. Didnt mean to urt you said Jackson, tying the knot. There, thats done, as good as I can do it, sir.

Thank you, Jackson said Hornblower.

We got to report the jolly boat as lost, sir went on Jackson.

Lost?

She aint towing alongside, sir. You see, we didnt leave no boatkeeper in er. Wells, e was to be boatkeeper, you remember, sir. But I sent im up the rigging aead o me, seeing that Ales couldnt go. We wasnt too many for the job. So the jolly boat must a come adrift, sir, when the ship went about.

What about Hales, then? asked Hornblower.

 E was still in the boat, sir.

Hornblower looked back up the estuary of the Gironde. Somewhere up there the jolly boat was drifting about, and lying in it was Hales, probably dead, possibly alive. In either case the French would find him, surely enough, but a cold wave of regret extinguished the warm feeling of triumph in Hornblowers bosom when he thought about Hales back there. If it had not been for Hales he would never have nerved himself (so at least he thought) to run out to the maintopsail yardarm; he would at this moment be ruined and branded as a coward instead of basking in the satisfaction of having capably done his duty.

Jackson saw the bleak look in his face.

Dont you take on so, sir he said. They wont old the loss of the jolly boat agin you, not the captain and Mr. Eccles, they wont.

I wasnt thinking about the jolly boat said Hornblower. I was thinking about Hales.

Oh, im? said Jackson. Dont you fret about im, sir. E wouldnt never ave made no seaman, not no ow.


THE MAN WHO SAW GOD
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WINTER HAD COME to the Bay of Biscay. With the passing of the Equinox the gales began to increase in violence, adding infinitely to the labours and dangers of the British Navy watching over the coast of France; easterly gales, bitter cold, which the storm-tossed ships had to endure as best they could, when the spray froze on the rigging and the labouring hulls leaked like baskets; westerly gales, when the ships had to claw their way to safety from a lee shore and make a risky compromise between gaining sufficient sea-room and maintaining a position from which they could pounce on any French vessel venturing out of harbour. The storm-tossed ships, we speak about. But those ships were full of storm-tossed men, who week by week and month by month had to endure the continual cold and the continual wet, the salt provisions, the endless toil, the boredom and misery of life in the blockading fleet. Even in the frigates, the eyes and claws of the blockaders, boredom had to be endured, the boredom of long periods with the hatches battened down, with the deck seams above dripping water on the men below, long nights and short days, broken sleep and yet not enough to do.

Even in the Indefatigable there was a feeling of restlessness in the air, and even a mere midshipman like Hornblower could be aware of it as he was looking over the men of his division before the captains regular weekly inspection.

Whats the matter with your face, Styles? he asked.

Boils, sir. Awful bad.

On Styles cheeks and lips there were half a dozen dabs of sticking plaster.

Have you done anything about them?

Surgeons mate, sir, e give me plaister for em, an e says theyll soon come right, sir.

Very well.

Now was there, or was there not, something strained about the expressions on the faces of the men on either side of Styles? Did they look like men smiling secretly to themselves? Laughing up their sleeves? Hornblower did not want to be an object of derision; it was bad for discipline  and it was worse for discipline if the men shared some secret unknown to their officers. He glanced sharply along the line again. Styles was standing like a block of wood, with no expression at all on his swarthy face; the black ringlets over his ears were properly combed, and no fault could be found with him. But Hornblower sensed that the recent conversation was a source of amusement to the rest of his division, and he did not like it.

After divisions he tackled Mr. Low the surgeon, in the gunroom.

Boils? said Low. Of course the men have boils. Salt pork and split peas for nine weeks on end  what dyou expect but boils? Boils  gurry sores  blains  all the plagues of Egypt.

On their faces?

Thats one locality for boils. Youll find out others from your own personal experience.

Does your mate attend to them? persisted Hornblower.

Of course.

Whats he like?

Muggridge?

Is that his name?

Hes a good surgeons mate. Get him to compound a black draught for you and youll see. In fact, Id prescribe one for you  you seem in a mighty bad temper, young man.

Mr. Low finished his glass of rum and pounded on the table for the steward. Hornblower realised that he was lucky to have found Low sober enough to give him even this much information, and turned away to go aloft so as to brood over the question in the solitude of the mizzen-top. This was his new station in action; when the men were not at their quarters a man might find a little blessed solitude there  something hard to find in the crowded Indefatigable. Bundled up in his peajacket, Hornblower sat in the mizzen-top; over his head the mizzen-topmast drew erratic circles against the grey sky; beside him the topmast shrouds sang their high-pitched note in the blustering gale, and below him the life of the ship went on as she rolled and pitched, standing to the northward under close reefed topsails. At eight bells she would wear to the southward again on her incessant patrol. Until that time Hornblower was free to meditate on the boils on Styles face and the covert grins on the faces of the other men of the division.

Two hands appeared on the stout wooden barricade surrounding the top, and as Hornblower looked up with annoyance at having his meditations interrupted a head appeared above them. It was Finch, another man in Hornblowers division, who also had his station in action here in the mizzen-top. He was a frail little man with wispy hair and pale blue eyes and a foolish smile, which lit up his face when, after betraying some disappointment at finding the mizzen-top already occupied, he recognised Hornblower.

Beg pardon, sir he said. I didnt know as how you was up here.

Finch was hanging on uncomfortably, back downwards, in the act of transferring himself from the futtock shrouds to the top, and each roll threatened to shake him loose.

Oh come here if you want to said Hornblower, cursing himself for his soft heartedness. A taut officer, he felt, would have told Finch to go back whence he came and not bother him.

Thank ee, sir. Thank ee said Finch, bringing his leg over the barricade and allowing the ships roll to drop him into the top.

He crouched down to peer under the foot of the mizzen-topsail forward to the mainmast head, and then turned back to smile disarmingly at Hornblower like a child caught in moderate mischief. Hornblower knew that Finch was a little weak in the head  the all embracing press swept up idiots and landsmen to help man the fleet  although he was a trained seaman who could hand, reef and steer. That smile betrayed him.

Its better up here than down below, sir said Finch, apologetically.

Youre right said Hornblower, with a disinterested intonation which would discourage conversation.

He turned away to ignore Finch, settled his back again comfortably, and allowed the steady swing of the top to mesmerise him into dreamy thought that might deal with his problem. Yet it was not easy, for Finch was as restless almost as a squirrel in a cage, peering forward, changing his position, and so continually breaking in on Hornblowers train of thought, wasting the minutes of his precious half-hour of freedom.

What the devils the matter with you, Finch? he rasped at last, patience quite exhausted.

The Devil, sir? said Finch. It isnt the Devil. Hes not up here, begging your pardon, sir.

That weak mysterious grin again, like a mischievous child. A great depth of secrets lay in those strange blue eyes. Finch peered under the topsail again; it was a gesture like a babys playing peep-bo.

There! said Finch I saw him that time, sir. Gods come back to the maintop, sir.

God?

Aye indeed, sir. Sometimes Hes in the maintop. More often than not, sir. I saw Him that time, with His beard all a-blowing in the wind. Tis only from here that you can see Him, sir.

What could be said to a man with that sort of delusion? Hornblower racked his brains for an answer, and found none. Finch seemed to have forgotten his presence, and was playing peep-bo again under the foot of the mizzen-topsail.

There He is! said Finch to himself. There He is again! Gods in the maintop, and the Devils in the cable tier.

Very appropriate said Hornblower cynically, but to himself. He had no thought of laughing at Finchs delusions.

The Devils in the cable tier during the dog watches said Finch again to no one at all. God stays in the maintop for ever.

A curious timetable was Hornblowers sotto voce comment.

From down on the deck below came the first strokes of eight bells, and at the same moment the pipes of the bosuns mates began to twitter, and the bellow of Waldron the bosun made itself heard.

Turn out the watch below! All hands wear ship! All hands! All hands! You, master-at-arms, take the name of the last man up the hatchway. All hands!

The interval of peace, short as it was, and broken by Finchs disturbing presence, was at an end. Hornblower dived over the barricade and gripped the futtock shrouds; not for him was the easy descent through the lubbers hole, not when the first lieutenant might see him and reprimand him for unseamanlike behaviour. Finch waited for him to quit the top, but even with this length start Hornblower was easily outpaced in the descent to the deck, for Finch, like the skilled seaman he was, ran down the shrouds as lightly as a monkey. Then the thought of Finchs curious illusions was temporarily submerged in the business of laying the ship on her new course.

But later in the day Hornblowers mind reverted inevitably to the odd things Finch had been saying. There could be no doubt that Finch firmly believed he saw what he said he saw. Both his words and his expression made that certain. He had spoken about Gods beard  it was a pity that he had not spared a few words to describe the Devil in the cable tier. Horns, cloven hoof, and pitchfork? Hornblower wondered. And why was the Devil only loose in the cable tier during the dog watches? Strange that he should keep to a timetable. Hornblower caught his breath as the sudden thought came to him that perhaps there might be some worldly explanation. The Devil might well be loose in the cable tier in a metaphorical fashion during the dog watches. Devils work might be going on there. Hornblower had to decide on what was his duty; and he had to decide further on what was expedient. He could report his suspicions to Eccles, the first lieutenant; but after a year of service Hornblower was under no illusions about what might happen to a junior midshipman who worried a first lieutenant with unfounded suspicions. It would be better to see for himself first, as far as that went. But he did not know what he would find  if he should find anything at all  and he did not know how he should deal with it if he found anything. Much worse than that, he did not know if he would be able to deal with it in officer-like fashion. He could make a fool of himself. He might mishandle whatever situation he found, and bring down obloquy and derision upon his head, and he might imperil the discipline of the ship  weaken the slender thread of allegiance that bound officers and men together, the discipline which kept three hundred men at the bidding of their captain suffering untold hardship without demur; which made them ready to face death at the word of command. When eight bells told the end of the afternoon watch and the beginning of the first dog watch it was with trepidation that Hornblower went below to put a candle in a lantern and make his way forward to the cable tier.

It was dark down here, stuffy, odorous; and as the ship heaved and rolled he found himself stumbling over the various obstacles that impeded his progress. Yet forward there was a faint light, a murmur of voices. Hornblower choked down his fear that perhaps mutiny was being planned. He put his hand over the horn window of the lantern, so as to obscure its light, and crept forward. Two lanterns swung from the low deck-beams, and crouching under them were a score or more of men  more than that, even  and the buzz of their talk came loudly but indistinguishably to Hornblowers ears. Then the buzz increased to a roar, and someone in the centre of the circle rose suddenly to as near his full height as the deck-beams allowed. He was shaking himself violently from side to side for no apparent reason; his face was away from Hornblower, who saw with a gasp that his hands were tied behind him. The men roared again, like spectators at a prize-fight, and the man with his hands tied swung round so that Hornblower could see his face. It was Styles, the man who suffered from boils; Hornblower knew him at once. But that was not what made the most impression on Hornblower. Clinging to the mans face, weird in the shifting meagre light, was a grey writhing shape, and it was to shake this off that Styles was flinging himself about so violently. It was a rat; Hornblowers stomach turned over with horror.

With a wild jerk of his head Styles broke the grip of the rats teeth and flung the creature down, and then instantly plunged down on his knees, with his hands still bound behind him, to pursue it with his own teeth.

Time! roared a voice at that moment  the voice of Partridge, bosuns mate. Hornblower had been roused by it often enough to recognise it at once.

Five dead said another voice. Pay all bets of evens or better.

Hornblower plunged forward. Part of the cable had been coiled down to make a rat pit ten feet across in which knelt Styles with dead and living rats about his knees. Partridge squatted beside the ring with a sandglass  used for tuning the casting of the log  in front of him.

Six dead protested someone. That uns dead.

No, he aint.

 Is backs broken. Es a dead un.

 E aint a dead un said Partridge.

The man who had protested looked up at that moment and caught sight of Hornblower, and his words died away unspoken; at his silence the others followed his glance and stiffened into rigidity, and Hornblower stepped forward. He was still wondering what he should do; he was still fighting down the nausea excited by the horrible things he had seen. Desperately he mastered his horror, and, thinking fast, took his stand on discipline.

Whos in charge here? he demanded.

He ran his eye round the circle. Petty officers and second-class warrant officers, mainly; bosuns mates, carpenters mates. Muggridge, the surgeons mate  his presence explained much. But his own position was not easy. A midshipman of scant service depended for his authority on board largely on the force of his own personality. He was only a warrant officer himself; when all was said and done a midshipman was not nearly as important to the ships economy  and was far more easily replaced  than, say, Washburn, the coopers mate over there, who knew all about the making and storage of the ships water barrels.

Whos in charge here? he demanded again, and once more received no direct reply.

We aint on watch said a voice in the background.

Hornblower by now had mastered his horror; his indignation still flared within him, but he could appear outwardly calm.

No, youre not on watch he said coldly. Youre gambling.

Muggridge took up the defence at that.

Gambling, Mr. Hornblower? he said. Thats a very serious charge. Just a gentlemanly competition. Youll find it hard to sub  substantiate any charges of gambling.

Muggridge had been drinking, quite obviously, following perhaps the example of the head of his department. There was always brandy to be got in the medical stores. A surge of wrath made Hornblower tremble; the effort necessary to keep himself standing stock still was almost too much for him. But the rise in internal pressure brought him inspiration.

Mr. Muggridge he said icily I advise you not to say too much. There are other charges possible, Mr. Muggridge. A member of His Majestys forces can be charged with rendering himself unfit for service, Mr. Muggridge. And similarly there might be charges of aiding and abetting which might include you. I should consult the Articles of War if I were you, Mr. Muggridge. The punishment for such an offence is flogging round the fleet I believe.

Hornblower pointed to Styles, with the blood streaming from his bitten face, and gave more force to his argument by the gesture. He had met the mens arguments with a more effective one along the same lines; they had taken up a legalistic defence and he had legalistically beaten it down. He had the upper hand now and could give vent to his moral indignation.

I could bring charges against every one of you he roared. You could be court martialled  disrated  flogged  every man Jack of you. By God, one more look like that from you, Partridge, and Ill do it. Youd all be in irons five minutes after I spoke to Mr. Eccles. Ill have no more of these filthy games. Let those rats loose, there you, Oldroyd, and you, Lewis. Styles, get your face plastered up again. You, Partridge, take these men and coil this cable down properly again before Mr. Waldron sees it. Ill keep my eye on all of you in future. The next hint I have of misbehaviour and youll all be at the gratings. Ive said it, and by God I mean it!

Hornblower was surprised both at his own volubility and at his self-possession. He had not known himself capable of carrying off matters with such a high hand. He sought about in his mind for a final salvo with which to make his retirement dignified, and it came to him as he turned away so that he turned back to deliver it.

After this I want to see you in the dog watches skylarking on deck, not skulking in the cable tiers like a lot of Frenchmen.

That was the sort of speech to be expected of a pompous old captain, not a junior midshipman, but it served to give dignity to his retirement. There was a feverish buzz of voices as he left the group. Hornblower went up on deck, under the cheerless grey sky dark with premature night, to walk the deck to keep himself warm while the Indefatigable slashed her way to windward in the teeth of a roaring westerly, the spray flying in sheets over her bows, the straining seams leaking and her fabric groaning; the end of a day like all the preceding ones and the predecessor probably of innumerable more.

Yet the days passed, and with them came at last a break in the monotony. In the sombre dawn a hoarse bellow from the lookout turned every eye to windward, to where a dull blotch on the horizon marked the presence of a ship. The watch came running to the braces as the Indefatigable was laid as close to the wind as she would lie. Captain Pellew came on deck with a peajacket over his nightshirt, his wigless head comical in a pink nightcap; he trained his glass on the strange sail  a dozen glasses were pointing in that direction. Hornblower, looking through the glass reserved for the junior officer of the watch saw the grey rectangle split into three, saw the three grow narrow, and then broaden again to coalesce into a single rectangle again.

Shes gone about said Pellew. Hands bout ship!

Round came the Indefatigable on the other tack; the watch raced aloft to shake out a reef from the topsails while from the deck the officers looked up at the straining canvas to calculate the chances of the gale which howled round their ears splitting the sails or carrying away a spar. The Indefatigable lay over until it was hard to keep ones footing on the streaming deck; everyone without immediate duties clung to the weather rail and peered at the other ship.

Fore- and main-topmasts exactly equal said Lieutenant Bolton to Hornblower, his telescope to his eye. Topsails white as miladys fingers. Shes a Frenchie all right.

The sails of British ships were darkened with long service in all weathers; when a French ship escaped from harbour to run the blockade her spotless unweathered canvas disclosed her nationality without real need to take into consideration less obvious technical characteristics.

Were weathering on her said Hornblower; his eye was aching with staring through the glass, and his arms even were weary with holding the telescope to his eye, but in the excitement of the chase he could not relax.

Not as much as Id like growled Bolton.

Hands to the mainbrace! roared Pellew at that moment.

It was a matter of the most vital concern to trim the sails so as to lie as close as possible to the wind; a hundred yards gained to windward would count as much as a mile gained in a stern chase. Pellew was looking up at the sails, back at the fleeting wake, across at the French ship, gauging the strength of the wind, estimating the strain on the rigging, doing everything that a lifetime of experience could suggest to close the gap between the two ships. Pellews next order sent all hands to run out the guns on the weather side; that would in part counteract the heel and give the Indefatigable more grip upon the water.

Now were walking up to her said Bolton with grudging optimism.

Beat to quarters! shouted Pellew.

The ship had been expecting that order. The roar of the marine bandsmens drums echoed through the ship; the pipes twittered as the bosuns mates repeated the order, and the men ran in disciplined fashion to their duties. Hornblower, jumping for the weather mizzen-shrouds, saw the eager grins on half a dozen faces  battle and the imminent possibility of death were a welcome change from the eternal monotony of the blockade. Up in the mizzen-top he looked over his men. They were uncovering the locks of their muskets and looking to the priming; satisfied with their readiness for action Hornblower turned his attention to the swivel gun. He took the tarpaulin from the breech and the tompion from the muzzle, cast off the lashings which secured it, and saw that the swivel moved freely in the socket and the trunnions freely in the crotch. A jerk of the lanyard showed him that the lock was sparkling well and there was no need for a new flint. Finch came climbing into the top with the canvas belt over his shoulder containing the charges for the gun; the bags of musket balls lay handy in a garland fixed to the barricade. Finch rammed home a cartridge down the short muzzle; Hornblower had ready a bag of balls to ram down onto it. Then he took a priming-quill and forced it down the touchhole, feeling sensitively to make sure the sharp point pierced the thin serge bag of the cartridge. Priming-quill and flintlock were necessary up here in the top, where no slow match or port-fire could be used with the danger of fire so great and where fire would be so difficult to control in the sails and the rigging. Yet musketry and swivel gun fire from the tops were an important tactical consideration. With the ships laid yardarm to yardarm Hornblowers men could clear the hostile quarterdeck where centred the brains and control of the enemy.

Stop that, Finch! said Hornblower irritably; turning, he had caught sight of him peering up at the maintop and at this moment of tension Finchs delusions annoyed him.

Beg your pardon, sir said Finch, resuming his duties.

But a moment later Hornblower heard Finch whispering to himself.

Mr. Bracegirdles there whispered Finch, an Oldroyds there, an all those others. But Hes there too, so He is.

Hands wear ship! came the shouted order from the deck below.

The old Indefatigable was spinning round on her heel, the yards groaning as the braces swung them round. The French ship had made a bold attempt to rake her enemy as she clawed up to her, but Pellews prompt handling defeated the plan. Now the ships were broadside to broadside, running free before the wind at long cannon shot.

Just look at im! roared Douglas, one of the musket men in the top. Twenty guns a side. Looks brave enough, doesnt he?

Standing beside Douglas Hornblower could look down on the Frenchmans deck, her guns run out with the guns crews clustering round them, officers in white breeches and blue coats walking up and down, the spray flying from her bows as she drove headlong before the wind.

Shell look braver still when we take her into Plymouth Sound said the seaman on the far side of Hornblower.

The Indefatigable was slightly the faster ship; an occasional touch of starboard helm was working her in closer to the enemy, into decisive range, without allowing the Frenchman to headreach upon her. Hornblower was impressed by the silence on both sides; he had always understood that the French were likely to open fire at long range and to squander ineffectively the first carefully loaded broadside.

Whens he goin to fire? asked Douglas, echoing Hornblowers thoughts.

In his own good time piped Finch.

The gap of tossing water between the two ships was growing narrower. Hornblower swung the swivel gun round and looked along the sights. He could aim well enough at the Frenchmans quarterdeck, but it was much too long a range for a bag of musket balls  in any case he dared not open fire until Pellew gave permission.

Thems the men for us! said Douglas, pointing to the Frenchmans mizzen-top.

It looked as if there were soldiers up there, judging by the blue uniforms and the crossbelts; the French often eked out their scanty crews of trained seamen by shipping soldiers; in the British Navy the marines were never employed aloft. The French soldiers saw the gesture and shook their fists, and a young officer among them drew his sword and brandished it over his head. With the ships parallel to each other like this the French mizzen-top would be Hornblowers particular objective should he decide on trying to silence the firing there instead of sweeping the quarterdeck. He gazed curiously at the men it was his duty to kill. So interested was he that the bang of a cannon took him by surprise; before he could look down the rest of the Frenchmans broadside had gone off in straggling fashion, and a moment later the Indefatigable lurched as all her guns went off together. The wind blew the smoke forward, so that in the mizzen-top they were not troubled by it at all. Hornblowers glance showed him dead men flung about on the Indefatigables deck, dead men falling on the Frenchmans deck. Still the range was too great  very long musket shot, his eye told him.

Theyre shootin at us, sir said Herbert.

Let em said Hornblower.

No musket fired from a heaving masthead at that range could possibly score a hit; that was obvious  so obvious that even Hornblower, madly excited as he was, could not help but be aware of it, and his certainty was apparent in his tone. It was interesting to see how the two calm words steadied the men. Down below the guns were roaring away continuously, and the ships were nearing each other fast.

Open fire now, men! said Hornblower. Finch!

He stared down the short length of the swivel gun. In the coarse V of the notch on the muzzle he could see the Frenchmans wheel, the two quartermasters standing behind it, the two officers beside it. He jerked the lanyard. A tenth of a seconds delay, and then the gun roared out. He was conscious, before the smoke whirled round him, of the firing quill, blown from the touchhole, flying past his temple. Finch was already sponging out the gun. The musket balls must have spread badly; only one of the helmsmen was down and someone else was already running to take his place. At that moment the whole top lurched frightfully; Hornblower felt it but he could not explain it. There was too much happening at once. The solid timbers under his feet jarred him as he stood  perhaps a shot had hit the mizzen-mast. Finch was ramming in the cartridge; something struck the breech of the gun a heavy blow and left a bright splash of metal there  a musket bullet from the Frenchmans mizzen-top. Hornblower tried to keep his head; he took out another sharpened quill and coaxed it down into the touchhole. It had to be done purposefully and yet gently; a quill broken off in the touchhole was likely to be a maddening nuisance. He felt the point of the quill pierce the cartridge; Finch rammed home the wad on top of the musket balls. A bullet struck the barricade beside him as Hornblower trained the gun down, but he gave it no thought. Surely the top was swaying more even than the heavy sea justified? No matter. He had a clear shot at the enemys quarterdeck. He tugged at the lanyard. He saw men fall. He actually saw the spokes of the wheel spin round as it was left untended. Then the two ships came together with a shattering crash and his world dissolved into chaos compared with which what had gone before was orderly.

The mast was falling. The top swung round in a dizzy arc so that only his fortunate grip on the swivel saved him from being flung out like a stone from a sling. It wheeled round. With the shrouds on one side shot away and two cannon balls in its heart the mast tottered and rolled. Then the tug of the mizzen-stays inclined it forward, the tug of the other shrouds inclined it to starboard, and the wind in the mizzen-topsail took charge when the back stays parted. The mast crashed forward; the topmast caught against the mainyard and the whole structure hung there before it could dissolve into its constituent parts. The severed butt-end of the mast must be resting on the deck for the moment; mast and topmast were still united at the cap and the trestle-trees into one continuous length, although why the topmast had not snapped at the cap was hard to say. With the lower end of the mast resting precariously on the deck and the topmast resting against the mainyard, Hornblower and Finch still had a chance of life, but the ships motion, another shot from the Frenchman, or the parting of the over-strained material could all end that chance. The mast could slip outwards, the topmast could break, the butt-end of the mast could slip along the deck  they had to save themselves if they could before any one of these imminent events occurred. The maintopmast and everything above it was involved in the general ruin. It too had fallen and was dangling, sails spars and ropes in one frightful tangle. The mizzen-topsail had torn itself free. Hornblowers eyes met Finchs; Finch and he were clinging to the swivel gun, and there was no one else in the steeply inclined top.

The starboard side mizzen-topmast shrouds still survived; they, as well as the topmast, were resting across the mainyard, strained taut as fiddle strings, the mainyard tightening them just as the bridge tightens the strings of a fiddle. But along those shrouds lay the only way to safety  a sloping path from the peril of the top to the comparative safety of the mainyard.

The mast began to slip, to roll, out towards the end of the yard. Even if the mainyard held, the mizzen-mast would soon fall into the sea alongside. All about them were thunderous noises  spars smashing, ropes parting; the guns were still bellowing and everyone below seemed to be yelling and screaming.

The top lurched again, frightfully. Two of the shrouds parted with the strain, with a noise clearly audible through the other din, and as they parted the mast twisted with a jerk, swinging further round the mizzen-top, the swivel gun, and the two wretched beings who clung to it. Finchs staring blue eyes rolled with the movement of the top. Later Hornblower knew that the whole period of the fall of the mast was no longer than a few seconds, but at this time it seemed as if he had at least long minutes in which to think. Like Finchs, his eyes stared round him, saw the chance of safety.

The mainyard! he screamed.

Finchs face bore its foolish smile. Although instinct or training kept him gripping the swivel gun he seemingly had no fear, no desire to gain the safety of the mainyard.

Finch, you fool! yelled Hornblower.

He locked a desperate knee round the swivel so as to free a hand with which to gesticulate, but still Finch made no move.

Jump, damn you! raved Hornblower. The shrouds  the yard. Jump!

Finch only smiled.

Jump and get to the maintop! Oh, Christ  ! Inspiration came in that frightful moment. The maintop! Gods there, Finch! Go along to God, quick!

Those words penetrated into Finchs addled brain. He nodded with sublime unworldliness. Then he let go of the swivel and seemed to launch himself into the air like a frog. His body fell across the mizzen-topmast shrouds and he began to scramble along them. The mast rolled again, so that when Hornblower launched himself at the shrouds it was a longer jump. Only his shoulders reached the outermost shroud. He swung off, clung, nearly lost his grip, but regained it as a counterlurch of the leaning mast came to his assistance. Then he was scrambling along the shrouds, mad with panic. Here was the precious mainyard, and he threw himself across it, grappling its welcome solidity with his body, his feet feeling for the footrope. He was safe and steady on the yard just as the outward roll of the Indefatigable gave the balancing spars their final impetus, and the mizzen-topmast parted company from the broken mizzen-mast and the whole wreck fell down into the sea alongside. Hornblower shuffled along the yard, whither Finch had preceded him, to be received with rapture in the maintop by Midshipman Bracegirdle. Bracegirdle was not God, but as Hornblower leaned across the breastwork of the maintop he thought to himself that if he had not spoken about God being in the maintop Finch would never have made that leap.

Thought wed lost you said Bracegirdle, helping him in and thumping him on the back. Midshipman Hornblower, our flying angel.

Finch was in the top, too, smiling his fools smile and surrounded by the crew of the top. Everything seemed mad and exhilarating. It was a shock to remember that they were in the midst of a battle, and yet the firing had ceased, and even the yelling had almost died away. He staggered to the side of the top  strange how difficult it was to walk  and looked over. Bracegirdle came with him. Foreshortened by the height he could make out a crowd of figures on the Frenchmans deck. Those check shirts must surely be worn by British sailors. Surely that was Eccles, the Indefatigables first lieutenant on the quarterdeck with a speaking trumpet.

What has happened? he asked Bracegirdle, bewildered.

What has happened? Bracegirdle stared for a moment before he understood. We carried her by boarding. Eccles and the boarders were over the ships side the moment we touched. Why, man, didnt you see?

No, I didnt see it said Hornblower. He forced himself to joke. Other matters demanded my attention at that moment.

He remembered how the mizzen-top had lurched and swung, and he felt suddenly sick. But he did not want Bracegirdle to see it.

I must go on deck and report he said.

The descent of the main shrouds was a slow, ticklish business, for neither his hands nor his feet seemed to wish to go where he tried to place them. Even when he reached the deck he still felt insecure. Bolton was on the quarterdeck supervising the clearing away of the wreck of the mizzen-mast. He gave a start of surprise as Hornblower approached.

I thought you were overside with Davy Jones he said. He glanced aloft, You reached the mainyard in time?

Yes, sir.

Excellent. I think youre born to be hanged, Hornblower. Bolton turned away to bellow at the men.  Vast heaving, there! Clynes, get down into the chains with that tackle! Steady, now, or youll lose it.

He watched the labours of the men for some moments before he turned back to Hornblower.

No more trouble with the men for a couple of months he said. Well work em til they drop, refitting. Prize crew will leave us shorthanded, to say nothing of our butchers bill. Itll be a long time before they want something new. Itll be a long time for you, too, I fancy, Hornblower.

Yes, sir said Hornblower.


THE FROGS AND THE LOBSTERS
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THEYRE COMING SAID Midshipman Kennedy.

Midshipman Hornblowers unmusical ear caught the raucous sounds of a military band, and soon, with a gleam of scarlet and white and gold, the head of the column came round the corner. The hot sunshine was reflected from the brass instruments; behind them the regimental colour flapped from its staff, borne proudly by an ensign with the colour guard round him. Two mounted officers rode behind the colour, and after them came the long red serpent of the half-battalion, the fixed bayonets flashing in the sun, while all the children of Plymouth, still not sated with military pomp, ran along with them.

The sailors standing ready on the quay looked at the soldiers marching up curiously, with something of pity and something of contempt mingled with their curiosity. The rigid drill, the heavy clothing, the iron discipline, the dull routine of the soldier were in sharp contrast with the far more flexible conditions in which the sailor lived. The sailors watched as the band ended with a flourish, and one of the mounted officers wheeled his horse to face the column. A shouted order turned every man to face the quayside, the movements being made so exactly together that five hundred boot-heels made a single sound. A huge sergeant-major, his sash gleaming on his chest, and the silver mounting of his cane winking in the sun, dressed the already perfect line. A third order brought down every musket-butt to earth.

Unfix  bayonets! roared the mounted officer, uttering the first words Hornblower had understood.

Hornblower positively goggled at the ensuing formalities, as the fuglemen strode their three paces forward, all exactly to time like marionettes worked by the same strings, turned their heads to look down the line, and gave the time for detaching the bayonets, for sheathing them, and for returning the muskets to the mens sides. The fuglemen fell back into their places, exactly to time again as far as Hornblower could see, but not exactly enough apparently, as the sergeant-major bellowed his discontent and brought the fuglemen out and sent them back again.

Id like to see him laying aloft on a stormy night muttered Kennedy. Dye think he could take the maintopsl earring?

These lobsters! said Midshipman Bracegirdle.

The scarlet lines stood rigid, all five companies, the sergeants with their halberds indicating the intervals  from halberd to halberd the line of faces dipped down and then up again, with the men exactly sized off, the tallest men at the flanks and the shortest men in the centre of each company. Not a finger moved, not an eyebrow twitched. Down every back hung rigidly a powdered pigtail.

The mounted officer trotted down the line to where the naval party waited, and Lieutenant Bolton, in command, stepped forward with his hand to his hat brim.

My men are ready to embark, sir said the army officer. The baggage will be here immediately.

Aye aye, major said Bolton  the army title and the navy reply in strange contrast.

It would be better to address me as My lord  said the major.

Aye aye, sir  my lord replied Bolton, caught quite off his balance.

His Lordship, the Earl of Edrington, major commanding this wing of the 43rd Foot, was a heavily built young man in his early twenties. He was a fine soldierly figure in his well-fitting uniform, and mounted on a magnificent charger, but he seemed a little young for his present responsible command. But the practice of the purchase of commissions was liable to put very young men in high command, and the Army seemed satisfied with the system.

The French auxiliaries have their orders to report here went on Lord Edrington. I suppose arrangements have been made for their transport as well?

Yes, my lord.

Not one of the beggars can speak English, as far as I can make out. Have you got an officer to interpret?

Yes, sir. Mr. Hornblower!

Sir!

You will attend to the embarkation of the French troops.

Aye aye, sir.

More military music  Hornblowers tone-deaf ear distinguished it as making a thinner noise than the British infantry band  heralded the arrival of the Frenchmen farther down the quay by a side road, and Hornblower hastened there. This was the Royal, Christian, and Catholic French Army, or a detachment of it at least  a battalion of the force raised by the émigré French nobles to fight against the Revolution. There was the white flag with the golden lilies at the head of the column, and a group of mounted officers to whom Hornblower touched his hat. One of them acknowledged his salute.

The Marquis of Pouzauges, Brigadier General in the service of His Most Christian Majesty Louis XVII said this individual in French by way of introduction. He wore a glittering white uniform with a blue ribbon across it.

Stumbling over the French words, Hornblower introduced himself as an aspirant of his Britannic Majestys Marine, deputed to arrange the embarkation of the French troops.

Very good said Pouzauges. We are ready.

Hornblower looked down the French column. The men were standing in all attitudes, gazing about them. They were all well enough dressed, in blue uniforms which Hornblower guessed had been supplied by the British government, but the white crossbelts were already dirty, the metalwork tarnished, the arms dull. Yet doubtless they could fight.

Those are the transports allotted to your men, sir said Hornblower, pointing. The Sophia will take three hundred, and the Dumbarton  that one over there  will take two hundred and fifty. Here at the quay are the lighters to ferry the men out.

Give the orders, M. de Moncoutant said Pouzauges to one of the officers beside him.

The hired baggage carts had now come creaking up along the column, piled high with the mens kits, and the column broke into chattering swarms as the men hunted up their possessions. It was some time before the men were reassembled, each with his own kit-bag; and then there arose the question of detailing a fatigue party to deal with the regimental baggage, and the men who were given the task yielded up their bags with obvious reluctance to their comrades, clearly in despair of ever seeing any of the contents again. Hornblower was still giving out information.

All horses must go to the Sophia he said. She has accommodation for six chargers. The regimental baggage  

He broke off short, for his eye had been caught by a singular jumble of apparatus lying in one of the carts.

What is that, if you please? he asked, curiosity overpowering him.

That, sir said Pouzauges is a guillotine.

A guillotine?

Hornblower had read much lately about this instrument. The Red Revolutionaries had set one up in Paris and kept it hard at work. The King of France, Louis XVI himself, had died under it. He did not expect to find one in the train of a counter-revolutionary army.

Yes said Pouzauges we take it with us to France. It is in my mind to give those anarchists a taste of their own medicine.

Hornblower did not have to make reply, fortunately, as a bellow from Bolton interrupted the conversation.

What the hells all this delay for, Mr. Hornblower? Dyou want us to miss the tide?

It was of course typical of life in any service that Hornblower should be reprimanded for the time wasted by the inefficiency of the French arrangements  that was the sort of thing he had already come to expect, and he had already learned that it was better to submit silently to reprimand than to offer excuses. He addressed himself again to the task of getting the French aboard their transports. It was a weary midshipman who at last reported himself to Bolton with his tally sheets and the news that the last Frenchman and horse and pieces of baggage were safely aboard, and he was greeted with the order to get his things together quickly and transfer them and himself to the Sophia, where his services as interpreter were still needed.

The convoy dropped quickly down Plymouth Sound, rounded the Eddystone, and headed down channel, with h.m.s. Indefatigable flying her distinguishing pennant, the two gun-brigs which had been ordered to assist in convoying the expedition, and the four transports  a small enough force, it seemed to Hornblower, with which to attempt the overthrow of the French republic. There were only eleven hundred infantry; the half-battalion of the 43rd and the weak battalion of Frenchmen (if they could be called that, seeing that many of them were soldiers of fortune of all nations) and although Hornblower had enough sense not to try to judge the Frenchmen as they lay in rows in the dark and stinking tweendecks in the agonies of seasickness he was puzzled that anyone could expect results from such a small force. His historical reading had told him of many small raids, in many wars, launched against the shores of France, and although he knew that they had once been described by an opposition statesman as breaking windows with guineas he had been inclined to approve of them in principle, as bringing about a dissipation of the French strength  until now, when he found himself part of such an expedition.

So it was with relief that he heard from Pouzauges that the troops he had seen did not constitute the whole of the force to be employed  were indeed only a minor fraction of it. A little pale with seasickness, but manfully combating it, Pouzauges laid out a map on the cabin table and explained the plan.

The Christian Army explained Pouzauges will land here, at Quiberon. They sailed from Portsmouth  these English names are hard to pronounce  the day before we left Plymouth. There are five thousand men under the Baron de Charette. They will march on Vannes and Rennes.

And what is your regiment to do? asked Hornblower.

Pouzauges pointed to the map again.

Here is the town of Muzillac he said. Twenty leagues from Quiberon. Here the main road from the south crosses the river Marais, where the tide ceases to flow. It is only a little river, as you see, but its banks are marshy, and the road passes it not only by a bridge but by a long causeway. The rebel armies are to the south, and on their northward march must come by Muzillac. We shall be there. We shall destroy the bridge and defend the crossing, delaying the rebels long enough to enable M. de Charette to raise all Brittany. He will soon have twenty thousand men in arms, the rebels will come back to their allegiance, and we shall march on Paris to restore His Most Christian Majesty to the throne.

So that was the plan. Hornblower was infected with the Frenchmens enthusiasm. Certainly the road passed within ten miles of the coast, and there, in the broad estuary of the Vilaine, it should be possible to land a small force and seize Muzillac. There should be no difficulty about defending a causeway such as Pouzauges described for a day or two against even a large force. That would afford Charette every chance.

My friend M. de Moncoutant here went on Pouzauges, is Lord of Muzillac. The people there will welcome him.

Most of them will said Moncoutant, his grey eyes narrowing. Some will be sorry to see me. But I shall be glad of the encounter.

Western France, the Vendee and Brittany, had long been in a turmoil, and the population there, under the leadership of the nobility, had risen in arms more than once against the Paris government. But every rebellion had ended in defeat; the Royalist force now being convoyed to France was composed of the fragments of the defeated armies  a final cast of the dice, and a desperate one. Regarded in that light, the plan did not seem so sound.

It was a grey morning  a morning of grey sky and grey rocks  when the convoy rounded Belle Ile and stood in towards the estuary of the Vilaine river. Far to the northward were to be seen white topsails in Quiberon Bay  Hornblower, from the deck of the Sophia, saw signals pass back and forth from the Indefatigable as she reported her arrival to the senior officer of the main expedition there. It was a proof of the mobility and ubiquity of naval power that it could take advantage of the configuration of the land so that two blows could be struck almost in sight of each other from the sea yet separated by forty miles of roads on land. Hornblower raked the forbidding shore with his glass, reread the orders for the captain of the Sophia, and stared again at the shore. He could distinguish the narrow mouth of the Marais river and the strip of mud where the troops were to land. The lead was going in the chains as the Sophia crept towards her allotted anchorage, and the ship was rolling uneasily; these waters, sheltered though they were, were a Bedlam of conflicting currents that could make a choppy sea even in a calm. Then the anchor cable rumbled out through the hawsehole and the Sophia swung to the current, while the crew set to work hoisting out the boats.

France, dear beautiful France said Pouzauges at Hornblowers side.

A hail came over the water from the Indefatigable.

Mr. Hornblower!

Sir! yelled Hornblower back through the captains megaphone.

You will go on shore with the French troops and stay with them until you receive further orders.

Aye aye, sir.

So that was the way in which he was to set foot on foreign soil for the first time in his life.

Pouzauges men were now pouring up from below; it was a slow and exasperating business getting them down the ships side into the waiting boats. Hornblower wondered idly regarding what was happening on shore at this moment  without doubt mounted messengers were galloping north and south with the news of the arrival of the expedition, and soon the French Revolutionary generals would be parading their men and marching them hurriedly towards this place; it was well that the important strategic point that had to be seized was less than ten miles inland. He turned back to his duties; as soon as the men were ashore he would have to see that the baggage and reserve ammunition were landed, as well as the horses, now standing miserably in improvised stalls forward of the mainmast.

The first boats had left the ships side; Hornblower watched the men stagger up the shore through mud and water, the French on the left and the red-coated British infantry on the right. There were some fishermens cottages in sight up the beach, and Hornblower saw advance parties go forward to seize them; at least the landing had been effected without a single shot being fired. He came on shore with the ammunition, to find Bolton in charge of the beach.

Get those ammunition boxes well above high-water mark said Bolton. We cant send em forward until the Lobsters have found us some carts for em. And well need horses for those guns too.

At that moment Boltons working party was engaged in manhandling two six-pounder guns in field carriages up the beach; they were to be manned by seamen and drawn by horses commandeered by the landing party, for it was in the old tradition that a British expeditionary force should always be thrown on shore dependent for military necessities on the countryside. Pouzauges and his staff were waiting impatiently for their chargers, and mounted them the moment they had been coaxed out of the boats onto the beach.

Forward for France! shouted Pouzauges, drawing his sword and raising the hilt to his lips.

Moncoutant and the others clattered forward to head the advancing infantry, while Pouzauges lingered to exchange a few words with Lord Edrington. The British infantry was drawn up in a rigid scarlet line; farther inland occasional red dots marked where the light company had been thrown forward as pickets. Hornblower could not hear the conversation, but he noticed that Bolton was drawn into it, and finally Bolton called him over.

You must go forward with the Frogs, Hornblower he said.

Ill give you a horse added Edrington. Take that one  the roan. Ive got to have someone I can trust along with them. Keep your eye on them and let me know the moment they get up to any monkey tricks  God knows what theyll do next.

Heres the rest of your stores coming ashore said Bolton. Ill send em up as soon as you send some carts back to me. What the hells that?

Thats a portable guillotine, sir said Hornblower. Part of the French baggage.

All three turned and looked at Pouzauges, sitting his horse impatiently during this conversation, which he did not understand. He knew what they were referring to, all the same.

Thats the first thing to be sent to Muzillac he said to Hornblower. Will you have the goodness to tell these gentlemen so?

Hornblower translated.

Ill send the guns and a load of ammunition first said Bolton. But Ill see he gets it soon. Now off you go.

Hornblower dubiously approached the roan horse. All he knew about riding he had learned in farmyards, but he got his foot up into the stirrup and climbed in the saddle, grabbing nervously at the reins as the animal started to move off. It seemed as far down to the ground from there as it did from the maintopgallant yard. Pouzauges wheeled his horse about and started up the beach, and the roan followed its example, with Hornblower hanging on desperately, spattered by the mud thrown up by the French horses heels.

From the fishing hamlet a muddy lane, bordered by green turf banks, led inland, and Pouzauges trotted smartly along it, Hornblower jolting behind him. They covered three or four miles before they overtook the rear of the French infantry, marching rapidly through the mud, and Pouzauges pulled his horse to a walk. When the column climbed a slight undulation they could see the white banner far ahead. Over the banks Hornblower could see rocky fields; out on the left there was a small farmhouse of grey stone. A blue-uniformed soldier was leading away a white horse pulling a cart, while two or three more soldiers were holding back the farmers frantic wife. So the expeditionary force had secured some of its necessary transport. In another field a soldier was prodding a cow along with his bayonet  Hornblower could not imagine with what motive. Twice he heard distant musket shots to which no one seemed to pay any attention. Then, coming down the road, they encountered two soldiers leading bony horses towards the beach; the jests hurled at them by the marching column had set the mens faces in broad grins. But a little way farther on Hornblower saw a plough standing lonely in a little field, and a grey bundle lying near it. The bundle was a dead man.

Over on their right was the marshy river valley, and it was not long before Hornblower could see, far ahead, the bridge and the causeway which they had been sent to seize. The lane they were following came down a slight incline into the town, passing between a few grey cottages before emerging into the highroad along which there lay the town. There was a grey stone church, there was a building that could easily be identified as an inn and postinghouse with soldiers swarming round it, a slight broadening of the highroad, with an avenue of trees, which Hornblower assumed must be the central square of the town. A few faces peered from upper windows, but otherwise the houses were shut and there were no civilians to be seen except two women hastily shuttering their shops. Pouzauges reined up his horse in the square and began issuing orders. Already the horses were being led out of the posthouse, and groups of men were bustling to and fro on seemingly urgent errands. In obedience to Pouzauges one officer called his men together  he had to expostulate and gesticulate before he succeeded  and started towards the bridge. Another party started along the highway in the opposite direction to guard against the possible surprise attack from there. A crowd of men squatted in the square devouring the bread that was brought out from one of the shops after its door had been beaten in, and two or three times civilians were dragged up to Pouzauges and at his orders were hurried away again to the town jail. The seizure of the town of Muzillac was complete.

Pouzauges seemed to think so, too, after an interval, for with a glance at Hornblower he turned his horse and trotted towards the causeway. The town ended before the road entered the marshes, and in a bit of waste ground beside the road the party sent out in this direction had already lighted a fire, and the men were gathered round it, toasting on their bayonets chunks of meat cut from a cow whose half-flayed corpse lay beside the fire. Farther on, where the causeway became the bridge over the river, a sentry sat sunning himself, with his musket leaning against the parapet of the bridge at his back. Everything was peaceful enough. Pouzauges trotted as far as the crown of the bridge, with Hornblower beside him, and looked over the country on the farther side. There was no sign of any enemy, and when they returned there was a mounted red-coated soldier waiting for them  Lord Edrington.

Ive come to see for myself he said. The position looks strong enough in all conscience here. Once you have the guns posted you should be able to hold this bridge until you can blow up the arch. But theres a ford, passable at low water, half a mile lower down. That is where I shall station myself  if we lose the ford they can turn the whole position and cut us off from the shore. Tell this gentleman  whats his name?  what I said.

Hornblower translated as well as he could, and stood by as interpreter while the two commanders pointed here and there and settled their respective duties.

Thats settled, then said Edrington at length. Dont forget, Mr. Hornblower, that I must be kept informed of every development.

He nodded to them and wheeled his horse and trotted off. As he left a cart approached from the direction of Muzillac, while behind it a loud clanking heralded the arrival of the two six-pounders, each drawn painfully by a couple of horses led by seamen. Sitting upon the front of the cart was Midshipman Bracegirdle, who saluted Hornblower with a broad grin.

From quarterdeck to dung cart is no more than a step, he announced, swinging himself down. From midshipman to captain of artillery.

He looked along the causeway and then around him.

Put the guns over there and theyll sweep the whole length suggested Hornblower.

Exactly said Bracegirdle.

Under his orders the guns were wheeled off the road and pointed along the causeway, and the dung cart was unloaded of its contents, a tarpaulin spread on the ground, the gunpowder cartridges laid on it and covered with another tarpaulin. The shot and the bags of grape were piled beside the guns, the seamen working with a will under the stimulus of their novel surroundings.

Poverty brings strange bedfellows said Bracegirdle. And wars strange duties. Have you ever blown up a bridge?

Never said Hornblower.

Neither have I. Come, and let us do it. May I offer you a place in my carriage?

Hornblower climbed up into the cart with Bracegirdle, and two seamen led the plodding horse along the causeway to the bridge. There they halted and looked down at the muddy water  running swiftly with the ebb  craning their heads over the parapet to look at the solid stone construction.

It is the keystone of the arch which we should blow out said Bracegirdle.

That was the proverbial recipe for the destruction of a bridge, but as Hornblower looked from the bridge to Bracegirdle and back again the idea did not seem easy to execute. Gunpowder exploded upwards and had to be held in on all sides  how was that to be done under the arch of the bridge?

What about the pier? he asked tentatively.

We can but look and see said Bracegirdle, and turned to the seaman by the cart. Hannay, bring a rope.

They fastened the rope to the parapet and slid down it to a precarious foothold on the slippery ledge round the base of the pier, the river gurgling at their feet.

That seems to be the solution said Bracegirdle, crouching almost double under the arch.

Time slipped by fast as they made their preparations; a working party had to be brought from the guard of the bridge, picks and crowbars had to be found or extemporised, and some of the huge blocks with which the pier was built had to be picked out at the shoulder of the arch. Two kegs of gunpowder, lowered gingerly from above, had to be thrust into the holes so formed, a length of slow match put in at each bunghole and led to the exterior, while the kegs were tamped into their caves with all the stones and earth that could be crammed into them. It was almost twilight under the arch when the work was finished, the working party made laboriously to climb the rope up to the bridge and Bracegirdle and Hornblower left to look at each other again.

Ill fire the fuses said Bracegirdle. You go next, sir.

It was not a matter for much argument. Bracegirdle was under orders to destroy the bridge, and Hornblower addressed himself to climbing up the rope while Bracegirdle took his tinderbox from his pocket. Once on the roadway of the bridge Hornblower sent away the cart and waited. It was only two or three minutes before Bracegirdle appeared, frantically climbing the rope and hurling himself over the parapet.

Run! was all that was said.

Together they scurried down the bridge and halted breathless to crouch by the abutment of the causeway. Then came a dull explosion, a tremor of the earth under their feet, and a cloud of smoke.

Lets come and see said Bracegirdle.

They retraced their steps towards where the bridge was still shrouded in smoke and dust.

Only partly   began Bracegirdle as they neared the scene and the dust cleared away.

And at that moment there was a second explosion which made them stagger as they stood. A lump of the roadbed hit the parapet beside them and burst like a shell, spattering them with fragments. There was a rumble and a clatter as the arch subsided into the river.

That must have been the second keg going off said Bracegirdle, wiping his face. We should have remembered the fuses were likely to be of different lengths. Two promising careers might have ended suddenly if we had been any nearer.

At any rate, the bridge is gone said Hornblower.

Alls well that ends well said Bracegirdle.

Seventy pounds of gunpowder had done their work. The bridge was cut clear across, leaving a ragged gap several feet wide, beyond which the roadway reached out towards the gap from the farther pier as a witness to the toughness of the mortar. Beneath their feet as they peered over they could see the river bed almost choked with lumps of stone.

Well need no more than an anchor watch tonight said Bracegirdle.

Hornblower looked round to where the roan horse was tethered; he was tempted to return to Muzillac on foot, leading the animal, but shame forbade. He climbed with an effort into the saddle and headed the animal back up the road; ahead of him the sky was beginning to turn red with the approach of sunset.

He entered the main street of the town and rounded the slight bend to the central square, to see something that made him, without his own volition, tug at his reins and halt his horse. The square was full of people, townsfolk and soldiers, and in the centre of the square a tall narrow rectangle reached upwards towards the sky with a glittering blade at its upper end. The blade fell with a reverberating thump, and the little group of men round the base of the rectangle dragged something to one side and added it to the heap already there. The portable guillotine was at work.

Hornblower sat sick and horrified  this was worse than any flogging at the gratings. He was about to urge his horse forward when a strange sound caught his ear. A man was singing, loud and clear, and out from a building at the side of the square emerged a little procession. In front walked a big man with dark curly hair, wearing a white shirt and dark breeches. At either side and behind him walked soldiers. It was this man who was singing; the tune meant nothing to Hornblower, but he could hear the words distinctly  it was one of the verses of the French revolutionary song, echoes of which had penetrated even across the Channel.

Oh, sacred love of the Fatherland . . . sang the man in the white shirt; and when the civilians in the square heard what he was singing, there was a rustle among them and they dropped to the knees, their heads bowed and their hands crossed upon their breasts.

The executioners were winding the blade up again, and the man in the white shirt followed its rise with his eyes while he still sang without a tremor in his voice. The blade reached the top, and the singing ceased at last as the executioners fell on the man with the white shirt and led him to the guillotine. Then the blade fell with another echoing crash.

It seemed that this was to be the last execution, for the soldiers began to push the civilians back towards their homes, and Hornblower urged his horse forward through the dissolving crowd. He was nearly thrown from his saddle when the animal plunged sideways, snorting furiously  it had scented the horrid heap that lay beside the guillotine. At the side of the square was a house with a balcony, and Hornblower looked up at it in time to see Pouzauges still standing there, wearing his white uniform and blue ribbon, his staff about him and his hands on the rail. There were sentries at the door, and to one of them Hornblower handed over his horse as he entered; Pouzauges was just descending the stairs.

Good evening, sir said Pouzauges with perfect courtesy. I am glad you have found your way to headquarters. I trust it was without trouble? We are about to dine and will enjoy your company. You have your horse, I suppose? M. de Villers here will give orders for it to be looked after, I am sure.

It was all hard to believe. It was hard to believe that this polished gentleman had ordered the butchery that had just ended; it was hard to believe that the elegant young men with whom he sat at dinner were staking their lives on the overthrow of a barbarous but lusty young republic. But it was equally hard to believe, when he climbed into a four-poster bed that night, that he, Midshipman Horatio Hornblower, was in imminent deadly peril himself.

Outside in the street women wailed as the headless corpses, the harvest of the executions, were carried away, and he thought he would never sleep, but youth and fatigue had their way, and he slept for most of the night, although he awoke with the feeling that he had just been fighting off a nightmare. Everything was strange to him in the darkness, and it was several moments before he could account for the strangeness. He was in a bed and not  as he had spent the preceding three hundred nights  in a hammock; and the bed was steady as a rock instead of swaying about with the lively motion of a frigate. The stuffiness about him was the stuffiness of bed curtains, and not the stuffiness of the midshipmens berth with its compound smell of stale humanity and stale bilgewater. He was on shore, in a house, in a bed, and everything about him was dead quiet, unnaturally so to a man accustomed to the noises of a wooden ship at sea.

Of course; he was in a house in the town of Muzillac in Brittany. He was sleeping in the headquarters of Brigadier General the Marquis de Pouzauges, commanding the French troops who constituted part of this expedition, which was itself part of a larger force invading Revolutionary France in the royalist cause. Hornblower felt a quickening of the pulse, a faint sick feeling of insecurity, as he realized afresh that he was now in France, ten miles from the sea and the Indefatigable with only a rabble of Frenchmen  half of them mercenaries only nominally Frenchmen at that  around him to preserve him from death or captivity. He regretted his knowledge of French  if he had had none he would not be here, and good fortune might even have put him among the British half-battalion of the 43rd guarding the ford a mile away.

It was partly the thought of the British troops which roused him out of bed. It was his duty to see that liaison was kept up with them, and the situation might have changed while he slept. He drew aside the bed curtains and stepped down to the floor; as his legs took the weight of his body they protested furiously  all the riding he had done yesterday had left every muscle and joint aching so that he could hardly walk. But he hobbled in the darkness over to the window, found the latch of the shutters, and pushed them open. A three-quarter moon was shining down into the empty street of the town, and looking down he could see the three-cornered hat of the sentry posted outside, and the bayonet reflecting the moonlight. Returning from the window, he found his coat and his shoes and put them on, belted his cutlass about him, and then he crept downstairs as quietly as he could. In the room off the entrance hall a tallow dip guttered on the table, and beside it a French sergeant slept with his head on his arms, lightly, for he raised his head as Hornblower paused in the doorway. On the floor of the room the rest of the guard off duty were snoring stertorously, huddled together like pigs in a sty, their muskets stacked against the wall.

Hornblower nodded to the sergeant, opened the front door and stepped out into the street. His lungs expanded gratefully as he breathed in the clean night air  morning air, rather, for there to the east the sky was assuming a lighter tinge  and the sentry, catching sight of the British naval officer, came clumsily to attention. In the square there still stood the gaunt harsh framework of the guillotine reaching up to the moonlit sky, and round it the black patch of the blood of its victims. Hornblower wondered who they were, who it could have been that the Royalists should seize and kill at such short notice, and he decided that they must have been petty officials of the Revolutionary government  the mayor and the customs officer and so on  if they were not merely men against whom the émigrés had cherished grudges since the days of the Revolution itself. It was a savage, merciless world, and at the moment he was very much alone in it, lonely, depressed, and unhappy.

He was distracted from these thoughts by the sergeant of the guard emerging from the door with a file of men; the sentry in the street was relieved, and the party went on round the house to relieve the others. Then across the street he saw four drummers appear from another house, with a sergeant commanding them. They formed into a line, their drumsticks poised high before their faces, and then at a word from the sergeant, the eight drumsticks fell together with a crash, and the drummers proceeded to march slowly along the street beating out a jerky exhilarating rhythm. At the first corner they stopped, and the drums rolled long and menacingly, and then they marched on again, beating out the previous rhythm. They were beating to arms, calling the men to their duties from their billets, and Hornblower, tone-deaf but highly sensitive to rhythm, thought it was fine music, real music. He turned back to headquarters with his depression fallen away from him. The sergeant of the guard came marching back with the relieved sentries; the first of the awakened soldiers were beginning to appear sleepily in the streets, and then, with a clatter of hoofs, a mounted messenger came riding up to headquarters, and the day was begun.

A pale young French officer read the note which the messenger brought, and politely handed it to Hornblower to read; he had to puzzle over it for a space  he was not accustomed to hand-written French  but its meaning became clear to him at length. It implied no new development; the main expeditionary force, landed yesterday at Quiberon, would move forward this morning on Vannes and Rennes while the subsidiary force to which Hornblower was attached must maintain its position at Muzillac, guarding its flank. The Marquis de Pouzauges, immaculate in his white uniform and blue ribbon, appeared at that moment, read the note without comment, and turned to Hornblower with a polite invitation to breakfast.

They went back to the big kitchen with its copper cooking pans glittering on the walls, and a silent woman brought them coffee and bread. She might be a patriotic Frenchwoman and an enthusiastic counter-revolutionary, but she showed no signs of it. Her feelings, of course, might easily have been influenced by the fact that this horde of men had taken over her house and were eating her food and sleeping in her rooms without payment. Maybe some of the horses and wagons seized for the use of the army were hers too  and maybe some of the people who had died under the guillotine last night were her friends. But she brought coffee, and the staff, standing about in the big kitchen with their spurs clinking, began to breakfast. Hornblower took his cup and a piece of bread  for four months before this his only bread had been ships biscuit  and sipped at the stuff. He was not sure if he liked it; he had only tasted coffee three or four times before. But the second time he raised his cup to his lips he did not sip; before he could do so, the distant boom of a cannon made him lower his cup and stand stock still. The cannon shot was repeated, and again, and then it was echoed by a sharper, nearer note  Midshipman Bracegirdles six-pounders on the causeway.

In the kitchen there was instant stir and bustle. Somebody knocked a cup over and sent a river of black liquid swirling across the table. Somebody else managed to catch his spurs together so that he stumbled into somebody elses arms. Everyone seemed to be speaking at once. Hornblower was as excited as the rest of them; he wanted to rush out and see what was happening, but he thought at that moment of the disciplined calm which he had seen in h.m.s. Indefatigable as she went into action. He was not of this breed of Frenchmen, and to prove it he made himself put his cup to his lips again and drink calmly. Already most of the staff had dashed out of the kitchen shouting for their horses. It would take time to saddle up; he met Pouzauges eye as the latter strode up and down the kitchen, and drained his cup  a trifle too hot for comfort, but he felt it was a good gesture. There was bread to eat, and he made himself bite and chew and swallow, although he had no appetite; if he was to be in the field all day, he could not tell when he would get his next meal, and so he crammed a half loaf into his pocket.

The horses were being brought into the yard and saddled; the excitement had infected them, and they plunged and sidled about amid the curses of the officers. Pouzauges leapt up into his saddle and clattered away with the rest of the staff behind him, leaving behind only a single soldier holding Hornblowers roan. That was as it had better be  Hornblower knew that he would not keep his seat for half a minute if the horse took it into his head to plunge or rear. He walked slowly out to the animal, which was calmer now when the groom petted him, and climbed with infinite slowness and precaution into the saddle. With a pull at the bit he checked the brutes exuberance and walked it sedately into the street and towards the bridge in the wake of the galloping staff. It was better to make sure of arriving by keeping his horse down to a walk than to gallop and be thrown. The guns were still booming and he could see the puffs of smoke from Bracegirdles six-pounders. On his left, the sun was rising in a clear sky.

At the bridge the situation seemed obvious enough. Where the arch had been blown up a few skirmishers on either side were firing at each other across the gap, and at the far end of the causeway, across the Marais, a cloud of smoke revealed the presence of a hostile battery firing slowly and at extreme range. Beside the causeway on this side were Bracegirdles two six-pounders, almost perfectly covered by a dip in the ground. Bracegirdle, with his cutlass belted round him, was standing between the guns which his party of seamen were working, and he waved his hand lightheartedly at Hornblower when he caught sight of him. A dark column of infantry appeared on the distant causeway. Bang  bang went Bracegirdles guns. Hornblowers horse plunged at the noise, distracting him, but when he had time to look again, the column had disappeared. Then suddenly the causeway parapet near him flew into splinters; something hit the roadbed beside his horses feet a tremendous blow and passed on with a roar  that was the closest so far in his life that a cannon shot had missed him. He lost a stirrup during the resultant struggle with his horse, and deemed it wiser, as soon as he regained moderate control, to dismount and lead the animal off the causeway towards the guns. Bracegirdle met him with a grin.

No chance of their crossing here he said. At least, not if the Frogs stick to their work, and it looks as if theyre willing to. The gaps within grapeshot range, theyll never bridge it. Cant think what theyre burning powder for.

Testing our strength, I suppose said Hornblower, with an air of infinite military wisdom.

He would have been shaking with excitement if he had allowed his body to take charge. He did not know if he were being stiltedly unnatural, but even if he were that was better than to display excitement. There was something strangely pleasant, in a nightmare fashion, in standing here posing as a hardened veteran with cannon balls howling overhead; Bracegirdle seemed happy and smiling and quite master of himself, and Hornblower looked sharply at him, wondering if this were as much a pose as his own. He could not tell.

Here they come again said Bracegirdle. Oh, only skirmishers.

A few scattered men were running out along the causeway to the bridge. At long musket range they fell to the ground and began spasmodic firing; already there were some dead men lying over there and the skirmishers took cover behind the corpses. On this side of the gap the skirmishers, better sheltered, fired back at them.

They havent a chance, here at any rate said Bracegirdle. And look there.

The main body of the Royalist force, summoned from the town, was marching up along the road. While they watched it, a cannon shot from the other side struck the head of the column and ploughed into it  Hornblower saw dead men flung this way and that, and the column wavered. Pouzauges came riding up and yelled orders, and the column, leaving its dead and wounded on the road, changed direction and took shelter in the marshy fields beside the causeway.

With nearly all the Royalist force assembled, it seemed indeed as if it would be utterly impossible for the Revolutionaries to force a crossing here.

Id better report on this to the Lobsters said Hornblower.

There was firing down that way at dawn agreed Bracegirdle.

Skirting the wide marsh here ran a narrow path through the lush grass, leading to the ford which the 43rd were guarding. Hornblower led his horse onto the path before he mounted; he felt he would be more sure in that way of persuading the horse to take that direction. It was not long before he saw a dab of scarlet on the river bank  pickets thrown out from the main body to watch against any unlikely attempt to cross the marshes and stream round the British flank. Then he saw the cottage that indicated the site of the ford; in the field beside it was a wide patch of scarlet indicating where the main body was waiting for developments. At this point the marsh narrowed where a ridge of slightly higher ground approached the water; a company of redcoats was drawn up here with Lord Edrington on horseback beside them. Hornblower rode up and made his report, somewhat jerkily as his horse moved restlessly under him.

No serious attack, you say? asked Edrington.

No sign of one when I left, sir.

Indeed? Edrington stared across the river. And here its the same story. No attempt to cross the ford in force. Why should they show their hand and then not attack?

I thought they were burning powder unnecessarily, sir said Hornblower.

Theyre not fools snapped Edrington, with another penetrating look across the river. At any rate, theres no harm in assuming they are not.

He turned his horse and cantered back to the main body and gave an order to a captain, who scrambled to his feet to receive it. The captain bellowed an order, and his company stood up and fell into line, rigid and motionless. Two further orders turned them to the right and marched them off in file, every man in step, every musket sloped at the same angle. Edrington watched them go.

No harm in having a flank guard he said.

The sound of a cannon across the water recalled them to the river; on the other side of the marsh a column of troops could be seen marching rapidly along the bank.

Thats the same column coming back, sir said the company commander. That or another just like it.

Marching about and firing random shots said Edrington. Mr. Hornblower, have the émigré troops any flank guard out towards Quiberon?

Towards Quiberon, sir? said Hornblower, taken aback.

Damn it, cant you hear a plain question? Is there, or is there not?

I dont know, sir confessed Hornblower miserably.

There were five thousand émigré troops at Quiberon, and it seemed quite unnecessary to keep a guard out in that direction.

Then present my compliments to the French émigré general, and suggest he posts a strong detachment up the road, if he has not done so.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower turned his horses head back up the path towards the bridge. The sun was shining strongly now over the deserted fields. He could still hear the occasional thud of a cannon shot, but overhead a lark was singing in the blue sky. Then as he headed up the last low ridge towards Muzillac and the bridge he heard a sudden irregular outburst of firing; he fancied he heard screams and shouts, and what he saw as he topped the rise, made him snatch at his reins and drag his horse to a halt. The fields before him were covered with fugitives in blue uniforms with white crossbelts, all running madly towards him. In among the fugitives were galloping horsemen, whirling sabres that flashed in the sunshine. Farther out to the left a whole column of horsemen were trotting fast across the fields, and farther back the sun glittered on lines of bayonets moving rapidly from the high road towards the sea.

There could be no doubt of what had happened; during those sick seconds when he sat and stared, Hornblower realised the truth; the Revolutionaries had pushed in a force between Quiberon and Muzillac, and, keeping the émigrés occupied by demonstrations from across the river, had rushed down and brought off a complete surprise by this attack from an unexpected quarter. Heaven only knew what had happened at Quiberon  but this was no time to think about that. Hornblower dragged his horses head round and kicked his heels into the brutes sides, urging him frantically back up the path towards the British. He bounced and rolled in his saddle, clinging on madly, consumed with fear lest he lose his seat and be captured by the pursuing French.

At the clatter of hoofs every eye turned towards him when he reached the British post. Edrington was there, standing with his horses bridle over his arm.

The French! yelled Hornblower hoarsely, pointing back. Theyre coming!

I expected nothing else said Edrington.

He shouted an order before he put his foot in the stirrup to mount. The main body of the 43rd was standing in line by the time he was in the saddle. His adjutant went galloping off to recall the company from the waters edge.

The French are in force, horse, foot, and guns, I suppose? asked Edrington.

Horse and foot at least, sir gasped Hornblower, trying to keep his head clear. I saw no guns.

And the émigrés are running like rabbits?

Yes, sir.

Here come the first of them.

Over the nearest ridge a few blue uniforms made their appearance, their wearers still running while stumbling with fatigue.

I suppose we must cover their retreat, although theyre not worth saving said Edrington. Look there!

The company he had sent out as a flank guard was in sight on the crest of a slight slope: it was formed into a tiny square, red against the green, and as they watched they saw a mob of horsemen flood up the hill towards it and break into an eddy around it.

Just as well I had them posted there remarked Edrington calmly. Ah, here comes Maynes company.

The force from the ford came marching up. Harsh orders were shouted. Two companies wheeled round while the sergeant-major with his sabre and his silver-headed cane regulated the pace and the alignment as if the men were on the barrack square.

I would suggest you stay by me, Mr. Hornblower said Edrington.

He moved his horse up into the interval between the two columns, and Hornblower followed him dumbly. Another order, and the force began to march steadily across the valley, the sergeants calling the step and the sergeant-major watching the intervals. All round them now were fleeing émigré soldiers, most of them in the last stages of exhaustion  Hornblower noticed more than one of them fall down on the ground gasping and incapable of further movement. And then over the low slope to the right appeared a line of plumes, a line of sabres  a regiment of cavalry trotting rapidly forward. Hornblower saw the sabres lifted, saw the horses break into a gallop, heard the yells of the charging men. The redcoats around him halted; another shouted order, another slow, deliberate movement, and the half-battalion was in a square with the mounted officers in the centre and the colours waving over their heads. The charging horsemen were less than a hundred yards away. Some officer with a deep voice began giving orders, intoning them as if at some solemn ceremony. The first order brought the muskets from the mens shoulders, and the second was answered by a simultaneous click of opened priming pans. The third order brought the muskets to the present along one face of the square.

Too high! said the sergeant-major Lower, there, number seven.

The charging horsemen were only thirty yards away; Hornblower saw the leading men, their cloaks flying from their shoulders, leaning along their horses necks with their sabres pointed forward at the full stretch of their arms.

Fire! said the deep voice.

In reply came a single sharp explosion as every musket went off at once. The smoke swirled round the square and disappeared. Where Hornblower had been looking, there were now a score of horses and men on the ground, some struggling in agony, some lying still. The cavalry regiment split like a torrent encountering a rock and hurtled harmlessly past the other faces of the square.

Well enough said Edrington.

The deep voice was intoning again; like marionettes all on the same string the company that had fired now reloaded, every man biting out his bullet at the same instant, every man ramming home his charge, every man spitting his bullet into his musket barrel with the same instantaneous inclination of the head. Edrington looked keenly at the cavalry collecting together in a disorderly mob down the valley.

The 43rd will advance! he ordered.

With solemn ritual the square opened up again into two columns and continued its interrupted march. The detached company came marching up to join them from out of a ring of dead men and horses. Someone raised a cheer.

Silence in the ranks! bellowed the sergeant-major. Sergeant, take that mans name.

But Hornblower noticed how the sergeant-major was eyeing keenly the distance between the columns; it had to be maintained exactly so that a company wheeling back filled it to make the square.

Here they come again said Edrington.

The cavalry were forming for a new charge, but the square was ready for them. Now the horses were blown and the men were less enthusiastic. It was not a solid wall of horses that came down on them, but isolated groups, rushing first at one face and then at another, and pulling up or swerving aside as they reached the line of bayonets. The attacks were too feeble to meet with company volleys; at the word of command sections here and there gave fire to the more determined groups. Hornblower saw one man  an officer, judging by his gold lace  rein up before the bayonets and pull out a pistol. Before he could discharge it, half a dozen muskets went off together; the officers face became a horrible bloody mask, and he and his horse fell together to the ground. Then all at once the cavalry wheeled off, like starlings over a field, and the march could be resumed.

No discipline about these Frogs, not on either side said Edrington.

The march was headed for the sea, for the blessed shelter of the Indefatigable, but it seemed to Hornblower as if the pace was intolerably slow. The men were marching at the parade step, with agonising deliberation, while all round them and far ahead of them the fugitive émigrés poured in a broad stream towards safety. Looking back, Hornblower saw the fields full of marching columns  hurrying swarms, rather  of Revolutionary infantry in hot pursuit of them.

Once let men run, and you cant do anything else with them commented Edrington, following Hornblowers gaze.

Shouts and shots over to the flank caught their attention. Trotting over the fields, leaping wildly at the bumps, came a cart drawn by a lean horse. Someone in a seamans frock and trousers was holding the reins; other seamen were visible over the sides firing muskets at the horsemen hovering about them. It was Bracegirdle with his dung cart; he might have lost his guns but he had saved his men. The pursuers dropped away as the cart neared the columns; Bracegirdle, standing up in the cart, caught sight of Hornblower on his horse and waved to him excitedly.

Boadicea and her chariot! he yelled.

Ill thank you, sir shouted Edrington with lungs of brass to go on and prepare for our embarkation.

Aye aye, sir!

The lean horse trotted on with the cart lurching after it and the grinning seamen clinging on to the sides. At the flank appeared a swarm of infantry, a mad, gesticulating crowd, half running to cut off the 43rds retreat. Edrington swept his glance round the fields.

The 43rd will form line! he shouted.

Like some ponderous machine, well oiled, the half-battalion fronted towards the swarm; the columns became lines, each man moving into his position like bricks laid on a wall.

The 43rd will advance!

The scarlet line swept forward, slowly, inexorably. The swarm hastened to meet it, officers to the front waving their swords and calling on their men to follow.

Make ready!

Every musket came down together; the priming pans clicked.

Present!

Up came the muskets, and the swarm hesitated before that fearful menace. Individuals tried to get back into the crowd to cover themselves from the volley with the bodies of their comrades.

Fire!

A crashing volley; Hornblower, looking over the heads of the British infantry from his point of vantage on horseback, saw the whole face of the swarm go down in swathes. Still the red line moved forward, at each deliberate step a shouted order brought a machine-like response as the men reloaded; five hundred mouths spat in five hundred bullets, five hundred right arms raised five hundred ramrods at once. When the muskets came to the present the red line was at the swathe of dead and wounded, for the swarm had withdrawn before the advance, and shrank back still further at the threat of the volley. The volley was fired; the advance went on. Another volley; another advance. Now the swarm was shredding away. Now men were running from it. Now every man had turned tail and fled from that frightful musketry. The hillside was as black with fugitives as it had been when the émigrés were fleeing.

Halt!

The advance ceased; the line became a double column, and the retreat began again.

Very creditable remarked Edrington.

Hornblowers horse was trying jerkily to pick its way over a carpet of dead and wounded, and he was so busy keeping his seat, and his brain was in such a whirl, that he did not immediately realise that they had topped the last rise, so that before them lay the glittering waters of the estuary. The strip of muddy beach was packed solid with émigrés. There were the ships riding at anchor, and there, blessed sight, were the boats swarming towards the shore. It was high time, for already the boldest of the Revolutionary infantry were hovering round the columns, taking long shots into them. Here and there a man fell.

Close up! snapped the sergeants, and the files marched on stolidly, leaving the wounded and dead behind them.

The adjutants horse suddenly snorted and plunged, and then fell first to its knees, and, kicking, to its side, while the freckle-faced adjutant freed his feet from the stirrups and flung himself out of the saddle just in time to escape being pinned underneath.

Are you hit, Stanley? asked Edrington.

No, my lord. All safe and sound said the adjutant, brushing at his scarlet coat.

You wont have to foot it far said Edrington. No need to throw out skirmishers to drive those fellows off. This is where we must make our stand.

He looked about him, at the fishermens cottages above the beach, the panic-stricken émigrés at the waters edge, and the masses of Revolutionary infantry coming up in pursuit, leaving small enough time for preparation. Some of the redcoats poured into the cottages, appearing a moment later at the windows; it was fortunate that the fishing hamlet guarded one flank of the gap down to the beach while the other was guarded by a steep and inaccessible headland on whose summit a small block of redcoats established themselves. In the gap between the two points the remaining four companies formed a long line just sheltered by the crest of the beach.

The boats of the squadron were already loading with émigrés among the small breakers below. Hornblower heard the crack of a single pistol-shot; he could guess that some officer down there was enforcing his orders in the only possible way to prevent the fear-driven men from pouring into the boats and swamping them. As if in answer came the roar of cannon on the other side. A battery of artillery had unlimbered just out of musket range and was firing at the British position, while all about it gathered the massed battalions of the Revolutionary infantry. The cannon balls howled close overhead.

Let them fire away said Edrington. The longer the better.

The artillery could do little harm to the British in the fold of ground that protected them, and the Revolutionary commander must have realised that as well as the necessity for wasting no time. Over there the drums began to roll  a noise of indescribable menace  and then the columns surged forward. So close were they already that Hornblower could see the features of the officers in the lead, waving their hats and swords.

43rd, make ready! said Edrington, and the priming pans clicked as one. Seven paces forward  march!

One  two  three  seven paces, painstakingly taken, took the line to the little crest.

Present! Fire!

A volley nothing could withstand. The columns halted, swayed, received another smashing volley, and another, and fell back in ruin.

Excellent! said Edrington.

The battery boomed again; a file of two redcoat soldiers was tossed back like dolls, to lie in a horrible bloody mass close beside Hornblowers horses feet.

Close up! said a sergeant, and the men on either side had filled the gap.

43rd, seven paces back  march!

The line was below the crest again, as the red-coated marionettes withdrew in steady time. Hornblower could not remember later whether it was twice or three times more that the Revolutionary masses came on again, each time to be dashed back by that disciplined musketry. But the sun was nearly setting in the ocean behind him when he looked back to see the beach almost cleared and Bracegirdle plodding up to them to report.

I can spare one company now said Edrington in reply but not taking his eyes off the French masses. After they are on board, have every boat ready and waiting.

One company filed off; another attack was beaten back  after the preceding failures it was not pressed home with anything like the dash and fire of the earlier ones. Now the battery was turning its attention to the headland on the flank, and sending its balls among the redcoats there, while a battalion of French moved over to the attack at that point.

That gives us time said Edrington. Captain Griffin, you can march the men off. Colour party, remain here.

Down the beach went the centre companies to the waiting boats, while the colours still waved to mark their old position, visible over the crest to the French. The company in the cottages came out, formed up, and marched down as well. Edrington trotted across to the foot of the little headland; he watched the French forming for the attack and the infantry wading out to the boats.

Now, grenadiers! he yelled suddenly. Run for it! Colour party!

Down the steep seaward face of the headland came the last company, running, sliding, and stumbling. A musket, clumsily handled, went off unexpectedly. The last man came down the slope as the colour party reached the waters edge and began to climb into a boat with its precious burden. A wild yell went up from the French, and their whole mass came rushing towards the evacuated position.

Now, sir said Edrington, turning his horse seawards.

Hornblower fell from his saddle as his horse splashed into the shallows. He let go of the reins and plunged out, waist deep, shoulder deep, to where the longboat lay on its oars with its four-pounder gun in its bows and Bracegirdle beside it to haul him in. He looked up in time to see a curious incident; Edrington had reached the Indefatigables gig, still holding his horses reins. With the French pouring down the beach towards them, he turned and took a musket from the nearest soldier, pressed the muzzle to the horses head, and fired. The horse fell in its death agony in the shallows; only Hornblowers roan remained as prize to the Revolutionaries.

Back water! said Bracegirdle, and the longboat backed away from the beach; Hornblower lay in the eyes of the boat feeling as if he had not the strength to move a limb, and the beach was covered with shouting, gesticulating Frenchmen, lit redly by the sunset.

One moment said Bracegirdle, reaching for the lanyard of the four-pounder, and tugging at it smartly.

The gun roared out in Hornblowers ear, and the charge cut a swathe of destruction on the beach.

That was canister said Bracegirdle. Eighty-four balls. Easy, port! Give way, starboard!

The longboat turned, away from the beach and towards the welcoming ships. Hornblower looked back at the darkening coast of France. This was the end of an incident; his countrys attempt to overturn the Revolution had met with a bloody repulse. Newspapers in Paris would exult; the Gazette in London would give the incident five cold lines. Clairvoyant, Hornblower could foresee that in a years time the world would hardly remember the incident. In twenty years it would be entirely forgotten. Yet those headless corpses up there in Muzillac; those shattered redcoats; those Frenchmen caught in the four-pounders blast of canister  they were all as dead as if it had been a day in which history had been changed. And he was just as weary. And in his pocket there was still the bread he had put there that morning and forgotten all about.


THE SPANISH GALLEYS
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THE OLD INDEFATIGABLE was lying at anchor in the Bay of Cadiz at the time when Spain made peace with France. Hornblower happened to be midshipman of the watch, and it was he who called the attention of Lieutenant Chadd to the approach of the eight-oared pinnace, with the red and yellow of Spain drooping at the stern. Chadds glass made out the gleam of gold on epaulette and cocked hat, and bellowed the order for sideboys and marine guard to give the traditional honours to a captain in an allied service. Pellew, hurriedly warned, was at the gangway to meet his visitor, and it was at the gangway that the entire interview took place. The Spaniard, making a low bow with his hat across his stomach, offered a sealed envelope to the Englishman.

Here, Mr. Hornblower said Pellew, holding the letter unopened speak French to this fellow. Ask him to come below for a glass of wine.

But the Spaniard, with a further bow, declined the refreshment, and, with another bow, requested that Pellew open the letter immediately. Pellew broke the seal and read the contents, struggling with the French which he could read to a small extent although he could not speak it at all. He handed it to Hornblower.

This means the Dagoes have made peace, doesnt it?

Hornblower struggled through twelve lines of compliments addressed by His Excellency the Duke of Belchite (Grandee of the First Class, with eighteen other titles ending with Captain-General of Andalusia) to the Most Gallant Ship-Captain Sir Edward Pellew, Knight of the Bath. The second paragraph was short and contained only a brief intimation of peace. The third paragraph was as long as the first, and repeated its phraseology almost word for word in a ponderous farewell.

Thats all, sir said Hornblower.

But the Spanish captain had a verbal message with which to supplement the written one.

Please tell your captain he said, in his lisping Spanish-French, that now as a neutral power, Spain must enforce her rights. You have already been at anchor here for twenty-four hours. Six hours from now  the Spaniard took a gold watch from his pocket and glanced at it if you are within range of the batteries at Puntales there they will be given orders to fire on you.

Hornblower could only translate the brutal message without any attempt at softening it, and Pellew listened, white with anger despite his tan.

Tell him   he began, and then mastered his rage. Damme if Ill let him see he has made me angry.

He put his hat across his stomach and bowed in as faithful an imitation of the Spaniards courtliness as he could manage, before he turned to Hornblower.

Tell him I have received his message with pleasure. Tell him I much regret that circumstances are separating him from me, and that I hope I shall always enjoy his personal friendship whatever the relations between our countries. Tell him  oh, you can tell him the sort of thing I want said, cant you, Hornblower? Lets see him over the side with dignity. Sideboys! Bosuns mates! Drummers!

Hornblower poured out compliments to the best of his ability, and at every phrase the two captains exchanged bows, the Spaniard withdrawing a pace at each bow and Pellew following him up, not to be outdone in courtesy. The drums beat a ruffle, the marines presented arms, the pipes shrilled and twittered until the Spaniards head had descended to the level of the maindeck, when Pellew stiffened up, clapped his hat on his head, and swung round on his first lieutenant.

Mr. Eccles, I want to be under way within the hour, if you please.

Then he stamped down below to regain his equanimity in private.

Hands were aloft loosing sail ready to sheet home, while the clank of the capstan told how other men were heaving the cable short, and Hornblower was standing on the portside gangway with Mr. Wales the carpenter, looking over at the white houses of one of the most beautiful cities in Europe.

Ive been ashore there twice, said Wales. The wines good  vino, they calls it  if you happens to like that kind o muck. But dont you ever try that brandy, Mr. Hornblower. Poison, it is, rank poison. Hello! Were going to have an escort, I see.

Two long sharp prows had emerged from the inner bay, and were pointing towards the Indefatigable. Hornblower could not restrain himself from giving a cry of surprise as he followed Wales gaze. The vessels approaching were galleys; along each side of them the oars were lifting and falling rhythmically, catching the sunlight as they feathered. The effect, as a hundred oars swung like one, was perfectly beautiful. Hornblower remembered a line in a Latin poet which he had translated as a schoolboy, and recalled his surprise when he discovered that to a Roman the white wings of a ship of war were her oars. Now the simile was plain; even a gull in flight, which Hornblower had always looked upon until now as displaying the perfection of motion, was not more beautiful than those galleys. They lay low in the water, immensely long for their beam. Neither the sails nor the lateen yards were set on the low raking masts. The bows blazed with gilding, while the waters of the bay foamed round them as they headed into the teeth of the gentle breeze with the Spanish red and gold streaming aft from the masthead. Up  forward  down  went the oars with unchanging rhythm, the blades not varying an inch in their distance apart during the whole of the stroke. From the bows of each two long guns looked straight forward in the direction the galleys pointed.

Twenty-four pounders said Wales. If they catch you in a calm, theyll knock you to pieces. Lie off on your quarter where you cant bring a gun to bear and rake you till you strike. An then God help you  better a Turkish prison than a Spanish one.

In a line-ahead that might have been drawn with a ruler and measured with a chain the galleys passed close along the port side of the Indefatigable and went ahead of her. As they passed the roll of the drum and the call of the pipes summoned the crew of the Indefatigable to attention out of compliment to the flag and the commission pendant going by, while the galleys officers returned the salute.

It dont seem right, somehow muttered Wales under his breath to salute em like they was a frigate.

Level with the Indefatigables bowsprit the leader backed her starboard side oars, and spun like a top, despite her length and narrow beam, across the frigates bows. The gentle wind blew straight to the frigate from the galley, and then from her consort as the latter followed; and a foul stench came back on the air and assailed Hornblowers nostrils, and not Hornblowers alone, clearly, for it brought forth cries of disgust from all the men on deck.

They all stink like that explained Wales. Four men to the oar an fifty oars. Two hundred galley slaves, that is. All chained to their benches. When you goes aboard one of them as a slave youre chained to your bench, an youre never unchained until they drop you overside. Sometimes when the hands arent busy theyll hose out the bilge, but that doesnt happen often, bein Dagoes an not many of em.

Hornblower as always sought exact information.

How many, Mr. Wales?

Thirty, mebbe. Enough to hand the sails if theyre making a passage. Or to man the guns  they strike the yards and sails, like now, before they goes into action, Mr. Hornblower, said Wales, pontifical as usual, and with that slight emphasis on the Mister inevitable when a warrant officer of sixty with no hope of further promotion addressed a warrant officer of eighteen (his nominal equal in rank) who might some day be an admiral. So you see how it is. With no more than thirty of a crew an two hundred slaves they darent let em loose, not ever.

The galleys had turned again, and were now passing down the Indefatigables starboard side. The beat of the oars had slowed very noticeably, and Hornblower had ample time to observe the vessels closely, the low forecastle and high poop with the gangway connecting them along the whole length of the galley; upon that gangway walked a man with a whip. The rowers were invisible below the bulwarks, the oars being worked through holes in the sides closed, as far as Hornblower could see, with sheets of leather round the oar-looms to keep out the sea. On the poop stood two men at the tiller and a small group of officers, their gold lace flashing in the sunshine. Save for the gold lace and the twenty-four-pounder bow chasers Hornblower was looking at exactly the same sort of vessel as the ancients used to fight their battles. Polybius and Thucydides wrote about galleys almost identical with these  for that matter it was not much more than two hundred years since the galleys had fought their last great battle at Lepanto against the Turks. But those battles had been fought with hundreds of galleys a side.

How many do they have in commission now? asked Hornblower.

A dozen, mebbe  not that I knows for sure, o course. Carthagenas their usual station, beyond the Gut.

Wales, as Hornblower understood, meant by this through the Strait of Gibraltar in the Mediterranean.

Too frail for the Atlantic Hornblower commented.

It was easy to deduce the reasons for the survival of this small number  the innate conservatism of the Spaniards would account for it to a large extent. Then there was the point that condemnation to the galleys was one way of disposing of criminals. And when all was said and done a galley might still be useful in a calm  merchant ships becalmed while trying to pass the Strait of Gibraltar might be snapped up by galleys pushing out from Cadiz or Carthagena. And at the very lowest estimate there might be some employment for galleys to tow vessels in and out of harbour with the wind unfavourable.

Mr. Hornblower! said Eccles. My respects to the captain, and were ready to get under way.

Hornblower dived below with his message.

My compliments to Mr. Eccles said Pellew, looking up from his desk and Ill be on deck immediately.

There was just enough of a southerly breeze to enable the Indefatigable to weather the point in safety. With her anchor catted she braced round her yards and began to steal seaward; in the disciplined stillness which prevailed the sound of the ripple of water under her cutwater was clearly to be heard  a musical note which told nothing, in its innocence, of the savagery and danger of the world of the sea into which she was entering. Creeping along under her topsails the Indefatigable made no more than three knots, and the galleys came surging past her again, oars beating their fastest rhythm, as if the galleys were boasting of their independence of the elements. Their gilt flashed in the sun as they overtook to windward, and once again their foul stench offended the nostrils of the men of the Indefatigable.

Id be obliged if theyd keep to leeward of us muttered Pellew, watching them through his glass. But I suppose thats not Spanish courtesy. Mr. Cutler!

Sir! said the gunner.

You may commence the salute.

Aye aye, sir.

The forward carronade on the lee side roared out the first of its compliments, and the fort of Puntales began its reply. The sound of the salute rolled round the beautiful bay; nation was speaking to nation in all courtesy.

The next time we hear those guns theyll be shotted, I fancy said Pellew, gazing across at Puntales and the flag of Spain flying above it.

Indeed, the tide of war was turning against England. Nation after nation had retired from the contest against France, some worsted by arms, and some by the diplomacy of the vigorous young republic. To any thinking mind it was obvious that once the step from war to neutrality had been taken, the next step would be easy, from neutrality to war on the other side. Hornblower could foresee, close at hand, a time when all Europe would be arrayed in hostility to England, when she would be battling for her life against the rejuvenescent power of France and the malignity of the whole world.

Set sail, please, Mr. Eccles said Pellew.

Two hundred trained pairs of legs raced aloft; two hundred trained pairs of arms let loose the canvas, and the Indefatigable doubled her speed, heeling slightly to the gentle breeze. Now she was meeting the long Atlantic swell. So were the galleys; as the Indefatigable overtook them, Hornblower could see the leader put her nose into a long roller so that a cloud of spray broke over her forecastle. That was asking too much of such frail craft. Back went one bank of oars; forward went the other. The galleys rolled hideously for a moment in the trough of the sea before they completed their turn and headed back for the safe waters of Cadiz Bay. Someone forward in the Indefatigable began to boo, and the cry was instantly taken up through the ship. A storm of boos and whistles and catcalls pursued the galleys, the men momentarily quite out of hand while Pellew spluttered with rage on the quarterdeck and the petty officers strove in vain to take the names of the offenders. It was an ominous farewell to Spain.

Ominous indeed. It was not long before Captain Pellew gave the news to the ship that Spain had completed her change-over; with the treasure convoy safely in she had declared war against England; the revolutionary republic had won the alliance of the most decayed monarchy in Europe. British resources were now stretched to the utmost; there was another thousand miles of coast to watch, another fleet to blockade, another horde of privateers to guard against, and far fewer harbours in which to take refuge and from which to draw the fresh water and the meagre stores which enabled the hard-worked crews to remain at sea. It was then that friendship had to be cultivated with the half savage Barbary States, and the insolence of the Deys and the Sultans had to be tolerated so that North Africa could provide the skinny bullocks and the barley grain to feed the British garrisons in the Mediterranean  all of them beleagured on land  and the ships which kept open the way to them. Oran, Tetuan, Algiers wallowed in unwontedly honest prosperity with the influx of British gold.

It was a day of glassy calm in the Straits of Gibraltar. The sea was like a silver shield, the sky like a bowl of sapphire, with the mountains of Africa on the one hand, the mountains of Spain on the other as dark serrations on the horizon. It was not a comfortable situation for the Indefatigable, but that was not because of the blazing sun which softened the pitch in the deck seams. There is almost always a slight current setting inwards into the Mediterranean from the Atlantic, and the prevailing winds blow in the same direction. In a calm like this it was not unusual for a ship to be carried far through the Straits, past the Rock of Gibraltar, and then to have to beat for days and even weeks to make Gibraltar Bay. So that Pellew was not unnaturally anxious about his convoy of grain ships from Oran. Gibraltar had to be revictualled  Spain had already marched an army up for the siege  and he dared not risk being carried past his destination. His orders to his reluctant convoy had been enforced by flag and gun signals, for no shorthanded merchant ship relished the prospect of the labour Pellew wished to be executed. The Indefatigable no less than her convoy had lowered boats, and the helpless ships were now all in tow. That was backbreaking, exhausting labour, the men at the oars tugging and straining, dragging the oar blades through the water, while the towlines tightened and bucked with superhuman perversity and the ships sheered freakishly from side to side. It was less than a mile an hour, that the ships made in this fashion, at the cost of the complete exhaustion of the boats crews, but at least it postponed the time when the Gibraltar current would carry them to leeward, and similarly gave more chance for the longed-for southerly wind  two hours of a southerly wind was all they wished for  to waft them up to the Mole.

Down in the Indefatigables longboat and cutter the men tugging at their oars were so stupefied with their toil that they did not hear the commotion in the ship. They were just tugging and straining, under the pitiless sky, living through their two hours spell of misery, but they were roused by the voice of the captain himself, hailing them from the forecastle.

Mr. Bolton! Mr. Chadd! Cast off there, if you please. Youd better come and arm your men at once. Here come our friends from Cadiz.

Back on the quarterdeck, Pellew looked through his glass at the hazy horizon; he could make out from here by now what had first been reported from the masthead.

Theyre heading straight for us he said.

The two galleys were on their way from Cadiz; presumably a fast horseman from the lookout point at Tarifa had brought them the news of this golden opportunity, of the flat calm and the scattered and helpless convoy. This was the moment for galleys to justify their continued existence. They could capture and at least burn, although they could not hope to carry off, the unfortunate merchant ships while the Indefatigable lay helpless hardly out of cannons range. Pellew looked round at the two merchant ships and the three brigs; one of them was within half a mile of him and might be covered by his gunfire, but the others  a mile and a half, two miles away  had no such protection.

Pistols and cutlasses, my lads! he said to the men pouring up from overside. Clap onto that stay tackle now. Smartly with that carronade, Mr. Cutler!

The Indefatigable had been in too many expeditions where minutes counted to waste any time over these preparations. The boats crews seized their arms, the six-pounder carronades were lowered into the bows of the cutter and longboat, and soon the boats, crowded with armed men, and provisioned against sudden emergency, were pulling away to meet the galleys.

What the devil dyou think youre doing, Mr. Hornblower?

Pellew had just caught sight of Hornblower in the act of swinging out of the jolly boat which was his special charge. He wondered what his midshipman thought he could achieve against a war-galley with a twelve-foot boat and a crew of six.

We can pull to one of the convoy and reinforce the crew, sir said Hornblower.

Oh, very well then, carry on. Ill trust to your good sense, even though thats a broken reed.

Good on you, sir! said Jackson ecstatically, as the jolly boat shoved off from the frigate. Good on you! No one else wouldnt never have thought of that.

Jackson, the coxswain of the jolly boat, obviously thought that Hornblower had no intention of carrying out his suggestion to reinforce the crew of one of the merchant ships.

Those stinking Dagoes said stroke oar, between his teeth.

Hornblower was conscious of the presence in his crew of the same feeling of violent hostility toward the Spanish galleys as he felt within himself. In a fleeting moment of analysis, he attributed it to the circumstances in which they had first made the galleys acquaintance, as well as to the stench which the galleys trailed after them. He had never known this feeling of personal hatred before; when previously he had fought it had been as a servant of the King, not out of personal animosity. Yet here he was gripping the tiller under the scorching sky and leaning forward in his eagerness to be at actual grips with this enemy.

The longboat and cutter had a long start of them, and even though they were manned by crews who had already served a spell at the oars they were skimming over the water at such a speed that the jolly boat with all the advantage of the glassy-smooth water only slowly caught up to them. Overside the sea was of the bluest, deepest blue until the oar blades churned it white. Ahead of them the vessels of the convoy lay scattered where the sudden calm had caught them, and just beyond them Hornblower caught sight of the flash of oar blades as the galleys came sweeping down on their prey. Longboat and cutter were diverging in an endeavour to cover as many vessels as possible, and the gig was still far astern. There would hardly be time to board a ship even if Hornblower should wish to. He put the tiller over to incline his course after the cutter; one of the galleys at that moment abruptly made its appearance in the gap between two of the merchant ships. Hornblower saw the cutter swing round to point her six-pounder carronade at the advancing bows.

Pull, you men! Pull! he shrieked mad with excitement.

He could not imagine what was going to happen, but he wanted to be in the fray. That six-pounder popgun was grossly inaccurate at any range longer than musket shot. It would serve to hurl a mass of grape into a crowd of men, but its ball would have small effect on the strengthened bows of a war galley.

Pull! shrieked Hornblower again. He was nearly up to them, wide on the cutters quarter.

The carronade boomed out. Hornblower thought he saw the splinters fly from the galleys bow, but the shot had no more effect on deterring her than a peashooter could stop a charging bull. The galley turned a little, getting exactly into line, and then her oars beat quickened. She was coming down to ram, like the Greeks at Salamis.

Pull! shrieked Hornblower.

Instinctively, he gave the tiller a touch to take the jolly boat out into a flanking position.

Easy!

The jolly boats oars stilled, as their way carried them past the cutter. Hornblower could see Soames standing up in the sternsheets looking at the death which was cleaving the blue water towards him. Bow to bow the cutter might have stood a chance, but too late the cutter tried to evade the blow altogether. Hornblower saw her turn, presenting her vulnerable side to the galleys stern. That was all he could see, for the next moment the galley herself hid from him the final act of the tragedy. The jolly boats starboard side oars only just cleared the galleys starboard oars as she swept by. Hornblower heard a shriek and a crash, saw the galleys forward motion almost cease at the collision. He was mad with the lust of fighting, quite insane, and his mind was working with the rapidity of insanity.

Give way, port! he yelled, and the jolly boat swung round under the galleys stern. Give way all!

The jolly boat leaped after the galley like a terrier after a bull.

Grapple them, damn you, Jackson!

Jackson shouted an oath in reply, as he leaped forward, seemingly hurdling the men at the oars without breaking their stroke. In the bows Jackson seized the boats grapnel on its long line and flung it hard and true. It caught somewhere in the elaborate gilt rail on the galleys quarter. Jackson hauled on the line, the oars tugged madly in the effort to carry the jolly boat up to the galleys stern. At that moment Hornblower saw it, the sight which would long haunt his dreams  up from under the galleys stern came the shattered forepart of the cutter, still with men clinging to it who had survived the long passage under the whole length of the galley which had overrun them. There were straining faces, empurpled faces, faces already relaxing in death. But in a moment it was past and gone, and Hornblower felt the jerk transmitted through the line to the jolly boat as the galley leaped forward.

I cant hold her! shouted Jackson.

Take a turn round the cleat, you fool!

The galley was towing the jolly boat now, dragging her along at the end of a twenty-foot line close on her quarter, just clear of the arc of her rudder. The white water bubbled all around her, her bows were cocked up with the strain. It was a mad moment, as though they had harpooned a whale. Some one came running aft on the Spaniards poop, knife in hand to cut the line.

Shoot him, Jackson! shrieked Hornblower again.

Jacksons pistol cracked, and the Spaniard fell to the deck out of sight  a good shot. Despite his fighting madness, despite the turmoil of rushing water and glaring sun, Hornblower tried to think out his next move. Inclination and common sense alike told him that the best plan was to close with the enemy despite the odds.

Pull up to them, there! he shouted  everyone in the boat was shouting and yelling. The men in the bows of the jolly boat faced forward and took the grapnel line and began to haul in on it, but the speed of the boat through the water made any progress difficult, and after a yard or so had been gained the difficulty became insurmountable, for the grapnel was caught in the poop rail ten or eleven feet above water, and the angle of pull became progressively steeper as the jolly boat neared the stern of the galley. The boats bow cocked higher out of the water than ever.

Belay! said Hornblower, and then, his voice rising again, Out pistols, lads!

A row of four or five swarthy faces had appeared at the stem of the galley. Muskets were pointing into the jolly boat, and there was a brief but furious exchange of shots. One man fell groaning into the bottom of the jolly boat, but the row of faces disappeared. Standing up precariously in the swaying sternsheets, Hornblower could still see nothing of the galleys poop deck save for the tops of two heads, belonging, it was clear, to the men at the tiller.

Reload he said to his men, remembering by a miracle to give the order. The ramrods went down the pistol barrels.

Do that carefully if you ever want to see Pompey again said Hornblower.

He was shaking with excitement and mad with the fury of fighting, and it was the automatic, drilled part of him which was giving these level-headed orders. His higher faculties were quite negatived by his lust for blood. He was seeing things through a pink mist  that was how he remembered it when he looked back upon it later. There was a sudden crash of glass. Someone had thrust a musket barrel through the big stem window of the galleys after-cabin. Luckily having thrust it through he had to recover himself to take aim. An irregular volley of pistols almost coincided with the report of the musket. Where the Spaniards bullet went no one knew; but the Spaniard fell back from the window.

By God! Thats our way! screamed Hornblower, and then, steadying himself. Reload.

As the bullets were being spat into the barrels he stood up. His unused pistols were still in his belt; his cutlass was at his side.

Come aft, here he said to stroke oar; the jolly boat would stand no more weight in the bows than she had already. And you, too.

Hornblower poised himself on the thwarts, eyeing the grapnel line and the cabin window.

Bring em after me one at a time, Jackson he said.

Then he braced himself and flung himself at the grapnel line. His feet grazed the water as the line sagged, but using all his clumsy strength his arms carried him upwards. Here was the shattered window at his side; he swung up his feet, kicked out a big remaining piece of the pane, and then shot his feet through and then the rest of himself. He came down on the deck of the cabin with a thud; it was dark in here compared with the blinding sun outside. As he got to his feet, he trod on something which gave out a cry of pain  the wounded Spaniard, evidently  and the hand with which he drew his cutlass was sticky with blood. Spanish blood. Rising, he hit his head a thunderous crash on the deck-beams above, for the little cabin was very low, hardly more than five feet, and so severe was the blow that his senses almost left him. But before him was the cabin door and he reeled out through it, cutlass in hand. Over his head he heard a stamping of feet, and shots were fired behind him and above him  a further exchange, he presumed, between the jolly boat and the galleys stern rail. The cabin door opened into a low half-deck, and Hornblower reeled along it out into the sunshine again. He was on the tiny strip of maindeck at the break of the poop. Before him stretched the narrow gangway between the two sets of rowers; he could look down at these latter  two seas of bearded faces, mops of hair and lean sunburned bodies, swinging rhythmically back and forward to the beat of the oars.

That was all the impression he could form of them at the moment. At the far end of the gangway at the break of the forecastle stood the overseer with his whip; he was shouting words in rhythmic succession to the slaves  Spanish numbers, perhaps, to give them the time. There were three or four men on the forecastle; below them the half-doors through the forecastle bulkhead were hooked open, through which Hornblower could see the two big guns illuminated by the light through the port holes out of which they were run almost at the water level. The guns crews were standing by the guns, but numerically they were far fewer than two twenty-four pounders would demand. Hornblower remembered Wales estimate of no more than thirty for a galleys crew. The men of one gun at least had been called aft to defend the poop against the jolly boats attack.

A step behind him made him leap with anxiety and he swung round with his cutlass ready to meet Jackson stumbling out of the half-deck, cutlass in hand.

Nigh on cracked my nut said Jackson.

He was speaking thickly like a drunken man, and his words were chorused by further shots fired from the poop at the level of the top of their heads.

Oldroyds comin next said Jackson. Franklins dead.

On either side of them a companion ladder mounted to the poop deck. It seemed logical, mathematical, that they should each go up one but Hornblower thought better of it.

Come along he said, and headed for the starboard ladder, and, with Oldroyd putting in an appearance at that moment, he yelled to him to follow.

The handropes of the ladder were of twisted red and yellow cord  he even could notice that as he rushed up the ladder, pistol in hand and cutlass in the other. After the first step, his eye was above deck level. There were more than a dozen men crowded on the tiny poop, but two were lying dead, and one was groaning with his back to the rail, and two stood by the tiller. The others were looking over the rail at the jolly boat. Hornblower was still insane with fighting madness. He must have leaped up the final two or three steps with a bound like a stags, and he was screaming like a maniac as he flung himself at the Spaniards. His pistol went off apparently without his willing it, but the face of the man a yard away dissolved into bloody ruin, and Hornblower dropped the weapon and snatched the second, his thumb going to the hammer as he whirled his cutlass down with a crash on the sword which the next Spaniard raised as a feeble guard. He struck and struck and struck with a lunatics strength. Here was Jackson beside him shouting hoarsely and striking out right and left.

Kill em! Kill em! shouted Jackson.

Hornblower saw Jacksons cutlass flash down on the head of the defenceless man at the tiller. Then out of the tail of his eye he saw another sword threaten him as he battered with his cutlass at the man before him, but his pistol saved him as he fired automatically again. Another pistol went off beside him  Oldroyds, he supposed  and then the fight on the poop was over. By what miracle of ineptitude the Spaniards had allowed the attack to take them by surprise Hornblower never could discover. Perhaps they were ignorant of the wounding of the man in the cabin, and had relied on him to defend that route; perhaps it had never occurred to them that three men could be so utterly desperate as to attack a dozen; perhaps they never realised that three men had made the perilous passage of the grapnel line; perhaps  most probably  in the mad excitement of it all, they simply lost their heads, for five minutes could hardly have elapsed altogether from the time the jolly boat hooked on until the poop was cleared. Two or three Spaniards ran down the companion to the maindeck, and forward along the gangway between the rows of slaves. One was caught against the rail and made a gesture of surrender, but Jacksons hand was already at his throat. Jackson was a man of immense physical strength; he bent the Spaniard back over the rail, farther and farther, and then caught him by the thigh with his other hand and heaved him over. He fell with a shriek before Hornblower could interpose. The poop deck was covered with writhing men, like the bottom of a boat filled with flapping fish. One man was getting to his knees when Jackson and Oldroyd seized him. They swung him up to toss him over the rail.

Stop that! said Hornblower, and quite callously they dropped him again with a crash on the bloody planks.

Jackson and Oldroyd were like drunken men, unsteady on their feet, glazed of eye and stertorous of breath; Hornblower was just coming out of his insane fit. He stepped forward to the break of the poop, wiping the sweat out of his eyes while trying to wipe away the red mist that tinged his vision. Forward by the forecastle were gathered the rest of the Spaniards, a large group of them; as Hornblower came forward, one of them fired a musket at him but the ball went wide. Down below him the rowers were still swinging rhythmically, forward and back, forward and back, the hairy heads and the naked bodies moving in time to the oars; in time to the voice of the overseer, too, for the latter was still standing on the gangway (the rest of the Spaniards were clustered behind him) calling the time Seis, siete, ocho.

Stop! bellowed Hornblower.

He walked to the starboard side to be in full view of the starboard side rowers. He held up his hand and bellowed again. A hairy face or two was raised, but the oars still swung.

Uno, doce, tres said the overseer.

Jackson appeared at Hornblowers elbow, and levelled a pistol to shoot the nearest rower.

Oh, belay that! said Hornblower testily. He knew he was sick of killings now. Find my pistols and reload them.

He stood at the top of the companion like a man in a dream  in a nightmare. The galley slaves went on swinging and pulling; his dozen enemies were still clustered at the break of the forecastle thirty yards away; behind him the wounded Spaniards groaned away their lives. Another appeal to the rowers was as much ignored as the preceding ones. Oldroyd must have had the clearest head or have recovered himself quickest.

Ill haul down his colours, sir, shall I? he said.

Hornblower woke from his dream. On a staff above the taffrail fluttered the yellow and red.

Yes, haul em down at once he said.

Now his mind was clear, and now his horizon was no longer bounded by the narrow limits of the galley. He looked about him, over the blue, blue sea. There were the merchant ships; over there lay the Indefatigable. Behind him boiled the white wake of the galley  a curved wake. Not until that moment did he realise that he was in control of the tiller, and that for the last three minutes, the galley had been cutting over the blue seas unsteered.

Take the tiller, Oldroyd he ordered.

Was that a galley disappearing into the hazy distance? It must be, and far in its wake was the longboat. And there, on the port bow, was the gig, resting on her oars  Hornblower could see little figures standing waving in bow and stern, and it dawned upon him that this was in acknowledgment of the hauling down of the Spanish colours. Another musket banged off forward, and the rail close at his hip was struck a tremendous blow which sent gilded splinters flying in the sunlight. But he had all his wits about him again, and he ran back over the dying men; at the after end of the poop he was out of sight of the gangway and safe from shot. He could still see the gig on the port bow.

Starboard your helm, Oldroyd.

The galley turned slowly  her narrow length made her unhandy if the rudder were not assisted by the oars  but soon the bow was about to obscure the gig.

Midships!

Amazing that there, leaping in the white water that boiled under the galleys stern, was the jolly boat with one live man and two dead men still aboard.

Where are the others, Bromley? yelled Jackson.

Bromley pointed overside. They had been shot from the taffrail at the moment that Hornblower and the others were preparing to attack the poop.

Why in hell dont you come aboard?

Bromley took hold of his left arm with his right; the limb was clearly useless. There was no reinforcement to be obtained here, and yet full possession must be taken of the galley. Otherwise it was even conceivable that they would be carried off to Algeciras; even if they were masters of the rudder the man who controlled the oars dictated the course of the ship if he willed. There was only one course left to try.

Now that his fighting madness had ebbed away, Hornblower was in a sombre mood. He did not care what happened to him; hope and fear had alike deserted him, along with his previous exalted condition. It might be resignation that possessed him now. His mind, still calculating, told him that with only one thing left to do to achieve victory he must attempt it, and the flat, dead condition of his spirits enabled him to carry the attempt through like an automaton, unwavering and emotionless. He walked forward to the poop rail again; the Spaniards were still clustered at the far end of the gangway, with the overseer still giving the time to the oars. They looked up at him as he stood there. With the utmost care and attention he sheathed his cutlass, which he had held in his hand up to that moment. He noticed the blood on his coat and on his hands as he did so. Slowly he settled the sheathed weapon at his side.

My pistols, Jackson he said.

Jackson handed him the pistols and with the same callous care he thrust them into his belt. He turned back to Oldroyd, the Spaniards watching every movement fascinated.

Stay by the tiller, Oldroyd. Jackson, follow me. Do nothing without my orders.

With the sun pouring down on his face, he strode down the companion ladder, walked to the gangway, and approached the Spaniards along it. On either side of him the hairy heads and naked bodies of the galley slaves still swung with the oars. He neared the Spaniards; swords and muskets and pistols were handled nervously, but every eye was on his face. Behind him Jackson coughed. Two yards only from the group, Hornblower halted and swept them with his glance. Then, with a gesture, he indicated the whole of the group except the overseer; and then pointed to the forecastle.

Get forrard, all of you he said.

They stood staring at him, although they must have understood the gesture.

Get forrard said Hornblower with a wave of his hand and a tap of his foot on the gangway.

There was only one man who seemed likely to demur actively, and Hornblower had it in mind to snatch a pistol from his belt and shoot him on the spot. But the pistol might misfire, the shot might arouse the Spaniards out of their fascinated dream. He stared the man down.

Get forrard, I say.

They began to move, they began to shamble off. Hornblower watched them go. Now his emotions were returning to him, and his heart was thumping madly in his chest so that it was hard to control himself. Yet he must not be precipitate. He had to wait until the others were well clear before he could address himself to the overseer.

Stop those men he said.

He glared into the overseers eyes while pointing to the oarsmen; the overseers lips moved, but he made no sound.

Stop them said Hornblower, and this time he put his hand to the butt of his pistol.

That sufficed. The overseer raised his voice in a high-pitched order, and the oars instantly ceased. Strange what sudden stillness possessed the ship with the cessation of the grinding of the oars in the tholes. Now it was easy to hear the bubbling of the water round the galley as her way carried her forward. Hornblower turned back to hail Oldroyd.

Oldroyd! Where aways the gig?

Close on the starboard bow, sir!

How close?

Two cables lengths, sir. Shes pulling for us now.

Steer for her while youve steerage way.

Aye aye, sir.

How long would it take the gig under oars to cover a quarter of a mile? Hornblower feared anticlimax, feared a sudden revulsion of feeling among the Spaniards at this late moment. Mere waiting might occasion it, and he must not stand merely idle. He could still hear the motion of the galley through the water, and he turned to Jackson.

This ship carries her way well, Jackson, doesnt she? he said, and he made himself laugh as he spoke, as if everything in the world was a matter of sublime certainty.

Aye, sir, I suppose she does, sir said the startled Jackson; he was fidgeting nervously with his pistols.

And look at the man there went on Hornblower, pointing to a galley slave. Did you ever see such a beard in your life?

N-no, sir.

Speak to me, you fool. Talk naturally.

I  I dunno what to say, sir.

Youve no sense, damn you, Jackson. See the welt on that fellows shoulder? He must have caught it from the overseers whip not so long ago.

Mebbe youre right, sir.

Hornblower was repressing his impatience and was about to make another speech when he heard a rasping thump alongside and a moment later the gigs crew was pouring over the bulwarks. The relief was inexpressible. Hornblower was about to relax completely when he remembered appearances. He stiffened himself up.

Glad to see you aboard, sir he said, as Lieutenant Chadd swung his legs over and dropped to the maindeck at the break of the forecastle.

Glad to see you said Chadd, looking about him curiously.

These men forrard are prisoners, sir said Hornblower. It might be well to secure them. I think that is all that remains to be done.

Now he could not relax; it seemed to him as if he must remain strained and tense for ever. Strained and yet stupid, even when he heard the cheers of the hands in the Indefatigable as the galley came alongside her. Stupid and dull, making a stumbling report to Captain Pellew, forcing himself to remember to commend the bravery of Jackson and Oldroyd in the highest terms.

The Admiral will be pleased said Pellew, looking at Hornblower keenly.

Im glad, sir Hornblower heard himself say.

Now that weve lost poor Soames went on Pellew, we shall need another watch-keeping officer. I have it in mind to give you an order as acting-lieutenant.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower, still stupid.

Soames had been a grey-haired officer of vast experience. He had sailed the seven seas, he had fought in a score of actions. But, faced with a new situation, he had not had the quickness of thought to keep his boat from under the ram of the galley. Soames was dead, and acting-lieutenant Hornblower would take his place. Fighting madness, sheer insanity, had won him this promise of promotion. Hornblower had never realised the black depths of lunacy into which he could sink. Like Soames, like all the rest of the crew of the Indefatigable, he had allowed himself to be carried away by his blind hatred for the galleys, and only good fortune had allowed him to live through it. That was something worth remembering.


THE EXAMINATION FOR LIEUTENANT
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H.M.S. INDEFATIGABLE WAS gliding into Gibraltar Bay, with Acting-Lieutenant Horatio Hornblower stiff and self-conscious on the quarterdeck beside Captain Pellew. He kept his telescope trained over toward Algeciras; it was a strange situation, this, that major naval bases of two hostile powers should be no more than six miles apart, and while approaching the harbour it was as well to keep close watch on Algeciras, for there was always the possibility that a squadron of Spaniards might push out suddenly to pounce on an unwary frigate coming in.

Eight ships  nine ships with their yards crossed, sir reported Hornblower.

Thank you answered Pellew. Hands bout ship.

The Indefatigable tacked and headed in toward the Mole. Gibraltar harbour was, as usual, crowded with shipping, for the whole naval effort of England in the Mediterranean was perforce based here. Pellew clewed up his topsails and put his helm over. Then the cable roared out and the Indefatigable swung at anchor.

Call away my gig ordered Pellew.

Pellew favoured dark blue and white as the colour scheme for his boat and its crew  dark blue shirts and white trousers for the men, with white hats with blue ribbons. The boat was of dark blue picked out with white, the oars had white looms and blue blades. The general effect was very smart indeed as the drive of the oars sent the gig skimming over the water to carry Pellew to pay his respects to the port admiral. It was not long after his return that a messenger came scurrying up to Hornblower.

Captains compliments, sir, and hed like to see you in his cabin.

Examine your conscience well grinned Midshipman Bracegirdle. What crimes have you committed?

I wish I knew said Hornblower, quite genuinely.

It is always a nervous moment going in to see the captain in reply to his summons. Hornblower swallowed as he approached the cabin door, and he had to brace himself a little to knock and enter. But there was nothing to be alarmed about; Pellew looked up with a smile from his desk.

Ah, Mr. Hornblower, I hope you will consider this good news. There will be an examination for lieutenant tomorrow, in the Santa Barbara there. You are ready to take it, I hope?

Hornblower was about to say I suppose so, sir but checked himself.

Yes, sir he said  Pellew hated slipshod answers.

Very well, then. You report there at three p.m. with your certificates and journals.

Aye aye, sir.

That was a very brief conversation for such an important subject. Hornblower had Pellews order as acting-lieutenant for two months now. Tomorrow he would take his examination. If he should pass the admiral would confirm the order next day, and Hornblower would be a lieutenant with two months seniority already. But if he should fail! That would mean he had been found unfit for lieutenants rank. He would revert to midshipman, the two months seniority would be lost, and it would be six months at least before he could try again. Eight months seniority was a matter of enormous importance. It would affect all his subsequent career.

Tell Mr. Bolton you have my permission to leave the ship tomorrow, and you may use one of the ships boats.

Thank you, sir.

Good luck, Hornblower.

During the next twenty-four hours Hornblower had not merely to try to read all through Nories Epitome of Navigation again, and Clarkes Complete Handbook of Seamanship, but he had to see that his number one uniform was spick and span. It cost his spirit ration to prevail on the warrant cook to allow the gunroom attendant to heat a flatiron in the galley and iron out his neck handkerchief. Bracegirdle lent him a clean shirt, but there was a feverish moment when it was discovered that the gunrooms supply of shoe blacking had dried to a chip. Two midshipmen had to work it soft with lard, and the resultant compound, when applied to Hornblowers buckled shoes, was stubbornly resistant to taking a polish; only much labour with the gunrooms moulting shoebrush and then with a soft cloth brought those shoes up to a condition of brightness worthy of an examination for lieutenant. And as for the cocked hat  the life of a cocked hat in the midshipmans berth is hard, and some of the dents could not be entirely eliminated.

Take it off as soon as you can and keep it under your arm advised Bracegirdle. Maybe they wont see you come up the ships side.

Everybody turned out to see Hornblower leave the ship, with his sword and his white breeches and his buckled shoes, his bundle of journals under his arm and his certificates of sobriety and good conduct in his pocket. The winter afternoon was already far advanced as he was rowed over to the Santa Barbara and went up the ships side to report himself to the officer of the watch.

The Santa Barbara was a prison hulk, one of the prizes captured in Rodneys action off Cadiz in 1780 and kept rotting at her moorings, mastless, ever since, a storeship in time of peace and a prison in time of war. Redcoated soldiers, muskets loaded and bayonets fixed, guarded the gangways; on forecastle and quarterdeck were carronades, trained inboard and depressed to sweep the waist, wherein a few prisoners took the air, ragged and unhappy. As Hornblower came up the side he caught a whiff of the stench within, where two thousand prisoners were confined. Hornblower reported himself to the officer of the watch as come on board, and for what purpose.

Whoever would have guessed it? said the officer of the watch  an elderly lieutenant with white hair hanging down to his shoulders  running his eye over Hornblowers immaculate uniform and the portfolio under his arm. Fifteen of your kind have already come on board, and  Holy Gemini, see there!

Quite a flotilla of small craft was closing in on the Santa Barbara. Each boat held at least one cocked-hatted and white-breeched midshipman, and some held four or five.

Every courtesy young gentleman in the Mediterranean Fleet is ambitious for an epaulet said the lieutenant. Just wait until the examining board sees how many there are of you! I wouldnt be in your shoes, young shaver, for something. Go aft, there, and wait in the portside cabin.

It was already uncomfortably full; when Hornblower entered, fifteen pairs of eyes measured him up. There were officers of all ages from eighteen to forty, all in their number ones, all nervous  one or two of them had Nories Epitome open on their laps and were anxiously reading passages about which they were doubtful. One little group was passing a bottle from hand to hand, presumably in an effort to keep up their courage. But no sooner had Hornblower entered than a stream of newcomers followed him. The cabin began to fill, and soon it was tightly packed. Half the forty men present found seats on the deck, and the others were forced to stand.

Forty years back said a loud voice somewhere my grandad marched with Clive to revenge the Black Hole of Calcutta. If he could but have witnessed the fate of his posterity!

Have a drink said another voice and to hell with care.

Forty of us commented a tall, thin, clerkly officer, counting heads. How many of us will they pass, do you think? Five?

To hell with care repeated the bibulous voice in the corner, and lifted itself in song. Begone, dull care; I prithee be gone from me  

Cheese it, you fool! rasped another voice. Hark to that!

The air was filled with the long-drawn twittering of the pipes of the bosuns mates, and someone on deck was shouting an order.

A captain coming on board remarked someone.

An officer had his eye at the crack of the door. Its Dreadnought Foster he reported.

Hes a tail twister if ever there was one said a fat young officer, seated comfortably with his back to the bulkhead.

Again the pipes twittered.

Harvey, of the dockyard reported the lookout.

The third captain followed immediately. Its Black Charlie Hammond said the lookout. Looking as if hed lost a guinea and found sixpence.

Black Charlie? exclaimed someone, scrambling to his feet in haste and pushing to the door. Lets see! So it is! Then here is one young gentleman who will not stay for an answer. I know too well what that answer would be. Six months more at sea, sir, and damn your eyes for your impertinence in presenting yourself for examination in your present state of ignorance. Black Charlie wont ever forget that I lost his pet poodle overside from the cutter in Port-o-Spain when he was first of the Pegasus. Goodbye, gentlemen. Give my regards to the examining board.

With that he was gone, and they saw him explaining himself to the officer of the watch and hailing a shore boat to take him back to his ship. One fewer of us, at least said the clerkly officer. What is it, my man?

The boards compliments, sir said the marine messenger an will the first young gentleman please to come along?

There was a momentary hesitation; no one was anxious to be the first victim.

The one nearest the door said an elderly masters mate. Will you volunteer, sir?

Ill be the Daniel said the erstwhile lookout desperately. Remember me in your prayers.

He pulled his coat smooth, twitched at his neckcloth and was gone, the remainder waiting in gloomy silence, relieved only by the glug-glug of the bottle as the bibulous midshipman took another swig. A full ten minutes passed before the candidate for promotion returned, making a brave effort to smile.

Six months more at sea? asked someone.

No was the unexpected answer. Three! . . . I was told to send the next man. It had better be you.

But what did they ask you?

They began by asking me to define a rhumb line. . . . But dont keep them waiting, I advise you. Some thirty officers had their textbooks open on the instant to reread about rhumb lines.

You were there ten minutes said the clerkly officer, looking at his watch. Forty of us, ten minutes each  why, itll be midnight before they reach the last of us. Theyll never do it.

Theyll be hungry said someone.

Hungry for our blood said another.

Perhaps theyll try us in batches suggested a third like the French tribunals.

Listening to them, Hornblower was reminded of French aristocrats jesting at the foot of the scaffold. Candidates departed and candidates returned, some gloomy, some smiling. The cabin was already far less crowded; Hornblower was able to secure sufficient deck space to seat himself, and he stretched out his legs with a nonchalant sigh of relief, and he no sooner emitted the sigh than he realised that it was a stage effect which he had put on for his own benefit. He was as nervous as he could be. The winter night was falling, and some good Samaritan on board sent in a couple of pursers dips to give a feeble illumination to the darkening cabin.

They are passing one in three said the clerkly officer, making ready for his turn. May I be the third.

Hornblower got to his feet again when he left; it would be his turn next. He stepped out under the half-deck into the dark night and breathed the chill fresh air. A gentle breeze was blowing from the southward, cooled, presumably, by the snow-clad Atlas Mountains of Africa across the strait. There was neither moon nor stars. Here came the clerkly officer back again.

Hurry he said. Theyre impatient.

Hornblower made his way past the sentry to the after cabin; it was brightly lit, so that he blinked as he entered, and stumbled over some obstruction. And it was only then that he remembered that he had not straightened his neckcloth and seen to it that his sword hung correctly at his side. He went on blinking in his nervousness at the three grim faces across the table.

Well, sir? said a stem voice. Report yourself. We have no time to waste.

H-Hornblower, sir. H-Horatio H-Hornblower. M-Midshipman  I mean Acting-Lieutenant, h.m.s. Indefatigable.

Your certificates, please said the right-hand face.

Hornblower handed them over, and as he waited for them to be examined, the left-hand face suddenly spoke. You are close hauled on the port tack, Mr. Hornblower, beating up channel with a nor-easterly wind blowing hard, with Dover bearing north two miles. Is that clear?

Yes, sir.

Now the wind veers four points and takes you flat aback. What do you do, sir? What do you do?

Hornblowers mind, if it was thinking about anything at all at that moment, was thinking about rhumb lines; this question took him as much aback as the situation it envisaged. His mouth opened and shut, but there was no word he could say.

By now youre dismasted said the middle face  a swarthy face; Hornblower was making the deduction that it must belong to Black Charlie Hammond. He could think about that even if he could not force his mind to think at all about his examination.

Dismasted said the left-hand face, with a smile like Nero enjoying a Christians death agony. With Dover cliffs under your lee. You are in serious trouble, Mr.  ah  Hornblower.

Serious indeed. Hornblowers mouth opened and shut again. His dulled mind heard, without paying special attention to it, the thud of a cannon shot somewhere not too far off. The board passed no remark on it either, but a moment later there came a series of further cannon shots which brought the three captains to their feet. Unceremoniously they rushed out of the cabin, sweeping out of the way the sentry at the door. Hornblower followed them; they arrived in the waist just in time to see a rocket soar up into the night sky and burst in a shower of red stars. It was the general alarm; over the water of the anchorage they could hear the drums rolling as all the ships present beat to quarters. On the portside gangway the remainder of the candidates were clustered, speaking excitedly.

See there! said a voice.

Across half a mile of dark water a yellow light grew until the ship there was wrapped in flame. She had every sail set and was heading straight into the crowded anchorage.

Fire ships!

Officer of the watch! Call my gig! bellowed Foster.

A line of fire ships was running before the wind, straight at the crowd of anchored ships. The Santa Barbara was full of the wildest bustle as the seamen and marines came pouring on deck, and as captains and candidates shouted for boats to take them back to their ships. A line of orange flame lit up the water, followed at once by the roar of a broadside; some ship was firing her guns in the endeavour to sink a fire ship. Let one of those blazing hulls make contact with one of the anchored ships, even for a few seconds, and the fire would be transmitted to the dry, painted timber, to the tarred cordage, to the inflammable sails, so that nothing would put it out. To men in highly combustible ships filled with explosives fire was the deadliest and most dreaded peril of the sea.

You shore boat, there! bellowed Hammond suddenly. You shore boat! Come alongside! Come alongside, blast you!

His eye had been quick to sight the pair-oar rowing by.

Come alongside or Ill fire into you! supplemented Foster. Sentry, there, make ready to give them a shot!

At the threat the wherry turned and glided towards the mizzen-chains.

Here you are, gentlemen said Hammond.

The three captains rushed to the mizzen-chains and flung themselves down into the boat. Hornblower was at their heels. He knew there was small enough chance of a junior officer getting a boat to take him back to his ship, to which it was his bounden duty to go as soon as possible. After the captains had reached their destinations he could use this boat to reach the Indefatigable. He threw himself off into the sternsheets as she pushed off, knocking the breath out of Captain Harvey, his sword scabbard clattering on the gunwale. But the three captains accepted his uninvited presence there without comment.

Pull for the Dreadnought said Foster.

Dammit, Im the senior! said Hammond. Pull for Calypso.

Calypso it is said Harvey. He had his hand on the tiller, heading the boat across the dark water.

Pull! Oh, pull! said Foster, in agony. There can be no mental torture like that of a captain whose ship is in peril and he not on board.

Theres one of them said Harvey.

Just ahead, a small brig was bearing down on them under topsails; they could see the glow of the fire, and as they watched the fire suddenly burst into roaring fury, wrapping the whole vessel in flames in a moment, like a set piece in a fireworks display. Flames spouted out of the holes in her sides and roared up through her hatchways. The very water around her glowed vivid red. They saw her halt in her career and begin to swing slowly around.

Shes across Santa Barbaras cable said Foster.

Shes nearly clear added Hammond. God help em on board there. Shell be alongside her in a minute.

Hornblower thought of two thousand Spanish and French prisoners battened down below decks in the hulk.

With a man at her wheel she could be steered clear said Foster. We ought to do it!

Then things happened rapidly. Harvey put the tiller over. Pull away! he roared at the boatmen.

The latter displayed an easily understood reluctance to row up to that fiery hull.

Pull! said Harvey.

He whipped out his sword from its scabbard, and the blade reflected the red fire as he thrust it menacingly at the stroke oars throat. With a kind of sob, stroke tugged at his oar and the boat leaped forward.

Lay us under her counter said Foster. Ill jump for it.

At last Hornblower found his tongue. Let me go, sir. Ill handle her.

Come with me, if you like replied Foster. It may need two of us.

His nickname of Dreadnought Foster may have had its origin in the name of his ship, but it was appropriate enough in all circumstances. Harvey swung the boat under the fire ships stern; she was before the wind again now, and just gathering way, just heading down upon the Santa Barbara.

For a moment Hornblower was the nearest man in the boat to the brig and there was no time to be lost. He stood up on the thwart and jumped; his hands gripped something, and with a kick and a struggle he dragged his ungainly body up onto the deck. With the brig before the wind, the flames were blown forward; right aft here it was merely frightfully hot, but Hornblowers ears were filled with the roar of the flames and the crackling and banging of the burning wood. He stepped forward to the wheel and seized the spokes, the wheel was lashed with a loop of line, and as he cast this off and took hold of the wheel again he could feel the rudder below him bite into the water. He flung his weight on the spoke and spun the wheel over. The brig was about to collide with the Santa Barbara, starboard bow to starboard bow, and the flames lit an anxious gesticulating crowd on the Santa Barbaras forecastle.

Hard over! roared Fosters voice in Hornblowers ear.

Hard over it is! said Hornblower, and the brig answered her wheel at that moment, and her bow turned away, avoiding the collision.

An immense fountain of flame poured out from the hatchway abaft the mainmast, setting mast and rigging ablaze, and at the same time a flaw of wind blew a wave of flame aft. Some instinct made Hornblower while holding the wheel with one hand snatch out his neckcloth with the other and bury his face in it. The flame whirled round him and was gone again. But the distraction had been dangerous; the brig had continued to turn under full helm, and now her stern was swinging in to bump against the Santa Barbaras bow. Hornblower desperately spun the wheel over the other way. The flames had driven Foster aft to the taffrail, but now he returned.

Hard-a-lee!

The brig was already responding. Her starboard quarter bumped the Santa Barbara in the waist, and then bumped clear.

Midships! shouted Foster.

At a distance of only two or three yards the fire ship passed on down the Santa Barbaras side; an anxious group ran along her gangways keeping up with her as she did so. On the quarterdeck another group stood by with a spar to boom the fire ship off; Hornblower saw them out of the tail of his eye as they went by. Now they were clear.

Theres the Dauntless on the port bow said Foster. Keep her clear.

Aye aye, sir.

The din of the fire was tremendous; it could hardly be believed that on this little area of deck it was still possible to breathe and live. Hornblower felt the appalling heat on his hands and face. Both masts were immense pyramids of flame.

Starboard a point said Foster. Well lay her aground on the shoal by the Neutral Ground.

Starboard a point responded Hornblower.

He was being borne along on a wave of the highest exaltation; the roar of the fire was intoxicating, and he knew not a moments fear. Then the whole deck only a yard or two forward of the wheel opened up in flame. Fire spouted out of the gaping seams and the heat was utterly unbearable, and the fire moved rapidly aft as the seams gaped progressively backward.

Hornblower felt for the loopline to lash the wheel, but before he could do so the wheel spun idly under his hand, presumably as the tiller ropes below him were burned away, and at the same time the deck under his feet heaved and warped in the fire. He staggered back to the taffrail. Foster was there.

Tiller ropes burned away, sir reported Hornblower.

Flames roared up beside them. His coat sleeve was smouldering.

Jump! said Foster.

Hornblower felt Foster shoving him  everything was insane. He heaved himself over, gasped with fright as he hung in the air, and then felt the breath knocked out of his body as he hit the water. The water closed over him, and he knew panic as he struggled back to the surface. It was cold  the Mediterranean in December is cold. For the moment the air in his clothes supported him, despite the weight of the sword at his side, but he could see nothing in the darkness, with his eyes still dazzled by the roaring flames. Somebody splashed beside him.

They were following us in the boat to take us off said Fosters voice. Can you swim?

Yes, sir. Not very well.

That might describe me said Foster; and then he lifted his voice to hail, Ahoy! Ahoy! Hammond! Harvey! Ahoy!

He tried to raise himself as well as his voice, fell back with a splash, and splashed and splashed again, the water flowing into his mouth cutting short something he tried to say. Hornblower, beating the water with increasing feebleness, could still spare a thought  such were the vagaries of his wayward mind  for the interesting fact that even captains of much seniority were only mortal men after all. He tried to unbuckle his sword belt, failed, and sank deep with the effort, only just succeeding in struggling back to the surface. He gasped for breath, but in another attempt he managed to draw his sword half out of its scabbard, and as he struggled it slid out the rest of the way by its own weight; yet he was not conscious of any noticeable relief.

It was then that he heard the splashing and grinding of oars and loud voices, and he saw the dark shape of the approaching boat, and he uttered a spluttering cry. In a second or two the boat was up to them, and he was clutching the gunwale in panic.

They were lifting Foster in over the stern, and Hornblower knew he must keep still and make no effort to climb in, but it called for all his resolution to make himself hang quietly onto the side of the boat and wait his turn. He was interested in this overmastering fear, while he despised himself for it. It called for a conscious and serious effort of willpower to make his hands alternately release their deathlike grip on the gunwale, so that the men in the boat could pass him round to the stern. Then they dragged him in and he fell face downward in the bottom of the boat, on the verge of fainting. Then somebody spoke in the boat, and Hornblower felt a cold shiver pass over his skin, and his feeble muscles tensed themselves, for the words spoken were Spanish  at any rate an unknown tongue, and Spanish presumably.

Somebody else answered in the same language. Hornblower tried to struggle up, and a restraining hand was laid on his shoulder. He rolled over, and with his eyes now accustomed to the darkness, he could see the three swarthy faces with the long black moustaches. These men were not Gibraltarians. On the instant he could guess who they were  the crew of one of the fire ships who had steered their craft in past the Mole, set fire to it, and made their escape in the boat. Foster was sitting doubled up, in the bottom of the boat, and now he lifted his face from his knees and stared round him.

Who are these fellows? he asked feebly  his struggle in the water had left him as weak as Hornblower.

Spanish fire ships crew, I fancy, sir said Hornblower. Were prisoners.

Are we indeed!

The knowledge galvanised him into activity just as it had Hornblower. He tried to get to his feet, and the Spaniard at the tiller thrust him down with a hand on his shoulder. Foster tried to put his hand away, and raised his voice in a feeble cry, but the man at the tiller was standing no nonsense. He brought out, in a lightning gesture, a knife from his belt. The light from the fire ship, burning itself harmlessly out on the shoal in the distance, ran redly along the blade, and Foster ceased to struggle. Men might call him Dreadnought Foster, but he could recognise the need for discretion.

How are we heading? he asked Hornblower, sufficiently quietly not to irritate their captors.

North, sir. Maybe theyre going to land on the Neutral Ground and make for the Line.

Thats their best chance agreed Foster.

He turned his neck uncomfortably to look back up the harbour.

Two other ships burning themselves out up there he said. There were three fire ships came in, I fancy.

I saw three, sir.

Then theres no damage done. But a bold endeavour. Whoever would have credited the Dons with making such an attempt?

They have learned about fire ships from us, perhaps, sir suggested Hornblower.

We may have nursed the pinion that impelled the steel you think?

It is possible, sir.

Foster was a cool enough customer, quoting poetry and discussing the naval situation while being carried off into captivity by a Spaniard who guarded him with a drawn knife. Cool might be a too accurate adjective; Hornblower was shivering in his wet clothes as the chill night air blew over him, and he felt weak and feeble after all the excitement and exertions of the day.

Boat ahoy! came a hail across the water; there was a dark nucleus in the night over there. The Spaniard in the sternsheets instantly dragged the tiller over, heading the boat directly away from it, while the two at the oars redoubled their exertions.

Guard boat   said Foster, but cut his explanation short at a further threat from the knife.

Of course there would be a boat rowing guard at this northern end of the anchorage; they might have thought of it.

Boat ahoy! came the hail again. Lay on your oars or Ill fire into you!

The Spaniard made no reply, and a second later came the flash and report of a musket shot. They heard nothing of the bullet, but the shot would put the fleet  towards which they were heading again  on the alert. But the Spaniards were going to play the game out to the end. They rowed doggedly on.

Boat ahoy!

This was another hail, from a boat right ahead of them. The Spaniards at the oars ceased their efforts in dismay, but a roar from the steersman set them instantly to work again. Hornblower could see the new boat almost directly ahead of them, and heard another hail from it as it rested on its oars. The Spaniard at the tiller shouted an order, and the stroke oar backed water and the boat turned sharply; another order, and both rowers tugged ahead again and the boat surged forward to ram. Should they succeed in overturning the intercepting boat they might make their escape even now, while the pursuing boat stopped to pick up their friends.

Everything happened at once, with everyone shouting at the full pitch of his lungs, seemingly. There was the crash of the collision, both boats heeling wildly as the bow of the Spanish boat rode up over the British boat but failed to overturn it. Someone fired a pistol, and the next moment the pursuing guard boat came dashing alongside, its crew leaping madly aboard them. Somebody flung himself on top of Hornblower, crushing the breath out of him and threatening to keep it out permanently with a hand on his throat. Hornblower heard Foster bellowing in protest, and a moment later his assailant released him, so that he could hear the midshipman of the guard boat apologising for this rough treatment of a post captain of the Royal Navy. Someone unmasked the guard boats lantern, and by its light Foster revealed himself, bedraggled and battered. The light shone on their sullen prisoners.

Boats ahoy! came another hail, and yet another boat emerged from the darkness and pulled towards them.

Capn Hammond, I believe! hailed Foster, with an ominous rasp in his voice.

Thank God! they heard Hammond say, and the boat pulled into the faint circle of light.

But no thanks to you said Foster bitterly.

After your fire ship cleared the Santa Barbara a puff of wind took you on faster than we could keep up with you explained Harvey.

We followed as fast as we could get these rock scorpions to row added Hammond.

And yet it called for Spaniards to save us from drowning sneered Foster. The memory of his struggle in the water rankled, apparently. I thought I could rely on two brother captains.

What are you implying, sir? snapped Hammond.

I make no implications, but others may read implications into a simple statement of fact.

I consider that an offensive remark, sir said Harvey, addressed to me equally with Captain Hammond.

I congratulate you on your perspicacity, sir replied Foster.

I understand said Harvey. This is not a discussion we can pursue with these men present. I shall send a friend to wait on you.

He will be welcome.

Then I wish you a very good night, sir.

And I, too, sir said Hammond. Give way there.

The boat pulled out of the circle of light, leaving an audience open-mouthed at this strange freak of human behaviour, that a man saved first from death and then from captivity should wantonly thrust himself into peril again. Foster looked after the boat for some seconds before speaking; perhaps he was already regretting his rather hysterical outburst.

I shall have much to do before morning he said, more to himself than to anyone near him, and then addressed himself to the midshipman of the guard boat, You, sir, will take charge of these prisoners and convey me to my ship.

Aye aye, sir.

Is there anyone here who can speak their lingo? I would have it explained to them that I shall send them back to Cartagena under cartel, free without exchange. They saved our lives, and that is the least we can do in return. The final explanatory sentence was addressed to Hornblower.

I think that is just, sir.

And you, my fire-breathing friend. May I offer you my thanks? You did well. Should I live beyond tomorrow, I shall see that authority is informed of your actions.

Thank you, sir. A question trembled on Hornblowers lips. It called for a little resolution to thrust it out, And my examination, sir? My certificate?

Foster shook his head. That particular examining board will never reassemble, I fancy. You must wait your opportunity to go before another one.

Aye aye, sir said Hornblower, with despondency apparent in his tone.

Now lookee here, Mr. Hornblower said Foster, turning upon him. To the best of my recollection, you were flat aback, about to lose your spars and with Dover cliffs under your lee. In one more minute you would have been failed  it was the warning gun that saved you. Is not that so?

I suppose it is, sir.

Then be thankful for small mercies. And even more thankful for big ones.


NOAHS ARK
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ACTING-LIEUTENANT HORNBLOWER SAT in the sternsheets of the longboat beside Mr. Tapling of the diplomatic service, with his feet among bags of gold. About him rose the steep shores of the Gulf of Oran, and ahead of him lay the city, white in the sunshine, like a mass of blocks of marble dumped by a careless hand upon the hillsides where they rose from the water. The oar blades, as the boats crew pulled away rhythmically over the gentle swell, were biting into the clearest emerald green, and it was only a moment since they had left behind the bluest the Mediterranean could show.

A pretty sight from here said Tapling, gazing at the town they were approaching but closer inspection will show that the eye is deceived. And as for the nose! The stinks of the true believers have to be smelt to be believed. Lay her alongside the jetty there, Mr. Hornblower, beyond those xebecs.

Aye aye, sir said the coxswain, when Hornblower gave the order.

Theres a sentry on the waterfront battery here commented Tapling, looking about him keenly not more than half asleep, either. And notice the two guns in the two castles. Thirty-two pounders, without a doubt. Stone shot piled in readiness. A stone shot flying into fragments on impact effects damage out of proportion to its size. And the walls seem sound enough. To seize Oran by a coup de main would not be easy, I am afraid. If His Nibs the Bey should choose to cut our throats and keep our gold it would be long before we were avenged, Mr. Hornblower.

I dont think I should find any satisfaction in being avenged in any case, sir said Hornblower.

Theres some truth in that. But doubtless His Nibs will spare us this time. The goose lays golden eggs  a boatload of gold every month must make a dazzling prospect for a pirate Bey in these days of convoys.

Way nough called the coxswain. Oars!

The longboat came gliding alongside the jetty and hooked on neatly. A few seated figures in the shade turned eyes at least, and in some cases even their heads as well, to look at the British boats crew. A number of swarthy Moors appeared on the decks of the xebecs and gazed down at them, and one or two shouted remarks to them.

No doubt they are describing the ancestry of the infidels said Tapling. Sticks and stones may break my bones, but names can never hurt me, especially when I do not understand them. Wheres our man?

He shaded his eyes to look along the waterfront.

No one in sight, sir, that looks like a Christian said Hornblower.

Our mans no Christian said Tapling. White, but no Christian. White by courtesy at that  French-Arab-Levantine mixture. His Britannic Majestys Consul at Oran pro tem., and a Mussulman from expediency. Though there are very serious disadvantages about being a true believer. Who would want four wives at any time, especially when one pays for the doubtful privilege by abstaining from wine?

Tapling stepped up onto the jetty and Hornblower followed him. The gentle swell that rolled up the Gulf broke soothingly below them, and the blinding heat of the noonday sun was reflected up into their faces from the stone blocks on which they stood. Far down the Gulf lay the two anchored ships  the storeship and h.m.s. Indefatigable  lovely on the blue and silver surface.

And yet I would rather see Drury Lane on a Saturday night said Tapling.

He turned back to look at the city wall, which guarded the place from seaborne attack. A narrow gate, flanked by bastions, opened onto the waterfront. Sentries in red caftans were visible on the summit. In the deep shadow of the gate something was moving, but it was hard with eyes dazzled by the sun to see what it was. Then it emerged from the shadow as a little group coming towards them  a half-naked Negro leading a donkey, and on the back of the donkey, seated sideways far back towards the root of the tail, a vast figure in a blue robe.

Shall we meet His Britannic Majestys Consul halfway? asked Tapling. No. Let him come to us.

The Negro halted the donkey, and the man on the donkeys back slid to the ground and came towards them  a mountainous man, waddling straddle-legged in his robe, his huge clay-coloured face topped by a white turban. A scanty black moustache and beard sprouted from his lip and chin.

Your servant, Mr. Duras said Tapling. And may I present Acting-Lieutenant Horatio Hornblower, of the frigate Indefatigable?

Mr. Duras nodded his perspiring head.

Have you brought the money? he asked, in guttural French; it took Hornblower a moment or two to adjust his mind to the language and his ear to Duras intonation.

Seven thousand golden guineas replied Tapling, in reasonably good French.

Good said Duras, with a trace of relief. Is it in the boat?

It is in the boat, and it stays in the boat at present answered Tapling. Do you remember the conditions agreed upon? Four hundred fat cattle, fifteen hundred fanegas of barley grain. When I see those in the lighters, and the lighters alongside the ships down the bay, then I hand over the money. Have you the stores ready?

Soon.

As I expected. How long?

Soon  very soon.

Tapling made a grimace of resignation.

Then we shall return to the ships. Tomorrow, perhaps, or the day after, we shall come back with the gold.

Alarm appeared on Duras sweating face.

No, do not do that he said, hastily. You do not know His Highness the Bey. He is changeable. If he knows the gold is here he will give orders for the cattle to be brought. Take the gold away, and he will not stir. And  and  he will be angry with me.

Ira principis mors est said Tapling, and in response to Duras blank look obliged by a translation. The wrath of the prince means death. Is not that so?

Yes said Duras, and he in turn said something in an unknown language, and stabbed at the air with his fingers in a peculiar gesture; and then translated, May it not happen.

Certainly we hope it may not happen agreed Tapling with disarming cordiality. The bowstring, the hook, even the bastinado are all unpleasant. It might be better if you went to the Bey and prevailed upon him to give the necessary orders for the grain and the cattle. Or we shall leave at nightfall.

Tapling glanced up at the sun to lay stress on the time limit.

I shall go said Duras, spreading his hands in a deprecatory gesture. I shall go. But I beg of you, do not depart. Perhaps His Highness is busy in his harem. Then no one may disturb him. But I shall try. The grain is here ready  it lies in the Kasbah there. It is only the cattle that have to be brought in. Please be patient. I implore you. His Highness is not accustomed to commerce, as you know, sir. Still less is he accustomed to commerce after the fashion of the Franks.

Duras wiped his streaming face with a corner of his robe.

Pardon me he said I do not feel well. But I shall go to His Highness. I shall go. Please wait for me.

Until sunset said Tapling implacably.

Duras called to his Negro attendant, who had been crouching huddled up under the donkeys belly to take advantage of the shade it cast. With an effort Duras hoisted his ponderous weight onto the donkeys hind quarters. He wiped his face again and looked at them with a trace of bewilderment.

Wait for me were the last words he said as the donkey was led away back into the city gate.

He is afraid of the Bey said Tapling watching him go. I would rather face twenty Beys than Admiral Sir John Jervis in a tantrum. What will he do when he hears about this further delay, with the Fleet on short rations already? Hell have my guts for a necktie.

One cannot expect punctuality of these people said Hornblower with the easy philosophy of the man who does not bear the responsibility. But he thought of the British Navy, without friends, without allies, maintaining desperately the blockade of a hostile Europe, in face of superior numbers, storms, disease, and now famine.

Look at that! said Tapling pointing suddenly.

It was a big grey rat which had made its appearance in the dry storm gutter that crossed the waterfront here. Regardless of the bright sunshine it sat up and looked round at the world; even when Tapling stamped his foot it showed no great signs of alarm. When he stamped a second time it slowly turned to hide itself again in the drain, missed its footing so that it lay writhing for a moment at the mouth of the drain, and then regained its feet and disappeared into the darkness.

An old rat, I suppose said Tapling meditatively. Senile, possibly. Even blind, it may be.

Hornblower cared nothing about rats, senile or otherwise. He took a step or two back in the direction of the longboat and the civilian officer conformed to his movements.

Rig that mainsl so that it gives us some shade, Maxwell said Hornblower. Were here for the rest of the day.

A great comfort said Tapling, seating himself on a stone bollard beside the boat to be here in a heathen port. No need to worry in case any men run off. No need to worry about liquor. Only about bullocks and barley. And how to get a spark on this tinder.

He blew through the pipe that he took from his pocket, preparatory to filling it. The boat was shaded by the mainsail now, and the hands sat in the bows yarning in low tones, while the others made themselves as comfortable as possible in the sternsheets; the boat rolled peacefully in the tiny swell, the rhythmic sound as the fendoffs creaked between her gunwale and the jetty having a soothing effect while city and port dozed in the blazing afternoon heat. Yet it was not easy for a young man of Hornblowers active temperament to endure prolonged inaction. He climbed up on the jetty to stretch his legs, and paced up and down; a Moor in a white gown and turban came staggering in the sunshine along the waterfront. His gait was unsteady, and he walked with his legs well apart to provide a firmer base for his swaying body.

What was it you said, sir, about liquor being abhorred by the Moslems? said Hornblower to Tapling down in the sternsheets.

Not necessarily abhorred replied Tapling, guardedly. But anathematised, illegal, unlawful, and hard to obtain.

Someone here has contrived to obtain some, sir said Hornblower.

Let me see said Tapling, scrambling up; the hands, bored with waiting and interested as ever in liquor, landed from the bows to stare as well.

That looks like a man who has taken drink agreed Tapling.

Three sheets in the wind, sir said Maxwell, as the Moor staggered.

And taken all aback supplemented Tapling, as the Moor swerved wildly to one side in a semicircle.

At the end of the semicircle he fell with a crash on his face; his brown legs emerged from the robe a couple of times and were drawn in again, and he lay passive, his head on his arms, his turban fallen on the ground to reveal his shaven skull with a tassel of hair on the crown.

Totally dismasted said Hornblower.

And hard aground said Tapling.

But the Moor now lay oblivious of everything.

And heres Duras said Hornblower.

Out through the gate came the massive figure on the little donkey; another donkey bearing another portly figure followed, each donkey being led by a Negro slave, and after them came a dozen swarthy individuals whose muskets, and whose pretence at uniform, indicated that they were soldiers.

The Treasurer of His Highness said Duras, by way of introduction when he and the other had dismounted. Come to fetch the gold.

The portly Moor looked loftily upon them; Duras was still streaming with sweat in the hot sun.

The gold is there said Tapling, pointing. In the sternsheets of the longboat. You will have a closer view of it when we have a closer view of the stores we are to buy.

Duras translated this speech into Arabic. There was a rapid interchange of sentences, before the Treasurer apparently yielded. He turned and waved his arms back to the gate in what was evidently a prearranged signal. A dreary procession immediately emerged  a long line of men, all of them almost naked, white, black, and mulatto, each man staggering along under the burden of a sack of grain. Overseers with sticks walked with them.

The money said Duras, as a result of something said by the Treasurer.

A word from Tapling set the hands to work lifting the heavy bags of gold onto the quay.

With the corn on the jetty I will put the gold there too said Tapling to Hornblower. Keep your eye on it while I look at some of those sacks.

Tapling walked over to the slave gang. Here and there he opened a sack, looked into it, and inspected handfuls of the golden barley grain; other sacks he felt from the outside.

No hope of looking over every sack in a hundred ton of barley he remarked, strolling back again to Hornblower. Much of it is sand, I expect. But that is the way of the heathen. The price is adjusted accordingly. Very well, Effendi.

At a sign from Duras, and under the urgings of the overseers, the slaves burst into activity, trotting up to the quayside and dropping their sacks into the lighter which lay there. The first dozen men were organised into a working party to distribute the cargo evenly into the bottom of the lighter, while the others trotted off, their bodies gleaming with sweat, to fetch fresh loads. At the same time a couple of swarthy herdsmen came out through the gate driving a small herd of cattle.

Scrubby little creatures said Tapling, looking them over critically but that was allowed for in the price, too.

The gold said Duras.

In reply Tapling opened one of the bags at his feet, filled his hand with golden guineas, and let them cascade through his fingers into the bag again.

Five hundred guineas there he said. Fourteen bags, as you see. They will be yours when the lighters are loaded and unmoored.

Duras wiped his face with a weary gesture. His knees seemed to be weak, and he leaned upon the patient donkey that stood behind him.

The cattle were being driven down a gangway into another lighter, and a second herd had now appeared and was waiting.

Things move faster than you feared said Hornblower.

See how they drive the poor wretches replied Tapling sententiously. See! Things move fast when you have no concern for human flesh and blood.

A coloured slave had fallen to the ground under his burden. He lay there disregarding the blows rained on him by the sticks of the overseers. There was a small movement of his legs. Someone dragged him out of the way at last and the sacks continued to be carried to the lighter. The other lighter was filling fast with cattle, packed into a tight, bellowing mass in which no movement was possible.

His Nibs is actually keeping his word marvelled Tapling. Id a settled for the half, if I had been asked beforehand.

One of the herdsmen on the quay had sat down with his face in his hands; now he fell over limply on his side.

Sir   began Hornblower to Tapling, and the two men looked at each other with the same awful thought occurring to them at the same moment.

Duras began to say something; with one hand on the withers of the donkey and the other gesticulating in the air it seemed that he was making something of a speech, but there was no sense in the words he was roaring out in a hoarse voice. His face was swollen beyond its customary fatness and his expression was wildly distorted, while his cheeks were so suffused with blood as to look dark under his tan. Duras quitted his hold of the donkey and began to reel about in half circles, under the eyes of Moors and Englishmen. His voice died away to a whisper, his legs gave way under him, and he fell to his hands and knees and then to his face.

Thats the plague! said Tapling. The Black Death! I saw it in Smyrna in 96.

He and the other Englishmen had shrunk back on the one side, the soldiers and the Treasurer on the other, leaving the palpitating body lying in the clear space between them.

The plague, by St. Peter! squealed one of the young sailors. He would have headed a rush to the longboat.

Stand still, there! roared Hornblower, scared of the plague but with the habits of discipline so deeply engrained in him by now that he checked the panic automatically.

I was a fool not to have thought of it before said Tapling. That dying rat  that fellow over there who we thought was drunk. I should have known!

The soldier who appeared to be the sergeant in command of the Treasurers escort was in explosive conversation with the chief of the overseers of the slaves, both of them staring and pointing at the dying Duras; the Treasurer himself was clutching his robe about him and looking down at the wretched man at his feet in fascinated horror.

Well, sir said Hornblower to Tapling what do we do?

Hornblower was of the temperament that demands immediate action in face of a crisis.

Do? replied Tapling with a bitter smile. We stay here and rot.

Stay here?

The fleet will never have us back. Not until we have served three weeks of quarantine. Three weeks after the last case has occurred. Here in Oran.

Nonsense! said Hornblower, with all the respect due to his senior startled out of him. No one would order that.

Would they not? Have you ever seen an epidemic in a fleet?

Hornblower had not, but he had heard enough about them  fleets where nine out of ten had died of putrid fevers. Crowded ships with twenty-two inches of hammock space per man were ideal breeding places for epidemics. He realised that no captain, no admiral, would run that risk for the sake of a longboats crew of twenty men.

The two xebecs against the jetty had suddenly cast off, and were working their way out of the harbour under sweeps.

The plague can only have struck today mused Hornblower, the habit of deduction strong in him despite his sick fear.

The cattle herders were abandoning their work, giving a wide berth to that one of their number who was lying on the quay. Up at the town gate it appeared that the guard was employed in driving people back into the town  apparently the rumour of plague had spread sufficiently therein to cause a panic, while the guard had just received orders not to allow the population to stream out into the surrounding country. There would be frightful things happening in the town soon. The Treasurer was climbing on his donkey; the crowd of grain-carrying slaves was melting away as the overseers fled.

I must report this to the ship said Hornblower; Tapling as a civilian diplomatic officer, held no authority over him. The whole responsibility was Hornblowers. The longboat and the longboats crew were Hornblowers command, entrusted to him by Captain Pellew whose authority derived from the King.

Amazing, how the panic was spreading. The Treasurer was gone; Duras Negro slave had ridden off on his late masters donkey; the soldiers had hastened off in a single group. The waterfront was deserted now except for the dead and dying; along the waterfront, presumably, at the foot of the wall, lay the way to the open country which all desired to seek. The Englishmen were standing alone, with the bags of gold at their feet.

Plague spreads through the air said Tapling. Even the rats die of it. We have been here for hours. We were near enough to  that he nodded at the dying Duras to speak to him, to catch his breath. Which of us will be the first?

Well see when the times comes said Hornblower. It was his contrary nature to be sanguine in the face of depression; besides, he did not want the men to hear what Tapling was saying.

And theres the fleet! said Tapling bitterly. This lot  he nodded at the deserted lighters, one almost full of cattle, the other almost full of grain sacks this lot would be a Godsend. The men are on two-thirds rations.

Damn it, we can do something about it said Hornblower. Maxwell, put the gold back in the boat, and get that awning in.

The officer of the watch in h.m.s. Indefatigable saw the ships longboat returning from the town. A slight breeze had swung the frigate and the Caroline (the transport brig) to their anchors, and the longboat, instead of running alongside, came up under the Indefatigables stern to leeward.

Mr. Christie! hailed Hornblower, standing up in the bows of the longboat.

The officer of the watch came aft to the taffrail.

What is it? he demanded, puzzled.

I must speak to the Captain.

Then come on board and speak to him. What the devil  ?

Please ask the Captain if I may speak to him.

Pellew appeared at the after-cabin window; he could hardly have helped hearing the bellowed conversation.

Yes, Mr. Hornblower?

Hornblower told him the news.

Keep to looard, Mr. Hornblower.

Yes, sir. But the stores

What about them?

Hornblower outlined the situation and made his request.

Its not very regular mused Pellew. Besides  

He did not want to shout aloud his thoughts that perhaps everyone in the longboat would soon be dead of plague.

Well be all right, sir. Its a weeks rations for the squadron.

That was the point, the vital matter. Pellew had to balance the possible loss of a transport brig against the possible gain of supplies, immeasurably more important, which would enable the squadron to maintain its watch over the outlet to the Mediterranean. Looked at in that light Hornblowers suggestion had added force.

Oh, very well, Mr. Hornblower. By the time you bring the stores out Ill have the crew transferred. I appoint you to the command of the Caroline.

Thank you, sir.

Mr. Tapling will continue as passenger with you.

Very good, sir.

So when the crew of the longboat, toiling and sweating at the sweeps, brought the two lighters down the bay, they found the Caroline swinging deserted at her anchors, while a dozen curious telescopes from the Indefatigable watched the proceedings. Hornblower went up the brigs side with half a dozen hands.

Shes like a blooming Noahs Ark, sir said Maxwell.

The comparison was apt; the Caroline was flush-decked, and the whole available deck area was divided by partitions into stalls for the cattle, while to enable the ship to be worked light gangways had been laid over the stalls into a practically continuous upper deck.

An all the animiles, sir said another seaman.

But Noahs animals walked in two by two said Hornblower. Were not so lucky. And weve got to get the grain on board first. Get those hatches unbattened.

In ordinary conditions a working party of two or three hundred men from the Indefatigable would have made short work of getting in the cargo from the lighters, but now it had to be done by the longboats complement of eighteen. Luckily Pellew had had the forethought and kindness to have the ballast struck out of the holds, or they would have had to do that weary job first.

Tail onto those tackles, men said Hornblower.

Pellew saw the first bundle of grain sacks rise slowly into the air from the lighter, and swung over and down the Carolines hatchway.

Hell be all right he decided. Man the capstan and get under way, if you please, Mr. Bolton.

Hornblower, directing the work on the tackles, heard Pellews voice come to him through the speaking trumpet.

Good luck, Mr. Hornblower. Report in three weeks at Gibraltar.

Very good, sir. Thank you, sir.

Hornblower turned back to find a seaman at his elbow knuckling his forehead.

Beg pardon, sir. But can you hear those cattle bellerin, sir? Tis mortal hot, an tis water they want, sir.

Hell said Hornblower.

He would never get the cattle on board before nightfall. He left a small party at work transferring cargo, and with the rest of the men he began to extemporize a method of watering the unfortunate cattle in the lighter. Half Carolines hold space was filled with water barrels and fodder, but it was an awkward business getting water down to the lighter with pump and hose, and the poor brutes down there surged about uncontrollably at the prospect of water. Hornblower saw the lighter heel and almost capsize; one of his men  luckily one who could swim  went hastily overboard from the lighter to avoid being crushed to death.

Hell said Hornblower again, and that was by no means the last time.

Without any skilled advice he was having to learn the business of managing livestock at sea; each moment brought its lessons. A naval officer on active service indeed found himself engaged on strange duties. It was well after dark before Hornblower called a halt to the labours of his men, and it was before dawn that he roused them up to work again. It was still early in the morning that the last of the grain sacks was stowed away and Hornblower had to face the operation of swaying up the cattle from the lighter. After their night down there, with little water and less food, they were in no mood to be trifled with, but it was easier at first while they were crowded together. A bellyband was slipped round the nearest, the tackle hooked on, and the animal was swayed up, lowered to the deck through an opening in the gangways, and herded into one of the stalls with ease. The seamen, shouting and waving their shirts, thought it was great fun, but they were not sure when the next one, released from its bellyband went on the rampage and chased them about the deck, threatening death with its horns, until it wandered into its stall where the bar could be promptly dropped to shut it in. Hornblower, looking at the sun rising rapidly in the east, did not think it fun at all.

And the emptier the lighter became, the more room the cattle had to rush about in it; to capture each one so as to put a bellyband on it was a desperate adventure. Nor were those half-wild bullocks soothed by the sight of their companions being successively hauled bellowing into the air over their heads. Before the day was half done Hornblowers men were as weary as if they had fought a battle, and there was not one of them who would not gladly have quitted this novel employment in exchange for some normal seamens duty like going aloft to reef topsails on a stormy night. As soon as Hornblower had the notion of dividing the interior of the lighter up into sections with barricades of stout spars the work became easier, but it took time, and before it was done the cattle had already suffered a couple of casualties  weaker members of the herd crushed underfoot in the course of the wild rushes about the lighter.

And there was a distraction when a boat came out from the shore, with swarthy Moors at the oars and the Treasurer in the stem. Hornblower left Tapling to negotiate  apparently the Bey at least had not been so frightened of the plague as to forget to ask for his money. All Hornblower insisted upon was that the boat should keep well to leeward, and the money was floated off to it headed up in an empty rum-puncheon. Night found not more than half the cattle in the stalls on board, with Hornblower worrying about feeding and watering them, and snatching at hints diplomatically won from those members of his crew who had had bucolic experience. But the earliest dawn saw him driving his men to work again, and deriving a momentary satisfaction from the sight of Tapling having to leap for his life to the gangway out of reach of a maddened bullock which was charging about the deck and refusing to enter a stall. And by the time the last animal was safely packed in Hornblower was faced with another problem  that of dealing with what one of the men elegantly termed mucking out. Fodder  water  mucking out; that deck-load of cattle seemed to promise enough work in itself to keep his eighteen men busy, without any thought of the needs of handling the ship.

But there were advantages about the men being kept busy, as Hornblower grimly decided; there had not been a single mention of plague since the work began. The anchorage where the Caroline lay was exposed to north-easterly winds, and it was necessary that he should take her out to sea before such a wind should blow. He mustered his men to divide them into watches; he was the only navigator, so that he had to appoint the coxswain and the undercoxswain, Jordan, as officers of the watch. Someone volunteered as cook, and Hornblower, running his eye over his assembled company, appointed Tapling as cooks mate. Tapling opened his mouth to protest, but there was that in Hornblowers expression which cut the protest short. There was no bosun, no carpenter  no surgeon either, as Hornblower pointed out to himself gloomily. But on the other hand if the need for a doctor should arise it would, he hoped, be mercifully brief.

Port watch, loose the jibs and maintopsl ordered Hornblower. Starboard watch, man the capstan.

So began that voyage of h.m. transport brig Caroline which became legendary (thanks to the highly coloured accounts retailed by the crew during innumerable dog watches in later commissions) throughout the Kings navy. The Caroline spent her three weeks of quarantine in homeless wanderings about the western Mediterranean. It was necessary that she should keep close up to the Straits, for fear lest the westerlies and the prevailing inward set of the current should take her out of reach of Gibraltar when the time came, so she beat about between the coasts of Spain and Africa trailing behind her a growing farmyard stench. The Caroline was a worn-out ship; with any sort of sea running she leaked like a sieve; and there were always hands at work on the pumps, either pumping her out or pumping sea water onto her deck to clean it or pumping up fresh water for the cattle.

Her top hamper made her almost unmanageable in a fresh breeze; her deck seams leaked, of course, when she worked, allowing a constant drip of unspeakable filth down below. The one consolation was in the supply of fresh meat  a commodity some of Hornblowers men had not tasted for three months. Hornblower recklessly sacrificed a bullock a day, for in that Mediterranean climate meat could not be kept sweet. So his men feasted on steaks and fresh tongues; there were plenty of men on board who had never in their whole lives before eaten a beef steak.

But fresh water was the trouble  it was a greater anxiety to Hornblower than even it was to the average ships captain, for the cattle were always thirsty; twice Hornblower had to land a raiding party at dawn on the coast of Spain, seize a fishing village, and fill his water casks in the local stream.

It was a dangerous adventure, and the second landing revealed the danger, for while the Caroline was trying to claw off the land again a Spanish guarda-costa lugger came gliding round the point with all sail set. Maxwell saw her first, but Hornblower saw her before he could report her presence.

Very well, Maxwell said Hornblower, trying to sound composed.

He turned his glass upon her. She was no more than three miles off, a trifle to windward, and the Caroline was embayed, cut off by the land from all chance of escape. The lugger could go three feet to her two, while the Carolines clumsy superstructure prevented her from lying nearer than eight points to the wind. As Hornblower gazed, the accumulated irritation of the past seventeen days boiled over. He was furious with fate for having thrust this ridiculous mission on him. He hated the Caroline and her clumsiness and her stinks and her cargo. He raged against the destiny which had caught him in this hopeless position.

Hell! said Hornblower, actually stamping his feet on the upper gangway in his anger. Hell and damnation!

He was dancing with rage, he observed with some curiosity. But with his fighting madness at the boil there was no chance of his yielding without a struggle, and his mental convulsions resulted in his producing a scheme for action. How many men of a crew did a Spanish guardacosta carry? Twenty? That would be an outside figure  those luggers were only intended to act against petty smugglers. And with surprise on his side there was still a chance, despite the four eight-pounders that the lugger carried.

Pistols and cutlasses, men he said. Jordan, choose two men and show yourselves up here. But the rest of you keep under cover. Hide yourselves. Yes, Mr. Tapling, you may serve with us. See that you are armed.

No one would expect resistance from a laden cattle transport; the Spaniards would expect to find on board a crew of a dozen at most, and not a disciplined force of twenty. The problem lay in luring the lugger within reach.

Full and by called Hornblower down to the helmsman below. Be ready to jump, men. Maxwell, if a man shows himself before my order shoot him with your own hand. You hear me? Thats an order, and you disobey me at your peril.

Aye aye, sir said Maxwell.

The lugger was romping up towards them; even in that light air there was a white wave under her sharp bows. Hornblower glanced up to make sure that the Caroline was displaying no colours. That made his plan legal under the laws of war. The report of a gun and a puff of smoke came from the lugger as she fired across the Carolines bows.

Im going to heave to, Jordan said Hornblower. Main topsl braces. Helm-a-lee.

The Caroline came to the wind and lay there wallowing, a surrendered and helpless ship apparently, if ever there was one.

Not a sound, men said Hornblower.

The cattle bellowed mournfully. Here came the lugger, her crew plainly visible now. Hornblower could see an officer clinging to the main shrouds ready to board, but no one else seemed to have a care in the world. Everyone seemed to be looking up at the clumsy superstructure and laughing at the farmyard noises issuing from it.

Wait, men, wait said Hornblower.

The lugger was coming alongside when Hornblower suddenly realised, with a hot flood of blood under his skin, that he himself was unarmed. He had told his men to take pistols and cutlasses; he had advised Tapling to arm himself, and yet he had clean forgotten about his own need for weapons. But it was too late now to try to remedy that. Someone in the lugger hailed in Spanish, and Hornblower spread his hands in a show of incomprehension. Now they were alongside.

Come on, men! shouted Hornblower.

He ran across the superstructure and with a gulp he flung himself across the gap at the officer in the shrouds. He gulped again as he went through the air; he fell with all his weight on the unfortunate man, clasped him round the shoulders, and fell with him to the deck. There were shouts and yells behind him as the Caroline spewed up her crew into the lugger. A rush of feet, a clatter and a clash. Hornblower got to his feet empty handed. Maxwell was just striking down a man with his cutlass. Tapling was heading a rush forward into the bows, waving a cutlass and yelling like a madman. Then it was all over; the astonished Spaniards were unable to lift a hand in their own defence.

So it came about that on the twenty-second day of her quarantine the Caroline came into Gibraltar Bay with a captured guarda-costa lugger under her lee. A thick barnyard stench trailed with her, too, but at least, when Hornblower went on board the Indefatigable to make his report, he had a suitable reply ready for Mr. Midshipman Bracegirdle.

Hullo, Noah, how are Shem and Ham? asked Mr. Bracegirdle.

Shem and Ham have taken a prize said Hornblower. I regret that Mr. Bracegirdle cant say the same.

But the Chief Commissary of the squadron, when Hornblower reported to him, had a comment to which even Hornblower was unable to make a reply.

Do you mean to tell me, Mr. Hornblower said the Chief Commissary that you allowed your men to eat fresh beef? A bullock a day for your eighteen men? There must have been plenty of ships provisions on board. That was wanton extravagance, Mr. Hornblower, Im surprised at you.


THE DUCHESS AND THE DEVIL
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ACTING-LIEUTENANT HORNBLOWER WAS bringing the sloop Le Reve, prize of h.m.s. Indefatigable, to anchor in Gibraltar Bay. He was nervous; if anyone had asked him if he thought that all the telescopes in the Mediterranean Fleet were trained upon him he would have laughed at the fantastic suggestion, but he felt as if they were. Nobody ever gauged more cautiously the strength of the gentle following breeze, or estimated more anxiously the distances between the big anchored ships of the line, or calculated more carefully the space Le Reve would need to swing at her anchor. Jackson, his petty officer, was standing forward awaiting the order to take in the jib, and he acted quickly at Hornblowers hail.

Helm-a-lee said Hornblower next, and Le Reve rounded into the wind. Brail up!

Le Reve crept forward, her momentum diminishing as the wind took her way off her.

Let go!

The cable growled a protest as the anchor took it out through the hawsehole  that welcome splash of the anchor, telling of the journeys end. Hornblower watched carefully while Le Reve took up on her cable, and then relaxed a little. He had brought the prize safely in. The commodore  Captain Sir Edward Pellew of h.m.s. Indefatigable  had clearly not yet returned, so that it was Hornblowers duty to report to the port admiral.

Get the boat hoisted out he ordered, and then, remembering his humanitarian duty, And you can let the prisoners up on deck.

They had been battened down below for the last forty-eight hours, because the fear of a recapture was the nightmare of every prizemaster. But here in the Bay with the Mediterranean fleet all round that danger was at an end. Two hands at the oars of the gig sent her skimming over the water, and in ten minutes Hornblower was reporting his arrival to the admiral.

You say she shows a fair turn of speed? said the latter, looking over at the prize.

Yes, sir. And shes handy enough said Hornblower.

Ill purchase her into the service. Never enough despatch vessels mused the Admiral.

Even with that hint it was a pleasant surprise to Hornblower when he received heavily sealed official orders and, opening them, read that you are hereby requested and required to take h.m. sloop Le Reve under his command and to proceed with the utmost expedition to Plymouth as soon as the despatches destined for England should be put in his charge. It was an independent command; it was a chance of seeing England again (it was three years since Hornblower had last set foot on the English shore) and it was a high professional compliment. But there was another letter, delivered at the same moment, which Hornblower read with less elation.

Their Excellencies, Major-General Sir Hew and Lady Dalrymple, request the pleasure of Acting-Lieutenant Horatio Hornblowers company at dinner today, at three oclock, at Government House.

It might be a pleasure to dine with the Governor of Gibraltar and his lady, but it was only a mixed pleasure at best for an acting-lieutenant with a single sea chest, faced with the need to dress himself suitably for such a function. Yet it was hardly possible for a young man to walk up to Government House from the landing slip without a thrill of excitement, especially as his friend Mr. Midshipman Bracegirdle, who came from a wealthy family and had a handsome allowance, had lent him a pair of the finest white stockings of China silk  Bracegirdles calves were plump, and Hornblowers were skinny, but that difficulty had been artistically circumvented. Two small pads of oakum, some strips of sticking plaster from the surgeons stores, and Hornblower now had a couple of legs of which no one need be ashamed. He could put his left leg forward to make his bow without any fear of wrinkles in his stockings, and sublimely conscious, as Bracegirdle said, of a leg of which any gentleman would be proud.

At Government House the usual polished and languid aide-de-camp took charge of Hornblower and led him forward. He made his bow to Sir Hew, a red-faced and fussy old gentleman, and to Lady Dalrymple, a red-faced and fussy old lady.

Mr. Hornblower said the latter I must present you  Your Grace, this is Mr. Hornblower, the new captain of Le Reve. Her Grace the Duchess of Wharfedale.

A duchess, no less! Hornblower poked forward his padded leg, pointed his toe, laid his hand on his heart and bowed with all the depth the tightness of his breeches allowed  he had still been growing when he bought them on joining the Indefatigable. Bold blue eyes, and a once beautiful middle-aged face.

So this eres the feller in question? said the duchess. Matilda, my dear, are you going to hentrust me to a henfant in harms?

The startling vulgarity of the accent took Hornblowers breath away. He had been ready for almost anything except that a superbly dressed duchess should speak in the accent of Seven Dials. He raised his eyes to stare, while forgetting to straighten himself up, standing with his chin poked forward and his hand still on his heart.

You look like a gander on a green said the duchess. I hexpects you to iss hany moment.

She stuck her own chin out and swung from side to side with her hands on her knees in a perfect imitation of a belligerent goose, apparently with so close a resemblance to Hornblower as well as to excite a roar of laughter from the other guests. Hornblower stood in blushing confusion.

Dont be ard on the young feller said the duchess, coming to his defence and patting him on the shoulder.  Es ony young, an thets nothink to be ashamed of. Somethink to be prard of, for thet matter, to be trusted with a ship at thet hage.

It was lucky that the announcement of dinner came to save Hornblower from the further confusion into which this kindly remark had thrown him. Hornblower naturally found himself with the riff-raff, the ragtag and bobtail of the middle of the table along with the other junior officers  Sir Hew sat at one end with the duchess, while Lady Dalrymple sat with a commodore at the other. Moreover, there were not nearly as many women as men; that was only to be expected, as Gibraltar was, technically at least, a beleaguered fortress. So Hornblower had no woman on either side of him; at his right sat the young aide-de-camp who had first taken him in charge.

Your health, Your Grace said the commodore, looking down the length of the table and raising his glass.

Thank ee replied the duchess. Just in time to save my life. I was wonderin ood come to my rescue.

She raised her brimming glass to her lips and when she put it down again it was empty.

A jolly boon companion you are going to have said the aide-de-camp to Hornblower.

How is she going to be my companion? asked Hornblower, quite bewildered.

The aide-de-camp looked at him pityingly.

So you have not been informed? he asked. As always, the man most concerned is the last to know. When you sail with your despatches tomorrow you will have the honour of bearing Her Grace with you to England.

God bless my soul said Hornblower.

Lets hope He does said the aide-de-camp piously, nosing his wine. Poor stuff this sweet Malaga is. Old Hare bought a job lot in 95, and every governor since then seems to think its his duty to use it up.

But who is she? asked Hornblower.

Her Grace the Duchess of Wharfedale replied the aide-de-camp. Did you not hear Lady Dalrymples introduction?

But she doesnt talk like a duchess protested Hornblower.

No. The old duke was in his dotage when he married her. She was an innkeepers widow, so her friends say. You can imagine, if you like, what her enemies say.

But what is she doing here? went on Hornblower.

She is on her way back to England. She was at Florence when the French marched in, I understand. She reached Leghorn and bribed a coaster to bring her here. She asked Sir Hew to find her a passage, and Sir Hew asked the Admiral  Sir Hew would ask anyone for anything on behalf of a duchess, even one said by her friends to be an innkeepers widow.

I see said Hornblower.

There was a burst of merriment from the head of the table, and the duchess was prodding the governors scarlet-coated ribs with the handle of her knife, as if to make sure he saw the joke.

Maybe you will not lack for mirth on your homeward voyage said the aide-de-camp.

Just then a smoking sirloin of beef was put down in front of Hornblower, and all his other worries vanished before the necessity of carving it and remembering his manners. He took the carving knife and fork gingerly in his hands and glanced round at the company.

May I help you to some of this beef, Your Grace? Madam? Sir? Well done or underdone, sir? A little of the brown fat?

In the hot room the sweat ran down his face as he wrestled with the joint; he was fortunate that most of the guests desired helpings from the other removes so that he had little carving to do. He put a couple of haggled slices on his own plate as the simplest way of concealing the worst results of his own handiwork.

Beef from Tetuan sniffed the aide-de-camp. Tough and stringy.

That was all very well for a governors aide-de-camp  he could not guess how delicious was this food to a young naval officer fresh from beating about at sea in an overcrowded frigate. Even the thought of having to act as host to a duchess could not entirely spoil Hornblowers appetite. And the final dishes, the meringues and macaroons, the custards and the fruits, were ecstasy for a young man whose last pudding had been currant duff last Sunday.

Those sweet things spoil a mans palate said the aide-de-camp  much Hornblower cared.

They were drinking formal toasts now. Hornblower stood for the King and the royal family, and raised his glass for the duchess.

And now for the enemy said Sir Hew, may their treasure galleons try to cross the Atlantic.

A supplement to that, Sir Hew said the commodore at the other end may the Dons make up their minds to leave Cadiz.

There was a growl almost like wild animals from round the table. Most of the naval officers present were from Jervis Mediterranean squadron which had beaten about in the Atlantic for the past several months hoping to catch the Spaniards should they come out. Jervis had to detach his ships to Gibraltar two at a time to replenish their stores, and these officers were from the two ships of the line present at the moment in Gibraltar.

Johnny Jervis would say amen to that said Sir Hew. A bumper to the Dons then, gentlemen, and may they come out from Cadiz.

The ladies left them then, gathered together by Lady Dalrymple, and as soon as it was decently possible Hornblower made his excuses and slipped away, determined not to be heavy with wine the night before he sailed in independent command.

Maybe the prospect of the coming on board of the duchess was a useful counter-irritant, and saved Hornblower from worrying too much about his first command. He was up before dawn  before even the brief Mediterranean twilight had begun  to see that his precious ship was in condition to face the sea, and the enemies who swarmed upon the sea. He had four popgun four-pounders to deal with those enemies, which meant that he was safe from no one; his was the weakest vessel at sea, for the smallest trading brig carried a more powerful armament. So that like all weak creatures his only safety lay in flight  Hornblower looked aloft in the half-light, where the sails would be set on which so much might depend. He went over the watch bill with his two watch-keeping officers, Midshipman Hunter and Masters Mate Winyatt, to make sure that every man of his crew of eleven knew his duty. Then all that remained was to put on his smartest seagoing uniform, try to eat breakfast, and wait for the duchess.

She came early, fortunately; Their Excellencies had had to rise at a most unpleasant hour to see her off. Mr. Hunter reported the approach of the governors launch with suppressed excitement.

Thank you, Mr. Hunter said Hornblower coldly  that was what the service demanded, even though not so many weeks before they had been playing follow-my-leader through the Indefatigables rigging together.

The launch swirled alongside, and two neatly dressed seamen hooked on the ladder. Le Reve had such a small free-board that boarding her presented no problem even for ladies. The governor stepped on board to the twittering of the only two pipes Le Reve could muster, and Lady Dalrymple followed him. Then came the duchess, and the duchesss companion; the latter was a younger woman, as beautiful as the duchess must once have been. A couple of aides-de-camp followed, and by that time the minute deck of Le Reve was positively crowded, so that there was no room left to bring up the duchesss baggage.

Let us show you your quarters, Your Grace said the governor.

Lady Dalrymple squawked her sympathy at sight of the minute cabin, which the two cots almost filled, and everyones head, inevitably, bumped against the deck-beam above.

We shall live through it said the duchess stoically an thats more than many a man makin a little trip to Tyburn could say.

One of the aides-de-camp produced a last minute packet of despatches and demanded Hornblowers signature on the receipt; the last farewells were said, and Sir Hew and Lady Dalrymple went down the side again to the twittering of the pipes.

Man the windlass! bellowed Hornblower the moment the launchs crew bent to their oars.

A few seconds lusty work brought Le Reve up to her anchor.

Anchors aweigh, sir reported Winyatt.

Jib halliards! shouted Hornblower. Mainsl halliards!

Le Reve came round before the wind as her sails were set and her rudder took a grip on the water. Everyone was so busy catting the anchor and setting sail that it was Hornblower himself who dipped his colours in salute as Le Reve crept out beyond the mole before the gentle south-easter, and dipped her nose to the first of the big Atlantic rollers coming in through the Gut. Through the skylight beside him he heard a clatter and a wail, as something fell in the cabin with that first roll, but he could spare no attention for the woman below. He had the glass to his eye now, training it first on Algeciras and then upon Tarifa  some well-manned privateer or ship of war might easily dash out to snap up such a defenceless prey as Le Reve. He could not relax while the forenoon watch wore on. They rounded Cape Marroqui and he set a course for St. Vincent, and then the mountains of Southern Spain began to sink below the horizon. Cape Trafalgar was just visible on the starboard bow when at last he shut the telescope and began to wonder about dinner; it was pleasant to be captain of his own ship and to be able to order dinner when he choose. His aching legs told him he had been on his feet too long  eleven continuous hours; if the future brought him many independent commands he would wear himself out by this sort of behaviour.

Down below he relaxed gratefully on the locker, and sent the cook to knock at the duchesss cabin door to ask with his compliments if all was well; he heard the duchesss sharp voice saying that they needed nothing, not even dinner. Hornblower philosophically shrugged his shoulders and ate his dinner with a young mans appetite. He went on deck again as night closed in upon them; Winyatt had the watch.

Its coming up thick, sir he said.

So it was. The sun was invisible on the horizon, engulfed in watery mist. It was the price he had to pay for a fair wind, he knew; in the winter months in these latitudes there was always likely to be fog where the cool land breeze reached the Atlantic.

Itll be thicker still by morning he said gloomily, and revised his night orders, setting a course due west instead of west by north as he originally intended. He wanted to make certain of keeping clear of Cape St. Vincent in the event of fog.

That was one of those minute trifles which may affect a mans whole after life  Hornblower had plenty of time later to reflect on what might have happened had he not ordered that alteration of course. During the night he was often on deck, peering through the increasing mist, but at the time when the crisis came he was down below snatching a little sleep. What woke him was a seaman shaking his shoulder violently.

Please, sir. Please, sir. Mr. Hunter sent me. Please, sir, wont you come on deck, he says, sir.

Ill come said Hornblower, blinking himself awake and rolling out of his cot.

The faintest beginnings of dawn were imparting some slight luminosity to the mist which was close about them. Le Reve was lurching over an ugly sea with barely enough wind behind her to give her steerage way. Hunter was standing with his back to the wheel in an attitude of tense anxiety.

Listen! he said, as Hornblower appeared.

He half-whispered the word, and in his excitement he omitted the sir which was due to his captain  and in his excitement Hornblower did not notice the omission. Hornblower listened. He heard the shipboard noises he could expect  the clattering of the blocks as Le Reve lurched, the sound of the sea at her bows. Then he heard other shipboard noises. There were other blocks clattering; the sea was breaking beneath other bows.

Theres a ship close alongside said Hornblower.

Yes, sir said Hunter. And after I sent below for you I heard an order given. And it was in Spanish  some foreign tongue, anyway.

The tenseness of fear was all about the little ship like the fog.

Call all hands. Quietly said Hornblower.

But as he gave the order he wondered if it would be any use. He could send his men to their stations, he could man and load his four-pounders, but if that ship out there in the fog was of any force greater than a merchant ship he was in deadly peril. Then he tried to comfort himself  perhaps the ship was some fat Spanish galleon bulging with treasure, and were he to board her boldly she would become his prize and make him rich for life.

A appy Valentines day to you said a voice beside him, and he nearly jumped out of his skin with surprise. He had actually forgotten the presence of the duchess on board.

Stop that row! he whispered furiously at her, and she pulled up abruptly in astonishment. She was bundled up in a cloak and hood against the damp air, and no further detail could be seen of her in the darkness and fog.

May I hask   she began.

Shut up! whispered Hornblower.

A harsh voice could be heard through the fog, other voices repeating the order, whistles being blown, much noise and bustle.

Thats Spanish, sir, isnt it? whispered Hunter.

Spanish for certain. Calling the watch. Listen!

The two double-strokes of a ships bell came to them across the water. Four bells in the morning watch. And instantly from all round them a dozen other bells could be heard, as if echoing the first.

Were in the middle of a fleet, by God! whispered Hunter.

Big ships, too, sir supplemented Winyatt who had joined them with the calling of all hands. I could hear half a dozen different pipes when they called the watch.

The Dons are out, then said Hunter.

And the course I set has taken us into the midst of them, thought Hornblower bitterly. The coincidence was maddening, heartbreaking, but he forebore to waste breath over it. He even suppressed the frantic gibe that rose to his lips at the memory of Sir Hews toast about the Spaniards coming out from Cadiz.

Theyre setting more sail was what he said. Dagos snug down at night, just like some fat Indiaman. They only set their tgallants at daybreak.

All round them through the fog could be heard the whine of sheaves in blocks, the stamp-and-go of the men at the halliards, the sound of ropes thrown on decks, the chatter of a myriad voices.

They make enough noise about it, blastem said Hunter.

The tension under which he laboured was apparent as he stood straining to peer through the mist.

Please God theyre on a different course to us said Winyatt, more sensibly. Then well soon be through em.

Not likely said Hornblower.

Le Reve was running almost directly before what little wind there was; if the Spaniards were beating against it or had it on their beam they would be crossing her course at a considerable angle, so that the volume of sound from the nearest ship would have diminished or increased considerably in this time, and there was no indication of that whatever. It was far more likely that Le Reve had overhauled the Spanish fleet under its nightly short canvas and had sailed forward into the middle of it. It was a problem what to do next in that case, to shorten sail, or to heave to, and let the Spaniards get ahead of them again, or to clap on sail to pass through. But the passage of the minutes brought clear proof that fleet and sloop were on practically the same course, as otherwise they could hardly fail to pass some ship close. As long as the mist held they were safest as they were.

But that was hardly to be expected with the coming of day.

Cant we alter course, sir? asked Winyatt.

Wait said Hornblower.

In the faint growing light he had seen shreds of denser mist blowing past them  a clear indication that they could not hope for continuous fog. At that moment they ran out of a fog-bank into a clear patch of water.

There she is, by God! said Hunter.

Both officers and seamen began to move about in sudden panic.

Stand still, damn you! rasped Hornblower, his nervous tension releasing itself in the fierce monosyllables.

Less than a cables length away a three-decked ship of the line was standing along parallel to them on their starboard side. Ahead and on the port side could be seen the outlines, still shadowy, of other battleships. Nothing could save them if they drew attention to themselves; all that could be done was to keep going as if they had as much right there as the ships of the line. It was possible that in the happy-go-lucky Spanish navy the officer of the watch over there did not know that no sloop like Le Reve was attached to the fleet  or even possibly by a miracle there might be one. Le Reve was French built and French rigged, after all. Side by side Le Reve and the battleship sailed over the lumpy sea. They were within point-blank range of fifty big guns, when one well-aimed shot would sink them. Hunter was uttering filthy curses under his breath, but discipline had asserted itself; a telescope over there on the Spaniards deck would not discover any suspicious bustle on board the sloop. Another shred of fog drifted past them, and then they were deep in a fresh fog bank.

Thank God! said Hunter, indifferent to the contrast between this present piety and his preceding blasphemy.

Hands wear ship said Hornblower. Lay her on the port tack.

There was no need to tell the hands to do it quietly; they were as well aware of their danger as anyone. Le Reve silently rounded-to, the sheets were hauled in and coiled down without a sound; and the sloop, as close to the wind as she would lie, heeled to the small wind, meeting the lumpy waves with her port bow.

Well be crossing their course now said Hornblower.

Please God itll be under their sterns and not their bows said Winyatt.

There was the duchess still in her cloak and hood, standing right aft as much out of the way as possible.

Dont you think Your Grace had better go below? asked Hornblower, making use by a great effort of the formal form of address.

Oh no, please said the duchess. I couldnt bear it. Hornblower shrugged his shoulders, and promptly forgot the duchesss presence again as a new anxiety struck him. He dived below and came up again with the two big sealed envelopes of despatches. He took a belaying pin from the rail and began very carefully to tie the envelopes to the pin with a bit of line.

Please said the duchess please, Mr. Hornblower, tell me what you are doing?

I want to make sure these will sink when I throw them overboard if were captured said Hornblower grimly.

Then theyll be lost for good?

Better that than that the Spaniards should read em said Hornblower with all the patience he could muster.

I could look after them for you said the duchess. Indeed I could.

Hornblower looked keenly at her.

No he said they might search your baggage. Probably they would.

Baggage! said the duchess. As if Id put them in my baggage! Ill put them next my skin  they wont search me in any case. Theyll never find em, not if I put em up my petticoats.

There was a brutal realism about those words that staggered Hornblower a little, but which also brought him to admit to himself that there was something in what the duchess was saying.

If they capture us said the duchess   I pray they wont, but if they do  theyll never keep me prisoner. You know that. Theyll send me to Lisbon or put me aboard a Kings ship as soon as they can. Then the despatches will be delivered eventually. Late, but better late than never.

Thats so mused Hornblower.

Ill guard them like my life said the duchess. I swear Ill never part from them. Ill tell no one I have them, not until I hand them to a Kings officer.

She met Hornblowers eyes with transparent honesty in her expression.

Fogs thinning, sir said Winyatt.

Quick! said the duchess.

There was no time for further debate. Hornblower slipped the envelopes from their binding of rope and handed them over to her, and replaced the belaying pin in the rail.

These damned French fashions said the duchess. I was right when I said Id put these letters up my petticoats. Theres no room in my bosom.

Certainly the upper part of her gown was not at all capacious; the waist was close up under the armpits and the rest of the dress hung down from there quite straight in utter defiance of anatomy.

Give me a yard of that rope, quick! said the duchess.

Winyatt cut her a length of the line with his knife and handed it to her. Already she was hauling at her petticoats; the appalled Hornblower saw a gleam of white thigh above her stocking tops before he tore his glance away. The fog was certainly thinning.

You can look at me now said the duchess; but her petticoats only just fell in time as Hornblower looked round again. Theyre inside my shift, next my skin as I promised. With these Directory fashions no one wears stays any more. So I tied the rope round my waist outside my shift. One envelope is flat against my chest and the other against my back. Would you suspect anything?

She turned round for Hornblowers inspection.

No, nothing shows he said. I must thank Your Grace.

There is a certain thickening said the duchess but it does not matter what the Spaniards suspect as long as they do not suspect the truth.

Momentary cessation of the need for action brought some embarrassment to Hornblower. To discuss with a woman her shift and stays  or the absence of them  was a strange thing to do.

A watery sun, still nearly level, was breaking through the mist and shining in his eyes. The mainsail cast a watery shadow on the deck. With every second the sun was growing brighter.

Here it comes said Hunter.

The horizon ahead expanded rapidly, from a few yards to a hundred, from a hundred yards to half a mile. The sea was covered with ships. No less than six were in plain sight, four ships of the line and two big frigates, with the red-and-gold of Spain at their mastheads, and, what marked them even more obviously as Spaniards, huge wooden crosses hanging at their peaks.

Wear ship again, Mr. Hunter said Hornblower. Back into the fog.

That was the one chance of safety. Those ships running down towards them were bound to ask questions, and they could not hope to avoid them all. Le Reve spun around on her heel, but the fog-bank from which she had emerged was already attenuated, sucked up by the thirsty sun. They could see a drifting stretch of it ahead, but it was lazily rolling away from them at the same time as it was dwindling. The heavy sound of a cannon shot reached their ears, and close on their starboard quarter a ball threw up a fountain of water before plunging into the side of a wave just ahead. Hornblower looked round just in time to see the last of the puff of smoke from the bows of the frigate astern pursuing them.

Starboard two points he said to the helmsman, trying to gauge at one and the same moment the frigates course, the direction of the wind, the bearing of the other ships, and that of the thin last nucleus of that wisp of fog.

Starboard two points said the helmsman.

Tore and main sheets! said Hunter.

Another shot, far astern this time but laid true for line; Hornblower suddenly remembered the duchess.

You must go below, Your Grace he said curtly.

Oh, no, no, no! burst out the duchess with angry vehemence. Please let me stay here. I cant go below to where that seasick maid of mine lies hoping to die. Not in that stinking box of a cabin.

There would be no safety in that cabin, Hornblower reflected  Le Reves scantlings were too fragile to keep out any shot at all. Down below the waterline in the hold the women might be safe, but they would have to lie flat on top of beef barrels.

Sail ahead! screamed the lookout.

The mist there was parting and the outline of a ship of the line was emerging from it, less than a mile away and on almost the same course as Le Reves. Thud  thud from the frigate astern. Those gunshots by now would have warned the whole Spanish fleet that something unusual was happening. The battleship ahead would know that the little sloop was being pursued. A ball tore through the air close by, with its usual terrifying noise. The ship ahead was awaiting their coming; Hornblower saw her topsails slowly turning.

Hands to the sheets! said Hornblower. Mr. Hunter, jibe her over.

Le Reve came round again, heading for the lessening gap on the port side. The frigate astern turned to intercept. More jets of smoke from her bows. With an appalling noise a shot passed within a few feet of Hornblower, so that the wind of it made him stagger. There was a hole in the mainsail.

Your Grace said Hornblower those arent warning shots  

It was the ship of the line which fired then, having succeeded in clearing away and manning some of her upper-deck guns. It was as if the end of the world had come. One shot hit Le Reves hull, and they felt the deck heave under their feet as a result as if the little ship were disintegrating. But the mast was hit at the same moment, stays and shrouds parting, splinters raining all round. Mast, sails, boom, gaff and all went from above them over the side to windward. The wreckage dragged in the sea and turned the helpless wreck round with the last of her way. The little group aft stood momentarily dazed.

Anybody hurt? asked Hornblower, recovering himself.

Ony a scratch, sir said one voice.

It seemed a miracle that no one was killed.

Carpenters mate, sound the well said Hornblower and then, recollecting himself, No, damn it. Belay that order. If the Dons can save the ship, let em try.

Already the ship of the line whose salvo had done the damage was filling her topsails again and bearing away from them, while the frigate which had pursued them was running down on them fast. A wailing figure came scrambling out of the after hatchway. It was the duchesss maid, so mad with terror that her seasickness was forgotten. The duchess put a protective arm round her and tried to comfort her.

Your Grace had better look to your baggage said Hornblower. No doubt youll be leaving us shortly for other quarters with the Dons. I hope you will be more comfortable.

He was trying desperately hard to speak in a matter-of-fact way, as if nothing out of the ordinary were happening, as if he were not soon to be a prisoner of the Spaniards; but the duchess saw the working of the usually firm mouth, and marked how the hands were tight clenched.

How can I tell you how sorry I am about this? asked the duchess, her voice soft with pity.

That makes it the harder for me to bear said Hornblower, and he even forced a smile.

The Spanish frigate was just rounding-to, a cables length to windward.

Please, sir said Hunter.

Well?

We can fight, sir. You give the word. Cold shot to drop in the boats when they try to board. We could beat em off once, perhaps.

Hornblowers tortured misery nearly made him snap out Dont be a fool, but he checked himself. He contented himself with pointing to the frigate. Twenty guns were glaring at them at far less than point-blank range. The very boat the frigate was hoisting out would be manned by at least twice as many men as Le Reve carried  she was no bigger than many a pleasure yacht. It was not odds of ten to one, or a hundred to one, but odds of ten thousand to one.

I understand, sir said Hunter.

Now the Spanish frigates boat was in the water, about to shove off.

A private word with you, please, Mr. Hornblower said the duchess suddenly.

Hunter and Winyatt heard what she said, and withdrew out of earshot.

Yes, Your Grace? said Hornblower.

The duchess stood there, still with her arm round her weeping maid, looking straight at him.

Im no more of a duchess than you are she said.

Good God! said Hornblower. Who  who are you, then?

Kitty Cobham.

The name meant a little to Hornblower, but only a little.

Youre too young for that name to have any memories for you, Mr. Hornblower, I see. Its five years since last I trod the boards.

That was it. Kitty Cobham the actress.

I cant tell it all now said the duchess  the Spanish boat was dancing over the waves towards them. But when the French marched into Florence that was only the last of my misfortunes. I was penniless when I escaped from them. Who would lift a finger for a onetime actress  one who had been betrayed and deserted? What was I to do? But a duchess  that was another story. Old Dalrymple at Gibraltar could not do enough for the Duchess of Wharfedale.

Why did you choose that title? asked Hornblower in spite of himself.

I knew of her said the duchess with a shrug of the shoulders. I knew her to be what I played her as. That was why I chose her  I always played character parts better than straight comedy. And not nearly so tedious in a long role.

But my despatches! said Hornblower in a sudden panic of realisation. Give them back, quick.

If you wish me to said the duchess. But I can still be the duchess when the Spaniards come. They will still set me free as speedily as they can. Ill guard those despatches better than my life  I swear it, I swear it! In less than a month Ill deliver them, if you trust me.

Hornblower looked at the pleading eyes. She might be a spy, ingeniously trying to preserve the despatches from being thrown overboard before the Spaniards took possession. But no spy could have hoped that Le Reve would run into the midst of the Spanish fleet.

I made use of the bottle, I know said the Duchess. I drank. Yes, I did. But I stayed sober in Gibraltar, didnt I? And I wont touch a drop, not a drop, until Im in England. Ill swear that, too. Please, sir  please. I beg of you. Let me do what I can for my country.

It was a strange decision for a man of nineteen to have to make  one who had never exchanged a word with an actress in his life before. A harsh voice overside told him that the Spanish boat was about to hook on.

Keep them, then said Hornblower. Deliver them when you can.

He had not taken his eyes from her face. He was looking for a gleam of triumph in her expression. Had he seen anything of the sort he would have torn the despatches from her body at that moment. But all he saw was the natural look of pleasure, and it was then that he made up his mind to trust her  not before.

Oh, thank you, sir said the duchess.

The Spanish boat had hooked on now, and a Spanish lieutenant was awkwardly trying to climb aboard. He arrived on the deck on his hands and knees, and Hornblower stepped over to receive him as he got to his feet. Captor and captive exchanged bows. Hornblower could not understand what the Spaniard said, but obviously they were formal sentences that he was using. The Spaniard caught sight of the two women aft and halted in surprise; Hornblower hastily made the presentation in what he hoped was Spanish.

Señor el tenente Espanol he said. Señora la Duquesa de Wharfedale.

The title clearly had its effect; the lieutenant bowed profoundly, and his bow was received with the most lofty aloofness by the duchess. Hornblower could be sure the despatches were safe. That was some alleviation of the misery of standing here on the deck of his waterlogged little ship, a prisoner of the Spaniards. As he waited he heard, from far to leeward, roll upon roll of thunder coming up against the wind. No thunder could endure that long. What he could hear must be the broadsides of ships in action  of fleets in action. Somewhere over there by Cape St. Vincent the British fleet must have caught the Spaniards at last. Fiercer and fiercer sounded the roll of the artillery. There was excitement among the Spaniards who had scrambled onto the deck of Le Reve, while Hornblower stood bareheaded waiting to be taken into captivity.

Captivity was a dreadful thing. Once the numbness had worn off Hornblower came to realise what a dreadful thing it was. Not even the news of the dreadful battering which the Spanish navy had received at St. Vincent could relieve the misery and despair of being a prisoner. It was not the physical conditions  ten square feet of floor space per man in an empty sail loft at Ferrol along with other captive warrant officers  for they were no worse than what a junior officer often had to put up with at sea. It was the loss of freedom, the fact of being a captive, that was so dreadful.

There were four months of it before the first letter came through to Hornblower; the Spanish government, inefficient in all ways, had the worst postal system in Europe. But here was the letter, addressed and re-addressed, now safely in his hands after he had practically snatched it from a stupid Spanish non-commissioned officer who had been puzzling over the strange name. Hornblower did not know the handwriting, and when he broke the seal and opened the letter the salutation made him think for a moment that he had opened someone elses letter.

Darling Boy it began. Now who on earth would call him that? He read on in a dream.

Darling Boy,

I hope it will give you happiness to hear that what you gave me has reached its destination. They told me, when I delivered it, that you are a prisoner, and my heart bleeds for you. And they told me too that they were pleased with you for what you had done. And one of those admirals is a shareholder in Drury Lane. Whoever would have thought of such a thing? But he smiled at me, and I smiled at him. I did not know he was a shareholder then, and I only smiled out of the kindness of my heart. And all that I told him about my dangers and perils with my precious burden were only histrionic exercises, I am afraid. Yet he believed me, and so struck was he by my smile and my adventures, that he demanded a part for me from Sherry, and behold, now I am playing second lead, usually a tragic mother, and receiving the acclaim of the groundlings. There are compensations in growing old, which I am discovering too. And I have not tasted wine since I saw you last, nor shall I ever again. As one more reward, my admiral promised me that he would forward this letter to you in the next cartel  an expression which no doubt means more to you than to me. I only hope that it reaches you in good time and brings you comfort in your affliction.

I pray nightly for you.

Ever your devoted friend,

Katharine Cobham.

Comfort in his affliction? A little, perhaps. There was some comfort in knowing that the despatches had been delivered; there was some comfort in a second-hand report that Their Lordships were pleased with him. There was comfort even in knowing that the duchess was re-established on the stage. But the sum total was nothing compared with his misery.

Here was a guard come to bring him to the commandant, and beside the commandant was the Irish renegade who served as interpreter. There were further papers on the commandants desk  it looked as if the same cartel which had brought in Kitty Cobhams note had brought in letters for the commandant.

Good afternoon, sir said the commandant, always polite, offering a chair.

Good afternoon, sir, and many thanks said Hornblower. He was learning Spanish slowly and painfully.

You have been promoted said the Irishman in English.

W-what? said Hornblower.

Promoted said the Irishman. Here is the letter The Spanish authorities are informed that on account of his meritorious service the acting-commission of Mr. Horatio Hornblower, midshipman and acting-lieutenant, has been confirmed. Their Lordships of the Admiralty express their confidence that Mr. Horatio Hornblower will be admitted immediately to the privileges of commissioned rank. There you are, young man.

My felicitations, sir said the commandant.

Many thanks, sir said Hornblower.

The commandant was a kindly old gentleman with a pleasant smile for the awkward young man. He went on to say more, but Hornblowers Spanish was not equal to the technicalities he used, and Hornblower in despair looked at the interpreter.

Now that you are a commissioned officer said the latter you will be transferred to the quarters for captured officers.

Thank you said Hornblower.

You will receive the half pay of your rank.

Thank you.

And your parole will be accepted. You will be at liberty to visit in the town and the neighbourhood for two hours each day on giving your parole.

Thank you said Hornblower.

Perhaps, during the long months which followed, it was some mitigation of his unhappiness that for two hours each day his parole gave him freedom; freedom to wander in the streets of the little town, to have a cup of chocolate or a glass of wine  providing he had any money  making polite and laborious conversation with Spanish soldiers or sailors or civilians. But it was better to spend his two hours wandering over the goat paths of the headland in the wind and the sun, in the companionship of the sea, which might alleviate the sick misery of captivity. There was slightly better food, slightly better quarters. And there was the knowledge that now he was a lieutenant, that he held the Kings commission, that if ever, ever, the war should end and he should be set free he could starve on half pay  for with the end of the war there would be no employment for junior lieutenants. But he had earned his promotion. He had gained the approval of authority, that was something to think about on his solitary walks.

There came a day of south-westerly gales, with the wind shrieking in from across the Atlantic. Across three thousand miles of water it came, building up its strength unimpeded on its way, and heaping up the sea into racing mountain ridges which came crashing in upon the Spanish coast in thunder and spray. Hornblower stood on the headland above Ferrol harbour, holding his worn greatcoat about him as he leaned forward into the wind to keep his footing. So powerful was the wind that it was difficult to breathe while facing it. If he turned his back he could breathe more easily, but then the wind blew his wild hair forward over his eyes, almost inverted his greatcoat over his head, and furthermore forced him into little tottering steps down the slope towards Ferrol, whither he had no wish to return at present. For two hours he was alone and free, and those two hours were precious. He could breathe the Atlantic air, he could walk, he could do as he liked during that time. He could stare out to sea; it was not unusual to catch sight, from the headland, of some British ship of war which might be working slowly along the coast in the hope of snapping up a coasting vessel while keeping a watchful eye upon the Spanish naval activity. When such a ship went by during Hornblowers two hours of freedom, he would stand and gaze at it, as a man dying of thirst might gaze at a bucket of water held beyond his reach; he would note all the little details, the cut of the topsails and the style of the paint, while misery wrung his bowels. For this was the end of his second year as a prisoner of war. For twenty-two months, for twenty-two hours every day, he had been under lock and key, herded with five other junior lieutenants in a single room in the fortress of Ferrol. And today the wind roared by him, shouting in its outrageous freedom. He was facing into the wind; before him lay Corunna, its white houses resembling pieces of sugar scattered over the slopes. Between him and Corunna was all the open space of Corunna Bay, flogged white by the wind, and on his left hand was the narrow entrance to Ferrol Bay. On his right was the open Atlantic; from the foot of the low cliffs there the long wicked reef of the Dientes del Diablo  the Devils Teeth  ran out to the northward, square across the path of the racing rollers driven by the wind. At half-minute intervals the rollers would crash against the reef with an impact that shook even the solid headland on which Hornblower stood, and each roller dissolved into spray which was instantly whirled away by the wind to reveal again the long black tusks of the rocks.

Hornblower was not alone on the headland; a few yards away from him a Spanish militia artilleryman on lookout duty gazed with watery eyes through a telescope with which he continually swept the seaward horizon. When at war with England it was necessary to be vigilant; a fleet might suddenly appear over the horizon, to land a little army to capture Ferrol, and burn the dockyard installations and the ships. No hope of that today, thought Hornblower  there could be no landing of troops on that raging lee shore.

But all the same the sentry was undoubtedly staring very fixedly through his telescope right to windward; the sentry wiped his streaming eyes with his coat sleeve and stared again. Hornblower peered in the same direction, unable to see what it was that had attracted the sentrys attention. The sentry muttered something to himself, and then turned and ran clumsily down to the little stone guardhouse where sheltered the rest of the militia detachment stationed there to man the guns of the battery on the headland. He returned with the sergeant of the guard, who took the telescope and peered out to windward in the direction pointed out by the sentry. The two of them jabbered in their barbarous Gallego dialect; in two years of steady application Hornblower had mastered Galician as well as Castilian, but in that howling gale he could not intercept a word. Then finally, just as the sergeant nodded in agreement, Hornblower saw with his naked eyes what they were discussing. A pale grey square on the horizon above the grey sea  a ships topsail. She must be running before the gale making for the shelter of Corunna or Ferrol.

It was a rash thing for a ship to do, because it would be no easy matter for her to round-to into Corunna Bay and anchor, and it would be even harder for her to hit off the narrow entrance to the Ferrol inlet. A cautious captain would claw out to sea and heave-to with a generous amount of sea room until the wind moderated. These Spanish captains, said Hornblower to himself, with a shrug of his shoulders; but naturally they would always wish to make harbour as quickly as possible when the Royal Navy was sweeping the seas. But the sergeant and the sentry were more excited than the appearance of a single ship would seem to justify. Hornblower could contain himself no longer, and edged up to the chattering pair, mentally framing his sentences in the unfamiliar tongue.

Please, gentlemen he said, and then started again, shouting against the wind. Please, gentlemen, what is it that you see?

The sergeant gave him a glance, and then, reaching some undiscoverable decision, handed over the telescope  Hornblower could hardly restrain himself from snatching it from his hands. With the telescope to his eye he could see far better; he could see a ship-rigged vessel, under close reefed topsails (and that was much more sail than it was wise to carry) hurtling wildly towards them. And then a moment later he saw the other square of grey. Another topsail. Another ship. The foretopmast was noticeably shorter than the maintopmast, and not only that, but the whole effect was familiar  she was a British ship of war, a British frigate, plunging along in hot pursuit of the other, which seemed most likely to be a Spanish privateer. It was a close chase; it would be a very near thing, whether the Spaniard would reach the protection of the shore batteries before the frigate overhauled her. He lowered the telescope to rest his eye, and instantly the sergeant snatched it from him. He had been watching the Englishmans face, and Hornblowers expression had told him what he wanted to know. Those two ships out there were behaving in such a way as to justify his rousing his officer and giving the alarm. Sergeant and sentry went running back to the guardhouse, and in a few moments the artillerymen were pouring out to man the batteries on the verge of the cliff. Soon enough came a mounted officer urging his horse up the path; a single glance through the telescope sufficed for him. He went clattering down to the battery and the next moment the boom of a gun from there alerted the rest of the defences. The flag of Spain rose up the flagstaff beside the battery, and Hornblower saw an answering flag rise up the flagstaff on San Anton where another battery guarded Corunna Bay. All the guns of the harbour defences were now manned, and there would be no mercy shown to any English ship that came in range.

Pursuer and pursued had covered quite half the distance already towards Corunna. They were hull-up over the horizon now to Hornblower on the headland, who could see them plunging madly over the grey sea  Hornblower momentarily expected to see them carry away their topmasts or their sails blow from the bolt-ropes. The frigate was half a mile astern still, and she would have to be much closer than that to have any hope of hitting with her guns in that sea. Here came the commandant and his staff, clattering on horseback up the path to see the climax of the drama; the commandant caught sight of Hornblower and doffed his hat with Spanish courtesy, while Hornblower, hatless, tried to bow with equal courtesy. Hornblower walked over to him with an urgent request  he had to lay his hand on the Spaniards saddlebow and shout up into his face to be understood.

My parole expires in ten minutes, sir he yelled. May I please extend it? May I please stay?

Yes, stay, señor said the commandant generously.

Hornblower watched the chase, and at the same time observed closely the preparations for defence. He had given his parole, but no part of the gentlemanly code prevented him from taking note of all he could see. One day he might be free, and one day it might be useful to know all about the defences of Ferrol. Everyone else of the large group on the headland was watching the chase, and excitement rose higher as the ships came racing nearer. The English captain was keeping a hundred yards or more to seaward of the Spaniard, but he was quite unable to overhaul her  in fact it seemed to Hornblower as if the Spaniard was actually increasing his lead. But the English frigate being to seaward meant that escape in that direction was cut off. Any turn away from the land would reduce the Spaniards lead to a negligible distance. If he did not get into Corunna Bay or Ferrol Inlet he was doomed.

Now he was level with the Corunna headland, and it was time to put his helm hard over and turn into the bay and hope that his anchors would hold in the lee of the headland. But with a wind of that violence hurtling against cliffs and headlands strange things can happen. A flaw of wind coming out of the bay must have caught her aback as she tried to round-to. Hornblower saw her stagger, saw her heel as the back-lash died away and the gale caught her again. She was laid over almost on her beam-ends and as she righted herself Hornblower saw a momentary gap open up in her maintopsail. It was momentary because from the time the gap appeared the life of the topsail was momentary; the gap appeared and at once the sail vanished, blown into ribbons as soon as its continuity was impaired. With the loss of its balancing pressure the ship became unmanageable; the gale pressing against the foretopsail swung her round again before the wind like a weathervane. If there had been time to spare to set a fragment of sail farther aft she would have been saved, but in those enclosed waters there was no time to spare. At one moment she was about to round the Corunna headland; at the next she had lost the opportunity for ever.

There was still the chance that she might fetch the opening to the Ferrol inlet; the wind was nearly fair for her to do that  nearly. Hornblower on the Ferrol headland was thinking along with the Spanish captain down there on the heaving deck. He saw him try to steady the ship so as to head for the narrow entrance, notorious among seamen for its difficulty. He saw him get her on her course, and for a few seconds as she flew across the mouth of the bay it seemed as if the Spaniard would succeed, against all probability, in exactly hitting off the entrance to the inlet. Then the back-lash hit her again. Had she been quick on the helm she might still have been safe, but with her sail pressure so outbalanced she was bound to be slow in her response to her rudder. The shrieking wind blew her bows round, and it was instantly obvious, too, that she was doomed, but the Spanish captain played the game out to the last. He would not pile his ship up against the foot of the low cliffs. He put his helm hard over; with the aid of the wind rebounding from the cliffs he made a gallant attempt to clear the Ferrol headland altogether and give himself a chance to claw out to sea.

A gallant attempt, but doomed to failure as soon as begun; he actually cleared the headland, but the wind blew his bows round again, and, bows first, the ship plunged right at the long jagged line of the Devils Teeth. Hornblower, the commandant, and everyone, hurried across the headland to look down at the final act of the tragedy. With tremendous speed, driving straight before the wind, she raced at the reef. A roller picked her up as she neared it and seemed to increase her speed. Then she struck, and vanished from sight for a second as the roller burst into spray all about her. When the spray cleared she lay there transformed. Her three masts had all gone with the shock, and it was only a black hulk which emerged from the white foam. Her speed and the roller behind her had carried her almost over the reef  doubtless tearing her bottom out  and she hung by her stern, which stood out clear of the water, while her bows were just submerged in the comparatively still water in the lee of the reef.

There were men still alive on her. Hornblower could see them crouching for shelter under the break of her poop. Another Atlantic roller came surging up, and exploded on the Devils Teeth, wrapping the wreck round with spray. But yet she emerged again, black against the creaming foam. She had cleared the reef sufficiently far to find shelter for most of her length in the lee of the thing that had destroyed her. Hornblower could see those living creatures crouching on her deck. They had a little longer to live  they might live five minutes, perhaps, if they were lucky. Five hours if they were not.

All round him the Spaniards were shouting maledictions. Women were weeping; some of the men were shaking their fists with rage at the British frigate, which, well satisfied with the destruction of her victim, had rounded-to in time and was now clawing out to sea again under storm canvas. It was horrible to see those poor devils down there die. If some larger wave than usual, bursting on the reef, did not lift the stern of the wreck clear so that she sank, she would still break up for the survivors to be whirled away with the fragments. And, if it took a long time for her to break up, the wretched men sheltering there would not be able to endure the constant beating of the cold spray upon them. Something should be done to save them, but no boat could round the headland and weather the Devils Teeth to reach the wreck. That was so obvious as not to call for a second thought. But . . . Hornblowers thoughts began to race as he started to work on the alternatives. The commandant on his horse was speaking vehemently to a Spanish naval officer, clearly on the same subject, and the naval officer was spreading his hands and saying that any attempt would be hopeless. And yet . . . For two years Hornblower had been a prisoner; all his pent-up restlessness was seeking an outlet, and after two years of the misery of confinement he did not care whether he lived or died. He went up to the commandant and broke into the argument.

Sir he said let me try to save them. Perhaps from the little bay there. . . . Perhaps some of the fishermen would come with me.

The commandant looked at the officer and the officer shrugged his shoulders.

What do you suggest, sir? asked the commandant of Hornblower.

We might carry a boat across the headland from the dockyard said Hornblower, struggling to word his ideas in Spanish but we must be quick  quick!

He pointed to the wreck, and force was added to his words by the sight of a roller bursting over the Devils Teeth.

How would you carry a boat? asked the commandant.

To shout his plan in English against that wind would have been a strain; to do so in Spanish was beyond him.

I can show you at the dockyard, sir he yelled. I cannot explain. But we must hurry!

You want to go to the dockyard, then?

Yes  oh yes.

Mount behind me, sir said the commandant.

Awkwardly Hornblower scrambled up to a seat astride the horses haunches and clutched at the commandants belt. He bumped frightfully as the animal wheeled round and trotted down the slope. All the idlers of the town and garrison ran beside them.

The dockyard at Ferrol was almost a phantom organisation, withered away like a tree deprived of its roots, thanks to the British blockade. Situated as it was at the most distant corner of Spain, connected with the interior by only the roughest of roads, it relied on receiving its supplies by sea, and any such reliance was likely with British cruisers off the coast to be disappointed. The last visit of Spanish ships of war had stripped the place of almost all its stores, and many of the dockyard hands had been pressed as seamen at the same time. But all that Hornblower needed was there, as he knew, thanks to his careful observation. He slid off the horses hindquarters  miraculously avoiding an instinctive kick from the irritated animal  and collected his thoughts. He pointed to a low dray  a mere platform on wheels  which was used for carrying beef barrels and brandy kegs to the pier.

Horses he said, and a dozen willing hands set to work harnessing a team.

Beside the jetty floated half a dozen boats. There was tackle and shears, all the apparatus necessary for swinging heavy weights about. To put slings under a boat and swing her up was the work of only a minute or two. These Spaniards might be dilatory and lazy as a rule, but inspire them with the need for instant action, catch their enthusiasm, present them with a novel plan, and they would work like madmen  and some of them were skilled workmen, too. Oars, mast and sail (not that they would need the sail), rudder, tiller and balers were all present. A group came running from a store shed with chocks for the boat, and the moment these were set up on the dray the dray was backed under the tackle and the boat lowered onto them.

Empty barrels said Hornblower. Little ones  so.

A swarthy Galician fisherman grasped his intention at once, and amplified Hornblowers halting sentences with voluble explanation. A dozen empty water breakers, with their bungs driven well home, were brought, and the swarthy fisherman climbed on the dray and began to lash them under the thwarts. Properly secured, they would keep the boat afloat even were she filled to the gunwale with water.

I want six men shouted Hornblower, standing on the dray and looking round at the crowd. Six fishermen who know little boats.

The swarthy fisherman lashing the breakers in the boat looked up from his task.

I know whom we need, sir he said.

He shouted a string of names, and half a dozen men came forward; burly, weather-beaten fellows, with the self-reliant look in their faces of men used to meeting difficulties. It was apparent that the swarthy Galician was their captain.

Let us go, then said Hornblower, but the Galician checked him.

Hornblower did not hear what he said, but some of the crowd nodded, turned away, and came hastening back staggering under a breaker of fresh water and a box that must contain biscuit. Hornblower was cross with himself for forgetting the possibility of their being blown out to sea. And the commandant, still sitting his horse and watching these preparations with a keen eye, took note of these stores too.

Remember, sir, that I have your parole he said.

You have my parole, sir said Hornblower  for a few blessed moments he had actually forgotten that he was a prisoner.

The stores were safely put away into the sternsheets and the fishing-boat captain caught Hornblowers eye and got a nod from him.

Let us go he roared to the crowd.

The iron-shod hoofs clashed on the cobbles and the dray lurched forward, with men leading the horses, men swarming alongside, and Hornblower and the captain riding on the dray like triumphing generals in a procession. They went through the dockyard gate, along the level main street of the little town, and turned up a steep lane which climbed the ridge constituting the backbone of the headland. The enthusiasm of the crowd was still lively; when the horses slowed as they breasted the slope a hundred men pushed at the back, strained at the sides, tugged at the traces to run the dray up the hillside. At the crest the lane became a track, but the dray still lurched and rumbled along. From the track diverged an even worse track, winding its way sideways down the slope through arbutus and myrtle towards the sandy cove which Hornblower had first had in mind  on fine days he had seen fishermen working a seine net on that beach, and he himself had taken note of it as a suitable place for a landing party should the Royal Navy ever plan a descent against Ferrol.

The wind was blowing as wildly as ever; it shrieked round Hornblowers ears. The sea as it came in view was chaotic with wave-crests, and then as they turned a shoulder of the slope they could see the line of the Devils Teeth running out from the shore up there to windward, and still hanging precariously from their jagged fangs was the wreck, black against the seething foam. Somebody raised a shout at the sight, everybody heaved at the dray, so that the horses actually broke into a trot and the dray leaped and bounced over the obstructions in its way.

Slowly roared Hornblower. Slowly!

If they were to break an axle or smash a wheel at this moment the attempt would end in ludicrous failure. The commandant on his horse enforced Hornblowers cries with loud orders of his own, and restrained the reckless enthusiasm of his people. More sedately the dray went on down the trail to the edge of the sandy beach. The wind picked up even the damp sand and flung it stinging into their faces, but only small waves broke here, for the beach was in a recess in the shoreline, the south-westerly wind was blowing a trifle off shore here, and up to windward the Devils Teeth broke the force of the rollers as they raced along in a direction nearly parallel to the shoreline. The wheels plunged into the sand and the horses stopped at the waters edge. A score of willing hands unharnessed them and a hundred willing arms thrust the dray out into the water  all these things were easy with such vast manpower available. As the first wave broke over the floor of the dray the crew scrambled up and stood ready. There were rocks here, but mighty heaves by the militiamen and the dockyard workers waist-deep in water forced the dray over them. The boat almost floated off its chocks, and the crew forced it clear and scrambled aboard, the wind beginning to swing her immediately. They grabbed for their oars and put their backs into half a dozen fierce strokes which brought her under command; the Galician captain had already laid a steering oar in the notch in the stern, with no attempt at shipping rudder and tiller. As he braced himself to steer he glanced at Hornblower, who tacitly left the job to him.

Hornblower, bent against the wind, was standing in the sternsheets planning a route through the rocks which would lead them to the wreck. The shore and the friendly beach were gone now, incredibly far away, and the boat was struggling out through a welter of water with the wind howling round her. In those jumbled waves her motion was senseless and she lurched in every direction successively. It was well that the boatmen were used to rowing in broken water so that their oars kept the boat under way, giving the captain the means by which, tugging fiercely at the steering oar, he could guide her through that maniacal confusion. Hornblower, planning his course, was able to guide the captain by his gestures, so that the captain could devote all the necessary attention to keeping the boat from being suddenly capsized by an unexpected wave. The wind howled, and the boat heaved and pitched as she met each lumpy wave, but yard by yard they were struggling up to the wreck. If there was any order in the waves at all, they were swinging round the outer end of the Devils Teeth, so that the boat had to be carefully steered, turning to meet the waves with her bows and then turning back to gain precarious yards against the wind. Hornblower spared a glance for the men at the oars; at every second they were exerting their utmost strength. There could never be a moments respite  tug and strain, tug and strain, until Hornblower wondered how human hearts and sinews could endure it.

But they were edging up towards the wreck. Hornblower, when the wind and spray allowed, could see the whole extent of her canted deck now. He could see human figures cowering under the break of the poop. He saw somebody there wave an arm to him. Next moment his attention was called away when a jagged monster suddenly leaped out of the sea twenty yards ahead. For a second he could not imagine what it was, and then it leaped clear again and he recognised it  the butt end of a broken mast. The mast was still anchored to the ship by a single surviving shroud attached to the upper end of the mast and to the ship, and the mast, drifting down to leeward, was jerking and leaping on the waves as though some sea god below the surface was threatening them with his wrath. Hornblower called the steersmans attention to the menace and received a nod in return; the steersmans shouted Nombre de Dios was whirled away in the wind. They kept clear of the mast, and as they pulled up along it Hornblower could form a clearer notion of the speed of their progress now that he had a stationary object to help his judgment. He could see the painful inches gained at each frantic tug on the oars, and could see how the boat stopped dead or even went astern when the wilder gusts hit her, the oar blades pulling ineffectively through the water. Every inch of gain was only won at the cost of an infinity of labour.

Now they were past the mast, close to the submerged bows of the ship, and close enough to the Devils Teeth to be deluged with spray as each wave burst on the farther side of the reef. There were inches of water washing back and forth in the bottom of the boat, but there was neither time nor opportunity to bale it out. This was the trickiest part of the whole effort, to get close enough alongside the wreck to be able to take off the survivors without stoving in the boat; there were wicked fangs of rock all about the after end of the wreck, while forward, although the forecastle was above the surface at times the forward part of the waist was submerged. But the ship was canted a little over to port, towards them, which made the approach easier. When the water was at its lowest level, immediately before the next roller broke on the reef, Hornblower, standing up and craning his neck, could see no rocks beside the wreck in the middle part of the waist where the deck came down to water level. It was easy to direct the steersman towards that particular point, and then, as the boat moved in, to wave his arms and demand the attention of the little group under the break of the poop, and to point to the spot to which they were approaching. A wave burst upon the reef, broke over the stern of the wreck, and filled the boat almost full. She swung back and forth in the eddies, but the kegs kept her afloat and quick handling of the steering oar and lusty rowing kept her from being dashed against either the wreck or the rocks.

Now! shouted Hornblower  it did not matter that he spoke English at this decisive moment. The boat surged forward, while the survivors, releasing themselves from the lashings which had held them in their shelter, came slithering down the deck towards them. It was a little of a shock to see there were but four of them  twenty or thirty men must have been swept overboard when the ship hit the reef. The bows of the boat moved towards the wreck. At a shouted order from the steersman the oars fell still. One survivor braced himself and flung himself into the bows. A stroke of the oars, a tug at the steering oar, and the boat nosed forward again, and another survivor plunged into the boat. Then Hornblower, who had been watching the sea, saw the next breaker rear up over the reef. At his warning shout the boat backed away to safety  comparative safety  while the remaining survivors went scrambling back up the deck to the shelter of the poop. The wave burst and roared, the foam hissed and the spray rattled, and then they crept up to the wreck again. The third survivor poised himself for his leap, mistimed it, and fell into the sea, and no one ever saw him again. He was gone, sunk like a stone, crippled as he was with cold and exhaustion, but there was no time to spare for lamentation. The fourth survivor was waiting his chance and jumped at once, landing safely in the bows.

Any more? shouted Hornblower, and receiving a shake of the head in reply; they had saved three lives at the risk of eight.

Let us go said Hornblower, but the steersman needed no telling.

Already he had allowed the wind to drift the boat away from the wreck, away from the rocks  away from the shore. An occasional strong pull at the oars sufficed to keep her bows to wind and wave. Hornblower looked down at the fainting survivors lying in the bottom of the boat with the water washing over them. He bent down and shook them into consciousness; he picked up the balers and forced them into their numb hands. They must keep active or die. It was astounding to find darkness closing about them, and it was urgent that they should decide on their next move immediately. The men at the oars were in no shape for any prolonged further rowing; if they tried to return to the sandy cove whence they had started they might be overtaken both by night and by exhaustion while still among the treacherous rocks off the shore there. Hornblower sat down beside the Galician captain, who laconically gave his views while vigilantly observing the waves racing down upon them.

It is growing dark said the captain, glancing round the sky. Rocks. The men are tired.

We had better not go back said Hornblower.

No.

Then we must get out to sea.

Years of duty on blockade, of beating about off a lee shore, had ingrained into Hornblower the necessity for seeking sea-room.

Yes said the captain, and he added something which Hornblower, thanks to the wind and his unfamiliarity with the language, was unable to catch. The captain roared the expression again, and accompanied his words with a vivid bit of pantomime with the one hand he could spare from the steering oar.

A sea anchor decided Hornblower to himself. Quite right.

He looked back at the vanishing shore, and gauged the direction of the wind. It seemed to be backing a little southerly; the coast here trended away from them. They could ride to a sea anchor through the hours of darkness and run no risk of being cast ashore as long as these conditions persisted.

Good said Hornblower aloud.

He imitated the others bit of pantomime and the captain gave him a glance of approval. At a bellow from him the two men forward took in their oars and set to work at constructing a sea anchor  merely a pair of oars attached to a long painter paid out over the bows. With this gale blowing the pressure of the wind on the boat set up enough drag on the float to keep their bows to the sea. Hornblower watched as the sea anchor began to take hold of the water.

Good he said again.

Good said the captain, taking in his steering oar.

Hornblower realised only now that he had been long exposed to a winter gale while wet to the skin. He was numb with cold, and he was shivering uncontrollably. At his feet one of the three survivors of the wreck was lying helpless; the other two had succeeded in baling out most of the water and as a result of their exertions were conscious and alert. The men who had been rowing sat drooping with weariness on their thwarts. The Galician captain was already down in the bottom of the boat lifting the helpless man in his arms. It was a common impulse of them all to huddle down into the bottom of the boat, beneath the thwarts, away from that shrieking wind.

So the night came down on them. Hornblower found himself welcoming the contact of other human bodies; he felt an arm round him and he put his arm round someone else. Around them a little water still surged about on the floorboards; above them the wind still shrieked and howled. The boat stood first on her head and then on her tail as the waves passed under them, and at the moment of climbing each crest she gave a shuddering jerk as she snubbed herself to the sea anchor. Every few seconds a new spat of spray whirled into the boat upon their shrinking bodies; it did not seem long before the accumulation of spray in the bottom of the boat made it necessary for them to disentangle themselves, and set about, groping in the darkness, the task of baling the water out again. Then they could huddle down again under the thwarts.

It was when they pulled themselves together for the third baling that in the middle of his nightmare of cold and exhaustion Hornblower was conscious that the body across which his arm lay was unnaturally stiff; the man the captain had been trying to revive had died as he lay there between the captain and Hornblower. The captain dragged the body away into the sternsheets in the darkness, and the night went on, cold wind and cold spray, jerk, pitch, and roll, sit up and bale and cower down and shudder. It was hideous torment; Hornblower could not trust himself to believe his eyes when he saw the first signs that the darkness was lessening. And then the grey dawn came gradually over the grey sea, and they were free to wonder what to do next. But as the light increased the problem was solved for them, for one of the fishermen, raising himself up in the boat, gave a hoarse cry, and pointed to the northern horizon, and there, almost hull-up, was a ship, hove-to under storm canvas. The captain took one glance at her  his eyesight must have been marvellous  and identified her.

The English frigate he said.

She must have made nearly the same amount of leeway hove-to as the boat did riding to her sea anchor.

Signal to her said Hornblower, and no one raised any objections.

The only white object available was Hornblowers shirt, and he took it off, shuddering in the cold, and they tied it to an oar and raised the oar in the maststep. The captain saw Hornblower putting on his dripping coat over his bare ribs and in a single movement peeled off his thick blue jersey and offered it to him.

Thank you, no protested Hornblower, but the captain insisted; with a wide grin he pointed to the stiffened corpse lying in the sternsheets and announced he would replace the jersey with the dead mans clothing.

The argument was interrupted by a further cry from one of the fishermen. The frigate was coming to the wind; with treble-reefed fore and maintopsails she was heading for them under the impulse of the lessening gale. Hornblower saw her running down on them; a glance in the other direction showed him the Galician mountains, faint on the southern horizon  warmth, freedom and friendship on the one hand; solitude and captivity on the other. Under the lee of the frigate the boat bobbed and heaved fantastically; many inquisitive faces looked down on them. They were cold and cramped; the frigate dropped a boat and a couple of nimble seamen scrambled on board. A line was flung from the frigate, a whip lowered a breeches ring into the boat, and the English seamen helped the Spaniards one by one into the breeches and held them steady as they were swung up to the frigates deck.

I go last said Hornblower when they turned to him. I am a Kings officer.

Good Lor lumme said the seamen.

Send the body up, too said Hornblower. It can be given decent burial.

The stiff corpse was grotesque as it swayed through the air. The Galician captain tried to dispute with Hornblower the honour of going last, but Hornblower would not be argued with. Then finally the seamen helped him put his legs into the breeches, and secured him with a line round his waist. Up he soared, swaying dizzily with the roll of the ship; then they drew him in to the deck, lowering and shortening, until half a dozen strong arms took his weight and laid him gently on the deck.

There you are, my hearty, safe and sound said a bearded seaman.

I am a Kings officer said Hornblower. Wheres the officer of the watch?

Wearing marvellous dry clothing, Hornblower found himself soon drinking hot rum-and-water in the cabin of Captain George Crome, of His Majestys frigate Syrtis. Crome was a thin pale man with a depressed expression, but Hornblower knew of him as a first-rate officer.

These Galicians make good seamen said Crome. I cant press them. But perhaps a few will volunteer sooner than go to a prison hulk.

Sir said Hornblower, and hesitated. It is ill for a junior lieutenant to argue with a post captain.

Well?

Those men came to sea to save life. They are not liable to capture.

Cromes cold grey eyes became actively frosty  Hornblower was right about it being ill for a junior lieutenant to argue with a post captain.

Are you telling me my duty, sir? he asked.

Good heavens no, sir said Hornblower hastily. Its a long time since I read the Admiralty Instructions and I expect my memorys at fault.

Admiralty Instructions, eh? said Crome, in a slightly different tone of voice.

I expect Im wrong, sir said Hornblower but I seem to remember the same instruction applied to the other two  the survivors.

Even a post captain could only contravene Admiralty Instructions at his peril.

Ill consider it said Crome.

I had the dead man sent on board, sir went on Hornblower in the hope that perhaps you might give him proper burial. Those Galicians risked their lives to save him, sir, and I expect theyd be gratified.

A Popish burial? Ill give orders to give em a free hand.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower.

And now as regards yourself. You say you hold a commission as lieutenant. You can do duty in this ship until we meet the admiral again. Then he can decide. I havent heard of the Indefatigable paying off, and legally you may still be borne on her books.

And that was when the devil came to tempt Hornblower, as he took another sip of hot rum-and-water. The joy of being in a Kings ship again was so keen as to be almost painful. To taste salt beef and biscuit again, and never again to taste beans and garbanzos. To have a ships deck under his feet, to talk English. To be free  to be free! There was precious little chance of ever falling again into Spanish hands. Hornblower remembered with agonising clarity the flat depression of captivity. All he had to do was not to say a word. He had only to keep silence for a day or two. But the devil did not tempt him long, only until he had taken his next sip of rum-and-water. Then he thrust the devil behind him and met Cromes eyes again.

Im sorry, sir he said.

What for?

I am here on parole. I gave my word before I left the beach.

You did? That alters the case. You were within your rights, of course.

The giving of parole by captive British officers was so usual as to excite no comment.

It was in the usual form, I suppose? went on Crome. That you would make no attempt to escape?

Yes, sir.

Then what do you decide as a result?

Of course Crome could not attempt to influence a gentlemans decision on a matter as personal as a parole.

I must go back, sir said Hornblower at the first opportunity.

He felt the sway of the ship, he looked round the homely cabin, and his heart was breaking.

You can at least dine and sleep on board tonight said Crome. Ill not venture inshore again until the wind moderates. Ill send you to Corunna under a flag of truce when I can. And Ill see what the Instructions say about those prisoners.

It was a sunny morning when the sentry at Fort San Anton, in the harbour of Corunna, called his officers attention to the fact that the British cruiser off the headland had hove-to out of gunshot and was lowering a boat. The sentrys responsibility ended there, and he could watch idly as his officer observed that the cutter, running smartly in under sail, was flying a white flag. She hove-to within musket shot, and it was a mild surprise to the sentry when in reply to the officers hail someone rose up in the boat and replied in unmistakable Gallego dialect. Summoned alongside the landing slip, the cutter put ashore ten men and then headed out again to the frigate. Nine men were laughing and shouting; the tenth, the youngest, walked with a fixed expression on his face with never a sign of emotion  his expression did not change even when the others, with obvious affection, put their arms round his shoulders. No one ever troubled to explain to the sentry who the imperturbable young man was, and he was not very interested. After he had seen the group shipped off across Corunna Bay towards Ferrol he quite forgot the incident.

It was almost spring when a Spanish militia officer came into the barracks which served as a prison for officers in Ferrol.

Señor Hornblower? he asked  at least Hornblower, in the corner, knew that was what he was trying to say. He was used to the way Spaniards mutilated his name.

Yes? he said, rising.

Would you please come with me? The commandant has sent me for you, sir.

The commandant was all smiles. He held a despatch in his hands.

This, sir he said, waving it at Hornblower, is a personal order. It is countersigned by the Duke of Fuentesauco, Minister of Marine, but it is signed by the First Minister, Prince of the Peace and Duke of Alcudia.

Yes, sir said Hornblower.

He should have begun to hope at that moment, but there comes a time in a prisoners life when he ceases to hope. He was more interested, even, in that strange title of Prince of the Peace which was now beginning to be heard in Spain.

It says: We, Carlos Leonardo Luis Manuel de Godoy y Boegas, First Minister of His Most Catholic Majesty, Prince of the Peace, Duke of Alcudia and Grandee of the First Class, Count of Alcudia, Knight of the Most Sacred Order of the Golden Fleece, Knight of the Holy Order of Santiago, Knight of the Most Distinguished Order of Calatrava, Captain-General of His Most Catholic Majestys forces by Land and Sea, Colonel General of the Guardia de Corps, Admiral of the Two Oceans, General of the cavalry, of the infantry, and of the artillery  in any event, sir, it is an order to me to take immediate steps to set you at liberty. I am to restore you under flag of truce to your fellow countrymen, in recognition of your courage and self-sacrifice in saving life at the peril of your own.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower.
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In 1952 Lieutenant Hornblower was published by Michael Joseph in Britain and Little, Brown & Co in America. This is another of the filler novels (chronologically, number seven), offering insights into the earlier career of Hornblower and some other familiar characters, such as his close friend and comrade, Bush. We also learn how Hornblower came to marry the ungainly Maria. The novel provided some material for the Hornblower television series starring Ioan Gruffudd and Robert Lindsay (episodes 5, 6 and 7).

The story opens with the first meeting of Hornblower and a new member of the crew of HMS Renown, Lieutenant William Bush (already familiar to those reading the books in order of publication). They get along immediately and Hornblowers combination of intensity, commitment and humour appeals greatly to the more senior officer. The two still young officers will need their camaraderie  their captain, James Sawyer, is mentally unstable, seeing plots against him where none exist and employing his quick temper to conduct a vicious vendetta against one of the youngest and most naïve crew members, Wellard. Sawyer is aided in his campaign of bullying by his informant, the acting gunner, Hobbs. The rest of the crew suffer too, including Hornblower and yet the Captain is unkempt and lacking in discipline himself. At the same time, the irrational captain orders double rum rations for the crew, which Bush sees is only fuelling lack of discipline; some misdemeanours go unpunished and the hard working and well behaved members of the crew feel hard done by. It is a chaotic place to be confined on a sea voyage.

Four lieutenants meet in secret to discuss what can be done about their captain, who is now wrongly seeing mutiny in every mans face, but a dramatic event ends their deliberations  whilst taking action against an imagined mutiny, the captain falls down some steps into the hold and is knocked unconscious. When he is conscious again, it is clear that he has completely lost his mind and First Lieutenant Buckland must assume command of the Renown indefinitely. A somewhat reluctant captain, Buckland sets about slowly easing working conditions for the crew and putting sensible discipline in place. He must also guide the ship and crew in their campaign against the Spanish. At first they are successful, but it is Hornblowers suggested strategy that wins the day for them and whilst the raving captain still languishes in his cabin, it seems that Hornblower of all the officers may be the one that will achieve fame and honours. During the campaign, the crew and naval authorities must put aside questions about what happened to Sawyer, but at some point in the near future, someone  be it Wellard, Hornblower or another  must tell the truth about what happened on the night the captain feared a mutiny…

The tension in this novel, especially the early chapters, is admirably achieved by Forester, with strong characterisation and a brisk pace  Sawyer is a thoroughly unpleasant individual and no reader can have any sympathy for his eventual fate; from this story it would seem that Forester would have made an excellent murder mystery writer, if only he had tried his hand at it. There are numerous twists and turns to the plot and Hornblower has success and yet also abject failures in this story  the extremes of which may surprise those new to this novel. However, they explain much of what Forester tells us in the later chronological works and show us some of the events that influence his character as he matures as a man, his personal life and his career. Despite the usual naval storyline, Forester again has created a unique type of narrative for a familiar personality.
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CHAPTER I
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LIEUTENANT WILLIAM BUSH came on board h.m.s. Renown as she lay at anchor in the Hamoaze and reported himself to the officer of the watch, who was a tall and rather gangling individual with hollow cheeks and a melancholy cast of countenance, whose uniform looked as if it had been put on in the dark and not readjusted since.

Glad to have you aboard, sir said the officer of the watch. My names Hornblower. The captains ashore. First lieutenant went forard with the bosun ten minutes ago.

Thank you said Bush.

He looked keenly round him at the infinity of activities which were making the ship ready for a long period of service in distant waters.

Hey there! You at the stay tackles! Handsomely! Handsomely! Belay! Hornblower was bellowing this over Bushs shoulder. Mr. Hobbs! Keep an eye on what your men are doing there!

Aye aye, sir came a sulky reply.

Mr. Hobbs! Lay aft here!

A paunchy individual with a thick grey pigtail came rolling aft to where Hornblower stood with Bush at the gangway. He blinked up at Hornblower with the sun in his eyes; the sunlight lit up the sprouting grey beard on his tiers of chins.

Mr. Hobbs! said Hornblower. He spoke quietly, but there was an intensity of spirit underlying his words that surprised Bush. That powders got to come aboard before nightfall and you know it. So dont use that tone of voice when replying to an order. Answer cheerfully another time. How are you going to get the men to work if you sulk? Get forard and see to it.

Hornblower was leaning a little forward as he spoke; the hands which he clasped behind him served apparently to balance the jutting chin, but his attitude was negligent compared with the fierce intensity with which he spoke, even though he was speaking in an undertone inaudible to all except the three of them.

Aye aye, sir said Hobbs, turning to go forward again.

Bush was making a mental note that this Hornblower was a firebrand when he met his glance and saw to his surprise a ghost of a twinkle in their melancholy depths. In a flash of insight he realised that this fierce young lieutenant was not fierce at all, and that the intensity with which he spoke was entirely assumed  it was almost as if Hornblower had been exercising himself in a foreign language.

If they once start sulking you cant do anything with em explained Hornblower, and Hobbs is the worst of em  acting-gunner, and no good. Lazy as they make em.

I see said Bush.

The duplicity  play acting  of the young lieutenant aroused a momentary suspicion in Bushs mind. A man who could assume an appearance of wrath and abandon it again with so much facility was not to be trusted. Then, with an inevitable reaction, the twinkle in the brown eyes called up a responsive twinkle in Bushs frank blue eyes, and he felt a friendly impulse towards Hornblower, but Bush was innately cautious and checked the impulse at once, for there was a long voyage ahead of them and plenty of time for a more considered judgment. Meanwhile he was conscious of a keen scrutiny, and he could see that a question was imminent  and even Bush could guess what it would be. The next moment proved him right.

Whats the date of your commission? asked Hornblower.

July 96 said Bush.

Thank you said Hornblower in a flat tone that conveyed so little information that Bush had to ask the question in his turn.

Whats the date of yours?

August 97 said Hornblower. Youre senior to me. Youre senior to Smith, too  January 97.

Are you the junior lieutenant, then?

Yes said Hornblower.

His tone did not reveal any disappointment that the newcomer had proved to be senior to him, but Bush could guess at it. Bush knew by very recent experience what it was to be the junior lieutenant in a ship of the line.

Youll be third went on Hornblower. Smith fourth, and Im fifth.

Ill be third? mused Bush, more to himself than to anyone else.

Every lieutenant could at least dream, even lieutenants like Bush with no imagination at all. Promotion was at least theoretically possible; from the caterpillar stage of lieutenant one might progress to the butterfly stage of captain, sometimes even without a chrysalis period as commander. Lieutenants undoubtedly were promoted on occasions; most of them, as was to be expected, being men who had friends at Court, or in Parliament, or who had been fortunate enough to attract the attention of an admiral and then lucky enough to be under that admirals command at the moment when a vacancy occurred. Most of the captains on the list owed their promotion to one or other of such causes. But sometimes a lieutenant won his promotion through merit  through a combination of merit and good fortune, at least  and sometimes sheer blind chance brought it about. If a ship distinguished herself superlatively in some historic action the first lieutenant might be promoted (oddly enough, that promotion was considered a compliment to her captain) or if the captain should be killed in the action even a moderate success might result in a step for the senior surviving lieutenant who took his place. On the other hand some brilliant boat-action, some dashing exploit on shore, might win promotion for the lieutenant in command  the senior, of course. The chances were few enough in all conscience, but there were at least chances.

But of those few chances the great majority went to the senior lieutenant, to the first lieutenant; the chances of the junior lieutenant were doubly few. So that whenever a lieutenant dreamed of attaining the rank of captain, with its dignity and security and prize money, he soon found himself harking back to the consideration of his seniority as lieutenant. If this next commission of the Renowns took her away to some place where other lieutenants could not be sent on board by an admiral with favourites, there were only two lives between Bush and the position of first lieutenant with all its added chances of promotion. Naturally he thought about that; equally naturally he did not spare a thought for the fact that the man with whom he was conversing was divided by four lives from that same position.

But still, its the West Indies for us, anyway said Hornblower philosophically. Yellow fever. Ague. Hurricanes. Poisonous serpents. Bad water. Tropical heat. Putrid fever. And ten times more chances of action than with the Channel fleet.

Thats so agreed Bush, appreciatively.

With only three and four years seniority as lieutenants, respectively, the two young men (and with young mens confidence in their own immortality) could face the dangers of West Indian service with some complacence.

Captains coming off, sir reported the midshipman of the watch hurriedly.

Hornblower whipped his telescope to eye and trained it on the approaching shore boat.

Quite right he said. Run forard and tell Mr. Buckland. Bosuns mates! Sideboys! Lively, now!

Captain Sawyer came up through the entry port, touched his hat to the quarterdeck, and looked suspiciously around him. The ship was in the condition of confusion to be expected when she was completing for foreign service, but that hardly justified the sidelong, shifty glances which Sawyer darted about him. He had a big face and a prominent hawk nose which he turned this way and that as he stood on the quarterdeck. He caught sight of Bush, who came forward and reported himself.

You came aboard in my absence, did you? asked Sawyer.

Yes, sir said Bush, a little surprised.

Who told you I was on shore?

No one, sir.

How did you guess it, then?

I didnt guess it, sir. I didnt know you were on shore until Mr. Hornblower told me.

Mr. Hornblower? So you know each other already?

No, sir. I reported to him when I came on board.

So that you could have a few private words without my knowledge?

No, sir.

Bush bit off the of course not which he was about to add. Brought up in a hard school, Bush had learned to utter no unnecessary words when dealing with a superior officer indulging in the touchiness superior officers might be expected to indulge in. Yet this particular touchiness seemed more unwarranted even than usual.

Ill have you know I allow no one to conspire behind my back. Mr.  ah  Bush said the captain.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush met the captains searching stare with the composure of innocence, but he was doing his best to keep his surprise out of his expression, too, and as he was no actor the struggle may have been evident.

You wear your guilt on your face, Mr. Bush said the captain. Ill remember this.

With that he turned away and went below, and Bush, relaxing from his attitude of attention, turned to express his surprise to Hornblower. He was eager to ask questions about this extraordinary behaviour, but they died away on his lips when he saw that Hornblowers face was set in a wooden unresponsiveness. Puzzled and a little hurt, Bush was about to note Hornblower down as one of the captains toadies  or as a madman as well  when he caught sight out of the tail of his eye of the captains head reappearing above the deck. Sawyer must have swung round when at the foot of the companion and come up again simply for the purpose of catching his officers off their guard discussing him  and Hornblower knew more about his captains habits than Bush did. Bush made an enormous effort to appear natural.

Can I have a couple of hands to carry my sea-chest down? he asked, hoping that the words did not sound nearly as stilted to the captain as they did to his own ears.

Of course, Mr. Bush said Hornblower, with a formidable formality. See to it, if you please, Mr. James.

Ha! snorted the captain, and disappeared once more down the companion.

Hornblower flickered one eyebrow at Bush, but that was the only indication he gave, even then, of any recognition that the captains actions were at all unusual, and Bush, as he followed his sea-chest down to his cabin, realised with dismay that this was a ship where no one ventured on any decisive expression of opinion. But the Renown was completing for sea, amid all the attendant bustle and confusion, and Bush was on board, legally one of her officers, and there was nothing he could do except reconcile himself philosophically to his fate. He would have to live through this commission, unless any of the possibilities catalogued by Hornblower in their first conversation should save him the trouble.


CHAPTER II
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H.M.S. RENOWN WAS clawing her way southward under reefed topsails, a westerly wind laying her over as she thrashed along, heading for those latitudes where she would pick up the north-east trade wind and be able to run direct to her destination in the West Indies. The wind sang in the taut weather-rigging, and blustered round Bushs ears as he stood on the starboard side of the quarterdeck, balancing to the roll as the roaring wind sent one massive grey wave after another hurrying at the ship; the starboard bow received the wave first, beginning a leisurely climb, heaving the bowsprit up towards the sky, but before the pitch was in any way completed the ship began her roll, heaving slowly over, slowly, slowly, while the bowsprit rose still more steeply. And then as she still rolled the bows shook themselves free and began to slide down the far side of the wave, with the foam creaming round them; the bowsprit began the downward portion of its arc as the ship rose ponderously to an even heel again, and as she heeled a trifle into the wind with the send of the sea under her keel her stern rose while the last of the wave passed under it, her bows dipped, and she completed the corkscrew roll with the massive dignity to be expected of a ponderous fabric that carried five hundred tons of artillery on her decks. Pitch  roll  heave  roll; it was magnificent, rhythmic, majestic, and Bush, balancing on the deck with the practised ease of ten years experience, would have felt almost happy if the freshening of the wind did not bring with it the approaching necessity for another reef, which meant, in accordance with the ships standing orders, that the captain should be informed.

Yet there were some minutes of grace left him, during which he could stand balancing on the deck and allow his mind to wander free. Not that Bush was conscious of any need for meditation  he would have smiled at such a suggestion were anyone to make it to him. But the last few days had passed in a whirl, from the moment when his orders had arrived and he had said good-bye to his mother and sisters (he had had three weeks with them after the Conqueror had paid off) and hurried to Plymouth, counting the money he had left in his pockets to make sure he could pay the post-chaise charges. The Renown had been in all the flurry of completing for the West Indian station, and during the thirty-six hours that elapsed before she sailed Bush had hardly had time to sit down, let alone sleep  his first good nights rest had come while the Renown clawed her way across the bay. Yet almost from the moment of his first arrival on board he had been harassed by the fantastic moods of the captain, now madly suspicious and again stupidly easygoing. Bush was not a man sensitive to atmosphere  he was a sturdy soul philosophically prepared to do his duty in any of the difficult conditions to be expected at sea  but he could not help but be conscious of the tenseness and fear that pervaded life in the Renown. He knew that he felt dissatisfied and worried, but he did not know that these were his own forms of tenseness and fear. In three days at sea he had hardly come to know a thing about his colleagues: he could vaguely guess that Buckland, the first lieutenant, was capable and steady, and that Roberts, the second, was kindly and easygoing; Hornblower seemed active and intelligent, Smith a trifle weak; but these deductions were really guesses. The wardroom officers  the lieutenants and the master and the surgeon and the purser  seemed to be secretive and very much inclined to maintain a strict reserve about themselves. Within wide limits this was right and proper  Bush was no frivolous chatterer himself  but the silence was carried to excess when conversation was limited to half a dozen words, all strictly professional. There was much that Bush could have learned speedily about the ship and her crew if the other officers had been prepared to share with him the results of their experience and observations during the year they had been on board, but except for the single hint Bush had received from Hornblower when he came on board no one had uttered a word. If Bush had been given to Gothic flights of imagination he might have thought of himself as a ghost at sea with a company of ghosts, cut off from the world and from each other, ploughing across an endless sea to an unknown destination. As it was he could guess that the secretiveness of the wardroom was the result of the moods of the captain; and that brought him back abruptly to the thought that the wind was still freshening and a second reef was now necessary. He listened to the harping of the rigging, felt the heave of the deck under his feet, and shook his head regretfully. There was nothing for it.

Mr. Wellard he said to the volunteer beside him. Go and tell the captain that I think another reef is necessary.

Aye aye, sir.

It was only a few seconds before Wellard was back on deck again.

Capns coming himself, sir.

Very good said Bush.

He did not meet Wellards eyes as he said the meaningless words; he did not want Wellard to see how he took the news, nor did he want to see any expression that Wellards face might wear. Here came the captain, his shaggy long hair whipping in the wind and his hook nose turning this way and that as usual.

You want to take in another reef, Mr. Bush?

Yes, sir said Bush, and waited for the cutting remark that he expected. It was a pleasant surprise that none was forthcoming. The captain seemed almost genial.

Very good, Mr. Bush. Call all hands.

The pipes shrilled along the decks.

All hands! All hands! All hands to reef topsls. All hands!

The men came pouring out; the cry of All hands brought out the officers from the wardroom and the cabins and the midshipmens berths, hastening with their station-bills in their pockets to make sure that the reorganised crew were properly at their stations. The captains orders pealed against the wind. Halbards and reef tackles were manned; the ship plunged and rolled over the grey sea under the grey sky so that a landsman might have wondered how a man could keep his footing on deck, far less venture aloft. Then in the midst of the evolution a young voice, soaring with excitement to a high treble, cut through the captains orders.

 Vast hauling there! Vast hauling!

There was a piercing urgency about the order, and obediently the men ceased to pull. Then the captain bellowed from the poop.

Whos that countermanding my orders?

Its me, sir  Wellard.

The young volunteer faced aft and screamed into the wind to make himself heard. From his station aft Bush saw the captain advance to the poop rail; Bush could see he was shaking with rage, his big nose pointing forward as though seeking a victim.

Youll be sorry, Mr. Wellard. Oh yes, youll be sorry.

Hornblower now made his appearance at Wellards side. He was green with seasickness, as he had been ever since the Renown left Plymouth Sound.

Theres a reef point caught in the reef tackle block, sir  weather side he hailed, and Bush, shifting his position, could see that this was so; if the men had continued to haul on the tackle, damage to the sail might easily have followed.

What dyou mean by coming between me and a man who disobeys me? shouted the captain. Its useless to try to screen him.

This is my station, sir replied Hornblower. Mr. Wellard was doing his duty.

Conspiracy! replied the captain. You two are in collusion!

In the face of such an impossible statement Hornblower could only stand still, his white face turned towards the captain.

You go below, Mr. Wellard roared the captain, when it was apparent that no reply would be forthcoming, and you too, Mr. Hornblower. Ill deal with you in a few minutes. You hear me? Go below! Ill teach you to conspire.

It was a direct order, and had to be obeyed. Hornblower and Wellard walked slowly aft; it was obvious that Hornblower was rigidly refraining from exchanging a glance with the midshipman, lest a fresh accusation of conspiracy should be hurled at him. They went below while the captain watched them. As they disappeared down the companion the captain raised his big nose again.

Send a hand to clear that reef tackle! he ordered, in a tone as nearly normal as the wind permitted. Haul away!

The topsails had their second reef, and the men began to lay in off the yards. The captain stood by the poop rail looking over the ship as normal as any man could be expected to be.

Winds coming aft he said to Buckland. Aloft there! Send a hand to bear those backstays abreast the top-brim. Hands to the weather-braces. After guard! Haul in the weather main brace! Haul together, men! Well with the foreyard! Well with the main yard! Belay every inch of that!

The orders were given sensibly and sanely, and the hands stood waiting for the watch below to be dismissed.

Bosuns mate! My compliments to Mr. Lomax and Ill be glad to see him on deck.

Mr. Lomax was the purser, and the officers on the quarterdeck could hardly refrain from exchanging glances; it was hard to imagine any reason why the purser should be wanted on deck at this moment.

You sent for me, sir? said the purser, arriving short of breath on the quarterdeck.

Yes, Mr. Lomax. The hands have been hauling in the weather main brace.

Yes, sir?

Now well splice it.

Sir?

You heard me. Well splice the main brace. A tot of rum to every man. Aye, and to every boy.

Sir?

You heard me. A tot of rum, I said. Do I have to give my orders twice? A tot of rum for every man. Ill give you five minutes, Mr. Lomax, and not a second longer.

The captain pulled out his watch and looked at it significantly.

Aye aye, sir said Lomax, which was all he could say. Yet he still stood for a second or two, looking first at the captain and then at the watch, until the big nose began to lift in his direction and the shaggy eyebrows began to come together. Then he turned and fled; if the unbelievable order had to be obeyed five minutes would not be long in which to collect his party together, unlock the spirit room, and bring up the spirits. The conversation between captain and purser could hardly have been overheard by more than half a dozen persons, but every hand had witnessed it, and the men were looking at each other unbelievingly, some with grins on their faces which Bush longed to wipe off.

Bosuns mate! Run and tell Mr. Lomax two minutes have gone. Mr. Buckland! Ill have the hands aft here, if you please.

The men came trooping along the waist; it may have been merely Bushs overwrought imagination that made him think their manner slack and careless. The captain came forward to the quarterdeck rail, his face beaming in smiles that contrasted wildly with his scowls of a moment before.

I know where loyaltys to be found, men he shouted, Ive seen it. I see it now. I see your loyal hearts. I watch your unremitting labours. Ive noticed them as I notice everything that goes on in this ship. Everything, I say. The traitors meet their deserts and the loyal hearts their reward. Give a cheer, you men.

The cheer was given, halfheartedly in some cases, with over-exuberance in others. Lomax made his appearance at the main hatchway, four men with him each carrying a two-gallon anker.

Just in time, Mr. Lomax. It would have gone hard with you if you had been late. See to it that the issue is made with none of the unfairness that goes on in some ships. Mr. Booth! Lay aft here.

The bulky bosun came hurrying on his short legs.

You have your rattan with you, I hope?

Aye aye, sir.

Booth displayed his long silver-mounted cane, ringed at every two inches by a pronounced joint. The dilatory among the crew knew that cane well and not only the dilatory  at moments of excitement Mr. Booth was likely to make play with it on all within reach.

Pick the two sturdiest of your mates. Justice will be executed.

Now the captain was neither beaming nor scowling. There was a smile on his heavy lips, but it might be a smile without significance as it was not re-echoed in his eyes.

Follow me said the captain to Booth and his mates, and he left the deck once more to Bush, who now had leisure to contemplate ruefully the disorganisation of the ships routine and discipline occasioned by this strange whim.

When the spirits had been issued and drunk he could dismiss the watch below and set himself to drive the watch on deck to their duties again, slashing at their sulkiness and indifference with bitter words. And there was no pleasure now in standing on the heaving deck watching the corkscrew roll of the ship and the hurrying Atlantic waves, the trim of the sails and the handling of the wheel  Bush still was unaware that there was any pleasure to be found in these everyday matters, but he was vaguely aware that something had gone out of his life.

He saw Booth and his mates making their way forward again, and here came Wellard onto the quarterdeck.

Reporting for duty, sir he said.

The boys face was white, set in a strained rigidity, and Bush, looking keenly at him, saw that there was a hint of moisture in his eyes. He was walking stiffly, too, holding himself inflexibly; pride might be holding back his shoulders and holding up his head, but there was some other reason for his not bending at the hips.

Very good, Mr. Wellard said Bush.

He remembered those knots on Booths cane. He had known injustice often enough. Not only boys but grown men were beaten without cause on occasions, and Bush had nodded sagely when it happened, thinking that contact with injustice in a world that was essentially unjust was part of everyones education. And grown men smiled to each other when boys were beaten, agreeing that it did all parties good; boys had been beaten since history began, and it would be a bad day for the world if ever, inconceivably, boys should cease to be beaten. This was all very true, and yet in spite of it Bush felt sorry for Wellard. Fortunately there was something waiting to be done which might suit Wellards mood and condition.

Those sandglasses need to be run against each other, Mr. Wellard said Bush, nodding over to the binnacle. Run the minute glass against the half-hour glass as soon as they turn it at seven bells.

Aye aye, sir.

Mark off each minute on the slate unless you want to lose your reckoning added Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

It would be something to keep Wellards mind off his troubles without calling for physical effort, watching the sand run out of the minute glass and turning it quickly, marking the slate and watching again. Bush had his doubts about that half-hour glass and it would be convenient to have both checked. Wellard walked stiffly over to the binnacle and made preparation to begin his observations.

Now here was the captain coming back again, the big nose pointing to one side and the other. But now the mood had changed again; the activity, the restlessness, had evaporated. He was like a man who had dined well. As etiquette dictated, Bush moved away from the weather rail when the captain appeared and the captain proceeded to pace slowly up and down the weather side of the quarterdeck, his steps accommodating themselves by long habit to the heave and pitch of the ship. Wellard took one glance and then devoted his whole attention to the matter of the sandglasses; seven bells had just struck and the half-hour glass had just been turned. For a short time the captain paced up and down. When he halted he studied the weather to windward, felt the wind on his cheek, looked attentively at the dogvane and up at the topsails to make sure that the yards were correctly trimmed, and came over and looked into the binnacle to check the course the helmsman was steering. It was all perfectly normal behaviour; any captain in any ship would do the same when he came on deck. Wellard was aware of the nearness of his captain and tried to give no sign of disquiet; he turned the minute glass and made another mark on the slate.

Mr. Wellard at work? said the captain.

His voice was thick and a little indistinct, the tone quite different from the anxiety-sharpened voice with which he had previously spoken. Wellard, his eyes on the sandglasses, paused before replying. Bush could guess that he was wondering what would be the safest, as well as the correct, thing to say.

Aye aye, sir.

In the navy no one could go far wrong by saying that to a superior officer.

Aye aye, sir repeated the captain. Mr. Wellard has learned better now perhaps than to conspire against his captain, against his lawful superior set in authority over him by the Act of His Most Gracious Majesty King George II?

That was not an easy suggestion to answer. The last grains of sand were running out of the glass and Wellard waited for them; a yes or a no might be equally fatal.

Mr. Wellard is sulky said the captain. Perhaps Mr. Wellards mind is dwelling on what lies behind him. Behind him. By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept. But proud Mr. Wellard hardly wept. And he did not sit down at all. No, he would be careful not to sit down. The dishonourable part of him has paid the price of his dishonour. The grown man guilty of an honourable offence is flogged upon his back, but a boy, a nasty dirty-minded boy, is treated differently. Is not that so, Mr. Wellard?

Yes, sir murmured Wellard. There was nothing else he could say, and an answer was necessary.

Mr. Booths cane was appropriate to the occasion. It did its work well. The malefactor bent over the gun could consider of his misdeeds.

Wellard inverted the glass again while the captain, apparently satisfied, took a couple of turns up and down the deck, to Bushs relief. But the captain checked himself in mid-stride beside Wellard and went on talking; his tone now was higher-pitched.

So you chose to conspire against me? he demanded. You sought to hold me up to derision before the hands?

No, sir said Wellard in sudden new alarm. No, sir, indeed not, sir.

You and that cub Hornblower. Mister Hornblower. You plotted and you planned, so that my lawful authority should be set at nought.

No, sir!

It is only the hands who are faithful to me in this ship where everyone else conspires against me. And cunningly you seek to undermine my influence over them. To make me a figure of fun in their sight. Confess it!

No, sir. I didnt, sir.

Why attempt to deny it? It is plain, it is logical. Who was it who planned to catch that reef point in the reef tackle block?

No one, sir. It  

Then who was it that countermanded my orders? Who was it who put me to shame before both watches, with all hands on deck? It was a deep-laid plot It shows every sign of it.

The captains hands were behind his back, and he stood easily balancing on the deck with the wind flapping his coat-tails and blowing his hair forward over his cheeks, but Bush could see he was shaking with rage again  if it was not fear. Wellard turned the minute glass again and made a fresh mark on the slate.

So you hide your face because of the guilt that is written on it? blared the captain suddenly. You pretend to be busy so as to deceive me. Hypocrisy!

I gave Mr. Wellard orders to test the glasses against each other, sir said Bush.

He was intervening reluctantly, but to intervene was less painful than to stand by as a witness. The captain looked at him as if this was his first appearance on deck.

You, Mr. Bush? Youre sadly deceived if you believe there is any good in this young fellow. Unless  the captains expression was one of sudden suspicious fear unless you are part and parcel of this infamous affair. But you are not, are you, Mr. Bush? Not you. I have always thought better of you, Mr. Bush.

The expression of fear changed to one of ingratiating good fellowship.

Yes, sir said Bush.

With the world against me I have always counted on you, Mr. Bush said the captain, darting restless glances from under his eyebrows. So you will rejoice when this embodiment of evil meets his deserts. Well get the truth out of him.

Bush had the feeling that if he were a man of instant quickness of thought and readiness of tongue he would take advantage of this new attitude of the captains to free Wellard from his peril; by posing as the captains devoted companion in trouble and at the same time laughing off the thought of danger from any conspiracy, he might modify the captains fears. So he felt, but he had no confidence in himself.

He knows nothing, sir he said, and he forced himself to grin. He doesnt know the bobstay from the spanker-boom.

You think so? said the captain doubtfully, teetering on his heels with the roll of the ship. He seemed almost convinced, and then suddenly a new line of argument presented itself to him.

No, Mr. Bush. Youre too honest. I could see that the first moment I set eyes on you. You are ignorant of the depths of wickedness into which this world can sink. This lout has deceived you. Deceived you!

The captains voice rose again to a hoarse scream, and Wellard turned a white face towards Bush, lopsided with terror.

Really, sir   began Bush, still forcing a deaths-head grin.

No, no, no! roared the captain. Justice must be done! The truth must be brought to light! Ill have it out of him! Quartermaster! Quartermaster! Run forard and tell Mr. Booth to lay aft here. And his mates!

The captain turned away and began to pace the deck as if to offer a safety valve to the pressure within him, but he turned back instantly.

Ill have it out of him! Or hell jump overboard! You hear me? Wheres that bosun?

Mr. Wellard hasnt finished testing the glasses, sir said Bush in one last feeble attempt to postpone the issue.

Nor will he said the captain.

Here came the bosun hurrying aft on his short legs, his two mates striding behind him.

Mr. Booth! said the captain; his mood had changed again and the mirthless smile was back on his lips. Take that miscreant. Justice demands that he be dealt with further. Another dozen from your cane, properly applied. Another dozen, and hell coo like a dove.

Aye aye, sir said the bosun, but he hesitated.

It was a momentary tableau: the captain with his flapping coat; the bosun looking appealingly at Bush and the burly bosuns mates standing like huge statues behind him; the helmsman apparently imperturbable while all this went on round him, handling the wheel and glancing up at the topsails; and the wretched boy beside the binnacle  all this under the grey sky, with the grey sea tossing about them and stretching as far as the pitiless horizon.

Take him down to the maindeck, Mr. Booth said the captain.

It was the utterly inevitable; behind the captains words lay the authority of Parliament, the weight of ages-old tradition. There was nothing that could be done. Wellards hands rested on the binnacle as though they would cling to it and as though he would have to be dragged away by force. But he dropped his hands to his sides and followed the bosun while the captain watched him, smiling.

It was a welcome distraction that came to Bush as the quartermaster reported Ten minutes before eight bells, sir.

Very good. Pipe the watch below.

Hornblower made his appearance on the quarterdeck and made his way towards Bush.

Youre not my relief said Bush.

Yes I am. Captains orders.

Hornblower spoke without any expression  Bush was used to the ships officers by now being as guarded as that, and he knew why it was. But his curiosity made him ask the question.

Why?

Im on watch and watch said Hornblower stolidly. Until further orders.

He looked at the horizon as he spoke, showing no sign of emotion.

Hard luck said Bush, and for a moment felt a twinge of doubt as to whether he had not ventured too far in offering such an expression of sympathy. But no one was within earshot.

No wardroom liquor for me went on Hornblower, until further orders either. Neither my own nor anyone elses.

For some officers that would be a worse punishment than being put on watch and watch  four hours on duty and four hours off day and night  but Bush did not know enough about Hornblowers habits to judge whether this was the case with him. He was about to say hard luck again, when at that moment a wild cry of pain reached their ears, cutting its way through the whistling wind. A moment later it was repeated, with even greater intensity. Hornblower was looking out at the horizon and his expression did not change. Bush watched his face and decided not to pay attention to the cries.

Hard luck he said.

It might be worse said Hornblower.


CHAPTER III

[image: img43.jpg]

IT WAS SUNDAY morning. The Renown had caught the north-east trades and was plunging across the Atlantic at her best speed, with studding sails set on both sides, the roaring trades driving her along with a steady pitch and heave, her bluff bows now and then raising a smother of spray that supported momentary rainbows. The rigging was piping loud and clear, the treble and the tenor to the baritone and bass of the noises of the ships fabric as she pitched  a symphony of the sea. A few clouds of startling white dotted the blue of the sky, and the sun shone down from among them, revivifying and rejuvenating, reflected in dancing facets from the imperial blue of the sea.

The ship was a thing of exquisite beauty in an exquisite setting, and her bluff bows and her rows of guns added something else to the picture. She was a magnificent fighting machine, the mistress of the waves over which she was sailing in solitary grandeur. Her very solitude told the story; with the fleets of her enemies cooped up in port, blockaded by vigilant squadrons eager to come to grips with them, the Renown could sail the seas in utter confidence that she had nothing to fear. No furtive blockade-runner could equal her in strength; nowhere at sea was there a hostile squadron which could face her in battle. She could flout the hostile coasts; with the enemy blockaded and helpless she could bring her ponderous might to bear in a blow struck wherever she might choose. At this moment she was heading to strike such a blow, perhaps, despatched across the ocean at the word of the Lords of the Admiralty.

And drawn up in ranks on her maindeck was the ships company, the men whose endless task it was to keep this fabric at the highest efficiency, to repair the constant inroads made upon her material by sea and weather and the mere passage of time. The snow-white decks, the bright paintwork, the exact and orderly arrangement of the lines and ropes and spars, were proofs of the diligence of their work; and when the time should come for the Renown to deliver the ultimate argument regarding the sovereignty of the seas, it would be they who would man the guns  the Renown might be a magnificent fighting machine, but she was so only by virtue of the frail humans who handled her. They, like the Renown herself, were only cogs in the greater machine which was the Royal Navy, and most of them, caught up in the time-honoured routine and discipline of the service, were content to be cogs, to wash decks and set up rigging, to point guns or to charge with cutlasses over hostile bulwarks, with little thought as to whether the ships bows were headed north or south, whether it was Frenchman or Spaniard or Dutchman who received their charge. Today only the captain knew the mission upon which the Lords of the Admiralty  presumably in consultation with the Cabinet  had despatched the Renown. There had been the vague knowledge that she was headed for the West Indies, but whereabouts in that area, and what she was intended to do there was known only to one man in the seven hundred and forty on the Renowns decks.

Every possible man was drawn up on this Sunday morning on the maindeck, not merely the two watches, but every idler who had no place in the watches  the holders, who did their work so far below decks that for some of them it was literally true that they did not see the sun from one weeks end to another, the cooper and his mates, the armourer and his mates, sail-maker and cook and stewards, all in their best clothes with the officers with their cocked hats and swords beside their divisions. Only the officer of the watch and his assistant warrant officer, the quartermasters at the wheel and the dozen hands necessary for lookouts and to handle the ship in a very sudden emergency were not included in the ranks that were drawn up in the waist at rigid attention, the lines swaying easily and simultaneously with the motion of the ship.

It was Sunday morning, and every hat was off, every head was bare as the ships company listened to the words of the captain. But it was no church service; these bare-headed men were not worshipping their Maker. That could happen on three Sundays in every month, but on those Sundays there would not be quite such a strict inquisition throughout the ship to compel the attendance of every hand  and a tolerant Admiralty had lately decreed that Catholics and Jews and even Dissenters might be excused from attending church services. This was the fourth Sunday, when the worship of God was set aside in favour of a ceremonial more strict, more solemn, calling for the same clean shirts and bared heads, but not for the downcast eyes of the men in the ranks. Instead every man was looking to his front as he held his hat before him with the wind ruffling his hair; he was listening to laws as all-embracing as the Ten Commandments, to a code as rigid as Leviticus, because on the fourth Sunday of every month it was the captains duty to read the Articles of War aloud to the ships company, so that not even the illiterates could plead ignorance of them; a religious captain might squeeze in a brief church service as well, but the Articles of War had to be read.

The captain turned a page.

Nineteenth Article he read. If any person in or belonging to the fleet shall make or endeavour to make any mutinous assembly upon any offence whatsoever, every person offending therein, and being convicted by the sentence of the court-martial, shall suffer death.

Bush, standing by his division, heard these words as he had heard them scores of times before. He had, in fact, heard them so often that he usually listened to them with inattention; the words of the previous eighteen Articles had flowed past him practically without his hearing them. But he heard this Nineteenth Article distinctly; it was possible that the captain read it with special emphasis, and in addition Bush, raising his eyes in the blessed sunshine, caught sight of Hornblower, the officer of the watch, standing at the quarterdeck rail listening as well. And there was that word death. It struck Bushs ear with special emphasis, as emphatic and as final as the sound of a stone dropped into a well, which was strange, for the other articles which the captain had read had used the word freely  death for holding back from danger, death for sleeping while on duty.

The captain went on reading.

And if any person shall utter any words of sedition or mutiny he shall suffer death. . . .

And if any officer, mariner, or soldier shall behave himself with contempt to his superior officer . . .

Those words had a fuller meaning for Bush now, with Hornblower looking down at him; he felt a strange stirring within him. He looked at the captain, unkempt and seedy in his appearance, and went back in his memory through the events of the past few days; if ever a man had shown himself unfit for duty it was the captain, but he was maintained in his position of unlimited power by these Articles of War which he was reading. Bush glanced up at Hornblower again; he felt that he knew for certain what Hornblower was thinking about as he stood there by the quarterdeck rail, and it was strange to feel this sympathy with the ungainly angular young lieutenant with whom he had had such little contact.

And if any officer, mariner, or soldier or other person in the fleet  the captain had reached the Twenty-Second Article now shall presume to quarrel with any of his superior officers, or shall disobey any lawful command, every such person shall suffer death.

Bush had not realised before how the Articles of War harped on this subject. He had served contentedly under discipline, and had always philosophically assured himself that injustice or mismanagement could be lived through. He could see now very special reasons why they should be. And as if to clinch the argument, the captain was now reading the final Article of War, the one which filled in every gap.

All other crimes committed by any person or persons in the fleet which are not mentioned in this Act . . .

Bush remembered that article; by its aid an officer could accomplish the ruin of an inferior who was clever enough to escape being pinned down by any of the others.

The captain read the final solemn words and looked up from the page. The big nose turned like a gun being trained round as he looked at each officer in turn; his face with its unshaven cheeks bore an expression of coarse triumph. It was as if he had gained by this reading of the Articles reassurance regarding his fears. He inflated his chest; he seemed to rise on tiptoe to make his concluding speech.

Ill have you all know that these Articles apply to my officers as much as to anyone else.

Those were words which Bush could hardly believe he had heard. It was incredible that a captain could say such a thing in his crews hearing. If ever a speech was subversive of discipline it was this one. But the captain merely went on with routine.

Carry on, Mr. Buckland.

Aye aye, sir. Buckland took a pace forward in the grip of routine himself.

On hats!

Officers and men covered their heads now that the ceremonial was completed.

Division officers, dismiss your divisions!

The musicians of the marine band had been waiting for this moment. The drum sergeant waved his baton and the drumsticks crashed down on the side drums in a long roll. Piercing and sweet the fifes joined in The Irish Washerwoman, jerky and inspiriting. Smack  smack  smack; the marine soldiers brought their ordered muskets up to their shoulders. Whiting, the captain of marines, shouted the orders which sent the scarlet lines marching and counter-marching in the sunshine over the limited area of the quarterdeck.

The captain had been standing by watching this orderly progress of the ships routine. Now he raised his voice.

Mr. Buckland!

Sir!

The captain mounted a couple of steps of the quarterdeck ladder so that he might be clearly seen, and raised his voice so that as many as possible could hear his words.

Rope-yarn Sunday today.

Aye aye, sir.

And double rum for these good men.

Aye aye, sir.

Buckland did his best to keep the discontent out of his voice. Coming on top of the captains previous speech this was almost too much. A rope-yarn Sunday meant that the men would spend the rest of the day in idleness. Double rum in that case most certainly meant fights and quarrels among the men. Bush, coming aft along the maindeck, was well aware of the disorder that was spreading among the crew, pampered by their captain. It was impossible to maintain discipline when every adverse report made by the officers was ignored by the captain. Bad characters and idlers were going unpunished; the willing hands were beginning to sulk, while the unruly ones were growing openly restless. These good men the captain had said. The men knew well enough how bad their record had been during the last week. If the captain called them good men after that, worse still could be expected next week. And besides all this the men most certainly knew about the captains treatment of his lieutenants, of the brutal reprimands dealt out to them, the savage punishments. Todays wardroom joint is tomorrows lower-deck stew said the proverb, meaning that whatever went on aft was soon being discussed in a garbled form forward; the men could not be expected to be obedient to officers whom they knew to be treated with contempt by the captain. Bush was worried as he mounted the quarterdeck.

The captain had gone in under the half-deck to his cabin; Buckland and Roberts were standing by the hammock nettings deep in conversation, and Bush joined them.

These articles apply to my officers said Buckland as he approached.

Rope-yarn Sunday and double rum added Roberts. All for these good men.

Buckland shot a furtive glance round the deck before he spoke next. It was pitiful to see the first lieutenant of a ship of the line taking precautions lest what he should say should be overheard. But Hornblower and Wellard were on the other side of the wheel. On the poop the master was assembling the midshipmens navigation class with their sextants to take their noon sights.

Hes mad said Buckland in as low a voice as the northeast trade wind would allow.

We all know that said Roberts.

Bush said nothing. He was too cautious to commit himself at present.

Clive wont lift a finger said Buckland. Hes a ninny if there ever was one.

Clive was the surgeon.

Have you asked him? asked Roberts.

I tried to. But he wouldnt say a word. Hes afraid.

Dont move from where you are standing, gentlemen broke in a loud harsh voice; the well-remembered voice of the captain, speaking apparently from the level of the deck on which they stood. All three officers started in surprise.

Every sign of guilt blared the voice. Bear witness to it, Mr. Hobbs.

They looked round them. The skylight of the captains fore cabin was open a couple of inches, and through the gap the captain was looking at them; they could see his eyes and his nose. He was a tall man and by standing on anything low, a book or a footstool, he could look from under the skylight over the coaming. Rigid, the officers waited while another pair of eyes appeared under the skylight beside the captains. They belonged to Hobbs, the acting-gunner.

Wait there until I come to you, gentlemen said the captain, with a sneer as he said the word gentlemen. Very good, Mr. Hobbs.

The two faces vanished from under the skylight, and the officers had hardly time to exchange despairing glances before the captain came striding up the ladder to them.

A mutinous assembly, I believe he said.

No, sir replied Buckland. Any word that was not a denial would be an admission of guilt, on a charge that could put a rope round his neck.

Do you give me the lie on my own quarterdeck? roared the captain. I was right in suspecting my officers. Plotting. Whispering. Scheming. Planning. And now treating me with gross disrespect. Ill see that you regret this from this minute, Mr. Buckland.

I intended no disrespect, sir protested Buckland.

You give me the lie again to my face! And you others stand by and abet him! You keep him in countenance! I thought better of you, Mr. Bush, until now.

Bush thought it wise to say nothing.

Dumb insolence, eh? said the captain. Eager enough to talk when you think my eye isnt on you, all the same.

The captain glowered round the quarterdeck.

And you, Mr. Hornblower he said. You did not see fit to report this assembly to me. Officer of the watch, indeed! And of course Wellard is in it too. That is only to be expected. But I fancy you will be in trouble with these gentlemen now, Mr. Wellard. You did not keep a sharp enough lookout for them. In fact you are in serious trouble now, Mr. Wellard, without a friend in the ship except for the gunners daughter, whom you will be kissing again soon.

The captain stood towering on the quarterdeck with his gaze fixed on the unfortunate Wellard, who shrank visibly away from him. To kiss the gunners daughter was to be bent over a gun and beaten.

But later will still be sufficient time to deal with you, Mr. Wellard. The lieutenants first, as their lofty rank dictates.

The captain looked round at the lieutenants, fear and triumph strangely alternating in his expression.

Mr. Hornblower is already on watch and watch he said. You others have enjoyed idleness in consequence, and Satan found mischief for your idle hands. Mr. Buckland does not keep a watch. The high and mighty and aspiring first lieutenant.

Sir   began Buckland, and then bit off the words which were about to follow. That word aspiring undoubtedly implied that he was scheming to gain command of the ship, but a court-martial would not read that meaning into it. Every officer was expected to be an aspiring officer and it would be no insult to say so.

Sir! jeered the captain. Sir! So you have grace enough still to guard your tongue. Cunning, maybe. But you will not evade the consequences of your actions. Mr. Hornblower can stay on watch and watch. But these two gentlemen can report to you when every watch is called, and at two bells, at four bells, and at six bells in every watch. They are to be properly dressed when they report to you, and you are to be properly awake. Is that understood?

Not one of the dumbfounded trio could speak for a moment.

Answer me!

Aye aye, sir said Buckland.

Aye aye, sir said Bush and Roberts as the captain turned his eyes on them.

Let there be no slackness in the execution of my orders said the captain. I shall have means of knowing if I am obeyed or not.

Aye aye, sir said Buckland.

The captains sentence had condemned him, Bush, and Roberts to be roused and awakened every hour, day and night.


CHAPTER IV
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IT WAS PITCH dark down here, absolutely dark, not the tiniest glimmer of light at all. Out over the sea was the moonless night, and here it was three decks down, below the level of the seas surface  through the oaken skin of the ship could be heard the rush of the water alongside, and the impact of the waves over which the ship rode; the fabric of the ship grumbled to itself with the alternating stresses of the pitch and the roll. Bush hung on to the steep ladder in the darkness and felt for foothold; finding it, he stepped off among the water barrels, and, crouching low, he began to make his way aft through the solid blackness. A rat squeaked and scurried past him, but rats were only to be expected down here in the hold, and Bush went on feeling his way aft unshaken. Out of the blackness before him, through the multitudinous murmurings of the ship, came a slight hiss, and Bush halted and hissed in reply. He was not self-conscious about these conspiratorial goings on. All precautions were necessary, for this was something very dangerous that he was doing.

Bush! whispered Bucklands voice.

Yes.

The others are here.

Ten minutes before, at two bells in the middle watch, Bush and Roberts had reported to Buckland in his cabin in obedience to the captains order. A wink, a gesture, a whisper, and the appointment to meet here was made; it was an utterly fantastic state of affairs that the lieutenants of a Kings ship should have to act in such a fashion for fear of spies and eavesdroppers, but it had been necessary. Then they had dispersed and by devious routes and different hatchways had made their way here. Hornblower, relieved by Smith on watch, had preceded them.

We mustnt be here long whispered Roberts.

Even by his whisper, even in the dark, one could guess at his nervousness. There could be no doubt about this being a mutinous assembly. They could all hang for what they were doing.

Suppose we declare him unfit for command? whispered Buckland. Suppose we put him in irons?

Wed have to do it quick and sharp if we do it at all whispered Hornblower. Hell call on the hands and they might follow him. And then  

There was no need for Hornblower to go on with that speech. Everyone who heard it formed a mental picture of corpses swaying at the yard-arms.

Supposing we do it quick and sharp? agreed Buckland. Supposing we get him into irons?

Then we go on to Antigua said Roberts.

And a court-martial said Bush, thinking as far ahead as that for the first time in this present crisis.

Yes whispered Buckland.

Into that flat monosyllable were packed various moods  inquiry and despair, desperation and doubt.

Thats the point whispered Hornblower. Hell give evidence. Itll sound different in court. Weve been punished  watch and watch, no liquor. That could happen to anybody. Its no grounds for mutiny.

But hes spoiling the hands.

Double rum. Make and mend. Itll sound quite natural in court. Its not for us to criticise the captains methods  so the court will think.

But theyll see him.

Hes cunning. And hes no raving lunatic. He can talk  he can find reasons for everything. Youve heard him. Hell be plausible.

But hes held us up to contempt before the hands. Hes set Hobbs to spy on us.

Thatll be a proof of how desperate his situation was, surrounded by us criminals. If we arrest him were guilty until weve proved ourselves innocent. Any courts bound to be on the captains side. Mutiny means hanging.

Hornblower was putting into words all the doubts that Bush felt in his bones and yet had been unable to express.

Thats right whispered Bush.

What about Wellard? whispered Roberts. Did you hear him scream the last time?

Hes only a volunteer. Not even a midshipman. No friends. No family. Whats the court going to say when they hear the captain had a boy beaten half a dozen times? Theyll laugh. So would we if we didnt know. Do him good, wed say, the same as it did the rest of us good.

A silence followed this statement of the obvious, broken in the end by Buckland whispering a succession of filthy oaths that could give small vent to his despair.

Hell bring charges against us whispered Roberts. The minute were in company with other ships. I know he will.

Twenty-two years Ive held my commission said Buckland. Now hell break me. Hell break you as well.

There would be no chance at all for officers charged before a court-martial by their captain with behaving with contempt towards him in a manner subversive of discipline. Every single one of them knew that. It gave an edge to their despair. Charges pressed by the captain with the insane venom and cunning he had displayed up to now might not even end in dismissal from the service  they might lead to the prison and the rope.

Ten more days before we make Antigua said Roberts. If this wind holds fair  and it will.

But we dont know were destined for Antigua said Hornblower. Thats only our guess. It might be weeks  it might be months.

God help us! said Buckland.

A slight clatter farther aft along the hold  a noise different from the noises of the working of the ship  made them all start. Bush clenched his hairy fists. But they were reassured by a voice calling softly to them.

Mr. Buckland  Mr. Hornblower  sir!

Wellard, by God! said Roberts.

They could hear Wellard scrambling towards them.

The captain, sir! said Wellard. Hes coming!

Holy God!

Which way? snapped Hornblower.

By the steerage hatchway. I got to the cockpit and came down from there. He was sending Hobbs  

Get forard, you three said Hornblower, cutting into the explanation. Get forard and scatter when youre on deck. Quick!

Nobody stopped to think that Hornblower was giving orders to officers immensely his senior. Every instant of time was of vital importance, and not to be wasted in indecision, or in silly blasphemy. That was apparent as soon as he spoke. Bush turned with the others and plunged forward in the darkness, barking his shins painfully as he fell over unseen obstructions. Bush heard Hornblower say Come along, Wellard as he parted from them in his mad flight with the others beside him.

The cable tier  the ladder  and then the extraordinary safety of the lower gundeck. After the utter blackness of the hold there was enough light here for him to see fairly distinctly. Buckland and Roberts continued to ascend to the maindeck; Bush turned to make his way aft. The watch below had been in their hammocks long enough to be sound asleep; here to the noises of the ship was added the blended snoring of the sleepers as the close-hung rows of hammocks swayed with the motion of the ship in such a coincidence of timing as to appear like solid masses. Far down between the rows a light was approaching. It was a horn lantern with a lighted pursers dip inside it, and Hobbs, the acting-gunner, was carrying it, and two seamen were following him as he hurried along. There was an exchange of glances as Bush met the party. A momentary hesitation on Hobbs part betrayed the fact that he would have greatly liked to ask Bush what he was doing on the lower gundeck, but that was something no acting-warrant officer, even with the captains favour behind him, could ask of a lieutenant. And there was annoyance in Hobbs expression, too; obviously he was hurrying to secure all the exits from the hold, and was exasperated that Bush had escaped him. The seamen wore expressions of simple bewilderment at these goings on in the middle watch. Hobbs stood aside to let his superior pass, and Bush strode past him with no more than that one glance. It was extraordinary how much more confident he felt now that he was safely out of the hold and disassociated from any mutinous assembly. He decided to head for his cabin; it would not be long before four bells when by the captains orders he had to report again to Buckland. The messenger sent by the officer of the watch to rouse him would find him lying on his cot. But as Bush went on and had progressed as far as the mainmast he arrived in the midst of a scene of bustle which he would most certainly have taken notice of if he had been innocent and which consequently he must (so he told himself) ask about now that he had seen it  he could not possibly walk by without a question or two. This was where the marines were berthed, and they were all of them out of their hammocks hastily equipping themselves  those who had their shirts and trousers on were putting on their crossbelts ready for action.

Whats all this? demanded Bush, trying to make his voice sound as it would have sounded if he had no knowledge of anything irregular happening in the ship except this.

Dunno, sir said the private he addressed. We was just told to turn out  muskets an side arms and ball cartridge, sir.

A sergeant of marines looked out through the screen which divided the non-commissioned officers bay from the rest of the deck.

Captains orders, sir he said; and then with a roar at the men, Come on! Slap it about, there!

Wheres the captain, then? asked Bush with all the innocence he could muster.

Aft someeres, sir. E sent for the corprils guard same time as we was told to turn out.

Four marine privates and a corporal supplied the sentry who stood day and night outside the captains cabin. A single order was all that was needed to turn out the guard and provide the captain with at least a nucleus of armed and disciplined men ready for action.

Very well, sergeant said Bush, and he tried to look puzzled and to hurry naturally aft to find out what was going on. But he knew what fear was. He felt he would do anything rather than continue this walk to encounter whatever was awaiting him at the end of it. Whiting, the captain of marines, made his appearance, sleepy and unshaven, belting on his sword over his shirt.

What in hell  ? he began, as he saw Bush.

Dont ask me! said Bush, striving after that natural appearance. So tense and desperate was he at that moment that his normally quiescent imagination was hard at work. He could imagine the prosecutor in the deceptive calm of a court-martial saying to Whiting, Did Mr. Bush appear to be his usual self? and it was frightfully necessary that Whiting should be able to answer, Yes. Bush could even imagine the hairy touch of a rope round his neck. But next moment there was no more need for him to simulate surprise or ignorance. His reactions were genuine.

Pass the word for the doctor came the cry. Pass the word, there.

And here came Wellard, white-faced, hurrying.

Pass the word for the doctor. Call Dr. Clive.

Whos hurt, Wellard? asked Bush.

The c-captain, sir.

Wellard looked distraught and shaken, but now Hornblower made his appearance behind him. Hornblower was pale, too, and breathing hard, but he seemed to have command of himself. The glance which he threw round him in the dim light of the lanterns passed over Bush without apparent recognition.

Get Dr. Clive! he snapped at one midshipman peering out from the midshipmens berth; and then to another, You, there. Run for the first lieutenant. Ask him to come below here. Run!

Hornblowers glance took in Whiting and travelled forward to where the marines were snatching their muskets from the racks.

Why are your men turning out, Captain Whiting?

Captains orders.

Then you can form them up. But I do not believe there is any emergency.

Only then did Hornblowers glance comprehend Bush.

Oh, Mr. Bush. Will you take charge, sir, now that youre here? Ive sent for the first lieutenant. The captains hurt  badly hurt, Im afraid, sir.

But whats happened? asked Bush.

The captains fallen down the hatchway, sir said Hornblower.

In the dim light Hornblowers eyes stared straight into Bushs, but Bush could read no message in them. This after part of the lower gundeck was crowded now, and Hornblowers definite statement, the first that had been made, raised a buzz of excitement. It was the sort of undisciplined noise that most easily roused Bushs wrath, and, perhaps fortunately, it brought a natural reaction from him.

Silence, there! he roared. Get about your business.

When Bush glowered round at the excited crowd it fell silent.

With your permission Ill go below again, sir said Hornblower. I must see after the captain.

Very well, Mr. Hornblower said Bush; the stereotyped phrase had been uttered so often before that it escaped sounding stilted.

Come with me, Mr. Wellard said Hornblower, and turned away.

Several new arrivals made their appearance as he did so  Buckland, his face white and strained, Roberts at his shoulder, Clive in his shirt and trousers walking sleepily from his cabin. All of them started a little at the sight of the marines forming line on the cumbered deck, their musket barrels glinting in the feeble light of the lanterns.

Would you come at once, sir? asked Hornblower, turning back at sight of Buckland.

Ill come said Buckland.

What in the name of God is going on? asked Clive.

The captains hurt said Hornblower curtly. Come at once. Youll need a light.

The captain? Clive blinked himself wider awake. Where is he? Give me that lantern, you. Where are my mates? You, there, run and rouse my mates. They sling their hammocks in the sick bay.

So it was a procession of half a dozen that carried their lanterns down the ladder  the four lieutenants, Clive, and Wellard. While waiting at the head of the ladder Bush stole a side glance at Buckland; his face was working with anxiety. He would infinitely rather have been walking a shot-torn deck with grape flying round him. He rolled an inquiring eye at Bush, but with Clive within earshot Bush dared say no word  he knew no more than Buckland did, for that matter. There was no knowing what was awaiting them at the foot of the ladder  arrest, ruin, disgrace, perhaps death.

The faint light of a lantern revealed the scarlet tunic and white crossbelts of a marine, standing by the hatchway. He wore the chevrons of a corporal.

Anything to report? demanded Hornblower.

No, sir. Nothink, sir.

Captains down there unconscious. There are two marines guarding him said Hornblower to Clive, pointing down the hatchway, and Clive swung his bulk painfully onto the ladder and descended.

Now, corporal said Hornblower, tell the first lieutenant all you know about this.

The corporal stood stiffly at attention. With no fewer than four lieutenants eyeing him he was nervous, and he probably had a gloomy feeling based on his experience of the service that when there was trouble among the higher ranks it was likely to go ill with a mere corporal who was unfortunate enough to be involved, however innocently. He stood rigid, trying not to meet anybodys eye.

Speak up, man said Buckland, testily. He was nervous as well, but that was understandable in a first lieutenant whose captain had just met with a serious accident.

I was corporal of the guard, sir. At two bells I relieved the sentry at the captains door.

Yes?

An  an  then I went to sleep again.

Damn it said Roberts. Make your report.

I was woke up, sir went on the corporal, by one of the gennelmen. Gunner, I think e is.

Mr. Hobbs?

That may be is name, sir. E said, Capns orders, and guard turn out. So I turns out the guard, sir, an theres the capn with Wade, the sentry Id posted. E ad pistols in is ands, sir.

Who  Wade?

No, sir, the capn, sir.

What was his manner like? demanded Hornblower.

Well, sir   the corporal did not want to offer any criticism of a captain, not even to a lieutenant.

Belay that, then. Carry on.

Capn says, sir, e says e says, sir, Follow me; an then e says to the gennelman e says, Do your duty, Mr. Hobbs. So Mr. Hobbs, e goes one way, sir, and we comes with the captain down ere, sir. Theres mutiny brewing says the capn, black bloody mutiny. Weve got to catch the mutineers. Catch em red anded says the capn.

The surgeons head appeared in the hatchway.

Give me another of those lanterns he said.

Hows the captain? demanded Buckland.

Concussion and some fractures, I would say.

Badly hurt?

No knowing yet. Where are my mates? Ah, there you are, Coleman. Splints and bandages, man, as quick as you can get em. And a carrying-plank and a canvas and lines. Run, man! You, Pierce, come on down and help me.

So the two surgeons mates had hardly made their appearance than they were hurried away.

Carry on, corporal said Buckland.

I dunno what I said, sir.

The captain brought you down here.

Yessir. E ad is pistols in is ands, sir, like I said, sir. E sent one file forard Stop every boltole e says; an e says, You, corporal, take these two men down an search. E e was yellin, like. E ad is pistols in is ands.

The corporal looked anxiously at Buckland as he spoke.

Thats all right, corporal said Buckland. Just tell the truth.

The knowledge that the captain was unconscious and perhaps badly hurt had reassured him, just as it had reassured Bush.

So I took the other file down the ladder, sir said the corporal. I went first with the lantern, seein as ow I didnt ave no musket with me. We got down to the foot of the ladder in among those cases down there, sir. The capn, e was yellin down the hatchway.  Urry he says.  Urry. Dont let em escape. Urry. So we started climbin forard over the stores, sir.

The corporal hesitated as he approached the climax of his story. He might possibly have been seeking a crude dramatic effect, but more likely he was still afraid of being entangled in circumstances that might damage him despite his innocence.

What happened then? demanded Buckland.

Well, sir  

Coleman reappeared at this moment, encumbered with various gear including a light six-foot plank he had been carrying on his shoulder. He looked to Buckland for permission to carry on, received a nod, laid the plank on the deck along with the canvas and lines, and disappeared with the rest down the ladder.

Well? said Buckland to the corporal.

I dunno what appened, sir.

Tell us what you know.

I eard a yell, sir. An a crash. I adnt ardly gone ten yards, sir. So I came back with the lantern.

What did you find?

It was the capn, sir. Layin there at the foot of the ladder. Like e was dead, sir. Ed fallen down the atchway, sir.

What did you do?

I tried to turn im over, sir. Is face was all bloody-like. E was stunned, sir. I thought e might be dead but I could feel is eart.

Yes?

I didnt know what I ought to do, sir. I didnt know nothink about this ere meeting, sir.

But what did you do, in the end?

I left my two men with the capn, sir, an I come up to give the alarm. I didnt know who to trust, sir.

There was irony in this situation  the corporal frightened lest he should be taken to task about a petty question as to whether he should have sent a messenger or come himself, while the four lieutenants eyeing him were in danger of hanging.

Well?

I saw Mr. Hornblower, sir. The relief in the corporals voice echoed the relief he must have felt at finding someone to take over his enormous responsibility.  E was with young Mr. Wellard, I think is name is. Mr. Hornblower, e told me to stand guard ere, sir, after I told im about the capn.

It sounds as if you did right, corporal said Buckland, judicially.

Thank ee, sir. Thank ee, sir.

Coleman came climbing up the ladder, and with another glance at Buckland for permission passed the gear he had left down to someone else under the hatchway. Then he descended again. Bush was looking at the corporal who, now his tale was told, was self-consciously awkward again under the concentrated gaze of four lieutenants.

Now, corporal said Hornblower, speaking unexpectedly and with deliberation. You have no idea how the captain came to fall down the hatchway?

No, sir. Indeed I havent, sir.

Hornblower shot one single glance at his colleagues, one and no more. The corporals words and Hornblowers glance were vastly reassuring.

He was excited, you say? Come on, man, speak up.

Well, yessir. The corporal remembered his earlier unguarded statement, and then in a sudden flood of loquacity he went on.  E was yellin after us down the hatchway, sir. I expect e was leanin over. E must ave been leanin when the ship pitched, sir. E could catch is foot on the coamin and fall ead first, sir.

Thats what must have happened said Hornblower.

Clive came climbing up the ladder and stepped stiffly over the coaming.

Im going to sway him up now he said. He looked at the four lieutenants and then put his hand in the bosom of his shirt and took out a pistol. This was lying at the captains side.

Ill take charge of that said Buckland.

There ought to be another one down there, judging by what weve just heard said Roberts, speaking for the first time. He spoke overloudly, too; excitement had worked on him, and his manner might appear suspicious to anyone with anything to suspect. Bush felt a twinge of annoyance and fear.

Ill have em look for it after weve got the captain up said Clive. He leaned over the hatchway and called down, Come on up.

Coleman appeared first, climbing the ladder with a pair of lines in his hand, and after him a marine, clinging awkwardly to the ladder with one arm while the other supported a burden below him.

Handsomely, handsomely, now said Clive.

Coleman and the marine, emerging, drew the end of the plank up after them; swathed mummy-like in the canvas and bound to the plank was the body of the captain. That was the best way in which to mount ladders carrying a man with broken bones. Pierce, the other surgeons mate, came climbing up next, holding the foot of the plank steady. The lieutenants clustered round to give a hand as the plank was hoisted over the coaming. In the light of the lanterns Bush could see the captains face above the canvas. It was still and expressionless, what there was to be seen of it, for a white bandage concealed one eye and the nose. One temple was still stained with the traces of blood which the doctor had not entirely wiped away.

Take him to his cabin said Buckland.

That was the definitive order. This was an important moment. The captain being incapacitated, it was the first lieutenants duty to take command, and those five words indicated that he had done so. In command, he could even give orders for dealing with the captain. But although this was a momentous step, it was one of routine; Buckland had assumed temporary command of the ship, during the captains absences, a score of times before. Routine had carried him through this present crisis; the habits of thirty years of service in the navy, as midshipman and lieutenant, had enabled him to carry himself with his usual bearing towards his juniors, to act normally even though he did not know what dreadful fate awaited him at any moment in the immediate future.

And yet Bush, turning his eyes on him now that he had assumed command, was not too sure about the permanence of the effect of habit. Buckland was clearly a little shaken. That might be attributed to the natural reaction of an officer with responsibility thrust upon him in such startling circumstances. So an unsuspicious person  someone without knowledge of the hidden facts  might conclude. But Bush, with fear in his heart, wondering and despairing about what the captain would do when he recovered consciousness, could see that Buckland shared his fear. Chains  a court-martial  the hangmans rope; thoughts of these were unmanning Buckland. And the lives, certainly the whole futures, of the officers in the ship might depend on Bucklands actions.

Pardon, sir said Hornblower.

Yes? said Buckland; and then with an effort, Yes, Mr. Hornblower?

Might I take the corporals statement in writing now, while the facts are clear in his memory?

Very good, Mr. Hornblower.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower. There was nothing to be read in his expression at all, nothing except a respectful attention to duty. He turned to the corporal. Report to me in my berth after you have reposted the sentry.

Yessir.

The doctor and his party had already carried the captain away. Buckland was making no effort to move from the spot. It was as if he was paralysed.

Theres the matter of the captains other pistol, sir said Hornblower, respectfully as ever.

Oh yes. Buckland looked round him.

Heres Wellard, sir.

Oh yes. Hell do.

Mr. Wellard said Hornblower, go down with a lantern and see if you can find the other pistol. Bring it to the first lieutenant on the quarterdeck.

Aye aye, sir.

Wellard had recovered from most of his agitation; he had not taken his eyes from Hornblower for some time. Now he picked up the lantern and went down the ladder with it. What Hornblower had said about the quarterdeck penetrated into Bucklands mind, and he began to move off with the others following him. On the lower gundeck Captain Whiting saluted him.

Any orders, sir?

No doubt the word that the captain was incapacitated and that Buckland was in command had sped through the ship like wildfire. It took Bucklands numbed brain a second or two to function.

No, captain he said at length; and then, Dismiss your men.

When they reached the quarterdeck the trade wind was still blowing briskly from over the starboard quarter, and the Renown was soaring along over the magic sea. Over their heads the great pyramids of sails were reaching up  up  up towards the uncounted stars; with the easy motion of the ship the mastheads were sweeping out great circles against the sky. On the port quarter a half-moon had just lifted itself out of the sea and hung, miraculously, above the horizon, sending a long glittering trail of silver towards the ship. The dark figures of the men on deck stood out plainly against the whitened planks.

Smith was officer of the watch. He came eagerly up to them as they came up the companionway. For the last hour and more he had been pacing about in a fever, hearing the noise and bustle down below, hearing the rumours which had coursed through the ship, and yet unable to leave his post to find out what was really going on.

Whats happened, sir? he asked.

Smith had not been in the secret of the meeting of the other lieutenants. He had been less victimised by the captain, too. But he could not help being aware of the prevailing discontent; he must know that the captain was insane. Yet Buckland was not prepared for this question. He had not thought about it and had no particular reply. In the end it was Hornblower who answered.

The captain fell down the hold he said; his tone was even and with no particular stress. Theyve just carried him to his cabin unconscious.

But how in Gods name did he come to fall down the hold? asked the bewildered Smith.

He was looking for mutineers said Hornblower, in that same even tone.

I see said Smith. But  

There he checked himself. That even tone of Hornblowers had warned him that this was a delicate subject; if he pursued it the question of the captains sanity would arise, and he would be committed to an opinion on it. He did not want to ask any more questions in that case.

Six bells, sir reported the quartermaster to him.

Very good said Smith, automatically.

I must take the marine corporals deposition, sir said Hornblower. I come on watch at eight bells.

If Buckland were in command he could put an end to the ridiculous order that Hornblower should stand watch and watch, and that Bush and Roberts should report to him hourly. There was a moments awkward pause. No one knew how long the captain would remain unconscious, nor in what condition he would regain consciousness. Wellard came running up to the quarterdeck.

Heres the other pistol, sir he said, handing it to Buckland, who took it, at the same time drawing its fellow from his pocket; he stood rather helplessly with them in his hands.

Shall I relieve you of those, sir? asked Hornblower, taking them. And Wellard might be of help to me with the marines deposition. Can I take him with me, sir?

Yes said Buckland.

Hornblower turned to go below, followed by Wellard.

Oh, Mr. Hornblower   said Buckland.

Sir?

Nothing said Buckland, the inflection in his voice revealing the indecision under which he laboured.

Pardon, sir, but I should take some rest if I were you said Hornblower, standing at the head of the companionway. Youve had a tiring night.

Bush was in agreement with Hornblower; not that he cared at all whether Buckland had had a tiring night or not, but because if Buckland were to retire to his cabin there would be no chance of his betraying himself  and his associates  by an unguarded speech. Then it dawned upon Bush that this was just what Hornblower had in mind. And at the same time he was aware of regret at Hornblowers leaving them, and knew that Buckland felt the same regret. Hornblower was level-headed, thinking fast whatever danger menaced him. It was his example which had given a natural appearance to the behaviour of all of them since the alarm down below. Perhaps Hornblower had a secret unshared with them; perhaps he knew more than they did about how the captain came to fall down the hold  Bush was puzzled and anxious about that  but if such was the case Hornblower had given no sign of it.

When in Gods name is that damned doctor going to report? said Buckland, to no one in particular.

Why dont you turn in, sir, until he does? said Bush.

I will. Buckland hesitated before he went on speaking. You gentlemen had best continue to report to me every hour as the captain ordered.

Aye aye, sir said Bush and Roberts.

That meant, as Bush realised, that Buckland would take no chances; the captain must hear, when he should recover consciousness, that his orders had been carried out. Bush was anxious  desperate  as he went below to try to snatch half an hours rest before he would next have to report. He could not hope to sleep. Through the slight partition that divided his cabin from the next he could hear a drone of voices as Hornblower took down the marine corporals statement in writing.


CHAPTER V
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BREAKFAST WAS BEING served in the wardroom. It was a more silent and less cheerful meal even than breakfast there usually was. The master, the purser, the captain of marines, had said their conventional good mornings and had sat down to eat without further conversation. They had heard  as had everyone in the ship  that the captain was recovering consciousness.

Through the scuttles in the side of the ship came two long shafts of sunlight, illuminating the crowded little place, and swinging back and forward across the wardroom with the easy motion of the ship; the fresh, delightful air of the northeast trades came in through the hooked-open door. The coffee was hot; the biscuit, only three weeks on board, could not have been more than a month or two in store before that, because it had hardly any weevils in it. The wardroom cook had intelligently taken advantage of the good weather to fry the remains of last nights salt pork with some of the ships dwindling store of onions. A breakfast of fried slivers of salt pork with onions, hot coffee and good biscuit, fresh air and sunshine and fair weather; the wardroom should have been a cheerful place. Instead there was brooding anxiety, apprehension, tense uneasiness. Bush looked across the table at Hornblower, drawn and pale and weary; there were many things Bush wanted to say to him but they had to remain unsaid, at least at present, while the shadow of the captains madness darkened the sunlit ship.

Buckland came walking into the wardroom with the surgeon following him, and everyone looked up questioningly  practically everyone stood up to hear the news.

Hes conscious said Buckland, and looked round at Clive for him to elaborate on that statement.

Weak said Clive.

Bush looked round at Hornblower hoping that he would ask the questions that Bush wanted asked. Hornblowers face was set in a mask without expression. His glance was fixed penetratingly on Clive, but he did not open his mouth. It was Lomax, the purser, who asked the question in the end.

Is he sensible?

Well   said Clive, glancing sidelong at Buckland. Clearly the last thing Clive wanted to do was to commit himself definitely regarding the captains sanity. Hes too weak at present to be sensible.

Lomax fortunately was inquisitive enough and bullheaded enough not to be deterred by Clives reluctance.

What about this concussion? he asked. Whats it done to him?

The skull is intact said Clive. There are extensive scalp lacerations. The nose is broken. The clavicle  thats the collar-bone  and a couple of ribs. He must have fallen headfirst down the hatchway, as might be expected if he tripped over the coaming.

But how on earth did he come to do that? asked Lomax.

He has not said answered Clive. I think he does not remember.

What?

That is a usual state of affairs said Clive. One might almost call it symptomatic. After a severe concussion the patient usually displays a lapse of memory, extending back to many hours before the injury.

Bush stole a glance at Hornblower again. His face was still expressionless, and Bush tried to follow his example, both in betraying no emotion and in leaving the questioning to others. And yet this was great, glorious, magnificent news which could not be too much elaborated on for Bushs taste.

Where does he think he is? went on Lomax.

Oh, he knows hes in this ship said Clive, cautiously.

Now Buckland turned upon Clive; Buckland was hollow-cheeked, unshaven, weary, but he had seen the captain in his berth, and he was in consequence a little more ready to force the issue.

In your opinion is the captain fit for duty? he demanded.

Well   said Clive again.

Well?

Temporarily, perhaps not.

That was an unsatisfactory answer, but Buckland seemed to have exhausted all his resolution in extracting it. Hornblower raised a mask-like face and stared straight at Clive.

You mean he is incapable at present of commanding this ship?

The other officers murmured their concurrence in this demand for a quite definite statement, and Clive, looking round at the determined faces, had to yield.

At present, yes.

Then we all know where we stand said Lomax, and there was satisfaction in his voice which was echoed by everyone in the wardroom except Clive and Buckland.

To deprive a captain of his command was a business of terrible, desperate importance. King and Parliament had combined to give Captain Sawyer command of the Renown, and to reverse their appointment savoured of treason, and anyone even remotely connected with the transaction might be tainted for the rest of his life with the unsavoury odour of insubordination and rebellion. Even the most junior masters mate in later years applying for some new appointment might be remembered as having been in the Renown when Sawyer was removed from his command and might have his application refused in consequence. It was necessary that there should be the appearance of the utmost legality in an affair which, under the strictest interpretation, could never be entirely legal.

I have here Corporal Greenwoods statement, sir said Hornblower, signed with his mark and attested by Mr. Wellard and myself.

Thank you said Buckland, taking the paper; there was some slight hesitation in Bucklands gesture as though the document were a firecracker likely to go off unexpectedly. But only Bush, who was looking for it, could have noticed the hesitation. It was only a few hours since Buckland had been a fugitive in peril of his life, creeping through the bowels of the ship trying to avoid detection, and the names of Wellard and Greenwood, reminding him of this, were a shock to his ears. And like a demon conjured up by the saying of his name, Wellard appeared at that moment at the wardroom door.

Mr. Roberts sent me down to ask for orders, sir he said.

Roberts had the watch, and must be fretting with worry about what was going on below decks. Buckland stood in indecision.

Both watches are on deck, sir said Hornblower, deferentially.

Buckland looked an inquiry at him.

You could tell this news to the hands, sir went on Hornblower.

He was making a suggestion, unasked, to his superior officer, and so courting a snub. But his manner indicated the deepest respect, and nothing besides but eagerness to save his superior all possible trouble.

Thank you said Buckland.

Anyone could read in his face the struggle that was going on within him; he was still shrinking from committing himself too deeply  as if he was not already committed!  and he was shrinking from the prospect of making a speech to the assembled hands, even while he realised the necessity of doing so. And the necessity grew greater the more he thought about it  rumours must be flying about the lower deck, where the crew, already unsettled by the captains behaviour, must be growing more restive still in the prevailing uncertainty. A hard, definite statement must be made to them; it was vitally necessary. Yet the greater the necessity the greater the responsibility that Buckland bore, and he wavered obviously between these two frightening forces.

All hands, sir? prompted Hornblower, very softly.

Yes said Buckland, desperately taking the plunge.

Very well, Mr. Wellard said Hornblower.

Bush caught the look that Hornblower threw to Wellard with the words. There was a significance in it which might be interpreted as of a nature only to be expected when one junior officer was telling another to do something quickly before a senior could change his mind  that was how an uninitiated person would naturally interpret it  but to Bush, clairvoyant with fatigue and worry, there was some other significance in that glance. Wellard was pale and weak with fatigue and worry too; he was being reassured. Possibly he was being told that a secret was still safe.

Aye aye, sir said Wellard, and departed.

The pipes twittered through the ship.

All hands! All hands! roared the bosuns mates. All hands fall in abaft the mainmast! All hands!

Buckland went nervously up on deck, but he acquitted himself well enough at the moment of trial. In a harsh expressionless voice he told the assembled hands that the accident to the captain, which they all must have heard about, had rendered him incapable at present of continuing in command.

But well all go on doing our duty said Buckland, staring down at the level plain of upturned faces.

Bush, looking with him, picked out the grey head and paunchy figure of Hobbs, the acting-gunner, the captains toady and informer. Things would be different for Mr. Hobbs in future  at least as long as the captains disability endured. That was the point; as long as the captains disability endured. Bush looked down at Hobbs and wondered how much he knew, how much he guessed  how much he would swear to at a court-martial. He tried to read the future in the fat old mans face, but his clairvoyance failed him. He could guess nothing.

When the hands were dismissed there was a moment of bustle and confusion, as the watches resumed their duties and the idlers streamed off below. It was there, in the noise and confusion of a crowd, that momentary privacy and freedom from observation could best be found. Bush intercepted Hornblower by the mizzenmast bitts and could ask the question that he had been wanting to ask for hours; the question on which so much depended.

How did it happen? asked Bush.

The bosuns mates were bellowing orders; the hands were scurrying hither and thither; all round the two of them was orderly confusion, a mass of people intent on their own business, while they stood face to face, isolated, with the beneficent sunshine streaming down on them, lighting up the set face which Hornblower turned towards his questioner.

How did what happen, Mr. Bush? said Hornblower.

How did the captain fall down the hatchway?

As soon as he had said the words Bush glanced back over his shoulder in sudden fright lest he should have been overheard. These might be hanging words. When he looked back Hornblowers face was quite expressionless.

I think he must have overbalanced he said, evenly, looking straight into Bushs eyes; and then he went on, If you will excuse me, sir, I have some duties to attend to.

Later in the day every wardroom officer was introduced in turn to the captains cabin to see with his own eyes what sort of wreck lay there. Bush saw only a feeble invalid, lying in the half-light of the cabin, the face almost covered with bandages, the fingers of one hand moving minutely, the other hand concealed in a sling.

Hes under an opiate explained Clive in the wardroom. I had to administer a heavy dose to enable me to try and set the fractured nose.

I expect it was spread all over his face said Lomax brutally. It was big enough.

The fracture was very extensive and comminuted agreed Clive.

There were screams the next morning from the captains cabin, screams of terror as well as of pain, and Clive and his mates emerged eventually sweating and worried. Clive went instantly to report confidentially to Buckland, but everyone in the ship had heard those screams or had been told about them by men who had; the surgeons mates, questioned eagerly in the gunroom by the other warrant officers, could not maintain the monumental discretion that Clive aimed at in the wardroom. The wretched invalid was undoubtedly insane; he had fallen into a paroxysm of terror when they had attempted to examine the fractured nose, flinging himself about with a madmans strength so that, fearing damage to the other broken bones, they had had to swathe him in canvas as in a strait-jacket, leaving only his left arm out. Laudanum and an extensive bleeding had reduced him to insensibility in the end, but later in the day when Bush saw him he was conscious again, a weeping, pitiful object, shrinking in fear from every face that he saw, persecuted by shadows, sobbing  it was a dreadful thing to see that burly man sobbing like a child  over his troubles, and trying to hide his face from a world which to his tortured mind held no friendship at all and only grim enmity.

It frequently happens said Clive pontifically  the longer the captains illness lasted the more freely he would discuss it that an injury, a fall, or a burn, or a fracture, will completely unbalance a mind that previously was a little unstable.

A little unstable! said Lomax. Did he turn out the marines in the middle watch to hunt for mutineers in the hold? Ask Mr. Hornblower here, ask Mr. Bush, if they thought he was a little unstable. He had Hornblower doing watch and watch, and Bush and Roberts and Buckland himself out of bed every hour day and night. He was as mad as a hatter even then.

It was extraordinary how freely tongues wagged now in the ship, now that there was no fear of reports being made to the captain.

At least we can make seamen out of the crew now said Carberry, the master, with a satisfaction in his voice that was echoed round the wardroom. Sail drill and gun drill, tautened discipline and hard work, were pulling together a crew that had fast been disintegrating. It was what Buckland obviously delighted in, what he had been itching to do from the moment they had left the Eddystone behind, and exercising the crew helped to lift his mind out of the other troubles that beset it.

For now there was a new responsibility, that all the wardroom discussed freely in Bucklands absence  Buckland was already fenced in by the solitude that surrounds the captain of a ship of war. This was Bucklands sole responsibility, and the wardroom could watch Buckland wrestling with it, as they would watch a prizefighter in the ring; there even were bets laid on the result, as to whether or not Buckland would take the final plunge, whether or not he would take the ultimate step that would proclaim himself as in command of the Renown and the captain as incurable.

Locked in the captains desk were the captains papers, and among those papers were the secret orders addressed to him by the Lords of the Admiralty. No other eyes than the captains had seen those orders as yet; not a soul in the ship could make any guess at their contents. They might be merely routine orders, directing the Renown perhaps to join Admiral Bickertons squadron; but also they might reveal some vital diplomatic secret of the kind that no mere lieutenant could be entrusted with. On the one hand Buckland could continue to head for Antigua, and there he could turn over his responsibilities to whoever was the senior officer. There might be some junior captain who could be transferred to the Renown; to read the orders and carry off the ship on whatever mission was allotted her. On the other hand Buckland could read the orders now; they might deal with some matter of the greatest urgency. Antigua was a convenient landfall for ships to make from England, but from a military point of view it was not so desirable, being considerably to leeward of most of the points of strategic importance.

If Buckland took the ship down to Antigua and then she had to beat back to windward he might be sharply rapped on the knuckles by My Lords of the Admiralty; yet if he read the secret orders on that account he might be reprimanded for his presumption. The wardroom could guess at his predicament and each individual officer could congratulate himself upon not being personally involved while wondering what Buckland would do about it.

Bush and Hornblower stood side by side on the poop, feet wide apart on the heaving deck, as they steadied themselves and looked through their sextants at the horizon. Through the darkened glass Bush could see the image of the sun reflected from the mirror. With infinite pains he moved the arm round, bringing the image down closer and closer to the horizon. The pitch of the ship over the long blue rollers troubled him, but he persevered, decided in the end that the image of the sun was just sitting on the horizon, and clamped the sextant. Then he could read and record the measurement. As a concession to new-fangled prejudices, he decided to follow Hornblowers example and observe the altitude also from the opposite point of the horizon. He swung round and did so, and as he recorded his reading he tried to remember what he had to do about half the difference between the two readings. And the index error, and the dip. He looked round to find that Hornblower had already finished his observation and was standing waiting for him.

Thats the greatest altitude Ive ever measured remarked Hornblower. Ive never been as far south as this before. Whats your result?

They compared readings.

Thats accurate enough said Hornblower. Whats the difficulty?

Oh, I can shoot the sun said Bush. No trouble about that. Its the calculations that bother me  those damned corrections.

Hornblower raised an eyebrow for a moment. He was accustomed to taking his own observations each noon and making his own calculations of the ships position, in order to keep himself in practice. He was aware of the mechanical difficulty of taking an accurate observation in a moving ship, but  although he knew of plenty of other instances  he still could not believe that any man could really find the subsequent mathematics difficult. They were so simple to him that when Bush had asked him if he could join him in their noontime exercise for the sake of improving himself he had taken it for granted that it was only the mechanics of using a sextant that troubled Bush. But he politely concealed his surprise.

Theyre easy enough he said, and then he added sir. A wise officer, too, did not make too much display of his superior ability when speaking to his senior. He phrased his next speech carefully.

If you were to come below with me, sir, you could check through my calculations.

Bush listened in patience to Hornblowers explanations. They made the problem perfectly clear for the moment  it was by a hurried last-minute reading up that Bush had been able to pass his examination for lieutenant, although it was seamanship and not navigation that got him through  but Bush knew by bitter experience that tomorrow it would be hazy again.

Now we can plot the position said Hornblower, bending over the chart.

Bush watched as Hornblowers capable fingers worked the parallel rulers across the chart; Hornblower had long bony hands with something of beauty about them, and it was actually fascinating to watch them doing work at which they were so supremely competent. The powerful fingers picked up the pencil and ruled a line.

Theres the point of interception said Hornblower. Now we can check against the dead reckoning.

Even Bush could follow the simple steps necessary to plot the ships course by dead reckoning since noon yesterday. The pencil in the steady fingers made a tiny x on the chart.

Were still being set to the suthard, you see said Hornblower. Were not far enough east yet for the Gulf Stream to set us to the norard.

Didnt you say youd never navigated these waters before? asked Bush.

Yes.

Then how  ? Oh, I suppose youve been studying.

To Bush it was as strange that a man should read up beforehand and be prepared for conditions hitherto unknown as it was strange to Hornblower that a man should find trouble in mathematics.

At any rate, there we are said Hornblower, tapping the chart with the pencil.

Yes said Bush.

They both looked at the chart with the same thought in mind.

What dye think Number Onell do? asked Bush.

Buckland might be legally in command of the ship, but it was too early yet to speak of him as the captain the captain was still that weeping figure swathed in canvas on the cot in the cabin.

Cant tell answered Hornblower, but he makes up his mind now or never. We lose ground to looard every day from now, you see.

Whatd you do? Bush was curious about this junior lieutenant who had shown himself ready of resources and so guarded in speech.

Id read those orders said Hornblower instantly. Id rather be in trouble for having done something than for not having done anything.

I wonder said Bush. On the other hand a definite action could be made the subject of a court-martial charge far more easily than the omission to do something; Bush felt this, but he had not the facility with words to express it easily.

Those orders may detach us on independent service went on Hornblower. God, what a chance for Buckland!

Yes said Bush.

The eagerness in Hornblowers expression was obvious. If ever a man yearned for an independent command and the consequent opportunity to distinguish himself it was Hornblower. Bush wondered faintly if he himself was as anxious to have the responsibility of the command of a ship of the line in troubled waters. He looked at Hornblower with an interest which he knew to be constantly increasing. Hornblower was a man always ready to adopt the bold course, a man who infinitely preferred action to inaction; widely read in his profession and yet a practical seaman, as Bush had already had plenty of opportunity to observe. A student yet a man of action; a fiery spirit and yet discreet  Bush remembered how tactfully he had acted during the crisis following the captains injury and how dexterously he had handled Buckland.

And  and  what was the truth about that injury to the captain? Bush darted a more searching glance than ever at Hornblower as he followed up that train of thought. Bushs mind did not consciously frame the words motive and opportunity to itself  it was not that type of mind  but it felt its way along an obscure path of reasoning which might well have been signposted with those words. He wanted to ask again the question he had asked once before, but to do so would not merely invite but would merit a rebuff. Hornblower was established in a strong position and Bush could be sure that he would never abandon it through indiscretion or impatience. Bush looked at the lean eager face, at the long fingers drumming on the chart. It was not right or fit or proper that he should feel any admiration or even respect for Hornblower, who was not merely his junior in age by a couple of years  that did not matter  but was his junior as a lieutenant. The dates on their respective commissions really did matter; a junior was someone for whom it should be impossible to feel respect by the traditions of the service. Anything else would be unnatural, might even savour of the equalitarian French ideas which they were engaged in fighting. The thought of himself as infected with Red Revolutionary notions made Bush actually uneasy, and yet as he stirred uncomfortably in his chair he could not wholly discard those notions.

Ill put these things away said Hornblower, rising from his chair. Im exercising my lower-deck guns crews after the hands have had their dinner. And I have the first dogwatch after that.


CHAPTER VI
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THE LOWER-DECK GUNS had been secured, and the sweating crews came pouring up on deck. Now that the Renown was as far south as 30° north latitude the lower gundeck, even with the ports open for artillery exercise, was a warm place, and hauling those guns in and running them out was warm work. Hornblower had kept the crews hard at it, one hundred and eighty men, who afterwards came pouring up into the sunshine and the fresh air of the trade wind to receive the good-humoured chaff of the rest of the crew who had not been working so hard but who knew perfectly well that their turn would come soon.

The guns crews wiped their steaming foreheads and flung jests  jagged and unpolished like the flints in the soil from which they had sprung  back at their tormentors. It was exhilarating to an officer to see the high spirits of the men and to be aware of the good temper that prevailed; in the three days that had elapsed since the change in command the whole atmosphere of the ship had improved. Suspicion and fear had vanished; after a brief sulkiness the hands had found that exercise and regular work were stimulating and satisfactory.

Hornblower came aft, the sweat running down him, and touched his hat to Roberts, who was officer of the watch, where he stood chatting with Bush at the break of the poop. It was an unusual request that Hornblower made, and Roberts and Bush stared at him with surprise.

But what about the deck, Mr. Hornblower? asked Roberts.

A hand can swab it off in two minutes, sir replied Hornblower, wiping his face and looking at the blue sea overside with a longing that was obvious to the most casual glance. I have fifteen minutes before I relieve you, sir  plenty of time.

Oh, very well, Mr. Hornblower.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower, and he turned eagerly away with another touch of his hat, while Roberts and Bush exchanged glances which were as much amused as puzzled. They watched Hornblower give his orders.

Captain of the waist! Captain of the waist, there!

Sir?

Get the wash-deck pump rigged at once.

Rig the wash-deck pump, sir?

Yes. Four men for the handles. One for the hose. Jump to it, now. Ill be with you in two minutes.

Aye aye, sir.

The captain of the waist set about obeying the strange order after a glance at the receding figure. Hornblower was as good as his word; it was only two minutes before he returned, but now he was naked except for a towel draped sketchily round him. This was all very strange.

Give away he said to the men at the pump handles.

They were dubious about all this, but they obeyed the order, and in alternate pairs they threw their weight upon the handles. Up  down, up  down; clank  clank. The seaman holding the hose felt it stir in his hands as the water from far overside came surging up along it; and next moment a clear stream of water came gushing out of it.

Turn it on me said Hornblower, casting his towel aside and standing naked in the sunshine. The hoseman hesitated.

Hurry up, now!

As dubiously as ever the hoseman obeyed orders, turning the jet upon his officer, who rotated first this way and then that as it splashed upon him; an amused crowd was gathering to watch.

Pump, you sons of seacooks! said Hornblower; and obediently the men at the pump handles, now grinning broadly, threw all their weight on the handles, with such enthusiasm that their feet left the deck as they hauled down upon them and the clear water came hurtling out through the hose with considerable force. Hornblower twirled round and round under the stinging impact, his face screwed up in painful ecstasy.

Buckland had been standing aft at the taffrail, lost in thought and gazing down at the ships wake, but the clanking of the pump attracted his attention and he strolled forward to join Roberts and Bush and to look at the strange spectacle.

Hornblower has some odd fancies he remarked, but he smiled as he said it  a rather pathetic smile, for his face bore the marks of the anxieties he was going through.

He seems to be enjoying himself, sir said Bush.

Bush, looking at Hornblower revolving under the sparkling stream, was conscious of a prickling under his shirt in his heavy uniform coat, and actually had the feeling that it might be pleasurable to indulge in that sort of shower bath, however injurious it might be to the health.

 Vast pumping! yelled Hornblower. Avast, there!

The hands at the pumps ceased their labours, and the jet from the hose died away to a trickle, to nothing.

Captain of the waist! Secure the pump. Get the deck swabbed.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower grabbed his towel and came trotting back along the maindeck. He looked up at the group of officers with a grin which revealed his exhilaration and high spirits.

Dunno if its good for discipline commented Roberts, as Hornblower disappeared; and then, with a tardy flash of insight, I suppose its all right.

I suppose so said Buckland. Lets hope he doesnt get himself a fever, checking the perspiration like that.

He showed no sign of one, sir said Bush; lingering in Bushs minds eye was the picture of Hornblowers grin. It blended with his memory of Hornblowers eager expression when they were discussing what Buckland had best do in the dilemma in which he found himself.

Ten minutes to eight bells, sir reported the quartermaster.

Very well said Roberts.

The wet patch on the deck was now almost dry; a faint steam rose from it as the sun, still fierce at four oclock in the afternoon, beat on it.

Call the watch said Roberts.

Hornblower came running up to the quarterdeck with his telescope; he must have pulled on his clothes with the orderly rapidity that marked all his actions. He touched his hat to the quarterdeck and stood by to relieve Roberts.

You feel refreshed after your bath? asked Buckland.

Yes, sir, thank you.

Bush looked at the pair of them, the elderly, worried first lieutenant and the young fifth lieutenant, the older man pathetically envying the youngsters youth. Bush was learning something about personalities. He would never be able to reduce the results of his observations to a tabular system, and it would never occur to him to do so, but he could learn without doing so; his experience and observations would blend with his native wit to govern his judgments, even if he were too self-conscious to philosophise over them. He was aware that naval officers (he knew almost nothing of mankind on land) could be divided into active individuals and passive individuals, into those eager for responsibility and action and into those content to wait until action was forced on them. Before that he had learned the simpler lesson that officers could be divided into the efficient and the blunderers, and also into the intelligent and the stupid  this last division was nearly the same as the one immediately preceding, but not quite. There were the officers who could be counted on to act quickly and correctly in an emergency, and those who could not  again the dividing line did not quite coincide with the preceding. And there were officers with discretion and officers with none, patient officers and impatient ones, officers with strong nerves and officers with weak nerves. In certain cases Bushs estimates had to contend with his prejudices  he was liable to be suspicious of brains and of originality of thought and of eagerness for activity, especially because in the absence of some of the other desirable qualities these things might be actual nuisances. The final and most striking difference Bush had observed during ten years of continuous warfare was that between the leaders and the led, but that again was a difference of which Bush was conscious without being able to express it in words, and especially not in words as succinct or as definite as these; but he was actually aware of the difference even though he was not able to bring himself to define it.

But he had that difference at the back of his mind, all the same, as he looked at Buckland and Hornblower chatting together on the quarterdeck. The afternoon watch had ended, and the first dogwatch had begun, with Hornblower as officer of the watch. It was the traditional moment for relaxation; the heat of the day had passed, and the hands collected forward, some of them to gaze down at the dolphins leaping round the bows, while the officers who had been dozing during the afternoon in their cabins came up to the quarterdeck for air and paced up and down in little groups deep in conversation.

A ship of war manned for active service was the most crowded place in the world  more crowded than the most rundown tenement in Seven Dials  but long and hard experience had taught the inhabitants how to live even in those difficult conditions. Forward there were groups of men yarning, men skylarking; there were solitary men who had each preempted a square yard of deck for himself and sat, cross-legged, with tools and materials about them, doing scrimshaw work  delicate carvings on bone  or embroidery or whittling at models oblivious to the tumult about them. Similarly aft on the crowded quarterdeck the groups of officers strolled and chatted, avoiding the other groups without conscious effort.

It was in accordance with the traditions of the service that these groups left the windward side of the quarterdeck to Buckland as long as he was on deck; and Buckland seemed to be making a long stay this afternoon. He was deep in conversation with Hornblower, the two of them pacing up and down beside the quarterdeck carronades, eight yards forward, eight yards back again; long ago the navy had discovered that when the walking distance was so limited conversation must not be interrupted by the necessarily frequent turns. Every pair of officers turned inwards as they reached the limits of their walk, facing each other momentarily and continuing the conversation without a break, and walking with their hands clasped behind them as a result of the training they had all received as midshipmen not to put their hands in their pockets.

So walked Buckland and Hornblower, and curious glances were cast at them by the others, for even on this golden evening, with the blue-enamel sea overside and the sun sinking to starboard with the promise of a magnificent sunset, everyone was conscious that in the cabin just below their feet lay a wretched insane man, half-swathed in a strait-jacket; and Buckland had to make up his mind how to deal with him. Up and down, up and down walked Buckland and Hornblower. Hornblower seemed to be as deferential as ever, and Buckland seemed to be asking questions; but some of the replies he received must have been unexpected, for more than once Buckland stopped in the middle of a turn and stood facing Hornblower, apparently repeating his question, while Hornblower seemed to be standing his ground both literally and figuratively, sturdy and yet respectful, as Buckland stood with the sun illuminating his haggard features.

Perhaps it had been a fortunate chance that had made Hornblower decide to take a bath under the wash-deck pump  this conversation had its beginnings in that incident.

Is that a council of war? said Smith to Bush, looking across at the pair.

Not likely said Bush.

A first lieutenant would not deliberately ask the advice or even the opinion of one so junior. Yet  yet  it might be possible, starting with idle conversation about different matters.

Dont tell me theyre discussing Catholic Emancipation said Lomax.

It was just possible, Bush realised guiltily, that they were discussing something else  that question as to how the captain had come to fall down the hatchway. Bush found himself automatically looking round the deck for Wellard when that thought occurred to him. Wellard was skylarking in the main rigging with the midshipmen and masters mates as if he had not a care in the world. But it could not be that question which Buckland and Hornblower were discussing. Their attitudes seemed to indicate that theories and not facts were the subject of the debate.

Anyway, theyve settled it said Smith.

Hornblower was touching his hat to Buckland, and Buckland was turning to go below again. Several curious pairs of eyes looked across at Hornblower now that he was left solitary, and as he became conscious of their regard he strolled over to them.

Affairs of state? asked Lomax, asking the question which everyone wanted asked.

Hornblower met his gaze with a level glance.

No he said, and smiled.

It certainly looked like matters of importance said Smith.

That depends on the definition answered Hornblower.

He was still smiling, and his smile gave no clue at all regarding his thoughts. It would be rude to press him further; it was possible that he and Buckland had been discussing some private business. Nobody looking at him could guess.

Come off those hammocks, there! bellowed Hornblower; the skylarking midshipmen were not breaking one of the rules of the ship, but it was a convenient moment to divert the conversation.

Three bells rang out; the first dogwatch was three-quarters completed.

Mr. Roberts, sir! suddenly called the sentry at the smokers slow match by the hatchway. Passing the word for Mr. Roberts!

Roberts turned from the group.

Whos passing the word for me? he asked, although with the captain ill there could only be one man in the ship who could pass the word for the second lieutenant.

Mr. Buckland, sir. Mr. Buckland passing the word for Mr. Roberts.

Very well said Roberts, hurrying down the companion.

The others exchanged glances. This might be the moment of decision. Yet on the other hand it might be only a routine matter. Hornblower took advantage of the distraction to turn away from the group and continue his walk on the weather side of the ship; he walked with his chin nearly down on his breast, his drooping head balanced by the hands behind his back. Bush thought he looked weary.

Now there came a fresh cry from below, repeated by the sentry at the hatchway.

Mr. Clive! Passing the word for Mr. Clive. Mr. Buckland passing the word for Mr. Clive!

Oh-ho! said Lomax in significant tones, as the surgeon hurried down.

Something happens said Carberry, the master.

Time went on without either the second lieutenant or the surgeon reappearing. Smith, under his arm the telescope that was the badge of his temporary office, touched his hat to Hornblower and prepared to relieve him as officer of the watch as the second dogwatch was called. In the east the sky was turning dark, and the sun was setting over the starboard quarter in a magnificent display of red and gold; from the ship towards the sun the surface of the sea was gilded and glittering, but close overside it was the richest purple. A flying fish broke the surface and went skimming along, leaving a transient, momentary furrow behind it like a groove in enamel.

Look at that! exclaimed Hornblower to Bush.

A flying fish said Bush, indifferently.

Yes! Theres another!

Hornblower leaned over to get a better view.

Youll see plenty of them before this voyage is over said Bush.

But Ive never seen one before.

The play of expression on Hornblowers face was curious. One moment he was full of eager interest; the next he assumed an appearance of stolid indifference as a man might pull on a glove. His service at sea so far, varied though it might be, had been confined to European waters; years of dangerous activity on the French and Spanish coasts in a frigate, two years in the Renown in the Channel fleet, and he had been eagerly looking forward to the novelties he would encounter in tropical waters. But he was talking to a man to whom these things were no novelty, and who evinced no excitement at the sight of the first flying fish of the voyage. Hornblower was not going to be outdone in stolidity and self-control; if the wonders of the deep failed to move Bush they were not going to evoke any childish excitement in Hornblower, at least any apparent excitement if Hornblower could suppress it. He was a veteran, and he was not going to appear like a raw hand.

Bush looked up to see Roberts and Clive ascending the companionway in the gathering night, and turned eagerly towards them. Officers came from every part of the quarterdeck to hear what they had to say.

Well, sir? asked Lomax.

Hes done it said Roberts.

Hes read the secret orders, sir? asked Smith.

As far as I know, yes.

Oh!

There was a pause before someone asked the inevitable silly question.

What did they say?

They are secret orders said Roberts, and now there was a touch of pomposity in his voice  it might be to compensate for his lack of knowledge, or it might be because Roberts was now growing more aware of the dignity of his position as second in command. If Mr. Buckland had taken me into his confidence I still could not tell you.

True enough said Carberry.

What did the captain do? asked Lomax.

Poor devil said Clive. With all attention turned to him Clive grew expansive. We might be fiends from the pit! You should have seen him cower away when we came in. Those morbid terrors grow more acute.

Clive awaited a request for further information, and even though none was forthcoming he went on with his story.

We had to find the key to his desk. You would have thought we were going to cut his throat, judging by the way he wept and tried to hide. All the sorrows of the world  all the terrors of hell torment that wretched man.

But you found the key? persisted Lomax.

We found it. And we opened his desk.

And then?

Mr. Buckland found the orders. The usual linen envelope with the Admiralty seal. The envelope had been already opened.

Naturally said Lomax. Well?

And now, I suppose said Clive, conscious of the anti-climax, I suppose hes reading them.

And we are none the wiser.

There was a disappointed pause.

Bless my soul! said Carberry. Weve been at war since 93. Nearly ten years of it. Dye still expect to know what lies in store for you? The West Indies today  Halifax tomorrow. We obey orders. Helm-a-lee  let go and haul. A bellyful of grape or champagne in a captured flagship. Who cares? We draw our four shillings a day, rain or shine.

Mr. Carberry! came the word from below. Mr. Buckland passing the word for Mr. Carberry.

Bless my soul! said Carberry again.

Now you can earn your four shillings a day said Lomax.

The remark was addressed to his disappearing back, for Carberry was already hastening below.

A change of course said Smith. Ill wager a weeks pay on it.

No takers said Roberts.

It was the most likely new development of all, for Carberry, the master, was the officer charged with the navigation of the ship.

Already it was almost full night, dark enough to make the features of the speakers indistinct, although over to the westward there was still a red patch on the horizon, and a faint red trail over the black water towards the ship. The binnacle lights had been lit and the brighter stars were already visible in the dark sky, with the mastheads seeming to brush past them, with the motion of the ship, infinitely far over their heads. The ships bell rang out, but the group showed no tendency to disperse. And then interest quickened. Here were Buckland and Carberry returning, ascending the companionway; the group drew on one side to clear them a passage.

Officer of the watch! said Buckland.

Sir! said Smith, coming forward in the darkness.

Were altering course two points. Steer southwest.

Aye aye, sir. Course southwest. Mr. Abbott, pipe the hands to the braces.

The Renown came round on her new course, with her sails trimmed to the wind which was now no more than a point on her port quarter. Carberry walked over to the binnacle and looked into it to make sure the helmsman was exactly obeying his orders.

Another pull on the weather forebrace, there! yelled Smith. Belay!

The bustle of the change of course died away.

Course souwest, sir reported Smith.

Very good, Mr. Smith said Buckland, by the rail.

Pardon, sir said Roberts, greatly daring, addressing him as he loomed in the darkness. Can you tell us our mission, sir?

Not our mission. That is still secret, Mr. Roberts.

Very good, sir.

But Ill tell you where were bound. Mr. Carberry knows already.

Where, sir?

Santo Domingo. Scotchmans Bay.

There was a pause while this information was being digested.

Santo Domingo said someone, meditatively.

Hispaniola said Carberry, explanatorily.

Hayti said Hornblower.

Santo Domingo  Hayti  Hispaniola said Carberry. Three names for the same island.

Hayti! exclaimed Roberts, some chord in his memory suddenly touched. Thats where the blacks are in rebellion.

Yes agreed Buckland.

Anyone could guess that Buckland was trying to say that word in as noncommittal a tone as possible; it might be because there was a difficult diplomatic situation with regard to the blacks, and it might be because fear of the captain was still a living force in the ship.


CHAPTER VII
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LIEUTENANT BUCKLAND, IN acting command of h.m.s. Renown, of seventy-four guns, was on the quarterdeck of his ship peering through his telescope at the low mountains of Santo Domingo. The ship was rolling in a fashion unnatural and disturbing, for the long Atlantic swell, driven by the northeast trades, was passing under her keel while she lay hove-to to the final puffs of the land breeze which had blown since midnight and was now dying away as the fierce sun heated the island again. The Renown was actually wallowing, rolling her lower deck gunports under, first on one side and then on the other, for what little breeze there was was along the swell and did nothing to stiffen her as she lay with her mizzen topsail backed. She would lie right over on one side, until the gun tackles creaked with the strain of holding the guns in position, until it was hard to keep a foothold on the steep-sloping deck; she would lie there for a few harrowing seconds, and then slowly right herself, making no pause at all at the moment when she was upright and her deck horizontal, and continue, with a clattering of blocks and a rattle of gear in a sickening swoop until she was as far over in the opposite direction, gun tackles creaking and unwary men slipping and sliding, and lie there unresponsive until the swell had rolled under her and she repeated her behaviour.

For Gods sake said Hornblower, hanging on to a belaying pin in the mizzen fife rail to save himself from sliding down the deck into the scuppers, cant he make up his mind?

There was something in Hornblowers stare that made Bush look at him more closely.

Seasick? he asked, with curiosity.

Who wouldnt be? replied Hornblower. How she rolls!

Bushs cast-iron stomach had never given him the least qualm, but he was aware that less fortunate men suffered from seasickness even after weeks at sea, especially when subjected to a different kind of motion. This funereal rolling was nothing like the free action of the Renown under sail.

Buckland has to see how the land lies he said in an effort to cheer Hornblower up.

How much more does he want to see? grumbled Hornblower. Theres the Spanish colours flying on the fort up there. Everyone on shore knows now that a ship of the line is prowling about, and the Dons wont have to be very clever to guess that were not here on a yachting trip. Now theyve all the time they need to be ready to receive us.

But what else could he do?

He could have come in in the dark with the sea breeze. Landing parties ready. Put them ashore at dawn. Storm the place before they knew there was any danger. Oh, God!

The final exclamation had nothing to do with what went before. It was wrenched out of Hornblower by the commotion of his stomach. Despite his deep tan there was a sickly green colour in his cheeks.

Hard luck said Bush.

Buckland still stood trying to keep his telescope trained on the coast despite the rolling of the ship. This was Scotchmans Bay  the Bahia de Escocesa, as the Spanish charts had it. To the westward lay a shelving beach; the big rollers here broke far out and ran in creamy white up to the waters edge with diminishing force, but to the eastward the shore line rose in a line of tree-covered hills standing bluffly with their feet in blue water; the rollers burst against them in sheets of spray that climbed far up the cliffs before falling back in a smother of white. For thirty miles those hills ran beside the sea, almost due east and west; they constituted the Samaná peninsula, terminating in Samaná Point. According to the charts the peninsula was no more than ten miles wide; behind them, round Samaná Point, lay Samaná Bay, opening into the Mona Passage and a most convenient anchorage for privateers and small ships of war which could lie there, under the protection of the fort on the Samaná peninsula, ready to slip out and harass the West Indian convoys making use of the Mona Passage. The Renown had been given orders to clear out this raiders lair before going down to leeward to Jamaica  everyone in the ship could guess that  but now that Buckland confronted the problem he was not at all sure how to solve it. His indecision was apparent to all the curious lookers-on who clustered on the Renowns deck.

The main topsail suddenly flapped like thunder, and the ship began to turn slowly head to sea; the land breeze was expiring, and the trade winds, blowing eternally across the Atlantic, were resuming their dominion. Buckland shut his telescope with relief. At least that was an excuse for postponing action.

Mr. Roberts!

Sir!

Lay her on the port tack. Full and by!

Aye aye, sir.

The after guard came running to the mizzen braces, and the ship slowly paid off. Gradually the topsails caught the wind, and she began to lie over, gathering way as she did so. She met the next roller with her port bow, thrusting boldly into it in a burst of spray. The tautened weather-rigging began to sing a more cheerful note, blending with the music of her passage through the water. She was a live thing again, instead of rolling like a corpse in the trough. The roaring trade wind pressed her over, and she went surging along, rising and swooping as if with pleasure, leaving a creamy wake behind her on the blue water while the sea roared under the bows.

Better? asked Bush of Hornblower.

Better in one way was the reply. Hornblower looked over at the distant hills of Santo Domingo. I could wish we were going into action and not running away to think about it.

What a fire-eater! said Bush.

A fire-eater? Me? Nothing like that  quite the opposite. I wish  oh, I wish for too much, I suppose.

There was no explaining some people, thought Bush, philosophically. He was content to bask in the sunshine now that its heat was tempered by the ships passage through the wind. If action and danger lay in the future he could await it in stolid tranquillity; and he certainly could congratulate himself that he did not have to carry Bucklands responsibility of carrying a ship of the line and seven hundred and twenty men into action. The prospect of action at least took ones mind off the horrid fact that confined below lay an insane captain.

At dinner in the wardroom he looked over at Hornblower, fidgety and nervous. Buckland had announced his intention of taking the bull by the horns the next morning, of rounding Samaná Point and forcing his way straight up the bay. It would not take many broadsides from the Renown to destroy any shipping that lay there at anchor. Bush thoroughly approved of the scheme. Wipe out the privateers, burn them, sink them, and then it would be time to decide what, if anything, should be done next. At the meeting in the wardroom, when Buckland asked if any officer had any questions, Smith had asked sensibly about the tides, and Carberry had given him the information; Roberts had asked a question or two about the situation on the south shore of the bay; but Hornblower at the foot of the table had kept his mouth shut, although looking with eager attention at each speaker in turn.

During the dogwatches Hornblower had paced the deck by himself, head bent in meditation; Bush noticed the fingers of the hands behind his back twisting and twining nervously, and he experienced a momentary doubt. Was it possible that this energetic young officer was lacking in physical courage? That phrase was not Bushs own  he had heard it used maliciously somewhere or other years ago. It was better to use it now than to tell himself outright that he suspected Hornblower might be a coward. Bush was not a man of large tolerance; if a man were a coward he wanted no more to do with him.

Half-way through next morning the pipes shrilled along the decks; the drums of the marines beat a rousing roll.

Clear the decks for action! Hands to quarters! Clear for action!

Bush came down to the lower gundeck, which was his station for action; under his command was the whole deck and the seventeen twenty-four-pounders of the starboard battery, while Hornblower commanded under him those of the port side. The hands were already knocking down the screens and removing obstructions. A little group of the surgeons crew came along the deck; they were carrying a strait-jacketed figure bound to a plank. Despite the jacket and the lashings it writhed feebly and wept pitifully  the captain being carried down to the safety of the cable tier while his cabin was cleared for action. A hand or two in the bustle found time to shake their heads over the unhappy figure, but Bush checked them soon enough. He wanted to be able to report the lower gundeck cleared for action with creditable speed.

Hornblower made his appearance, touched his hat to Bush, and stood by to supervise his guns. Most of this lower deck was in twilight, for the stout shafts of sunlight that came down the hatchways did little to illuminate the farther parts of the deck with its sombre red paint. Half a dozen ships boys came along, each one carrying a bucket of sand, which they scattered in handfuls over the deck. Bush kept a sharp eye on them, because the guns crews depended on that sand for firm foothold. The water buckets beside each gun were filled; they served a dual purpose, to dampen the swabs that cleaned out the guns and for immediate use against fire. Round the mainmast stood a ring of extra fire buckets; in tubs at either side of the ship smouldered the slow matches from which the gun captains could rekindle their linstocks when necessary. Fire and water. The marine sentries came clumping along the deck in their scarlet coats and white crossbelts, the tops of their shakos brushing the deck beams over their heads. Corporal Greenwood posted one at each hatchway, bayonet fixed and musket loaded. Their duty was to see that no unauthorised person ran down to take shelter in the safety of that part of the ship comfortably below waterline. Mr. Hobbs, the acting-gunner, with his mates and helpers made a momentary appearance on their way down to the magazine. They were all wearing list slippers to obviate any chance of setting off loose powder which would be bound to be strewn about down there in the heat of action.

Soon the powder boys came running up, each with a charge for the guns. The breechings of the guns were cast off and the crews stood by the tackles, waiting for the word to open the ports and run out the guns. Bush darted his glance along both sides. The gun captains were all at their posts. Ten men stood by every gun on the starboard side, five by every gun on the port side  maximum and minimum crews for twenty-four-pounders. It was Bushs responsibility to see to it that whichever battery came into action the guns were properly manned. If both sides had to be worked at once he had to make a fair division, and when the casualties began and guns were put out of service he had to redistribute the crews. The petty officers and warrant officers were reporting their subdivisions ready for action, and Bush turned to the midshipman beside him whose duty was to carry messages.

Mr. Abbott, report the lower deck cleared for action. Ask if the guns should be run out.

Aye aye, sir.

A moment before the ship had been full of noise and bustle, and now everything down here was still and quiet save for the creaking of the timbers; the ship was rising and swooping rhythmically over the sea  Bush as he stood by the mainmast was automatically swaying with the ships motion. Young Abbott came running down the ladder again.

Mr. Bucklands compliments, sir, and dont run the guns out yet.

Very good.

Hornblower was standing farther aft, in line with the ringbolts of the train tackles; he had looked round to hear what message Abbott bore, and now he turned back again. He stood with his feet apart, and Bush saw him put one hand into the other, behind his back, and clasp it firmly. There was a rigidity about the set of his shoulders and in the way he held his head that might be significant of anything, eagerness for action or the reverse. A gun captain addressed a remark to Hornblower, and Bush watched him turn to answer it. Even in the half-light of the lower deck Bush could see there were signs of strain in his expression, and that smile might be forced. Oh well, decided Bush, as charitably as he could, men often looked like that before going into action.

Silently the ship sailed on; even Bush had his ears cocked, trying to hear what was going on above him so as to draw deductions about the situation. Faintly down the hatchway came the call of a seaman.

No bottom, sir. No bottom with this line.

So there was a man in the chains taking casts with the lead, and they must be drawing near the land; everyone down on the lower deck drew the same conclusion and started to remark about it to his neighbour.

Silence, there! snapped Bush.

Another cry from the leadsman, and then a bellowed order. Instantly the lower deck seemed to be filled solid with noise. The maindeck guns were being run out; in the confined space below every sound was multiplied and reverberated by the ships timbers so that the gun-trucks rolling across the planking made a noise like thunder. Everyone looked to Bush for orders, but he stood steady; he had received none. Now a midshipman appeared descending the ladder.

Mr. Bucklands compliments, sir, and please to run your guns out.

He had squealed his message without ever setting foot on deck, and everyone had heard it. There was an instant buzz round the deck, and excitable people began to reach for the gunports to open them.

Still! bellowed Bush. Guiltily all movement ceased.

Up ports!

The twilight of the lower deck changed to daylight as the ports opened; little rectangles of sunshine swayed about on the deck on the port side, broadening and narrowing with the motion of the ship.

Run out!

With the ports open the noise was not so great; the crews flung their weight on the tackles and the trucks roared as the guns thrust their muzzles out. Bush stepped to the nearest gun and stooped to peer out through the open port. There were the green hills of the island at extreme gunshot distance; here the cliffs were not nearly so abrupt, and there was a jungle-covered shelf at their feet.

Hands wear ship!

Bush could recognise Roberts voice hailing from the quarterdeck. The deck under his feet steadied to the horizontal, and the distant hills seemed to swing with the vessel. The masts creaked as the yards came round. That must be Samaná Point which they were rounding. The motion of the ship had changed far more than would be the result of mere alteration of course. She was not only on an even keel but she was in quiet water, gliding along into the bay. Bush squatted down on his heels by the muzzle of a gun and peered at the shore. This was the south side of the peninsula at which he was looking, presenting a coastline toward the bay nearly as steep as the one on the seaward side. There was the fort on the crest and the Spanish flag waving over it. The excited midshipman came scuttling down the ladder like a squirrel.

Sir! Sir! Will you try a ranging shot at the batteries when your guns bear?

Bush ran a cold eye over him.

Whose orders? he asked.

M  Mr. Bucklands, sir.

Then say so. Very well. My respects to Mr. Buckland, and it will be a long time before my guns are within range.

Aye aye, sir.

There was smoke rising from the fort, and not powder smoke either. Bush realised with something like a quiver of apprehension that probably it was smoke from a furnace for heating shot; soon the fort would be hurling red-hot shot at them, and Bush could see no chance of retaliation; he would never be able to elevate his guns sufficiently to reach the fort, while the fort, from its commanding position on the crest, could reach the ship easily enough. He straightened himself up and walked over to the port side to where Hornblower, in a similar attitude, was peering out beside a gun.

Theres a point running out here said Hornblower. See the shallows there? The channel must bend round them. And theres a battery on the point  look at the smoke. Theyre heating shot.

I daresay said Bush.

Soon they would be under a sharp crossfire. He hoped they would not be subjected to it for too long. He could hear orders being shouted on deck, and the masts creaked as the yards came round; they were working the Renown round the bend.

The forts opened fire, sir reported the masters mate in charge of the forward guns on the starboard side.

Very well, Mr. Purvis. He crossed over and looked out. Did you see where the shot fell?

No, sir.

Theyre firing on this side, too, sir reported Hornblower.

Very well.

Bush saw the fort spurting white cannon smoke. Then straight in the line between his eye and the fort, fifty yards from the side of the ship, a pillar of water rose up from the golden surface, and within the same instant of time something crashed into the side of the ship just above Bushs head. A ricochet had bounded from the surface and had lodged somewhere in the eighteen inches of oak that constituted the ships side. Then followed a devils tattoo of crashes; a well-aimed salvo was striking home.

I might just reach the battery on this side now, sir said Hornblower.

Then try what you can do.

Now here was Buckland himself, hailing fretfully down the hatchway.

Cant you open fire yet, Mr. Bush?

This minute, sir.

Hornblower was standing by the centre twenty-four-pounder. The gun captain slid the rolling handspike under the gun carriage, and heaved with all his weight. Two men at each side tackle tugged under his direction to point the gun true. With the elevating coign quite free from the breech the gun was at its highest angle of elevation. The gun captain flipped up the iron apron over the touchhole, saw that the hole was filled with powder, and with a shout of Stand clear he thrust his smouldering linstock into it. The gun bellowed loud in the confined space; some of the smoke came drifting back through the port.

Just below, sir reported Hornblower, standing at the next port. When the guns are hot theyll reach it.

Carry on, then.

Open fire, first division! yelled Hornblower.

The four foremost guns crashed out almost together.

Second division!

Bush could feel the deck heaving under him with the shock of the discharge and the recoil. Smoke came billowing back into the confined space, acrid, bitter; and the din was paralysing.

Try again, men! yelled Hornblower. Division captains, see that you point true!

There was a frightful crash close beside Bush and something screamed past him to crash into the deck beam near his head. Something flying through an open gunport had struck a gun on its reinforced breech. Two men had fallen close beside it, one lying still and the other twisting and turning in agony. Bush was about to give an order regarding them when his attention was drawn to something more important. There was a deep gash in the deck beam by his head and from the depths of the gash smoke was curling. It was a red-hot shot that had struck the breech of the gun and had apparently flown into fragments. A large part  the largest part  had sunk deep into the beam and already the wood was smouldering.

Fire buckets here! roared Bush.

Ten pounds of red-hot glowing metal lodged in the dry timbers of the ship could start a blaze in a few seconds. At the same time there was a rush of feet overhead, the sound of gear being moved about, and then the clank-clank of pumps. So on the maindeck they were fighting fires too. Hornblowers guns were thundering on the port side, the gun-trucks roaring over the planking. Hell was unchained, and the smoke of hell was eddying about him.

The masts creaked again with the swing of the yards; despite everything the ship had to be sailed up the tortuous channel. He peered out through a port, but his eye told him, as he forced himself to gauge the distance calmly, that the fort on the crest was still beyond range. No sense in wasting ammunition. He straightened himself and looked round the murky deck. There was something strange in the feel of the ship under his feet. He teetered on his toes to put his wild suspicions to the test. There was the slightest perceptible slope to the deck  a strange rigidity and permanence about it. Oh my God! Hornblower was looking round at him and making an urgent gesture downwards to confirm the awful thought. The Renown was aground. She must have run so smoothly and slowly up a mudbank as to lose her speed without any jerk perceptible. But she must have put her bows far up on the bank for the slope of the deck to be noticeable. There were more rending crashes as other shots from the shore struck home, a fresh hurrying and bustle as the fire parties ran to deal with the danger. Hard aground, and doomed to be slowly shot to pieces by those cursed forts, if the shots did not set them on fire to roast alive on the mudbank. Hornblower was beside him, his watch in his hand.

Tides still rising he said. Its an hour before high water. But Im afraid were pretty hard aground.

Bush could only look at him and swear, pouring out filth from his mouth as the only means of relieving his overwrought feelings.

Steady there, Duff! yelled Hornblower, looking away from him at a guns crew gathered round their gun. Swab that out properly! Dye want your hands blown off when you load?

By the time Hornblower looked round at Bush again the latter had regained his self-control.

An hour to high water, you say? he asked.

Yes, sir. According to Carberrys calculations.

God help us!

My shots just reaching the battery on that point, sir. If I can keep the embrasures swept Ill slow their rate of fire even if I dont silence them.

Another crash as a shot struck home, and another.

But the one across the channels out of range.

Yes said Hornblower.

The powder boys were running through all the bustle with fresh charges for the guns. And here was the messenger-midshipman threading his way through them.

Mr. Bush, sir! Will you please report to Mr. Buckland, sir? And were aground, under fire, sir.

Shut your mouth. I leave you in charge here, Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

The sunlight on the quarterdeck was blinding. Buckland was standing hatless at the rail, trying to control the working of his features. There was a roar and a spluttering of steam as someone turned the jet of a hose on a fiery fragment lodged in the bulkhead. Dead men in the scuppers; wounded being carried off. A shot, or the splinters it had sent flying, must have killed the man at the wheel so that the ship, temporarily out of control, had run aground.

We have to kedge off said Buckland.

Aye aye, sir.

That meant putting out an anchor and heaving in on the cable with the capstan to haul the ship off the mud by main force. Bush looked round him to confirm what he had gathered regarding the ships position from his restricted view below. Her bows were on the mud; she would have to be hauled off stern first. A shot howled close overhead, and Bush had to exert his self-control not to jump.

Youll have to get a cable out aft through a stern port.

Aye aye, sir.

Robertsll take the stream anchor off in the launch.

Aye aye, sir.

The fact that Buckland omitted the formal Mister was significant of the strain he was undergoing and of the emergency of the occasion.

Ill take the men from my guns, sir said Bush.

Very good.

Now was the time for discipline and training to assert themselves; the Renown was fortunate in having a crew more than half composed of seasoned men drilled in the blockade of Brest. At Plymouth she had only been filled up with pressed men. What had merely been a drill, an evolution, when the Renown was one of the Channel Fleet, was now an operation on which the life of the ship depended, not something to be done perfunctorily in competition with the rest of the squadron. Bush gathered his guns crews around him and set about the task of rousing out a cable and getting it aft to a port, while overhead Roberts men were manning stay tackles and yard tackles to sway out the launch.

Down below the heat between the decks was greater even than above with the sun glaring down. The smoke from Hornblowers guns was eddying thick under the beams; Hornblower was holding his hat in his hand and wiping his streaming face with his handkerchief. He nodded as Bush appeared; there was no need for Bush to explain the duty on which he was engaged. With the guns still thundering and the smoke still eddying, powder boys still running with fresh charges and fire parties bustling with their buckets, Bushs men roused out the cable. The hundred fathoms of it weighed a trifle over a couple of tons; clear heads and skilled supervision were necessary to get the unwieldy cable laid out aft, but Bush was at his best doing work which called for single-minded attention to a single duty. He had it clear and faked down along the deck by the time the cutter was under the stern to receive the end, and then he watched the vast thing gradually snake out through the after port without a hitch. The launch came into his line of vision as he stood looking out, with the vast weight of the stream anchor dangling astern; it was a relief to know that the tricky business of getting the anchor into her had been successfully carried out. The second cutter carried the spring cable from the hawsehole. Roberts was in command; Bush heard him hail the cutter as the three boats drew off astern. There was a sudden jet of water among the boats; one or other, if not both, of the batteries ashore had shifted targets; a shot now into the launch would be a disaster, and one into a cutter would be a serious setback.

Pardon, sir said Hornblowers voice beside him, and Bush turned back from looking out over the glittering water.

Well?

I could take some of the foremost guns and run em aft said Hornblower. Shifting the weight would help.

So it would agreed Bush; Hornblowers face was streaked and grimy with his exertions, as Bush noted while he considered if he had sufficient authority to give the order on his own responsibility. Better get Bucklands permission. Ask him in my name if you like.

Aye aye, sir.

These lower-deck twenty-four-pounders weighed more than two tons each; the transfer of some from forward aft would be an important factor in getting the bows off the mudbank. Bush took another glance through the port. James, the midshipman in the first cutter, was turning to look back to check that the cable was out in exact line with the length of the ship. There would be a serious loss of tractive effort if there was an angle in the cable from anchor to capstan. Launch and cutter were coming together in preparation for dropping the anchor. All round them the water suddenly boiled to a salvo from the shore; the skipping jets of the ricochets showed that it was the fort on the hill that was firing at them  and making good practice for that extreme range. The sun caught an axe blade as it turned in the air in the sternsheets of the launch; Bush saw the momentary flash. They were letting the anchor drop from where it hung from the gallows in the stern. Thank God.

Hornblowers guns were still bellowing out, making the ship tremble with their recoil, and at the same time a splintering crash over his head told him that the other battery was still firing on the ship and still scoring hits. Everything was still going on at once; Hornblower had a gang of men at work dragging aft the foremost twenty-four-pounder on the starboard side  a ticklish job with the rolling handspike under the transom of the carriage. The trucks squealed horribly as the men struggled to turn the cumbersome thing and thread their way along the crowded deck. But Bush could spare Hornblower no more than a glance as he hurried up to the maindeck to see for himself what was happening at the capstan.

The men were already taking their places at the capstan bars under the supervision of Smith and Booth; the maindeck guns were being stripped of the last of their crews to supply enough hands. Naked to the waist, the men were spitting on their hands and testing their foothold  there was no need to tell them how serious the situation was; no need for Booths knotted rattan.

Heave away! hailed Buckland from the quarterdeck.

Heave away! yelled Booth. Heave, and wake the dead!

The men flung their weight on the bars and the capstan came round, the pawls clanking rapidly as the capstan took up the slack. The boys with the nippers at the messenger had to hurry to keep pace. Then the intervals between the clanking of the pawls became longer as the capstan turned more slowly. More slowly; clank  clank  clank. Now the strain was coming; the bitts creaked as the cable tightened. Clank  clank. That was a new cable, and it could be expected to stretch a trifle.

The sudden howl of a shot  what wanton fate had directed it here of all places in the ship? Flying splinters and prostrate men; the shot had ploughed through the whole crowded mass. Red blood was pouring out, vivid in the sunshine; in understandable confusion the men drew away from the bloody wrecks.

Stand to your posts! yelled Smith. You, boys! Get those men out of the way. Another capstan bar here! Smartly now!

The ball which had wrought such fearful havoc had not spent all its force on human flesh; it had gone on to shatter the cheekpiece of a gun carriage and then to lodge in the ships side. Nor had human blood quenched it; smoke was rising on the instant from where it rested. Bush himself seized a fire bucket and dashed its contents on the glowing ball; steam blended with the smoke and the water spat and sputtered. No single fire bucket could quench twenty-four pounds of red-hot iron, but a fire party came running up to flood the smouldering menace.

The dead and the wounded had been dragged away and the men were at the capstan bars again.

Heave! shouted Booth. Clank  clank  clank. Slowly and more slowly still turned the capstan. Then it came to a dead stop while the bitts groaned under the strain.

Heave! Heave!

Clank! Then reluctantly, and after a long interval, clank! Then no more. The merciless sun beat down upon the mens straining backs; their horny feet sought for a grip against the cleats on the deck as they shoved and thrust against the bars. Bush went below again, leaving them straining away; he could, and did, send plenty of men up from the lower gundeck to treble-bank the capstan bars. There were men still hard at work in the smoky twilight hauling the last possible gun aft, but Hornblower was back among his guns supervising the pointing. Bush set his foot on the cable. It was not like a rope, but like a wooden spar, as rigid and unyielding. Then through the sole of his shoe Bush felt the slightest tremor, the very slightest; the men at the capstan were putting their reinforced strength against the bars. The clank of one more pawl gained reverberated along the ships timbers; the cable shuddered a trifle more violently and then stiffened into total rigidity again. It did not creep over an eighth of an inch under Bushs foot, although he knew that at the capstan a hundred and fifty men were straining their hearts out at the bars. One of Hornblowers guns went off; Bush felt the jar of the recoil through the cable. Faintly down the hatchways came the shouts of encouragement from Smith and Booth at the capstan, but not an inch of gain could be noted at the cable. Hornblower came and touched his hat to Bush.

Dyou notice any movement when I fire a gun, sir? As he asked the question he turned and waved to the captain of a midship gun which was loaded and run out. The gun captain brought the linstock down on the touchhole, and the gun roared out and came recoiling back through the smoke. Bushs foot on the cable recorded the effect.

Only the jar  no  yes. Inspiration came to Bush. To the question he asked Bush already knew the answer Hornblower would give. What are you thinking of?

I could fire all my guns at once. That might break the suction, sir.

So it might, indeed. The Renown was lying on mud, which was clutching her in a firm grip. If she could be severely shaken while the hawser was maintained at full tension the grip might be broken.

I think its worth trying, by God said Bush.

Very good, sir. Ill have my guns loaded and ready in three minutes, sir. Hornblower turned to his battery and funnelled his hands round his mouth. Cease fire! Cease fire, all!

Ill tell em at the capstan said Bush.

Very good, sir. Hornblower went on giving his orders. Load and double-shot your guns. Prime and run out.

That was the last that Bush heard for the moment as he went up on the maindeck and made his suggestion to Smith, who nodded in instant agreement.

 Vast heaving! shouted Smith, and the sweating men at the bars eased their weary backs.

An explanation was necessary to Buckland on the quarterdeck; he saw the force of the argument. The unfortunate man, who was watching the failure of his first venture in independent command, and whose ship was in such deadly peril, was gripping at the rail and wringing it with his two hands as if he would twist it like a corkscrew. In the midst of all this there was a piece of desperately important news that Smith had to give.

Roberts is dead he said, out of the side of his mouth.

No!

Hes dead. A shot cut him in two in the launch.

Good God!

It was to Bushs credit that he felt sorrow at the death of Roberts before his mind recorded the fact that he was now first lieutenant of a ship of the line. But there was no time now to think of either sorrow or rejoicing, not with the Renown aground and under fire. Bush hailed down the hatchway.

Below, there! Mr. Hornblower!

Sir!

Are your guns ready?

Another minute, sir.

Better take the strain said Bush to Smith; and then, louder, down the hatchway, Await my order, Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

The men settled themselves at the capstan bars again, braced their feet, and heaved.

Heave! shouted Booth. Heave!

The men might be pushing at the side of a church, so little movement did they get from the bars after the first inch.

Heave!

Bush left them and ran below. He set his foot on the rigid cable and nodded to Hornblower. The fifteen guns  two had been dragged aft from the port side  were run out and ready, the crews awaiting orders.

Captains, take your linstocks! shouted Hornblower. All you others, stand clear! Now, I shall give you the words one, two, three. At three you touch your linstocks down. Understand?

There was a buzz of agreement.

All ready? All linstocks glowing? The gun captains swung them about to get them as bright as possible. Then one  two  three!

Down came the linstocks on the touchholes, and almost simultaneously the guns roared out; even with the inevitable variation in the amounts of powder in the touchholes there was not a second between the first and the last of the fifteen explosions. Bush, his foot on the cable, felt the ship heave with the recoil  double-shotting the guns had increased the effect. The smoke came eddying into the sweltering heat, but Bush had no attention to give to it. The cable moved under his foot with the heave of the ship. Surely it was moving along. It was! He had to shift the position of his foot. The clank of a newly gained pawl on the windlass could be heard by everyone. Clank  clank. Someone in the smoke started to cheer and others took it up.

Silence! bellowed Hornblower.

Clank  clank  clank. Reluctant sounds; but the ship was moving. The cable was coming in slowly, like a mortally wounded monster. If only they could keep her on the move! Clank  clank  clank. The interval between the sounds was growing shorter  even Bush had to admit that to himself. The cable was coming in faster  faster.

Take charge here, Mr. Hornblower said Bush, and sprang for the maindeck. If the ship were free there would be urgent matters for the first lieutenant to attend to. The capstan pawls seemed almost to be playing a merry tune, so rapidly did they sound as the capstan turned.

Undoubtedly there was much to be attended to on deck. There were decisions which must be made at once. Bush touched his hat to Buckland.

Any orders, sir?

Buckland turned unhappy eyes on him.

Weve lost the flood he said.

This must be the highest moment of the tide; if they were to touch ground again, kedging off would not be so simple an operation.

Yes, sir said Bush.

The decision could only lie with Buckland; no one else could share the responsibility. But it was terribly hard for a man to have to admit defeat in his very first command. Buckland looked as if for inspiration round the bay, where the red-and-gold flags of Spain flew above the banked-up powder smoke of the batteries  no inspiration could be found there.

We can only get out with the land breeze said Buckland.

Yes, sir.

There was almost no longer for the land breeze to blow, either, thought Bush; Buckland knew it as well as he did. A shot from the fort on the hill struck into the main chains at that moment, with a jarring crash and a shower of splinters. They heard the call for the fire party, and with that Buckland reached the bitter decision.

Heave in on the spring cable he ordered. Get her round head to sea.

Aye aye, sir.

Retreat  defeat; that was what that order meant. But defeat had to be faced; even with that order given there was much that had to be done to work the ship out of the imminent danger in which she lay. Bush turned to give the orders.

 Vast heaving at the capstan, there!

The clanking ceased and the Renown rode free in the muddy, churned-up waters of the bay. To retreat she would have to turn tail, reverse herself in that confined space, and work her way out to sea. Fortunately the means were immediately available: by heaving in on the bow cable which had so far lain idle between hawsehole and anchor the ship could be brought short round.

Cast off the stern cable messenger!

The orders came quickly and easily; it was a routine piece of seamanship, even though it had to be carried out under the fire of red-hot shot. There were the boats still manned and afloat to drag the battered vessel out of harms way if the precarious breeze should die away. Round came the Renowns bows under the pull of the bow cable as the capstan set to work upon it. Even though the wind was dying away to a sweltering calm movement was obvious  but the shock of defeat and the contemplation of that accursed artillery! While the capstan was dragging the ship up to her anchor the necessity for keeping the ship on the move occurred to Bush. He touched his hat to Buckland again.

Shall I warp her down the bay, sir?

Buckland had been standing by the binnacle staring vacantly at the fort. It was not a question of physical cowardice  that was obvious  but the shock of defeat and the contemplation of the future had made the man temporarily incapable of logical thought. But Bushs question prodded him back into dealing with the current situation.

Yes said Buckland, and Bush turned away, happy to have something useful to do which he well knew how to do.

Another anchor had to be cockbilled at the port bow, another cable roused out. A hail to James, in command of the boats since Roberts death, told him of the new evolution and called him under the bows for the anchor to be lowered down to the launch  the trickiest part of the whole business. Then the launchs crew bent to their oars and towed ahead, their boat crank with the ponderous weight that it bore dangling aft and with the cable paying out astern of it. Yard by yard, to the monotonous turning of the capstan, the Renown crept up to her first anchor, and when that cable was straight up and down the flutter of a signal warned James, now far ahead in the launch, to drop the anchor his boat carried and return for the stream anchor which was about to be hauled up. The stern cable, now of no more use, had to be unhitched and got in, the effort of the capstan transferred from one cable to the other, while the two cutters were given lines by which they could contribute their tiny effort to the general result, towing the ponderous ship and giving her the smallest conceivable amount of motion which yet was valuable when it was a matter of such urgency to withdraw the ship out of range.

Down below Hornblower was at work dragging forward the guns he had previously dragged aft; the rumble and squeal of the trucks over the planking was audible through the ship over the monotonous clanking of the capstan. Overhead blazed the pitiless sun, softening the pitch in the seams, while yard after painful yard, cables length after cables length, the ship crept on down the bay out of range of the red-hot shot, over the glittering still water; down the bay of Samaná until at last they were out of range, and could pause while the men drank a niggardly half-pint of warm odorous water before turning back to their labours. To bury the dead, to repair the damages, and to digest the realisation of defeat. Maybe to wonder if the captains malign influence still persisted, mad and helpless though he was.


CHAPTER VIII
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WHEN THE TROPIC night closed down upon the battered Renown, as she stood off the land under easy sail, just enough to stiffen her to ride easily over the Atlantic rollers that the trade wind, reinforced by the sea breeze, sent hurrying under her bows, Buckland sat anxiously discussing the situation with his new first lieutenant. Despite the breeze, the little cabin was like an oven; the two lanterns which hung from the deck beams to illuminate the chart on the table seemed to heat the room unbearably. Bush felt the perspiration prickling under his uniform, and his stock constricted his thick neck so that every now and again he put two fingers into it and tugged, without relief. It would have been the simplest matter in the world to take off his heavy uniform coat and unhook his stock, but it never crossed his mind that he should do so. Bodily discomfort was something that one bore without complaint in a hard world; habit and pride both helped.

Then you think we should bear up for Jamaica? asked Buckland.

I wouldnt go as far as to advise it, sir replied Bush, cautiously.

The responsibility was Bucklands, entirely Bucklands, by the law of the navy, and Bush was a little irked at Bucklands trying to share it.

But what else can we do? asked Buckland. What do you suggest?

Bush remembered the plan of campaign Hornblower had sketched out to him, but he did not put it instantly forward; he had not weighed it sufficiently in his mind  he did not even know if he thought it practicable. Instead he temporised.

If we head for Jamaica itll be with our tail between our legs, sir he said.

Thats perfectly true agreed Buckland, with a helpless gesture. Theres the captain  

Yes said Bush. Theres the captain.

If the Renown were to report to the admiral at Kingston with a resounding success to her record there might not be too diligent an inquiry into past events; but if she came limping in, defeated, battered, it would be far more likely that inquiry might be made into the reasons why her captain had been put under restraint, why Buckland had read the secret orders, why he had taken upon himself the responsibility of making the attack upon Samaná.

It was young Hornblower who said the same thing to me complained Buckland pettishly. I wish Id never listened to him.

What did you ask him, sir? asked Bush.

Oh, I cant say that I asked him anything replied Buckland, pettishly again. We were yarning together on the quarterdeck one evening. It was his watch.

I remember, sir prompted Bush.

We talked. The infernal little whippersnapper said just what you were saying  I dont remember how it started. But then it was a question of going to Antigua. Hornblower said that it would be better if we had the chance to achieve something before we faced an inquiry about the captain. He said it was my opportunity. So it was, I suppose. My great chance. But with Hornblower talking youd think I was going to be posted captain tomorrow. And now  

Bucklands gesture indicated how much chance he thought he had of ever being posted captain now.

Bush thought about the report Buckland would have to make: nine killed and twenty wounded; the Renowns attack ignominiously beaten off; Samaná Bay as safe a refuge for privateers as ever. He was glad he was not Buckland, but at the same time he realised that there was grave danger of his being tarred with the same brush. He was first lieutenant now, he was one of the officers who had acquiesced, if nothing more, in the displacement of Sawyer from command, and it would take a victory to invest him with any virtue at all in the eyes of his superiors.

Damn it said Buckland in pathetic self-defence, we did our best. Anyone could run aground in that channel. It wasnt our fault that the helmsman was killed. Nothing could get up the bay under that crossfire.

Hornblower was suggesting a landing on the seaward side. In Scotchmans Bay, sir. Bush was speaking as cautiously as he could.

Another of Hornblowers suggestions? said Buckland.

I think thats what he had in mind from the start, sir. A landing and a surprise attack.

Probably it was because the attempt had failed, but Bush now could see the unreason of taking a wooden ship into a situation where red-hot cannon balls could be fired into her.

What do you think?

Well, sir  

Bush was not sure enough about what he thought to be able to express himself with any clarity. But if they had failed once they might as well fail twice; as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb. Bush was a sturdy soul; it went against his grain to yield in face of difficulties, and he was irritated at the thought of a tame retreat after a single repulse. The difficulty was to devise an alternative plan of campaign. He tried to say all these things to Buckland, and was sufficiently carried away to be incautious.

I see said Buckland. In the light of the swaying lamps the play of the shadows on his face accentuated the struggle in his expression. He came to a sudden decision. Lets hear what he has to say.

Aye aye, sir. Smith has the watch. Hornblower has the middle  I expect he has turned in until hes called.

Buckland was as weary as anyone in the ship  wearier than most, it seemed likely. The thought of Hornblower stretched at ease in his cot while his superiors sat up fretting wrought Buckland up to a pitch of decision that he might not otherwise have reached, determining him to act at once instead of waiting till the morrow.

Pass the word for him he ordered.

Hornblower came into the cabin with commendable promptitude, his hair tousled and his clothes obviously hastily thrown on. He threw a nervous glance round the cabin as he entered; obviously he suffered from not unreasonable doubts as to why he had been summoned thus into the presence of his superiors.

What plan is this Ive been hearing about? asked Buckland. You had some suggestion for storming the fort, I understand, Mr. Hornblower.

Hornblower did not answer immediately; he was marshalling his arguments and reconsidering his first plan in the light of the new situation  Bush could see that it was hardly fair that Hornblower should be called upon to state his plan now that the Renown had made one attempt and had failed after sacrificing the initial advantage of surprise. But Bush could see that he was reordering his ideas.

I thought a landing might have more chance, sir he said. But that was before the Dons knew there was a ship of the line in the neighbourhood.

And now you dont think so?

Bucklands tone was a mixture of relief and disappointment  relief that he might not have to reach any further decisions, and disappointment that some easy way of gaining success was not being put forward. But Hornblower had had time now to sort out his ideas, and to think about times and distances. That showed in his face.

I think something might well be tried, sir, as long as it was tried at once.

At once? This was night, the crew were weary, and Bucklands tone showed surprise at the suggestion of immediate activity. You dont mean tonight?

Tonight might be the best time, sir. The Dons have seen us driven off with our tail between our legs  excuse me, sir, but thats how itll look to them, at least. The last they saw of us was beating out of Samaná Bay at sunset. Theyll be pleased with themselves. You know how they are, sir. An attack at dawn from another quarter, overland, would be the last thing theyd expect.

That sounded like sense to Bush, and he made a small approving noise, the most he would venture towards making a contribution to the debate.

How would you make this attack, Mr. Hornblower? asked Buckland.

Hornblower had his ideas in order now; the weariness disappeared and there was a glow of enthusiasm in his face.

The winds fair for Scotchmans Bay, sir. We could be back there in less than two hours  before midnight. By the time we arrive we can have the landing party told off and prepared. A hundred seamen and the marines. Theres a good landing beach there  we saw it yesterday. The country inland must be marshy, before the hills of the peninsula start again, but we can land on the peninsula side of the marsh. I marked the place yesterday, sir.

Well?

Hornblower swallowed the realisation that it was possible for a man not to be able to continue from that point with a single leap of his imagination.

The landing party can make their way up to the crest without difficulty, sir. Theres no question of losing their way  the sea one side and Samaná Bay on the other. They can move forward along the crest. At dawn they can rush the fort. What with the marsh and the cliffs the Donsll keep a poor lookout on that side, I fancy, sir.

You make it sound very easy, Mr. Hornblower. But  a hundred and eighty men?

Enough, I think, sir.

What makes you think so?

There were six guns firing at us from the fort, sir. Ninety men at most  sixty more likely. Ammunition party; men to heat the furnaces. A hundred and fifty men altogether; perhaps as few as a hundred.

But why should that be all they had?

The Dons have nothing to fear on that side of the island. Theyre holding out against the blacks, and the French, maybe, and the English in Jamaica. Theres nothing to tempt the blacks to attack em across the marshes. Its south of Samaná Bay that the danger lies. The Donll have every man that can carry a musket on that side. Thats where the cities are. Thats where this fellow Toussaint, or whatever his name is, will be threatening em, sir.

The last word of this long speech came as a fortunate afterthought; Hornblower clearly was restraining himself from pointing out the obvious too didactically to his superior officer. And Bush could see Buckland squirm in discomfort at this casual mention of blacks and French. Those secret orders  which Bush had not been allowed to read  must lay down some drastic instructions regarding the complicated political situation in Santo Domingo, where the revolted slaves, the French, and the Spaniards (nominal allies though these last might be, elsewhere in the world) all contended for the mastery.

Well leave the blacks and the French out of this said Buckland, confirming Bushs suspicions.

Yes, sir. But the Dons wont said Hornblower, not very abashed. Theyre more afraid of the blacks than of us at present.

So you think this attack might succeed? asked Buckland, desperately changing the subject.

I think it might, sir. But times getting on.

Buckland sat looking at his two juniors in painful indecision, and Bush felt full sympathy for him. A second bloody repulse  possibly something even worse, the cutting off and capitulation of the entire landing party would be Bucklands certain ruin.

With the fort in our hands, sir said Hornblower, we can deal with the privateers up the bay. They could never use it as an anchorage again.

Thats true agreed Buckland. It would be a neat and economical fulfilment of his orders; it would restore his credit.

The timbers of the ship creaked rhythmically as the Renown rode over the waves. The trade wind came blowing into the cabin, relieving it of some of its stuffiness, breathing cooler air on Bushs sweaty face.

Damn it said Buckland with sudden reckless decision, lets do it.

Very good, sir said Hornblower.

Bush had to restrain himself from saying something that would express his pleasure; Hornblower had used a neutral tone  too obvious pushing of Buckland along the path of action might have a reverse effect and goad him into reversing his decision even now.

And although this decision had been reached there was another one, almost equally important, which had to be reached at once.

Who will be in command? asked Buckland. It could only be a rhetorical question; nobody except Buckland could possibly supply the answer, and to Bush and Hornblower this was obvious. They could only wait.

Itd be poor Roberts duty if he had lived said Buckland, and then he turned to look at Bush.

Mr. Bush, you will take command.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush got up from his chair and stood with his head bowed uneasily under the deck timbers above.

Who do you want to take with you?

Hornblower had been on his feet during the whole interview; now he shifted his weight self-consciously from one foot to the other.

Do you require me any more, sir? he said to Buckland.

Bush could not tell by looking at him what emotions were at work in him; he had the pose merely of a respectful, attentive officer. Bush thought about Smith, the remaining lieutenant in the ship. He thought about Whiting, the captain of marines, who would certainly have to take part in the landing. There were midshipmen and masters mates to be used as subordinate officers. He was going to be responsible for a risky and desperate operation of war  now it was his own credit, as well as Bucklands, that was at stake. Whom did he want at his side at this, one of the most important moments in his career? Another lieutenant, if he asked for one, would be second in command, might expect to have a voice in the decisions to be made.

Do we need Mr. Hornblower any more, Mr. Bush? asked Buckland.

Hornblower would be an active subordinate in command. A restless one, would be another way of expressing it. He would be apt to criticise, in thought at least. Bush did not think he cared to exercise command with Hornblower listening to his every order. This whole internal debate of Bushs did not take definite shape, with formal arguments pro and con; it was rather a conflict of prejudices and instincts, the result of years of experience, which Bush could never have expressed in words. He decided he needed neither Hornblower nor Smith at the moment before he looked again at Hornblowers face. Hornblower was trying to remain impassive; but Bush could see, with sympathetic insight, how desperately anxious he was to be invited to join in the expedition. Any officer would want to go, of course, would yearn to be given an opportunity to distinguish himself, but actuating Hornblower was some motive more urgent than this. Hornblowers hands were at his sides, in the attention position, but Bush noticed how the long fingers tapped against his thighs, restrained themselves, and then tapped again uncontrollably. It was not cool judgment that finally brought Bush to his decision, but something quite otherwise. It might be called kindliness; it might be called affection. He had grown fond of this volatile, versatile young man, and he had no doubts now as to his physical courage.

Id like Mr. Hornblower to come with me, sir he said; it seemed almost without his volition that the words came from his mouth; a softhearted elder brother might have said much the same thing, burdening himself with the presence of a much younger brother out of kindness of heart when contemplating some pleasant days activities.

And as he spoke he received a glance in return from Hornblower that stifled at birth any regrets he may have felt at allowing his sentiments to influence his judgment. There was so much of relief, so much of gratitude, in the way Hornblower looked at him that Bush experienced a kindly glow of magnanimity; he felt a bigger and better man for what he had done. Naturally he did not for a moment see anything incongruous about Hornblowers being grateful for a decision that would put him in peril of his life.

Very well, Mr. Bush said Buckland; typically, he wavered for a space after agreeing. That will leave me with only one lieutenant.

Carberry could take watch, sir replied Bush. And there are several among the masters mates who are good watch-keeping officers.

It was as natural for Bush to argue down opposition once he had committed himself as it might be for a fish to snap at a lure.

Very well said Buckland again, almost with a sigh. And what is it thats troubling you, Mr. Hornblower?

Nothing, sir.

There was something you wanted to say. Out with it.

Nothing important, sir. It can wait. But I was wondering about altering course, sir. We can head for Scotchmans Bay now and waste no time.

I suppose we can. Buckland knew as well as any officer in the navy that the whims of wind and weather were unpredictable, and that action upon any decision at sea should in consequence never be delayed, but he was likely to forget it unless he were prodded. Oh, very well. Wed better get her before the wind, then. Whats the course?

After the bustle of wearing the ship round had died away Buckland led the way back to his cabin and threw himself wearily into his chair again. He put on a whimsical air to conceal the anxiety which was now consuming him afresh.

Weve satisfied Mr. Hornblower for a moment he said. Now lets hear what you need, Mr. Bush.

The discussion regarding the proposed expedition proceeded along normal lines; the men to be employed, the equipment that was to be issued to them, the rendezvous that had to be arranged for next morning. Hornblower kept himself studiously in the background as these points were settled.

Any suggestions, Mr. Hornblower? asked Bush at length. Politeness, if not policy as well, dictated the question.

Only one, sir. We might have with us some boat grapnels with lines attached. If we have to scale the walls they might be useful.

Thats so agreed Bush. Remember to see that theyre issued.

Aye aye, sir.

Do you need a messenger, Mr. Hornblower? asked Buckland.

It might be better if I had one, sir.

Anyone in particular?

Id prefer to have Wellard, sir, if youve no objection. Hes cool-headed and thinks quickly.

Very well. Buckland looked hard at Hornblower at the mention of Wellards name, but said nothing more on the subject for the moment.

Anything else? No? Mr. Bush? All settled?

Yes, sir said Bush.

Buckland drummed with his fingers on the table. The recent alteration of course had not been the decisive move; it did not commit him to anything. But the next order would. If the hands were roused out, arms issued to them, instructions given for a landing, he could hardly draw back. Another attempt; maybe another failure; maybe a disaster. It was not in his power to command success, while it was certainly in his power to obviate failure by simply not risking it. He looked up and met the gaze of his two subordinates turned on him remorselessly. No, it was too late now  he had been mistaken when he thought he could draw back. He could not.

Then it only remains to issue the orders he said. Will you see to it, if you please?

Aye aye, sir said Bush.

He and Hornblower were about to leave the cabin when Buckland asked the question he had wanted to ask for so long. It necessitated an abrupt change of subject, even though the curiosity that inspired the question had been reawakened by Hornblowers mention of Wellard. But Buckland, full of the virtuous glow of having reached a decision, felt emboldened to ask the question; it was a moment of exaltation in any case, and confidences were possible.

By the way, Mr. Hornblower he said, and Hornblower halted beside the door, how did the captain come to fall down the hatchway?

Bush saw the expressionless mask take the place of the eager look on Hornblowers face. The answer took a moment or two to come.

I think he must have overbalanced, sir said Hornblower, with the utmost respect and a complete absence of feeling in his voice. The ship was lively that night, you remember, sir.

I suppose she was said Buckland; disappointment and perplexity were audible in his tone. He stared at Hornblower, but there was nothing to be gleaned from that face. Oh, very well then. Carry on.

Aye aye, sir.


CHAPTER IX
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THE SEA BREEZE had died away with the cooling of the land, and it was that breathless time of night when air pressures over island and ocean were evenly balanced. Not many miles out at sea the trade winds could blow, as they blew eternally, but here on the beach a humid calm prevailed. The long swell of the Atlantic broke momentarily at the first hint of shallows far out, but lived on, like some once vigorous man now feeble after an illness, to burst rhythmically in foam on the beach to the westward; here, where the limestone cliffs of the Samaná peninsula began, there was a sheltered corner where a small watercourse had worn a wide gully in the cliff, at the most easterly end of the wide beach. And sea and surf and beach seemed to be afire; in the dark night the phosphorescence of the water was vividly bright, heaving up with the surf, running up the beach with the breakers, and lighting up the oar blades as the launches pulled to shore. The boats seemed to be floating on fire which derived new life from their passage; each launch left a wake of fire behind it, with a vivid streak on either side where the oar blades had bitten into the water.

Both landing and ascent were easy at the foot of the gully; the launches nuzzled their bows into the sand and the landing party had only to climb out, thigh-deep in the water  thigh-deep in liquid fire  holding their weapons and cartridge boxes high to make sure they were not wetted. Even the experienced seamen in the party were impressed by the brightness of the phosphorescence; the raw hands were excited by it enough to raise a bubbling chatter which called for a sharp order to repress it. Bush was one of the earliest to climb out of his launch; he splashed ashore and stood on the unaccustomed solidity of the beach while the others followed him; the water streamed down out of his soggy trouser legs.

A dark figure appeared before him, coming from the direction of the other launch.

My party is all ashore, sir it reported.

Very good, Mr. Hornblower.

Ill start up the gully with the advanced guard then, sir?

Yes, Mr. Hornblower. Carry out your orders.

Bush was tense and excited, as far as his stoical training and phlegmatic temperament would allow him to be; he would have liked to plunge into action at once, but the careful scheme worked out in consultation with Hornblower did not allow it. He stood aside while his own party was being formed up and Hornblower called the other division to order.

Starbowlines! Follow me closely. Every man is to keep in touch with the man ahead of him. Remember your muskets arent loaded  its no use snapping them if we meet an enemy. Cold steel for that. If any one of you is fool enough to load and fire hell get four dozen at the gangway tomorrow. That I promise you. Woolton!

Sir!

Bring up the rear. Now follow me, you men, starting from the right of the line.

Hornblowers party filed off into the darkness. Already the marines were coming ashore, their scarlet tunics black against the phosphorescence. The white crossbelts were faintly visible side by side in a rigid two-deep line as they formed up, the non-commissioned officers snapping low-voiced orders at them. With his left hand still resting on his sword hilt Bush checked once more with his right hand that his pistols were in his belt and his cartridges in his pocket. A shadowy figure halted before him with a military click of the heels.

All present and correct, sir. Ready to march off said Whitings voice.

Thank you. We may as well start. Mr. Abbott!

Sir!

You have your orders. Im leaving with the marine detachment now. Follow us.

Aye aye, sir.

It was a long hard climb up the gully; the sand soon was replaced by rock, flat ledges of limestone, but even among the limestone there was a sturdy vegetation, fostered by the tropical rains which fell profusely on this northern face. Only in the bed of the watercourse itself, dry now with all the water having seeped into the limestone, was there a clear passage, if clear it could be called, for it was jagged and irregular, with steep ledges up which Bush had to heave himself. In a few minutes he was streaming with sweat, but he climbed on stubbornly. Behind him the marines followed clumsily, boots clashing, weapons and equipment clinking, so that anyone might think the noise would be heard a mile away. Someone slipped and swore.

Keep a still tongue in yer ead! snapped a corporal.

Silence! snarled Whiting over his shoulder.

Onward and upward; here and there the vegetation was lofty enough to cut off the faint light from the stars, and Bush had to grope his way along over the rock, his breath coming with difficulty, powerfully built man though he was. Fireflies showed here and there as he climbed; it was years since he had seen fireflies last, but he paid no attention to them now. They excited irrepressible comment among the marines following him, though; Bush felt a bitter rage against the uncontrolled louts who were imperilling everything  their own lives as well as the success of the expedition  by their silly comments.

Ill deal with em, sir said Whiting, and dropped back to let the column overtake him.

Higher up a squeaky voice, moderated as best its owner knew how, greeted him from the darkness ahead.

Mr. Bush, sir?

Yes.

This is Wellard, sir. Mr. Hornblower sent me back here to act as guide. Theres grassland beginning just above here.

Very well said Bush.

He halted for a space, wiping his streaming face with his coat sleeve, while the column closed up behind him. It was not much farther to climb when he moved on again; Wellard led him past a clump of shadowy trees, and, sure enough, Bush felt grass under his feet, and he could walk more freely, uphill still, but only a gentle slope compared with the gully. There was a low challenge ahead of them.

Friend said Wellard. This is Mr. Bush here.

Glad to see you, sir said another voice  Hornblowers.

Hornblower detached himself from the darkness and came forward to make his report.

My party is formed up just ahead, sir. Ive sent Saddler and two reliable men on as scouts.

Very good said Bush, and meant it.

The marine sergeant was reporting to Whiting.

All present, sir, cept for Chapman, sir. Es sprained is ankle, or e says e as, sir. Left im beind back there, sir.

Let your men rest, Captain Whiting said Bush.

Life in the confines of a ship of the line was no sort of training for climbing cliffs in the tropics, especially as the day before had been exhausting. The marines lay down, some of them with groans of relief which drew the unmistakable reproof of savage kicks from the sergeants toe.

Were on the crest here, sir said Hornblower. You can see over into the bay from that side there.

Three miles from the fort, dye think?

Bush did not mean to ask a question, for he was in command, but Hornblower was so ready with his report that Bush could not help doing so.

Perhaps. Less than four, anyway, sir. Dawn in four hours from now, and the moon rises in half an hour.

Yes.

Theres some sort of track or path along the crest, sir, as youd expect. It should lead to the fort.

Yes.

Hornblower was a good subordinate, clearly. Bush realised now that there would naturally be a track along the crest of the peninsula  that would be the obvious thing  but the probability had not occurred to him until that moment.

If you will permit me, sir went on Hornblower, Ill leave James in command of my party and push on ahead with Saddler and Wellard and see how the land lies.

Very good, Mr. Hornblower.

Yet no sooner had Hornblower left than Bush felt a vague irritation. It seemed that Hornblower was taking too much on himself. Bush was not a man who would tolerate any infringement upon his authority. However, Bush was distracted from this train of thought by the arrival of the second division of seamen, who came sweating and gasping up to join the main body. With the memory of his own weariness when he arrived still fresh in his mind Bush allowed them a rest period before he should push on with his united force. Even in the darkness a cloud of insects had discovered the sweating force, and a host of them sang round Bushs ears and bit him viciously at every opportunity. The crew of the Renown had been long at sea and were tender and desirable in consequence. Bush slapped at himself and swore, and every man in his command did the same.

Mr. Bush, sir?

It was Hornblower back again.

Yes?

Its a definite trail, sir. It crosses a gully just ahead, but its not a serious obstacle.

Thank you, Mr. Hornblower. Well move forward. Start with your division, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

The advance began. The domed limestone top of the peninsula was covered with long grass, interspersed with occasional trees. Off the track walking was a little difficult on account of the toughness and irregularity of the bunches of high grass, but on the track it was comparatively easy. The men could move along it in something like a solid body, well closed up. Their eyes, thoroughly accustomed to the darkness, could see in the starlight enough to enable them to pick their way. The gully that Hornblower had reported was only a shallow depression with easily sloping sides and presented no difficulty.

Bush plodded on at the head of the marines with Whiting at his side, the darkness all about him like a warm blanket. There was a kind of dreamlike quality about the march, induced perhaps by the fact that Bush had not slept for twenty-four hours and was stupid with the fatigues he had undergone during that period. The path was ascending gently  naturally, of course, since it was rising to the highest part of the peninsula where the fort was sited.

Ah! said Whiting suddenly.

The path had wandered to the right, away from the sea and towards the bay, and now they had crossed the backbone of the peninsula and opened up the view over the bay. On their right they could see clear down the bay to the sea, and there it was not quite dark, for above the horizon a little moonlight was struggling through the clouds that lay at the lower edge of the sky.

Mr. Bush, sir?

This was Wellard, his voice more under command this time.

Here I am.

Mr. Hornblower sent me back again, sir. Theres another gully ahead, crossing the path. An weve come across some cattle, sir. Asleep on the hill. We disturbed em, and theyre wandering about.

Thank you, I understand said Bush.

Bush had the lowest opinion of the ordinary man and the subordinary man who constituted the great bulk of his command. He knew perfectly well that if they were to blunder into cattle along this path they would think they were meeting the enemy. There would be excitement and noise, even if there was no shooting.

Tell Mr. Hornblower I am going to halt for fifteen minutes.

Aye aye, sir.

A rest and opportunity to close up the column were desirable for the weary men in any case, as long as there was time to spare. And during the rest the men could be personally and individually warned about the possibility of encountering cattle. Bush knew that merely to pass the word back down the column would be unsatisfactory, actually unsafe, with these tired and slow-witted men. He gave the order and the column came to a halt, of course with sleepy men bumping into the men in front of them with a clatter and a murmur that the whispered curses of the petty officers with difficulty suppressed. While the warning was being circulated among the men lying in the grass another trouble was reported to Bush by a petty officer.

Seaman Black, sir. Es drunk.

Drunk?

 E must ave ad sperrits in is canteen, sir. You can smell it on is breff. Dunno ow e got it, sir.

With a hundred and eighty seamen and marines under his command one man at least was likely to be drunk. The ability of the British sailor to get hold of liquor and his readiness to over-indulge in it were part of his physical make-up, like his ears or his eyes.

Where is he now?

 E made a noise, sir, so I clipped im on the earole an es quiet now, sir.

There was much left untold in that brief sentence, as Bush could guess, but he had no reason to make further inquiry while he thought of what to do.

Choose a steady seaman and leave him with Black when we go on.

Aye aye, sir.

So the landing party was the weaker now by the loss of the services not only of the drunken Black but of the man who must be left behind to keep him out of mischief. But it was lucky that there were not more stragglers than there had been up to now.

As the column moved forward again Hornblowers unmistakable gangling figure showed up ahead, silhouetted against the faint moonlight. He fell into step beside Bush and made his report.

Ive sighted the fort, sir.

You have?

Yes, sir. A mile ahead from here, or thereabouts, theres another gully. The forts beyond that. You can see it against the moon. Maybe half a mile, beyond, maybe less. Ive left Wellard and Saddler at the gully with orders to halt the advance there.

Thank you.

Bush plodded on over the uneven surface. Now despite his fatigue he was growing tense again, as the tiger having scented his prey braces his muscles for the spring. Bush was a fighting man, and the thought of action close ahead acted as a stimulant to him. Two hours to sunrise; time and to spare.

Half a mile from the gully to the fort? he asked.

Less than that, I should say, sir.

Very well. Ill halt there and wait for daylight.

Yes, sir. May I go on to join my division?

You may, Mr. Hornblower.

Bush and Whiting were holding down the pace of the march to a slow methodical step, adapted to the capacity of the slowest and clumsiest man in the column; Bush at this moment was checking himself from lengthening his stride under the spur of the prospect of action. Hornblower went plunging ahead; Bush could see his awkward gait but found himself approving of his subordinates overflowing energy. He began to discuss with Whiting plans for the final assault.

There was a petty officer waiting for them at the approach to the gully. Bush passed the word back for the column to be ready to halt, and then halted it. He went forward to reconnoitre; with Whiting and Hornblower beside him he stared forward at the square silhouette of the fort against the sky. It even seemed possible to see the dark line of the flagpole. Now his tenseness was eased; the scowl that had been on his face in the last stages of the advance had softened into an expression of good humour, which was wasted in the circumstances.

The arrangements were quickly made, the orders whispered back and forth, the final warnings given. It was the most dangerous moment so far, as the men had to be moved up into the gully and deployed ready for a rush. One whisper from Whiting called for more than a moments cogitation from Bush.

Shall I give permission for the men to load, sir?

No answered Bush at length. Cold steel.

It would be too much of a risk to allow all those muskets to be loaded in the dark. There would not only be the noise of the ramrods, but there was also the danger of some fool pulling a trigger. Hornblower went off to the left, Whiting with his marines to the right, and Bush lay down in the midst of his division in the centre. His legs ached with their unaccustomed exercise, and as he lay his head was inclined to swim with fatigue and lack of sleep. He roused himself and sat up so as to bring himself under control again. Except for his weariness he did not find the waiting period troublesome to him; years of life at sea with its uncounted eventless watches, and years of war with its endless periods of boredom, had inured him to waiting. Some of the seamen actually slept as they lay in the rocky gully; more than once Bush heard snores begin, abruptly cut off by the nudges of the snorers neighbours.

Now there, at last, right ahead, beyond the fort  was the sky a little paler? Or was it merely that the moon had climbed above the cloud? All round about save there the sky was like purple velvet, still spangled with stars. But there  there  undoubtedly there was a pallor in the sky which had not been there before. Bush stirred and felt again at the uncomfortable pistols in his belt. They were at half-cock; he must remember to pull the hammers back. On the horizon there was a suspicion, the merest suggestion, of a redness mingled with the purple of the sky.

Pass the word down the line said Bush. Prepare to attack.

He waited for the word to pass, but in less time than was possible for it to have reached the ends of the line there were sounds and disturbances in the gully. The damned fools who were always to be found in any body of men had started to rise as soon as the word had reached them, probably without even bothering to pass the word on themselves. But the example would be infectious, at least; beginning at the wings, and coming back to the centre where Bush was, a double ripple of men rising to their feet went along the line. Bush rose too. He drew his sword, balanced it in his hand, and when he was satisfied with his grip he drew a pistol with his left hand and pulled back the hammer. Over on the right there was a sudden clatter of metal; the marines were fixing their bayonets. Bush could see the faces now of the men to right and to left of him.

Forward! he said, and the line came surging up out of the gully. Steady, there!

He said the last words almost loudly; sooner or later the hotheads in the line would start to run, and later would be better than sooner. He wanted his men to reach the fort in a single wave, not in a succession of breathless individuals. Out on the left he heard Hornblowers voice saying Steady as well. The noise of the advance must reach the fort now, must attract the attention even of sleepy, careless Spanish sentries. Soon a sentry would call for his sergeant, the sergeant would come to see, would hesitate a moment, and then give the alarm. The fort bulked square in front of Bush, still shadowy black against the newly red sky; he simply could not restrain himself from quickening his step, and the line came hurrying forward along with him. Then someone raised a shout, and then the other hotheads shouted, and the whole line started to run, Bush running with them.

Like magic, they were at the edge of the ditch, a six-foot scarp, almost vertical, cut in the limestone.

Come on! shouted Bush.

Even with his sword and his pistol in his hands he was able to precipitate himself down the scarp, turning his back to the fort and clinging to the edge with his elbows before allowing himself to drop. The bottom of the dry ditch was slippery and irregular, but he plunged across it to the opposite scarp. Yelling men clustered along it, hauling themselves up.

Give me a hoist! shouted Bush to the men on either side of him, and they put their shoulders to his thighs and almost threw him up bodily. He found himself on his face, lying on the narrow shelf above the ditch at the foot of the ramparts. A few yards along a seaman was already trying to fling his grapnel up to the top. It came thundering down, missing Bush by no more than a yard, but the seaman without a glance at him snatched it back, poised himself again, and flung the grapnel up the ramparts. It caught, and the seaman, setting his feet against the ramparts and grasping the line with his hands, began to climb like a madman. Before he was half-way up another seaman had grabbed the line and started to scale the ramparts after him, and a yelling crowd of excited men gathered round contending for the next place. Farther along the foot of the ramparts another grapnel had caught and another crowd of yelling men were gathered about the line. Now there was musketry fire; a good many loud reports, and a whiff of powder smoke came to Bushs nostrils in sharp contrast with the pure night air that he had been breathing.

Round on the other face of the fort on his right the marines would be trying to burst in through the embrasures of the guns; Bush turned to his left to see what could be done there. Almost instantly he found his reward; here was the sally port into the fort  a wide wooden door bound with iron, sheltered in the angle of the small projecting bastion at the corner of the fort. Two idiots of seamen were firing their muskets up at the heads that were beginning to show above  not a thought for the door. The average seaman was not fit to be trusted with a musket. Bush raised his voice so that it pealed like a trumpet above the din.

Axemen here! Axemen! Axemen!

There were still plenty of men down in the ditch who had not yet had time to scale the scarp; one of them, waving an axe, plunged through the crowd and began to climb up. But Silk, the immensely powerful bosuns mate who commanded a section of seamen in Bushs division, came running along the shelf and grabbed the axe. He began to hew at the door, with tremendous methodical blows, gathering his body together and then flinging the axehead into the wood with all the strength in his body. Another axeman arrived, elbowed Bush aside, and started to hack at the door as well, but he was neither as accomplished nor as powerful. The thunder of their blows resounded in the angle. The iron-barred wicket in the door opened, with a gleam of steel beyond the bars. Bush pointed his pistol and fired. Silks axe drove clean through the door, and he wrenched the blade free; then, changing his aim, he began to swing the axe in a horizontal arc at the middle part of the door. Three mighty blows and he paused to direct the other axeman where to strike. Silk struck again and again; then he put down the axe, set his fingers in the jagged hole that had opened, his foot against the door, and with one frightful muscle-tearing effort he rent away a whole section of the door. There was a beam across the gap he had opened; Silks axe crashed onto it and through it, and again. With a hoarse shout Silk plunged, axe in hand, through the jagged hole.

Come along, men! yelled Bush, at the top of his lungs, and plunged through after him.

This was the open courtyard of the fort. Bush stumbled over a dead man and looked up to see a group of men before him, in their shirts, or naked; coffee-coloured faces with long disordered moustaches; men with cutlasses and pistols. Silk flung himself upon them like a maniac, the axe swinging. A Spaniard fell under the axe; Bush saw a severed finger fall to the ground as the axe crashed through the Spaniards ineffectual guard. Pistols banged and smoke eddied about as Bush rushed forward too. There were other men swarming after him. Bushs sword clashed against a cutlass and then the group turned and fled. Bush swung with his sword at a naked shoulder fleeing before him, and saw a red wound open in the flesh and heard the man scream. The man he was pursuing vanished somewhere, like a wraith, and Bush, hurrying on to find other enemies, met a red-coated marine, hatless, his hair wild and his eyes blazing, yelling like a fiend. Bush actually had to parry the bayonet-thrust the marine made at him.

Steady, you fool! shouted Bush, only conscious after the words had passed his lips that they were spoken at the top of his voice.

There was a hint of recognition in the marines mad eyes, and he turned aside, his bayonet at the charge, and rushed on. There were other marines in the background; they must have made their way in through the embrasures. They were all yelling, all drunk with fighting. And here was another rush of seamen, swarming down from the ramparts they had scaled. On the far side there were wooden buildings; his men were swarming round them and shots and screams were echoing from them. Those must be the barracks and storehouses, and the garrison must have fled there for shelter from the fury of the stormers.

Whiting appeared, his scarlet tunic filthy, his sword dangling from his wrist. His eyes were bleary and cloudy.

Call em off said Bush, grasping at his own sanity with a desperate effort.

It took Whiting a moment to recognise him and to understand the order.

Yes, sir he said.

A fresh flood of seamen came pouring into view beyond the buildings; Hornblowers division had found its way into the fort on the far side, evidently. Bush looked round him and called to a group of his own men who appeared at that moment.

Follow me he said, and pushed on.

A ramp with an easy slope led up the side of the ramparts. A dead man lay there, half-way up, but Bush gave the corpse no more attention than it deserved. At the top was the main battery, six huge guns pointing through the embrasures. And beyond was the sky, all bloody-red with the dawn. A third of the way up to the zenith reached the significant colour, but even while Bush halted to look at it a golden gleam of sun showed through the clouds on the horizon, and the red began to fade perceptibly; blue sky and white clouds and blazing golden sun took its place. That was the measure of the time the assault had taken; only the few minutes from earliest dawn to tropical sunrise. Bush stood and grasped this astonishing fact  it could have been late afternoon as far as his own sensations went.

Here from the gun platform the whole view of the bay opened up. There was the opposite shore; the shallows where the Renown had grounded (was it only yesterday?), the rolling country lifting immediately into the hills of that side, with the sharply defined shape of the other battery at the foot of the point. To the left the peninsula dropped sharply in a series of jagged headlands, stretching like fingers out into the blue, blue ocean; farther round still was the sapphire surface of Scotchmans Bay, and there, with her backed mizzen topsail catching brilliantly the rising sun, lay the Renown. At that distance she looked like a lovely toy; Bush caught his breath at the sight of her, not because of the beauty of the scene but with relief. The sight of the ship, and the associated memories which the sight called up in his mind, brought his sanity flooding back; there were a thousand things to be done now.

Hornblower appeared up the other ramp; he looked like a scarecrow with his disordered clothes. He held sword in one hand and pistol in the other, just as did Bush. Beside him Wellard swung a cutlass singularly large for him, and at his heels were a score or more of seamen still under discipline, their muskets, with bayonets fixed, held before them ready for action.

Morning, sir said Hornblower. His battered cocked hat was still on his head for him to touch it, and he made a move to do so, checking himself at the realisation that his sword was in his hand.

Good morning said Bush, automatically.

Congratulations, sir said Hornblower. His face was white, and the smile on his lips was like the grin of a corpse. His beard sprouted over his lips and chin.

Thank you said Bush.

Hornblower pushed his pistol into his belt and then sheathed his sword.

Ive taken possession of all that side, sir he went on, with a gesture behind him. Shall I carry on?

Yes, carry on, Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

This time Hornblower could touch his hat. He gave a rapid order posting a petty officer and men over the guns.

You see, sir said Hornblower, pointing a few got away.

Bush looked down the precipitous hillside that fell to the bay and could see a few figures down there.

Not enough to trouble us he said; his mind was just beginning to work smoothly now.

No, sir. Ive forty prisoners under guard at the main gate. I can see Whitings collecting the rest. Ill go on now, sir, if I may.

Very well, Mr. Hornblower.

Somebody at least had kept a clear head during the fury of the assault. Bush went on down the farther ramp. A petty officer and a couple of seamen stood there on guard; they came to attention as Bush appeared.

What are you doing? he asked.

This yeres the magazine, zur said the petty officer  Ambrose, captain of the foretop, who had never lost the broad Devon acquired in his childhood, despite his years in the navy. Wem guarding of it.

Mr. Hornblowers orders?

Iss, zur.

A forlorn party of prisoners were squatting by the main gate. Hornblower had reported the presence of them. But there were guards he had said nothing about: a sentry at the well; guards at the gate; Woolton, the steadiest petty officer of them all, at a long wooden building beside the gate, and six men with him.

Whats your duty? demanded Bush.

Guarding the provision store, sir. Theres liquor here.

Very well.

If the madmen who had made the assault  that marine, for instance, whose bayonet-thrust Bush had parried  had got at the liquor there would be no controlling them at all.

Abbott, the midshipman in subordinate command of Bushs own division, came hurrying up.

What the hell dye think youve been doing? demanded Bush, testily. Ive been without you since the attack began.

Sorry, sir apologised Abbott. Of course he had been carried away by the fury of the attack, but that was no excuse; certainly no excuse when one remembered young Wellard still at Hornblowers side and attending to his duties.

Get ready to make the signal to the ship ordered Bush. You ought to have been ready to do that five minutes ago. Clear three guns. Who was it who was carrying the flag? Find him and bend it on over the Spanish colours. Jump to it, damn you.

Victory might be sweet, but it had no effect on Bushs temper, now that the reaction had set in. Bush had had no sleep and no breakfast, and even though perhaps only ten minutes had elapsed since the fort had been captured, his conscience nagged at him regarding those ten minutes: there were many things he ought to have done in that time.

It was a relief to turn away from the contemplation of his own shortcomings and to settle with Whiting regarding the safeguarding of the prisoners. They had all been fetched out of the barrack buildings by now; a hundred half-naked men, and at least a score of women, their hair streaming down their backs and their scanty clothing clutched about them. At a more peaceful moment Bush would have had an eye for those women, but as it was he merely felt irritated at the thought of an additional complication to deal with, and his eyes only took note of them as such.

Among the men there was a small sprinkling of Negroes and mulattoes, but most of them were Spaniards. Nearly all the dead men who lay here and there were fully clothed, in white uniforms with blue facings  they were the sentinels and the main guard who had paid the penalty for their lack of watchfulness.

Who was in command? asked Bush of Whiting.

Cant tell, sir.

Well, ask them, then.

Bush had command of no language at all save his own, and apparently neither had Whiting, judging by his unhappy glance.

Please, sir   This was Pierce, surgeons mate, trying to attract his attention. Can I have a party to help carry the wounded into the shade?

Before Bush could answer him Abbott was hailing from the gun platform.

Guns clear, sir. May I draw powder charges from the magazines?

And then before Bush could give permission here was young Wellard, trying to elbow Pierce on one side so as to command Bushs attention.

Please, sir. Please, sir. Mr. Hornblowers respects, sir, an could you please come up to the tower there, sir. Mr. Hornblower says its urgent, sir.

Bush felt at that moment as if one more distraction would break his heart.


CHAPTER X
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AT EACH CORNER of the fort there was a small bastion built out, to give flanking fire along the walls, and on top of the southwest bastion stood a little watchtower which carried the flagstaff. Bush and Hornblower stood on the tower, the broad Atlantic behind them and before them the long gulf of the bay of Samaná. Over their heads waved two flags: the White Ensign above, the red and gold of Spain below. Out in the Renown they might not be able to make out the colours, but they would certainly see the two flags. And when having heard the three signal guns boom out they trained their telescopes on the fort they must have seen the flags slowly flutter down and rise again, dip and rise again. Three guns; two flags twice dipped. That was the signal that the fort was in English hands, and the Renown had seen it, for she had braced up her mizzen topsail and begun the long beat back along the coast of the peninsula.

Bush and Hornblower had with them the one telescope which a hasty search through the fort had brought to light; when one of them had it to his eye the other could hardly restrain his twitching fingers from snatching at it. At the moment Bush was looking through it, training it on the farther shore of the bay, and Hornblower was stabbing with an index finger at what he had been looking at a moment before.

You see, sir? he asked. Farther up the bay than the battery. Theres the town  Savana, its called. And beyond that theres the shipping. Theyll up anchor any minute now.

I see em said Bush, the glass still at his eye. Four small craft. No sail hoisted  hard to tell what they are.

Easy enough to guess, though, sir.

Yes, I suppose so said Bush.

There would be no need for big men of war here, immediately adjacent to the Mona Passage. Half the Caribbean trade came up through here, passing within thirty miles of the bay of Samaná. Fast, handy craft, with a couple of long guns each and a large crew, could dash out and snap up prizes and retire to the protection of the bay, where the crossed fire of the batteries could be relied on to keep out enemies, as the events of yesterday had proved. The raiders would hardly have to spend a night at sea.

Theyll know by now weve got this fort said Hornblower. Theyll guess that Renown will be coming round after em. They can sweep, and tow, and kedge. Theyll be out of the bay before you can say Jack Robinson. And from Engano Point its a fair wind for Martinique.

Very likely agreed Bush.

With a simultaneous thought they turned to look at the Renown. With her stern to them, her sails braced sharp on the starboard tack, she was making her way out to sea; it would be a long beat before she could go about in the certainty of being able to weather Cape Samaná. She looked lovely enough out there, with her white sails against the rich blue, but it would be hours before she could work round to stop the bolt hole. Bush turned back and considered the sheltered waters of the bay.

Better man the guns and make ready for em he said.

Yes, sir said Hornblower. He hesitated. We wont have em under fire for long. Theyll be shallow draught. They can hug the point over there closer than Renown could.

But it wont take much to sink em, either said Bush. Oh, I see what youre after.

Red-hot shot might make all the difference, sir said Hornblower.

Repay em in their own coin said Bush, with a grin of satisfaction. Yesterday the Renown had endured the hellish fire of red-hot shot. To Bush the thought of roasting a few Dagoes was quite charming.

Thats right, sir said Hornblower.

He was not grinning like Bush. There was a frown on his face; he was oppressed with the thought that the privateers might escape to continue their depredations elsewhere, and any means to reduce their chances should be used.

But can you do it? asked Bush suddenly. Dye know how to heat shot?

Ill find out, sir.

Ill wager no man of ours knows how.

Shot could only be heated in a battery on land; a seagoing ship, constructed of inflammable material, could not run the risk of going into action with a flaming furnace inside her. The French, in the early days of the Revolutionary War, had made some disastrous experiments in the hope of finding a means of countering Englands naval superiority, but after a few ships had set themselves on fire they had given up the attempt. Seagoing men now left the use of the heated weapon to shore-based garrison artillery.

Ill try and find out for myself, sir said Hornblower. Theres the furnace down there and all the gear.

Hornblower stood in the sunshine, already far too hot to be comfortable. His face was pale, dirty, and bearded, and in his expression eagerness and weariness were oddly at war.

Have you had any breakfast yet? asked Bush.

No, sir. Hornblower looked straight at him. Neither have you, sir.

No grinned Bush.

He had not been able to spare a moment for anything like that, with the whole defence of the fort to be organised. But he could bear fatigue and hunger and thirst, and he doubted if Hornblower could.

Ill get a drink of water at the well, sir said Hornblower.

As he said the words, and the full import came to him, a change in his expression was quite obvious. He ran the tip of his tongue over his lips; Bush could see that the lips were cracked and parched and that the tongue could do nothing to relieve them. The man had drunk nothing since he had landed twelve hours ago  twelve hours of desperate exertion in a tropical climate.

See that you do, Mr. Hornblower said Bush. Thats an order.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush found the telescope leaving his hand and passing into Hornblowers.

May I have another look, sir, before I go down? By George, I thought as much. That two-masters warping out, sir. Less than an hour before shes within range. Ill get the guns manned, sir. Take a look for yourself, sir.

He went darting down the stone stairs of the tower, having given back the telescope, but half-way down he paused.

Dont forget your breakfast, sir he said, his face upturned to Bush. Youve plenty of time for that.

Bushs glance through the telescope confirmed what Hornblower had said. At least one of the vessels up the bay was beginning to move. He turned and swept the rest of the land and water with a precautionary glance before handing the telescope to Abbott, who during all this conversation had been standing by, silent in the presence of his betters.

Keep a sharp lookout said Bush.

Down in the body of the fort Hornblower was already issuing rapid orders, and the men, roused to activity, were on the move. On the gun platform they were casting loose the remaining guns, and as Bush descended from the platform he saw Hornblower organising other working parties, snapping out orders with quick gestures. At the sight of Bush he turned guiltily and walked over to the well. A marine was winding up the bucket, and Hornblower seized it. He raised the bucket to his lips, leaning back to balance the weight; and he drank and drank, water slopping in quantities over his chest as he drank, water pouring over his face, until the bucket was empty, and then he put it down with a grin at Bush, his face still dripping water. The very sight of him was enough to make Bush, who had already had one drink from the well, feel consumed with thirst all over again.

By the time Bush had drunk there was the usual group of people clamouring for his attention, for orders and information, and by the time he had dealt with them there was smoke rising from the furnace in the corner of the courtyard, and a loud crackling from inside it. Bush walked over. A seaman, kneeling, was plying a pair of bellows; two other men were bringing wood from the pile against the ramparts. When the furnace door was opened the blast of heat that rose into Bushs face was enough to make him step back. Hornblower turned up with his hurried pace.

Hows the shot, Saddler? he asked.

The petty officer picked up some rags, and, with them to shield his hands, laid hold of two long handles that projected from the far side of the furnace, balancing two projecting from the near side. When he drew them out it became apparent that all four handles were part of a large iron grating, the centre of which rested inside the furnace above the blazing fuel. Lying on the grating were rows of shot, still black in the sunshine. Saddler shifted his quid, gathered his saliva, and spat expertly on the nearest one. The spittle boiled off, but not with violence.

Not very hot yet, sir said Saddler.

Usll fry they devils said the man with the bellows, unexpectedly; he looked up, as he crouched on his knees, with ecstasy in his face at the thought of burning his enemies alive.

Hornblower paid him no attention.

Here, you bearer men he said, lets see what you can do.

Hornblower had been followed by a file of men, every pair carrying a piece of apparatus formed of two iron bars joined with iron crosspieces. The first pair approached. Saddler took a pair of tongs and gingerly worked a hot shot onto the bearer.

Move on, you two ordered Hornblower. Next!

When a shot lay on every bearer Hornblower led his men away.

Now lets see you roll those into the guns he said.

Bush followed, consumed with curiosity. The procession moved up the ramp to the gun platform, where now crews had been told off to every gun; the guns were run back with the muzzles well clear of the embrasures. Tubs of water stood by each pair of guns.

Now, you rammers said Hornblower, are your dry wads in? Then in with your wet wads.

From the tubs the seamen brought out round flat discs of fibre, dripping with water.

Two to a gun said Hornblower.

The wet wads were thrust into the muzzles of the guns and then were forced down the bores with the club-ended ramrods.

Ram em home said Hornblower. Now, bearers.

It was not such an easy thing to do, to put the ends of the bearing-stretchers at the muzzles of the guns and then to tilt so as to induce the hot shot to roll down into the bore.

The Don mustve exercised with these guns better than wed give em credit for said Hornblower to Bush, judging by the practice they made yesterday. Rammers!

The ramrods thrust the shot home against the charges; there was a sharp sizzling noise as each hot shot rested against the wet wads.

Run up!

The guns crews seized the tackles and heaved, and the ponderous guns rolled slowly forward to point their muzzles out through the embrasures.

Aim for the point over there and fire!

With handspikes under the rear axles the guns were traversed at the orders of the captains; the priming tubes were already in the touchholes and each gun was fired as it bore. The sound of the explosions was very different here on the stone platform from when guns were fired in the confined spaces of a wooden ship. The slight wind blew the smoke sideways.

Pretty fair! said Hornblower, shading his eyes to watch the fall of the shot; and, turning to Bush, Thatll puzzle those gentlemen over there. Theyll wonder what in the world were firing at.

How long asked Bush, who had watched the whole process with a fascinated yet horrified interest, before a hot shot burns through those wads and sets off the gun itself?

That is one of the things I do not know, sir answered Hornblower with a grin. It would not surprise me if we found out during the course of today.

I daresay said Bush; but Hornblower had swung round and was confronting a seaman who had come running up to the platform.

What dye think youre doing?

Bringing a fresh charge, sir said the man, surprised, indicating with a gesture the cartridge-container he carried.

Then get back and wait for the order. Get back, all of you.

The ammunition carriers shrank back before his evident anger.

Swab out! ordered Hornblower to the guns crews, and as the wetted sponges were thrust into the muzzles he turned to Bush again. We cant be too careful, sir. We dont want any chance of live charges and red-hot shot coming together on this platform.

Certainly not agreed Bush.

He was both pleased and irritated that Hornblower should have dealt so efficiently with the organisation of the battery.

Fresh charges! yelled Hornblower, and the ammunition carriers he had previously sent back came trotting up the ramp again. These are English cartridges, sir, Ill wager.

Why do you say that?

West-Country serge, stitched and choked exactly like ours, sir. Out of English prizes, I fancy.

It was most probable; the Spanish forces which held this end of the island against the insurgents most likely depended on renewing their stores from English ships captured in the Mona Passage. Well, with good fortune they would take no more prizes  the implication, forcing itself on Bushs mind despite his many preoccupations, made him stir uneasily as he stood by the guns with his hands clasped behind him and the sun beating down on his face. The Dons would be in a bad way with their source of supplies cut off. They would not be able to hold out long against the rebellious blacks that hemmed them in here in the eastern end of Santo Domingo.

Ram those wads handsomely, there, Cray said Hornblower. No powder in that bore, or well have Cray D.D. in the ships books.

There was a laugh at that D.D. in the ships books meant discharged, dead  but Bush was not paying attention. He had scrambled up the parapet and was staring out at the bay.

Theyre standing down the bay he said. Stand by, Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush strained his sight to look at the four vessels creeping down the fairway. As he watched he saw the first one hoisting sail on both masts. Apparently she was taking advantage of a flaw of wind, blowing flukily in the confined and heated waters, to gain some of the desperately necessary distance towards the sea and safety.

Mr. Abbott, bring down that glass! shouted Hornblower.

As Abbott descended the steps Hornblower addressed a further comment to Bush.

If theyre making a bolt for it the moment they know weve got the fort it means theyre not feeling too secure over there, sir.

I suppose not.

You might have expected em to try to recapture the fort one way or another. They could land a force up the peninsula and come down to attack us. I wonder why theyre not trying that, sir? Why do they just unstick and run?

Theyre only Dagoes said Bush. He refused to speculate further about the enemys motives while action was imminent, and he grabbed the glass from Abbotts hands.

Through the telescope details were far plainer. Two large schooners with several guns a-side; a big lugger, and a vessel whose rig they still could not determine, as she was the farthest away and, with no sail set, was towing behind her boats out from the anchorage.

Itll be long range, Mr. Hornblower said Bush.

Yes, sir. But they hit us with these same guns yesterday.

Make sure of your aim. They wont be long under fire.

Aye aye, sir.

The vessels were not coming down together. If they had done so they might stand a better chance, as the fort would only be able to fire on one at a time. But the panic feeling of every man for himself must have started them off as soon as each one separately could get under way  and perhaps the deep channel was too narrow for vessels in company. Now the leading schooner had taken in her sail again; the wind here, what there was of it, was foul for her when she turned to port along the channel. She had two boats out quickly enough to tow her; Bushs telescope could reveal every detail.

Some time yet before shes in range, sir said Hornblower. Ill take a look at the furnace, with your permission.

Ill come too said Bush.

At the furnace the bellows were still being worked and the heat was tremendous  but it was far hotter when Saddler drew out the grating that carried the heated shot. Even in the sunshine they could see the glow of the spheres; as the heat rose from them the atmosphere above them wavered so that everything below was vague and distorted. It could be a scene in Hell. Saddler spat on the nearest cannon ball and the saliva leaped with an instant hiss from the smooth surface of the sphere, falling from it without contact to dance and leap on the grating under it until with a final hiss it vanished entirely. A second attempt by Saddler brought the same result.

Hot enough, sir? asked Saddler.

Yes said Hornblower.

Bush had often enough as a midshipman taken a smoothing-iron forward to the galley to heat it when there had been particular need to iron a shirt or a neckcloth; he remembered how he had made the same test of the temperature of the iron. It was a proof that the iron was dangerously hot to use when the spittle refused to make contact with it, but the shot was far hotter than that, infinitely hotter.

Saddler thrust the grating back into the furnace and wiped his streaming face with the rags that had shielded his hands.

Stand by, you bearer men said Hornblower. Youll be busy enough soon.

With a glance at Bush for permission he was off again, back to the battery, hurrying with awkward galvanic strides. Bush followed more slowly; he was weary with all his exertions, and it crossed his mind as he watched Hornblower hurrying up the ramp that Hornblower had probably been more active than he and was not blessed with nearly as powerful a physique. By the time he came up to him Hornblower was watching the leading schooner again.

Her scantlingll be weak said Hornblower. These twenty-four-poundersll go clean through her most of the time, even at long range.

Plunging shot said Bush. Maybe theyll go out through her bottom.

Maybe so said Hornblower, and then added sir.

Even after all his years of service he was liable to forget that important monosyllable when he was thinking deeply.

Shes setting sail again! said Bush. Theyve got her head round.

And the tows have cast off added Hornblower. Not long now.

He looked down the line of guns, all charged and primed, the quoins withdrawn so that they were at their highest elevation, the muzzles pointing upward as though awaiting the shot to be rolled into them. The schooner was moving perceptibly down the channel towards them. Hornblower turned and walked down the row; behind his back one hand was twisting impatiently within the other; he came back and turned again, walking jerkily down the row  he seemed incapable of standing still, but when he caught Bushs eye on him he halted guiltily, forcing himself, with an obvious effort, to stand still like his superior officer. The schooner crept on, a full half-mile ahead of the next vessel.

You might try a ranging shot said Bush at length.

Aye aye, sir said Hornblower with instant agreement, like a river bursting through a broken dam. It seemed as if he had been compelling himself to wait until Bush should speak.

Furnace, there! hailed Hornblower. Saddler! Send up one shot.

The bearers came plodding up the ramp, carrying carefully between them the glowing cannon ball. The bright redness of it was quite obvious  even the heat that it gave off was distinctly perceptible. The wet wads were rammed down the bore of the nearest gun, the shot bearer was hoisted up level with its muzzle, and, coaxed into motion with wad-hook and rammer, the fiery shot was rolled in. There was an instant hissing and spluttering of steam as the ball came into contact with the wet wads; Bush wondered again how long it would be before the wads were burned through and the charge set off; the recoil would make it decidedly uncomfortable for anyone who happened to be aiming the gun at that moment.

Run up! Hornblower was giving the orders. The guns crew heaved at the tackles and the gun rumbled forward.

Hornblower took his place behind the gun and, squatting down, he squinted along it.

Trail right! Tackles and handspikes heaved the gun around. A touch more! Steady! No, a touch left. Steady!

Somewhat to Bushs relief Hornblower straightened himself and came from behind the gun. He leaped onto the parapet with his usual uncontrollable vigour and shaded his eyes; Bush at one side kept his telescope trained on the schooner.

Fire! said Hornblower.

The momentary hiss of the priming was drowned in the instant bellow of the gun. Bush saw the black line of the shots path across the blue of the sky, reaching upward during the time it might take to draw a breath, sinking downward again; a strange sort of line, an inch long if he had to say its length, constantly renewing itself in front and constantly disappearing at its back end, and pointing straight at the schooner. It was still pointing at her, just above her  to that extent did the speed of the shot outpace the recording of retina and brain  when Bush saw the splash, right in line with the schooners bows. He took his eye from the telescope as the splash disappeared, to find Hornblower looking at him.

A cables length short he said, and Hornblower nodded agreement.

We can open fire then, sir? asked Hornblower.

Yes, carry on, Mr. Hornblower.

The words were hardly out of his mouth before Hornblower was hailing again.

Furnace, there! Five more shot!

It took Bush a moment or two to see the point of that order. But clearly it was inadvisable to have hot shot and powder charges brought up on the platform at the same time; the gun that had been fired would have to remain unloaded until the other five had fired as well. Hornblower came down and stood at Bushs side again.

I couldnt understand yesterday why they always fired salvos at us, sir he said, that reduced the rate of fire to the speed of the slowest gun. But I see now.

So do I said Bush.

All your wet wads in? demanded Hornblower of the guns crews. Certain? Carry on, then.

The shot were coaxed into the muzzles of the guns; they hissed and spluttered against the wads.

Run up. Now take your aim. Make sure of it, captains.

The hissing and spluttering continued as the guns were trained.

Fire when your gun bears!

Hornblower was up on the parapet again; Bush could see perfectly well through the embrasure of the idle gun. The five guns all fired within a second or two of each other; through Bushs telescope the sky was streaked by the passage of their shot.

Sponge out! said Hornblower; and then, louder, Six charges!

He came down to Bush.

One splash pretty close said Bush.

Two very short said Hornblower and one far out on the right. I know who fired that one and Ill deal with him.

One splash I didnt see said Bush.

Nor did I, sir. Clean over, perhaps. But possibly a hit.

The men with the charges came running up to the platform, and the eager crews seized them and rammed them home and the dry wads on top of the charges.

Six shot! shouted Hornblower to Saddler; and then, to the gun captains, Prime. Put in your wet wads.

Shes altered course said Bush. The range cant have changed much.

No, sir. Load and run up! Excuse me, sir.

He went hurrying off to take his stand by the left-hand gun, which presumably was the one which had been incorrectly laid previously.

Take your aim carefully he called from his new position. Fire when youre sure.

Bush saw him squat behind the left-hand gun, but he himself applied his attention to observing the results of the shooting.

The cycle repeated itself; the guns roared, the men came running with fresh charges, the red-hot shot were brought up. The guns were fired again before Hornblower came back to Bushs side.

Youre hitting, I think said Bush. He turned back to look again through his glass. I think  by God, yes! Smoke! Smoke!

A faint black cloud was just visible between the schooners masts. It thinned again, and Bush could not be perfectly sure. The nearest gun bellowed out, and a chance flaw of wind blew the powder smoke about them as they stood together, blotting out their view of the schooner.

Confound it all! said Bush, moving about restlessly in search of a better viewpoint.

The other guns went off almost simultaneously and added to the smoke.

Bring up fresh charges! yelled Hornblower, with the smoke eddying round him. See that you swab those guns out properly.

The smoke eddied away, revealing the schooner, apparently unharmed, still creeping along the bay, and Bush cursed in his disappointment.

The range is shortening and the guns are hot now said Hornblower; and then, louder, Gun captains! Get your quoins in!

He hurried off to supervise the adjustment of the guns elevation, and it was some seconds before he hailed again for hot shot to be brought up. In that time Bush noticed that the schooners boats, which had been pulling in company with the schooner, were turning to run alongside her. That could mean that the schooners captain was now sure that the flaws of wind would be sufficient to carry her round the point and safely to the mouth of the bay. The guns went off again in an irregular salvo, and Bush saw a trio of splashes rise from the waters surface close on the near side of the schooner.

Fresh charges! yelled Hornblower.

And then Bush saw the schooner swing round, presenting her stern to the battery and heading straight for the shallows of the further shore.

What in hell   said Bush to himself.

Then he saw a sudden fountain of black smoke appear spouting from the schooners deck, and while this sight was rejoicing him he saw the schooners booms swing over as she took the ground. She was afire and had been deliberately run ashore. The smoke was dense about her hull, and while he held her in his telescope he saw her big white mainsail above the smoke suddenly disintegrate and disappear  the flames had caught it and whisked it away into nothing. He took the telescope from his eye and looked round for Hornblower, who was standing on the parapet again. Powder and smoke had grimed his face, already dark with the growth of his beard, and his teeth showed strangely white as he grinned. The gunners were cheering, and the cheering was being echoed by the rest of the landing party in the fort.

Hornblower was gesticulating to make the gunners cease their noise so that he could be heard down in the fort as he countermanded his call for more shot.

Belay that order, Saddler! Take those shot back, bearer men!

He jumped down and approached Bush.

Thats done it said the latter.

The first one, anyway.

A great jet of smoke came from the burning wreck, reaching up and up from between her masts; the mainmast fell as they watched, and as it fell the report of the explosion came to their ears across the water; the fire had reached the schooners powder store, and when the smoke cleared a little they could see that she now lay on the shore in two halves, blown asunder in the middle. The foremast still stood for a moment on the forward half, but it fell as they watched it; bows and stern were blazing fiercely, while the boats with the crew rowed away across the shallows.

A nasty sight said Hornblower.

But Bush could see nothing unpleasant about the sight of an enemy burning. He was exulting. With half his men in the boats he didnt have enough hands to spare to fight the fires when we hit him he said.

Maybe a shot went through her deck and lodged in her hold said Hornblower.

The tone of his voice made Bush look quickly at him, for he was speaking thickly and harshly like a drunken man; but he could not be drunk, although the dirty hairy face and blood-shot eyes might well have suggested it. The man was fatigued. Then the dull expression on Hornblowers face was replaced once more by a look of animation, and when he spoke his voice was natural again.

Here comes the next he said. She must be nearly in range.

The second schooner, also with her boats in attendance, was coming down the channel, her sails set. Hornblower turned back to the guns.

Dyou see the next ship to aim at? he called; and received a fierce roar of agreement, before he turned round to hail Saddler. Bring up those shot, bearer men.

The procession of bearers with the glowing shot came up the ramp again  frightfully hot shot; the heat as each one went by  twenty-four pounds of white-hot iron  was like the passage of a wave. The routine of rolling the fiendish things into the gun muzzles proceeded. There were some loud remarks from the men at the guns, and one of the shot fell with a thump on the stone floor of the battery, and lay there glowing. Two other guns were still not loaded.

Whats wrong there? demanded Hornblower.

Please, sir  

Hornblower was already striding over to see for himself. From the muzzle of one of the three loaded guns there was a curl of steam; in all three there was a wild hissing as the hot shot rested on the wet wads.

Run up, train, and fire ordered Hornblower. Now whats the matter with you others? Roll that thing out of the way.

Shot wont fit, sir said more than one voice as someone with a wad-hook awkwardly rolled the fallen shot up against the parapet. The bearers of the other two stood by, sweating. Anything Hornblower could say in reply was drowned for the moment by the roar of one of the guns  the men were still at the tackles, and the gun had gone off on its own volition as they ran it up. A man sat crying out with pain, for the carriage had recoiled over his foot and blood was already pouring from it onto the stone floor. The captains of the other two loaded guns made no pretence at training and aiming. The moment their guns were run up they shouted Stand clear! and fired.

Carry him down to Mr. Pierce said Hornblower, indicating the injured man. Now lets see about these shot.

Hornblower returned to Bush with a rueful look on his face, embarrassed and self-conscious.

Whats the trouble? asked Bush.

Those shot are too hot explained Hornblower. Damn it, I didnt think of that. Theyre half melted in the furnace and gone out of shape so that they wont fit the bore. What a fool I was not to think of that.

As his superior officer, Bush did not admit that he had not thought of it either. He said nothing.

And the ones that hadnt gone out of shape were too hot anyway went on Hornblower. Im the damndest fool God ever made. Mad as a hatter. Did you see how that gun went off? The menll be scared now and wont lay their guns properly  too anxious to fire it off before the recoil catches them. God, Im a careless son of a swab.

Easy, easy said Bush, a prey to conflicting emotions.

Hornblower pounding his left hand with his right fist as he upbraided himself was a comic sight; Bush could not help laughing at him. And Bush knew perfectly well that Hornblower had done excellently so far, really excellently, to have mastered at a moments notice so much of the technique of using red-hot shot. Moreover, it must be confessed that Bush had experienced, during this expedition, more than one moment of pique at Hornblowers invariable bold assumption of responsibility; and the pique may even have been roused by a stronger motive, jealousy at Hornblowers good management  an unworthy motive, which Bush would disclaim with shocked surprise if he became aware of it. Yet it made the sight of Hornblowers present discomfiture all the more amusing at the moment.

Dont take on so said Bush with a grin.

But it makes me wild to be such a  

Hornblower cut the sentence off short. Bush could actually see him calling up his self-control and mastering himself, could see his annoyance at having been self-revelatory, could see the mask of the stoical and experienced fighting man put back into place to conceal the furious passions within.

Would you take charge here, sir? he said; it might be another person speaking. Ill go and take a look at the furnace, if I may. Theyll have to go easy with those bellows.

Very good, Mr. Hornblower. Send the ammunition up and Ill direct the fire on the schooner.

Aye aye, sir. Ill send up the last shot to go into the furnace. They wont be too hot yet, sir.

Hornblower went darting down the ramp while Bush moved behind the guns to direct the fire. The fresh charges came up and were rammed home, the wet wads went in on top of the dry wads, and then the bearers began to arrive with the shot.

Steady, all of you said Bush. These wont be as hot as the last batch. Take your aim carefully.

But when Bush climbed onto the parapet and trained his telescope on the second schooner he could see that the schooner was changing her mind. She had brailed up her foresail and taken in her jibs; her boats were lying at an angle to her course, and were struggling, beetle-like, off her bows. They were pulling her round  she was going back up the bay and deciding not to run the gauntlet of the red-hot shot. There was the smouldering wreck of her consort to frighten her.

Shes turning tail! said Bush loudly. Hit her while you can, you men.

He saw the shot curving in the air, he saw the splashes in the water; he remembered how yesterday he had seen a ricochet shot from these very guns rebound from the water and strike the Renowns massive side  one of the splashes was dead true for line, and might well indicate a hit.

Fresh charges! he bellowed, turning to make himself heard down at the magazine. Sponge out!

But by the time the charges were in the guns the schooner had got her head right round, had reset her foresail, and was creeping back up the bay. Judging by the splashes of the last salvo she would be out of range before the next could be fired.

Mr. Hornblower!

Sir!

 Vast sending any shot.

Aye aye, sir.

When Hornblower came up again to the battery Bush pointed to the retreating schooner.

He thought better of it, did he? commented Hornblower. Yes, and those other two have anchored, I should say.

His fingers were twitching for the one telescope again, and Bush handed it over.

The other two arent moving either said Hornblower, and then he swung round and trained the telescope down the bay towards the sea. Renowns gone about. Shes caught the wind. Six miles? Seven miles? Shell be rounding the point in an hour.

It was Bushs turn to grab for the telescope. There was no mistaking the trim of those topsails. From the Renown he transferred his attention to the opposite shore of the bay. There was the other battery with the Spanish flag above it  the flag was now drooping, now flapping lazily in the light wind prevailing over the shore. He could make out no sign of activity whatever, and there was some finality in his gesture as he closed the telescope and looked at his second in command.

Everythings quiet he said. Nothing to be done until Renown comes down.

That is so agreed Hornblower.

It was interesting to watch Hornblowers animation ebb away. Intense weariness was obvious in his face the moment he was off his guard.

We can feed the men said Bush. And Id like to have a look at the wounded. Those damned prisoners have to be sorted out  Whitings got em all herded in the casemate, men and women, captains and drum boys. God knows what provisions there are here. Weve got to see about that. Then we can set a watch, dismiss the watch below, and some of us can get some rest.

So we can said Hornblower; reminded of the necessary activities that still remained, he resumed his stolid expression. Shall I go down and start attending to it, sir?


CHAPTER XI
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THE SUN AT noontime was glaring down into the fort of Samaná. Within the walls the heat was pitilessly reflected inwards to a murderous concentration, so that even the corners which had shade were dreadfully hot. The sea breeze had not yet begun to blow, and from the flagstaff the White Ensign drooped spiritlessly, half covering the Spanish colours that drooped below it. Yet discipline still prevailed. On every bastion the lookouts stood in the blazing sun to guard against surprise. The marine sentries, with regular and measured step, were walking their posts of duty in a smart and soldierly manner in accordance with regulations, muskets sloped, scarlet tunics buttoned to the neck, crossbelts exactly in position. When one of them reached the end of his beat he would halt with a click of his heels, bring down his musket to the order position in three smart movements, and then, pushing his right hand forward and his left foot out, stand at ease until the heat and the flies drove him into motion again, when his heels would come together, the musket rise to his shoulder, and he would walk his beat once more. In the battery the guns crew dozed on the unrelenting stone, the lucky men in the shade cast by the guns, the others in the narrow strip of shade at the foot of the parapet; but two men sat and kept themselves awake and every few minutes saw to it that the slow matches smouldering in the tubs were still alight, available to supply fire instantly if the guns had to be worked, whether to fire on ships in the bay or to beat off an attack by land. Out beyond Samaná Point h.m.s. Renown lay awaiting the first puffs of the sea breeze to come up the bay and get into touch with her landing party.

Beside the main storehouse Lieutenant Bush sat on a bench and tried to stay awake, cursing the heat, cursing his own kindness of heart that had led him to allow his junior officers to rest first while he assumed the responsibilities of officer on duty, envying the marines who lay asleep and snoring all about him. From time to time he stretched his legs, which were stiff and painful after all his exertions. He mopped his forehead and thought about loosening his neckcloth.

Round the corner came a hurried messenger.

Mr. Bush, sir. Please, sir, theres a boat puttin off from the battery across the bay.

Bush rolled a stupefied eye at the messenger.

Heading which way?

Straight towards us, sir. Shes got a flag  a white flag, it looks like.

Ill come and see. No peace for the wicked said Bush, and he pulled himself to his feet, with all his joints complaining, and walked stiffly over to the ramp and up to the battery.

The petty officer of the watch was waiting there with the telescope, having descended from the lookout tower to meet him. Bush took the glass and looked through it. A six-oared boat, black against the blue of the bay, was pulling straight towards him, as the messenger had said. From the staff in the bow hung a flag, which might be white; there was no wind to extend it. But in the boat there were no more than ten people all told, so that there could be no immediate danger to the fort in any case. It was a long row across the glittering bay. Bush watched the boat heading steadily for the fort. The low cliffs which descended to meet the water on this side of the Samaná peninsula sank in an easy gradient here in the neighbourhood of the fort; diagonally down the gradient ran a path to the landing stage, which could be swept  as Bush had already noted  by the fire of the last two guns at the right-hand end of the battery. But there was no need to man those guns, for this could not be an attack. And in confirmation a puff of wind blew out the flag in the boat. It was white.

Undeviating, the boat pulled for the landing stage and came alongside it. There was a flash of bright metal from the boat, and then in the heated air the notes of a trumpet call, high and clear, rose to strike against the ears of the garrison. Then two men climbed out of the boat onto the landing stage. They wore uniforms of blue and white, one of them with a sword at his side while the other carried the twinkling trumpet, which he set to his lips and blew again. Piercingly and sweet, the call echoed along the cliffs; the birds which had been drowsing in the heat came fluttering out with plaintive cries, disturbed as much by the trumpet call as they had been by the thunder of the artillery in the morning. The officer wearing the sword unrolled a white flag, and then he and the trumpeter set themselves to climb the steep path to the fort. This was a parley in accordance with the established etiquette of war. The pealing notes of the trumpet were proof that no surprise was intended; the white flag attested the pacific intentions of the bearer.

As Bush watched the slow ascent he meditated on what powers he had to conduct a negotiation with the enemy, and he thought dubiously about the difficulties that would be imposed on any negotiation by differences of language.

Turn out the guard he said to the petty officer; and then to the messenger, My compliments to Mr. Hornblower, and ask him to come here as soon as he can.

The trumpet echoed up the path again; many of the sleepers in the fort were stirring at the sound, and it was a proof of the fatigue of the others that they went on sleeping. Down in the courtyard the tramp of feet and the sound of curt orders told how the marine guard was forming up. The white flag was almost at the edge of the ditch; the bearer halted, looking up at the parapets, while the trumpeter blew a last final call, the wild notes of the fanfare calling the last of the sleepers in the garrison to wakefulness.

Im here, sir reported Hornblower.

The hat to which he raised his hand was lopsided, and he was like a scarecrow in his battered uniform. His face was clean, but it bore a plentiful growth of beard.

Can you speak Spanish enough to deal with him? asked Bush, indicating the Spanish officer with a jerk of his thumb.

Well, sir  yes.

The last word was in a sense spoken against Hornblowers will. He would have liked to temporise, and then he had given the definite answer which any military situation demanded.

Lets hear you, then.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower stepped up on the parapet; the Spanish officer, looking up from the edge of the ditch, took off his hat at sight of him and bowed courteously; Hornblower did the same. There was a brief exchange of apparently polite phrases before Hornblower turned back to Bush.

Are you going to admit him to the fort, sir? he asked. He says he has many negotiations to carry out.

No said Bush, without hesitation. I dont want him spying round here.

Bush was not too sure about what the Spaniard could discover, but he was suspicious and cautious by temperament.

Very good, sir.

Youll have to go out to him, Mr. Hornblower. Ill cover you from here with the marines.

Aye aye, sir.

With another exchange of courtesies Hornblower came down from the parapet and went down one ramp while the marine guard summoned by Bush marched up the other one. Bush, standing in an embrasure, saw the look on the Spaniards face as the shakos and scarlet tunics and levelled muskets of the marines appeared in the other embrasures. Directly afterwards Hornblower appeared round the angle of the fort, having crossed the ditch by the narrow causeway from the main gate. Bush watched while once more hats were removed and Hornblower and the Spaniard exchanged bows, bobbing and scraping in a ludicrous Continental fashion. The Spaniard produced a paper, which he offered with a bow for Hornblower to read  his credentials, presumably. Hornblower glanced at them and handed them back. A gesture towards Bush on the parapet indicated his own credentials. Then Bush could see the Spaniard asking eager questions, and Hornblower answering them. He could tell by the way Hornblower was nodding his head that he was answering in the affirmative, and he felt dubious for a moment as to whether Hornblower might not be exceeding his authority. Yet the mere fact that he had to depend on someone else to conduct the negotiations did not irritate him; the thought that he himself might speak Spanish was utterly alien to him, and he was as reconciled to depending on an interpreter as he was to depending on cables to hoist anchors or on winds to carry him to his destination.

He watched the negotiations proceeding; observing closely he was aware when the subject under discussion changed. There was a moment when Hornblower pointed down the bay, and the Spaniard, turning, looked at the Renown just approaching the point. He looked long and searchingly before turning back to continue the discussion. He was a tall man, very thin, his coffee-coloured face divided by a thin black moustache. The sun beat down on the pair of them  the trumpeter had withdrawn out of earshot  for some time before Hornblower turned and looked up at Bush.

Ill come in to report, sir, if I may he hailed.

Very well, Mr. Hornblower.

Bush went down to the courtyard to meet him. Hornblower touched his hat and waited to be asked before he began his report.

Hes Colonel Ortega said Hornblower in reply to the Well? that Bush addressed to him. His credentials are from Villanueva, the Captain-General, who must be just across the bay, sir.

What does he want? asked Bush, trying to assimilate this first rather indigestible piece of information.

It was the prisoners he wanted to know about first, sir said Hornblower, the women especially.

And you told him they werent hurt?

Yes, sir. He was very anxious about them. I told him I would ask your permission for him to take the women back with him.

I see said Bush.

I thought it would make matters easier here, sir. And he had a good deal that he wanted to say, and I thought that if I appeared agreeable he would speak more freely.

Yes said Bush.

Then he wanted to know about the other prisoners, sir. The men. He wanted to know if any had been killed, and when I said yes he asked which ones. I couldnt tell him that, sir  I didnt know. But I said I was sure you would supply him with a list; he said most of them had wives over there  Hornblower pointed across the bay who were all anxious.

Ill do that said Bush.

I thought he might take away the wounded as well as the women, sir. It would free our hands a little, and we cant give them proper treatment here.

I must give that some thought first said Bush.

For that matter, sir, it might be possible to rid ourselves of all the prisoners. I fancy it would not be difficult to exact a promise from him in exchange that they would not serve again while Renown was in these waters.

Sounds fishy to me said Bush; he distrusted all foreigners.

I think hed keep his word, sir. Hes a Spanish gentleman. Then we wouldnt have to guard them, or feed them, sir. And when we evacuate this place what are we going to do with them? Pack em on board Renown?

A hundred prisoners in Renown would be an infernal nuisance, drinking twenty gallons of fresh water a day and having to be watched and guarded all the time. But Bush did not like to be rushed into making decisions, and he was not too sure that he cared to have Hornblower treating as obvious the points that he only arrived at after consideration.

Ill have to think about that, too said Bush.

There was another thing that he only hinted at, sir. He wouldnt make any definite proposal, and I thought it better not to ask him.

What was it?

Hornblower paused before answering, and that in itself was a warning to Bush that something complicated was in the air.

Its much more important than just a matter of prisoners, sir.

Well?

It might be possible to arrange for a capitulation, sir.

What do you mean by that?

A surrender, sir. An evacuation of all this end of the island by the Dons.

My God!

That was a startling suggestion. Bushs mind plodded along the paths it opened up. It would be an event of international importance; it might be a tremendous victory. Not just a paragraph in the Gazette, but a whole page. Perhaps rewards, distinction  even possibly promotion. And with that Bushs mind suddenly drew back in panic, as if the path it had been following ended in a precipice. The more important the event, the more closely it would be scrutinised, the more violent would be the criticism of those who disapproved. Here in Santo Domingo there was a complicated political situation; Bush knew it to be so, although he had never attempted to find out much about it, and certainly never to analyse it. He knew vaguely that French and Spanish interests clashed in the island, and that the Negro rebellion, now almost successful, was in opposition to both. He even knew, still more vaguely, that there was an anti-slavery movement in Parliament which persistently called attention to the state of affairs here. The thought of Parliament, of the Cabinet, of the King himself scrutinising his reports actually terrified Bush. The possible rewards that he had thought about shrank to nothing in comparison with the danger he ran. If he were to enter into a negotiation that embarrassed the government he would be offered up for instant sacrifice  not a hand would be raised to help a penniless and friendless lieutenant. He remembered Bucklands frightened manner when this question had been barely hinted at; the secret orders must be drastic in this regard.

Dont lift a finger about that said Bush. Dont say a word.

Aye aye, sir. Then if he brings the subject up Im not to listen to him?

Well   That might imply flinching away from duty. Its a matter for Buckland to deal with, if any one.

Yes, sir. I could suggest something, sir.

And whats that? Bush did not know whether to be irritated or pleased that Hornblower had one more suggestion to make. But he doubted his own ability to bargain or negotiate; he knew himself to be lacking in chicane and dissimulation.

If you made an agreement about the prisoners, sir, it would take some time to carry out. Thered be the question of the parole. I could argue about the wording of it. Then it would take some time to ferry the prisoners over. You could insist that only one boat was at the landing stage at a time  thats an obvious precaution to take. It would give time for Renown to work up into the bay. She can anchor down there just out of range of the other battery, sir. Then the holell be stopped, and at the same time well still be in touch with the Dons so that Mr. Buckland can take charge of the negotiations if he wishes to.

Theres something in that notion said Bush. Certainly it would relieve him of responsibility, and it was pleasant to think of spinning out time until the Renown was back, ready to add her ponderous weight in the struggle.

So you authorise me to negotiate for the return of the prisoners on parole, sir? asked Hornblower.

Yes said Bush, coming to a sudden decision. But nothing else, mark you, Mr. Hornblower. Not if you value your commission.

Aye aye, sir. And a temporary suspension of hostilities while they are being handed over, sir?

Yes said Bush, reluctantly. It was a matter necessarily arising out of the previous one, but it had a suspicious sound to it, now that Hornblower had suggested the possibility of further negotiations.

So the day proceeded to wear into afternoon. A full hour was consumed in haggling over the wording of the parole under which the captured soldiers were to be released. It was two oclock before agreement was reached, and later than that before Bush, standing by the main gate, watched the women troop out through it, carrying their bundles of belongings. The boat could not possibly carry them all; two trips had to be made with them before the male prisoners, starting with the wounded, could begin. To rejoice Bushs heart the Renown appeared at last round the point; with the sea breeze beginning to blow she came nobly up the bay.

And here came Hornblower again, clearly so weary that he could hardly drag one foot after another, to touch his hat to Bush.

Renown knows nothing about the suspension of hostilities, sir he said. Shell see the boat crossing full of Spanish soldiers, an shell open fire as sure as a gun.

How are we to let her know?

Ive been discussing it with Ortega, sir. Hell lend us a boat and we can send a message down to her.

I suppose we can.

Sleeplessness and exhaustion had given an edge to Bushs temper. This final suggestion, when Bush came to consider it, with his mind slowed by fatigue, was the last straw.

Youre taking altogether too much on yourself, Mr. Hornblower he said. Damn it, Im in command here.

Yes, sir said Hornblower, standing at attention, while Bush gazed at him and tried to reassemble his thoughts after this spate of ill temper. There was no denying that Renown had to be informed; if she were to open fire it would be in direct violation of an agreement solemnly entered into, and to which he himself was a party.

Oh, hell and damnation! said Bush. Have it your own way, then. Who are you going to send?

I could go myself, sir. Then I could tell Mr. Buckland everything necessary.

You mean about  about   Bush actually did not like to mention the dangerous subject.

About the chance of further negotiations, sir said Hornblower stolidly. He has to know sooner or later. And while Ortegas still here  

The implications were obvious enough, and the suggestion was sensible.

All right. Youd better go, I suppose. And mark my words, Mr. Hornblower, youre to make it quite clear that Ive authorised no negotiations of the sort you have in mind. Not a word. Ive no responsibility. You understand?

Aye aye, sir.


CHAPTER XII
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THREE OFFICERS SAT in what had been the commanding officers room in Fort Samaná; in fact, seeing that Bush was now the commanding officer there, it could still be called the commanding officers room. A bed with a mosquito net over it stood in one corner; at the other side of the room Buckland, Bush, and Hornblower sat in leather chairs. A lamp hanging from a beam overhead filled the room with its acrid smell, and lit up their sweating faces. It was hotter and stuffier even than it was in the ship, but at least here in the fort there was no brooding knowledge of a mad captain the other side of the bulkhead.

I dont doubt for one moment said Hornblower, that when Villanueva sent Ortega here to open negotiations about the prisoners he also told him to put out a feeler regarding this evacuation.

You cant be sure of that said Buckland.

Well, sir, put yourself in Ortegas position. Would you say a word about a subject of that importance if you werent authorised to? If you werent expressly ordered to, sir?

No, I wouldnt said Buckland.

No one could doubt that who knew Buckland, and for himself it was the most convincing argument.

Then Villanueva had capitulation in mind as soon as he knew that we had captured this fort and that Renown would be able to anchor in the bay. You can see that must be so, sir.

I suppose so said Buckland, reluctantly.

And if hes prepared to negotiate for a capitulation he must either be a poltroon or in serious danger, sir.

Well  

It doesnt matter which is true, sir, whether his danger is real or imaginary, from the point of view of bargaining with him.

You talk like a sea lawyer said Buckland. He was being forced by logic into taking a momentous decision, and he did not want to be, so that in his struggles against it he used one of the worst terms of opprobium in his vocabulary.

Im sorry, sir said Hornblower. I meant no disrespect. I let my tongue run away with me. Of course its for you to decide where your duty lies, sir.

Bush could see that that word duty had a stiffening effect on Buckland.

Well, then, what dyou think lies behind all this? asked Buckland. That might be intended as a temporising question, but it gave Hornblower permission to go on stating his views.

Villanuevas been holding this end of the island against the insurgents for months now, sir. We dont know how much territory he holds, but we can guess that its not much  only as far as the crest of those mountains across the bay, probably. Powder  lead  flints  shoes  hes probably in need of all of them.

Judging by the prisoners we took, thats true, sir interjected Bush. It would be hard to ascertain the motives that led him to make this contribution to the discussion; perhaps he was only interested in the truth for its own sake.

Maybe it is said Buckland.

Now youve arrived, sir, and hes cut off from the sea. He doesnt know how long we can stay here. He doesnt know what your orders are.

Hornblower did not know either, commented Bush to himself, and Buckland stirred restlessly at the allusion.

Never mind that he said.

He sees himself cut off, and his supplies dwindling. If this goes on hell have to surrender. He would rather start negotiations now, while he can still hold out, while he has something to bargain with, than wait until the last moment and have to surrender unconditionally, sir.

I see said Buckland.

And hed rather surrender to us than to the blacks, sir concluded Hornblower.

Yes indeed said Bush. Everyone had heard a little about the horrors of the servile rebellion which for eight years had deluged this land with blood and scorched it with fire. The three men were silent for a space as they thought about the implications of Hornblowers last remark.

Oh, very well then said Buckland at length. Lets hear what this fellow has to say.

Shall I bring him in here, sir? Hes been waiting long enough. I can blindfold him.

Do what you like said Buckland with resignation.

A closer view, when the handkerchief had been removed, revealed Colonel Ortega as a younger man than he might have been thought at a distance. He was very slender, and he wore his threadbare uniform with some pretence at elegance. A muscle in his left cheek twitched continually. Buckland and Bush rose slowly to their feet to acknowledge the introductions Hornblower made.

Colonel Ortega says he speaks no English said Hornblower.

There was only the slightest extra stress on the word says, and only the slightest lingering in the glance that Hornblower shot at his two superiors as he said it, but it conveyed a warning.

Well, ask him what he wants said Buckland.

The conversation in Spanish was formal; obviously all the opening remarks were cautious fencing as each speaker felt for the weaknesses in the others position and sought to conceal his own. But even Bush was aware of the moment when the vague sentences ended and definite proposals began. Ortega was bearing himself as a man conferring a favour; Hornblower like someone who did not care whether a favour was conferred or not. In the end he turned to Buckland and spoke in English.

He has terms for a capitulation pat enough he said.

Well?

Please dont let him guess what you think, sir. But he suggests a free passage for the garrison. Ships  men  civilians. Passports for the ships while on passage to a Spanish possession  Cuba or Puerto Rico, in other words, sir. In exchange hell hand over everything intact. Military stores. The battery across the bay. Everything.

But   Buckland struggled wildly to keep himself from revealing his feelings.

I havent said anything to him worth mentioning, so far, sir said Hornblower.

Ortega had been watching the byplay keenly enough, and now he spoke again to Hornblower, with his shoulders back and his head high. There was passion in his voice, but what was more at odds with the dignity of his bearing was a peculiar gesture with which he accentuated one of his remarks  a jerk of the hand which called up the picture of someone vomiting.

He says otherwise hell fight to the last interposed Hornblower. He says Spanish soldiers can be relied upon to die to the last man sooner than submit to dishonour. He says we can do no more to them than weve done already  that weve reached the end of our tether, in other words, sir. And that we darent stay longer in the island to starve him out because of the yellow fever  the vomito negro, sir.

In the whirl of excitement of the last few days Bush had forgotten all about the possibility of yellow fever. He found that he was looking concerned at the mention of it, and he hurriedly tried to assume an appearance of indifference. A glance at Buckland showed his face going through exactly the same transitions.

I see said Buckland.

It was an appalling thought. If yellow fever were to strike it might within a week leave the Renown without enough men to work her sails.

Ortega broke into passionate speech again, and Hornblower translated.

He says his troops have lived here all their lives. They wont get yellow jack as easily as our men, and many of them have already had it. He has had it himself, he says, sir.

Bush remembered the emphasis with which Ortega had tapped his breast.

And the blacks believe us to be their enemies, because of what happened in Dominica, sir, so he says. He could make an alliance with them against us. They could send an army against us here in the fort tomorrow, then. But please dont look as if you believe him, sir.

Damn it to hell said Buckland, exasperated. Bush wondered vaguely what it was that had happened in Dominica. History  even contemporary history  was not one of his strong points.

Again Ortega spoke.

He says thats his last word, sir. An honourable proposal and he wont abate a jot, so he says. You could send him away now that youve heard it all and say that youll give him an answer in the morning.

Very well.

There were ceremonious speeches still to be made. Ortegas bows were so polite that Buckland and Bush were constrained, though reluctantly, to stand and endeavour to return them. Hornblower tied the handkerchief round Ortegas eyes again and led him out.

What do you think about it? said Buckland to Bush.

Id like to think it over, sir replied Bush.

Hornblower came in again while they were still considering the matter. He glanced at them both before addressing himself to Buckland.

Will you be needing me again tonight, sir?

Oh, damn it, youd better stay. You know more about these Dagoes than we do. What do you think about it?

He made some good arguments, sir.

I thought so too said Buckland with apparent relief.

Cant we turn the thumbscrews on them somehow, sir? asked Bush.

Even if he could not make suggestions himself, he was too cautious to agree readily to a bargain offered by a foreigner, even such a tempting one as this.

We can bring the ship up the bay said Buckland. But the channels tricky. You saw that yesterday.

Good God! it was still only yesterday that the Renown had tried to make her way in under the fire of red-hot shot. Buckland had had a day of comparative peace, so that the mention of yesterday did not appear as strange to him.

Well still be under the fire of the battery across the bay, even though we hold this one said Buckland.

We ought to be able to run past it, sir protested Bush. We can keep over to this side.

And if we do run past? Theyve warped their ships right up the bay again. They draw six feet less of water than we do  and if theyve got any sense theyll lighten em so as to warp em farther over the shallows. Nice fools well look if we come in an then find em out of range, an have to run out again under fire. That might stiffen em so that they wouldnt agree to the terms that fellow just offered.

Buckland was in a state of actual alarm at the thought of reporting two fruitless repulses.

I can see that said Bush, depressed.

If we agree said Buckland, warming to his subject, the blacksll take over all this end of the island. This bay cant be used by privateers then. The blacksll have no ships, and couldnt man em if they had. Well have executed our orders. Dont you agree, Mr. Hornblower?

Bush transferred his gaze. Hornblower had looked weary in the morning, and he had had almost no rest during the day. His face was drawn and his eyes were rimmed with red.

We might still be able to  to put the thumbscrews on em, sir he said.

How?

Itd be risky to take Renown into the upper end of the bay. But we might get at em from the peninsula here, all the same, sir, if youd give the orders.

God bless my soul! said Bush, the exclamation jerked out of him.

What orders? asked Buckland.

If we could mount a gun on the upper end of the peninsula wed have the far end of the bay under fire, sir. We wouldnt need hot shot  wed have all day to knock em to pieces however much they shifted their anchorage.

So we would, by George said Buckland. There was animation in his face. Could you get one of these guns along there?

Ive been thinking about it, sir, an Im afraid we couldnt. Not quickly, at least. Twenty-four-pounders. Two an a half tons each. Garrison carriages. Weve no horses. We couldnt move em with a hundred men over those gullies, four miles or more.

Then what the hells the use of talking about it? demanded Buckland.

We dont have to drag a gun from here, sir said Hornblower. We could use one from the ship. One of those long nine-pounders weve got mounted as bow chasers. Those long guns have a range pretty nearly as good as these twenty-fours, sir.

But how do we get it there?

Bush had a glimmering of the answer even before Hornblower replied.

Send it round in the launch, sir, with tackle and cables, near to where we landed yesterday. The cliffs steep there. And there are big trees to attach the cables to. We could sway the gun up easy enough. Those nine-pounders only weigh a ton.

I know that said Buckland, sharply.

It was one thing to make unexpected suggestions, but it was quite another to tell a veteran officer facts with which he was well acquainted.

Yes, of course, sir. But with a nine-pounder at the top of the cliff it wouldnt be so difficult to move it across the neck of land until we had the upper bay under our fire. We wouldnt have to cross any gullies. Half a mile  uphill, but not too steep, sir  and it would be done.

And what dyou think would happen then?

Wed have those ships under fire, sir. Only a nine-pounder, I know, but theyre not built to take punishment. We could batter em into wrecks in twelve hours steady fire. Less than that, perhaps. An I suppose we could heat the shot if we wanted to, but we wouldnt have to. All wed have to do would be to open fire, I think, sir.

Why?

The Dons wouldnt risk those ships, sir. Ortega spoke very big about making an alliance with the blacks, but that was only talking big, sir. Give the blacks a chance an theyll cut every white throat they can. An I dont blame em  excuse me, sir.

Well?

Those ships are the Dons only way of escape. If they see theyre going to be destroyed theyll be frightened. It would mean surrendering to the blacks  that or being killed to the last man. And woman, sir. Theyd rather surrender to us.

So they would, by jingo said Bush.

Theyd climb down, dye think?

Yes  I mean I think so, sir. You could name your own terms, then. Unconditional surrender for the soldiers.

Its what we said at the start said Bush. Theyd rather surrender to us than to the blacks, if they have to.

You could allow some conditions to salve their pride, sir said Hornblower. Agree that the women are to be conveyed to Cuba or Puerto Rico if they wish. But nothing important. Those ships would be our prizes, sir.

Prizes, by George! said Buckland.

Prizes meant prize money, and as commanding officer he would have the lions share of it. Not only that  and perhaps the money was the smallest consideration  but prizes escorted triumphantly into port were much more impressive than ships sunk out of sight of the eyes of authority. And unconditional surrender had a ring of finality about it, proof that the victory gained could not be more complete.

What do you say, Mr. Bush? asked Buckland.

I think it might be worth trying, sir said Bush.

He was fatalistic now about Hornblower. Exasperation over his activity and ingenuity had died of surfeit. There was something of resignation about Bushs attitude, but there was something of admiration too. Bush was a generous soul, and there was not a mean motive in him. Hornblowers careful handling of his superior had not been lost on him, and Bush was decently envious of the tact that had been necessary. Bush realistically admitted to himself that even though he had fretted at the prospect of agreeing to Ortegas terms he had not been able to think of a way to modify them, while Hornblower had. Hornblower was a very brilliant young officer, Bush decided; he himself made no pretence at brilliance, and now he had taken the last step and had overcome his suspicions of brilliance. He made himself abandon his caution and commit himself to a definite opinion.

I think Mr. Hornblower deserves every credit he said.

Of course said Buckland  but the slight hint of surprise in his voice seemed to indicate that he did not really believe it; and he changed the subject without pursuing it further. Well start tomorrow  Ill get both launches out as soon as the handsve had breakfast. By noon  now whats the matter with you, Mr. Hornblower?

Well, sir  

Come on. Out with it.

Ortega comes back tomorrow morning to hear our terms again, sir. I suppose hell get up at dawn or not long after. Hell have a bite of breakfast. Then hell have a few words with Villanueva. Then hell row across the bay. He might be here at eight bells. Later than that, probably, a little  

Who cares when Ortega has his breakfast? Whats all this rigmarole for?

Ortega gets here at two bells in the forenoon. If he finds we havent wasted a minute; if I can tell him that youve rejected his terms absolutely, sir, and not only that, if we can show him the gun mounted, and say well open fire in an hour if they dont surrender without conditions, hell be much more impressed.

Thats true, sir said Bush.

Otherwise it wont be so easy, sir. Youll either have to temporise again while the guns being got into position, or youll have to use threats. Ill have to say to him if you dont agree then well start hoisting a gun up. In either case youll be allowing him time, sir. He might think of some other way out of it. The weather might turn dirty  there might even be a hurricane get up. But if hes sure well stand no nonsense, sir  

Thats the way to treat em said Bush.

But even if we start at dawn   said Buckland, and having progressed so far in his speech he realised the alternative. You mean we can get to work now?

We have all night before us, sir. You could have the launches hoisted out and the gun swayed down into one of them. Slings and cables and some sort of carrying cradle prepared. Hands told off  

And start at dawn!

At dawn the boats can be round the peninsula waiting for daylight, sir. You could send some hands with a hundred fathoms of line up from the ship to here. They can start off along the path before daylight. Thatd save time.

So it would, by George! said Bush; he had no trouble in visualising the problems of seamanship involved in hoisting a gun up the face of a cliff.

Were shorthanded already in the ship said Buckland. Ill have to turn up both watches.

That wont hurt em, sir said Bush. He had already been two nights without sleep and was now contemplating a third.

Who shall I send? Ill want a responsible officer in charge. A good seaman at that.

Ill go if you like, sir said Hornblower.

No. Youll have to be here to deal with Ortega. If I send Smith Ill have no lieutenant left on board.

Maybe you could send me, sir said Bush. That is, if you were to leave Mr. Hornblower in command here.

Um   said Buckland. Oh well, I dont see anything else to do. Can I trust you, Mr. Hornblower?

Ill do my best, sir.

Let me see   said Buckland.

I could go back to the ship with you in your gig, sir said Bush. Then thered be no time wasted.

This prodding of a senior officer into action was something new to Bush, but he was learning the art fast. The fact that the three of them had not long ago been fellow conspirators made it easier; and once the ice was broken, as soon as Buckland had once admitted his juniors to give him counsel and advice, it became easier with repetition.

Yes, I suppose youd better said Buckland, and Bush promptly rose to his feet, so that Buckland could hardly help doing the same.

Bush ran his eye over Hornblowers battered form.

Now look you here, Mr. Hornblower he said. You take some sleep. You need it.

I relieve Whiting as officer on duty at midnight, sir said Hornblower, and I have to go the rounds.

Maybe thats true. Youll still have two hours before midnight. Turn in until then. And have Whiting relieve you at eight bells again.

Aye aye, sir.

At the very thought of abandoning himself to the sleep for which he yearned Hornblower swayed with fatigue.

You could make that an order, sir suggested Bush to Buckland.

Whats that? Oh yes, get a rest while you can, Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush picked his way down the steep path to the landing stage at Bucklands heels, and took his seat beside him in the sternsheets of the gig.

I cant make that fellow Hornblower out said Buckland a little peevishly on one occasion as they rowed back to the anchored Renown.

Hes a good officer, sir answered Bush, but he spoke a little absently. Already in his mind he was tackling the problem of hoisting a long nine-pounder up a cliff, and he was sorting out mentally the necessary equipment, and planning the necessary orders. Two heavy anchors  not merely boat grapnels  to anchor the buoy solidly. The thwarts of the launch had better be shored up to bear the weight of the gun. Travelling blocks. Slings  for the final hoist it might be safer to suspend the gun by its cascabel and trunnions.

Bush was not of the mental type that takes pleasure in theoretical exercises. To plan a campaign; to put himself mentally in the position of the enemy and think along alien lines; to devise unexpected expedients; all this was beyond his capacity. But to deal with a definite concrete problem, a simple matter of ropes and tackles and breaking strains, pure seamanship  he had a lifetime of experience to reinforce his natural bent in that direction.


CHAPTER XIII
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TAKE THE STRAIN said Bush, standing on the cliffs edge and looking far, far down to where the launch floated moored to the buoy and with an anchor astern to keep her steady. Black against the Atlantic blue two ropes came down from over his head, curving slightly but almost vertical, down to the buoy. A poet might have seen something dramatic and beautiful in those spider lines cleaving the air, but Bush merely saw a couple of ropes, and the white flag down in the launch signalling that all was clear for hoisting. The blocks creaked as the men pulled in on the slack.

Now, handsomely said Bush. This work was too important to be delegated to Mr. Midshipman James, standing beside him. Hoist away. Handsomely.

The creaking took on a different tone as the weight came on the blocks. The curves of the ropes altered, appeared almost deformed, as the gun began to rise from its cradle on the thwarts. The shallow, lovely catenaries changed to a harsher, more angular figure. Bush had his telescope to his eye and could see the gun stir and move, and slowly  that was what Bush meant by handsomely in the language of the sea  it began to upend itself, to dangle from the traveller, to rise clear of the launch; hanging, just as Bush had visualised it, from the slings through its cascabel and round its trunnions. It was safe enough  if those slings were to give way or to slip, the gun would crash through the bottom of the launch. The line about its muzzle restrained it from swinging too violently.

Hoist away said Bush again, and the traveller began to mount the rope with the gun pendant below it. This was the next ticklish moment, when the pull came most transversely. But everything held fast.

Hoist away.

Now the gun was mounting up the rope. Beyond the launchs stern it dipped, with the stretching of the cable and the straightening of the curve, until its muzzle was almost in the sea. But the hoisting proceeded steadily, and it rose clear of the water, up, up, up. The sheaves hummed rhythmically in the blocks as the hands hove on the line. The sun shone on the men from its level position in the glowing east, stretching out their shadows and those of the trees to incredible lengths over the irregular plateau.

Easy, there! said Bush. Belay!

The gun had reached the cliff edge.

Move that cats cradle over this way a couple of feet Now, sway in. Lower. Good. Cast off those lines.

The gun lay, eight feet of dull bronze, upon the cats cradle that had been spread to receive it. This was a small area of stout rope-netting, from which diverged, knotted thickly to the central portion, a score or more of individual lines, each laid out separately on the ground.

Well get that on its way first. Take a line, each of you marines.

The thirty red-coated marines that Hornblower had sent along from the fort moved up to the cats cradle. Their non-commissioned officers pushed them into position, and Bush checked to see that each man was there.

Take hold.

It was better to go to a little trouble and see that everything was correctly balanced at the start rather than risk that the unwieldy lump of metal should roll off the cats cradle and should have to be laboriously manoeuvred back into position.

Now, all of you together when I give the word. Lift!

The gun rose a foot from the ground as every man exerted himself.

March! Belay that, sergeant.

The sergeant had begun to call the step, but on this irregular ground with every man supporting eighty pounds of weight it was better that they should not try to keep step.

Halt! Lower!

The gun had moved twenty yards towards the position Bush had selected for it.

Carry on, sergeant. Keep em moving. Not too fast.

Marines were only dumb animals, not even machines, and were liable to tire. It was better to be conservative with their strength. But while they laboured at carrying the gun the necessary half-mile up to the crest the seamen could work at hauling up the rest of the stores from the launches. Nothing would be as difficult as the gun. The gun carriage was a feather-weight by comparison; even the nets, each holding twenty nine-pound cannon balls, were easy to handle. Rammers, sponges, and wad-hooks, two of each in case of accidents; wads; and now the powder charges. With only two and a half pounds of powder in each they seemed tiny compared with the eight-pound charges Bush had grown accustomed to on the lower gundeck. Last of all came the heavy timbers destined to form a smooth floor upon which the gun could be worked. They were awkward things to carry, but with each timber on the shoulders of four men they could be carried up the gentle slope fast enough, overtaking the unfortunate marines, who, streaming with sweat, were lifting and carrying, lifting and carrying, on their way up.

Bush stood for a moment at the cliff edge checking over the stores with James assistance. Linstocks and slow match; primers and quills; barricoes of water; handspikes, hammers, and nails; everything necessary, he decided  not merely his professional reputation but his self-respect depended on his having omitted nothing. He waved his flag, and received an answer from the launches. The second launch cast off her mooring line, and then, hauling up her anchor, she went off with her consort to pull back round Samaná Point to rejoin Renown  in the ship they would be most desperately shorthanded until the launches crews should come on board again. From the trees to which it was secured, over Bushs head, the rope hung down to the buoy, neglected unless it should be needed again; Bush hardly spared it a glance. Now he was free to walk up to the crest and prepare for action; a glance at the sun assured him that it was less than three hours since sunrise even now.

He organised the final carrying party and started up to the crest. When he reached it the bay opened below him. He put his glass to his eye: the three vessels were lying at anchor within easy cannon shot of where he stood, and when he swung the glass to his left he could just make out, far, far away, the two specks which were the flags flying over the fort  the swell of the land hid the body of the building from his sight. He closed the glass and applied himself to the selection of a level piece of ground on which to lay the timbers for the platform. Already the men with the lightest loads were around him, chattering and pointing excitedly until with a growl he silenced them.

The hammers thumped upon the nails as the crosspieces were nailed into position on the timbers. No sooner had they ceased than the gun carriage was swung up onto it by the lusty efforts of half a dozen men. They attached the tackles and saw to it that the gun-trucks ran easily before chocking them. The marines came staggering up, sweating and gasping under their monstrous burden. Now was the moment for the trickiest piece of work in the mornings programme. Bush distributed his steadiest men round the carrying ropes, a reliable petty officer on either side to watch that accurate balance was maintained.

Lift and carry.

The gun lay beside the carriage on the platform.

Lift. Lift. Higher. Not high enough. Lift, you men!

There were gasps and grunts as the men struggled to raise the gun.

Keep her at that! Back away, starboard side! Go with em, port side. Lift! Bring the bows round now. Steady!

The gun in its cats cradle hung precariously over the carriage as Bush lined it up.

Now, back towards me! Steady! Lower! Slowly, damn you! Steady! Forard a little! Now lower again!

The gun sank down towards its position on the carriage. It rested there, the trunnions not quite in their holes, the breech not quite in position on the bed.

Hold it! Berry! Chapman! Handspikes under those trunnions! Ease her along!

With something of a jar the ton of metal subsided into its place on the carriage, trunnions home into their holes and breech settled upon the bed. A couple of hands set to work untying the knots that would free the cats cradle from under the gun, but Berry, gunners mate, had already snapped the capsquares down upon the trunnions, and the gun was now a gun, a vital fighting weapon and not an inanimate ingot of metal. The shot were being piled at the edge of the platform.

Lay those charges out back there! said Bush, pointing.

No one in his senses allowed unprotected explosives nearer a gun than was necessary. Berry was kneeling on the platform, bent over the flint and steel with which he was working to catch a spark upon the tinder with which to ignite the slow match. Bush wiped away the sweat that streamed over his face and neck; even though he had not taken actual physical part in the carrying and heaving he felt the effect of his exertions. He looked at the sun again to judge the time; this was no moment for resting upon his labours.

Guns crew fall in! he ordered. Load and run up!

He applied his eye to the telescope.

Aim for the schooner he said. Take a careful aim.

The gun-trucks squealed as the handspikes trained the gun round.

Gun laid, sir reported the gun captain.

Then fire!

The gun banged out sharp and clear, a higher-pitched report than the deafening thunderous roar of the massive twenty-four-pounders. That report would resound round the bay. Even if the shot missed its mark this time, the men down in those ships would know that the next, or the next, would strike. Looking up at the high shore through hastily trained telescopes they would see the powder smoke slowly drifting along the verge of the cliff, and would recognise their doom. Over on the southern shore Villanueva would have his attention called to it, and would know that escape was finally cut off for the men under his command and the women under his protection. Yet all the same, Bush, gazing through the telescope, could mark no fall of the shot.

Load and fire again. Make sure of your aim.

While they loaded Bush turned his telescope upon the flags over the fort, until the gun captains cry told him that loading was completed. The gun banged out, and Bush thought he saw the fleeting black line of the course of the shot.

Youre firing over her. Put the quoins in and reduce the elevation. Try again!

He looked again at the flags. They were very slowly descending, down out of his sight. Now they rose once more, very slowly, fluttered for a moment at the head of the flagstaff, and sank again. The next time they rose they remained steady. That was the preconcerted signal. Dipping the colours twice meant that the gun had been heard in the fort and all was well. It was Bushs duty now to complete ten rounds of firing, slowly. Bush watched each round carefully; it seemed likely that the schooner was being hit. Those flying nine-pound balls of iron were crashing through the frail upper works, smashing and destroying, casting up showers of splinters.

At the eighth round something screamed through the air like a banshee two yards over Bushs head, a whirling irregular scream which died away abruptly behind his back.

What the hell was that? demanded Bush.

The guns unbushed, sir said Berry.

God   Bush poured out a torrent of blasphemy, uncontrolled, almost hysterical. This was the climax of days and nights of strain and labour, the bitterest blow that could be imagined, with success almost within their grasp and now snatched away. He swore frightfully, and then came back to his senses; it would not be good for the men to know that their officer was as disappointed as Bush knew himself to be. His curses died away when he restrained himself, and he walked forward to look at the gun.

The damage was plain. The touchhole in the breech of a gun, especially a bronze gun, was always a weak point. At each round some small part of the explosion vented itself through the hole, the blast of hot gas and unconsumed powder grains eroding the edges of the hole, enlarging it until the loss of force became severe enough to impair the efficiency of the gun. Then the gun had to be bushed; a tapering plug, with a hole pierced through its length and a flange round its base, had to be forced into the touchhole from the inside the gun, small end first. The hole in the plug served as the new touchhole, and the explosions of the gun served to drive the plug more and more thoroughly home, until the plug itself began to erode and to weaken, forcing itself up through the touchhole while the flange burned away in the fierce heat of the explosions until at last it would blow itself clean out, as it had done now.

Bush looked at the huge hole in the breech, a full inch wide; if the gun were to be fired in that condition half the powder charge would blow out through it. The range would be halved at best, and every subsequent round would enlarge the hole further.

Dye have a new vent-fitting? he demanded.

Well, sir   Berry began to go slowly through his pockets, rummaging through their manifold contents while gazing absently at the sky and while Bush fumed with impatience. Yes, sir.

Berry produced, seemingly at the eleventh hour, the cast-iron plug that meant so much.

Lucky for you said Bush, grimly. Get it fitted and dont waste any more time.

Aye aye, sir. Ill have to file it to size, sir. Then Ill have to put it in place.

Start work and stop talking. Mr. James!

Sir!

Run to the fort. Bush took a few steps away from the gun as he spoke, so as to get out of earshot of the men. Tell Mr. Hornblower that the guns unbushed. Itll be an hour before we can open fire again. Tell him Ill fire three shots when the guns ready, and ask him to acknowledge them as before.

Aye aye, sir.

At the last moment Bush remembered something.

Mr. James! Dont make your report in anyones hearing. Dont let that Spanish fellow, whats-his-name, hear about this. Not if you want to be kind to your backside.

Aye aye, sir.

Run!

That would be a very long hot run for Mr. James; Bush watched him go and then turned back to the gun. Berry had selected a file from his roll of tools and was sitting on the rear step of the gun scraping away at the plug. Bush sat on the edge of the platform; the irritation at the disablement of the gun was overlaid by his satisfaction with himself as a diplomat. He was pleased at having remembered to warn James against letting Ortega into the secret. The men were chattering and beginning to skylark about; a few minutes more and they would be scattering all over the peninsula. Bush lifted his head and barked at them.

Silence, there! Sergeant!

Sir?

Post four sentries. Give em beats on all four sides. No one to pass that line on any account whatever.

Yessir.

Let the rest of your men sit down. You guns crew! Sit there and dont chatter like Portuguese bumboat men.

The sun was very hot, and the rasp-rasp-rasp of Berrys file was, if anything, soothing. Bush had hardly ceased speaking when fatigue and sleepiness demanded their due; his eyes closed and his chin sank on his breast. In one second he was asleep; in three he was awake again, with the world whirling round him as he recovered himself from falling over. He blinked at the unreal world; the blink prolonged itself into sleep, and again he caught himself up on the point of keeling over. Bush felt that he would give anything at all, in this world or the next, to sink quietly on to his side and allow sleep to overwhelm him. He fought down the temptation; he was the only officer present and there might be an instant emergency. Straightening his back, he glowered at the world, and then even with his back straight he went to sleep again. There was only one thing to do. He rose to his feet, with his weary joints protesting, and began to pace up and down beside the gun platform, up and down in the sunshine, with the sweat pouring off him, while the guns crew quickly subsided into the sleep he envied them  they lay like pigs in a sty, at all angles  and while Berrys file went whit-whit-whit on the vent-fitting. The minutes dragged by and the sun mounted higher and higher. Berry paused in his work to gauge the fitting against the touchhole, and then went on filing; he paused again to clean his file, and each time Bush looked sharply at him, only to be disappointed, and to go back to thinking how much he wanted to go to sleep.

I have it to size now, sir said Berry at last.

Then fit it, damn you said Bush. You guns crew, wake up, there! Rise and shine! Wake up, there!

While Bush kicked the snoring men awake Berry had produced a length of twine from his pocket. With a slowness that Bush found maddening he proceeded to tie one end into a loop and then drop the loop in through the touchhole. Then he took the wad-hook, and, walking round to the muzzle of the gun and squatting down, he proceeded to push the hook up the eight-foot length of the bore and try to catch the loop on it. Over and over again he twisted the hook and withdrew it a little with no corresponding reaction on the part of the twine hanging from the touchhole, but at last he made his catch. As he brought the hook out the twine slid down into the hole, and when the wad-hook was withdrawn from the muzzle the loop was hanging on it. Still with intense deliberation Berry calmly proceeded to undo the loop and pass the end of the twine through the hole in the vent-fitting, and then secure the end to a little toggle which he also took from his pocket. He dropped the vent-fitting into the muzzle and walked round to the breech again, and pulled in on the twine, the vent-fitting rattling down the bore until it leaped up to its position under the touchhole with a sharp tap that every ear heard. Even so it was only after some minutes of fumbling and adjustment that Berry had the vent-fitting placed to his satisfaction with its small end in the hole, and he gestured to the gun captain to hold it steady with the twine. Now he took the rammer and thrust it with infinite care up the muzzle, feeling sensitively with it and pressing down upon the handle when he had it exactly placed. Another gesture from Berry, and a seaman brought a hammer and struck down upon the handle which Berry held firm. At each blow the vent-fitting showed more clearly down in the touchhole, rising an eighth of an inch at a time until it was firmly jammed.

Ready? asked Bush as Berry waved the seaman away.

Not quite, sir.

Berry withdrew the rammer and walked slowly round to the breech again. He looked down at the vent-fitting with his head first on one side and then on the other, like a terrier at a rat-hole. He seemed to be satisfied, and yet he walked back again to the muzzle and took up the wad-hook. Bush glared round the horizon to ease his impatience; over towards where the fort lay a tiny figure was visible coming towards them. Bush clapped a telescope to his eye. It was a white-trousered individual, now running, now walking, and apparently waving his arm as though to attract attention. It might be Wellard; Bush was nearly sure it was. Meanwhile Berry had caught the twine again with the wad-hook and drawn it out again. He cut the toggle free from the twine with a stroke of his sheath knife and dropped it in his pocket, and then, once more as if he had all the time in the world, he returned to the breech and wound up his twine.

Two rounds with one-third charges ought to do it now, sir he announced. Thatll seat  

It can wait a few minutes longer said Bush, interrupting him with a short-tempered delight in showing this self-satisfied skilled worker that his decisions need not all be treated like gospel.

Wellard was in clear sight of them all now, running and walking and stumbling over the irregular surface. He reached the gun gasping for breath, sweat running down his face.

Please, sir   he began. Bush was about to blare at him for his disrespectful approach but Wellard anticipated him. He twitched his coat into position, settled his absurd little hat on his head, and stepped forward with all the stiff precision his gasping lungs would allow.

Mr. Hornblowers respects, sir he said, raising his hand to his hat brim.

Well, Mr. Wellard?

Please will you not reopen fire, sir.

Wellards chest was heaving, and that was all he could say between two gasps. The sweat running down into his eyes made him blink, but he manfully stood to attention ignoring it.

And why not, pray, Mr. Wellard?

Even Bush could guess at the answer, but asked the question because the child deserved to be taken seriously.

The Dons have agreed to a capitulation, sir.

Good! Those ships there?

Theyll be our prizes, sir.

Hurray! yelled Berry, his arms in the air.

Five hundred pounds for Buckland, five shillings for Berry, but prize money was something to cheer about in any case. And this was a victory, the destruction of a nest of privateers, the capture of a Spanish regiment, security for convoys going through the Mona Passage. It had only needed the mounting of the gun to search the anchorage to bring the Dons to their senses.

Very good, Mr. Wellard, thank you said Bush.

So Wellard could step back and wipe the sweat out of his eyes, and Bush could wonder what item in the terms of the capitulation would be likely to rob him of his next nights rest.


CHAPTER XIV
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BUSH STOOD ON the quarterdeck of the Renown at Bucklands side with his telescope trained on the fort.

The partys leaving there now, sir he said; and then, after an interval, The boats putting off from the landing stage.

The Renown swung at her anchor in the mouth of the Gulf of Samaná, and close beside her rode her three prizes. All four ships were jammed with the prisoners who had surrendered themselves, and sails were ready to loose the moment the Renown should give the signal.

The boats well clear now said Bush. I wonder  ah!

The fort on the crest had burst into a great fountain of smoke, within which could be made out flying fragments of masonry. A moment later came the crash of the explosion. Two tons of gunpowder, ignited by the slow match left burning by the demolition party, did the work. Ramparts and bastions, tower and platform, all were dashed into ruins. Already at the foot of the steep slope to the water lay what was left of the guns, trunnions blasted off, muzzles split, and touchholes spiked; the insurgents when they came to take over the place would have no means to re-establish the defences of the bay  the other battery on the point across the water had already been blown up.

It looks as if the damage is complete enough, sir said Bush.

Yes said Buckland, his eye to his telescope observing the ruins as they began to show through the smoke and dust. Well get under way as soon as the boats hoisted in, if you please.

Aye aye, sir said Bush.

With the boat lowered onto its chocks the hands went to the capstan and hauled the ship laboriously up to her anchor; the sails were loosed as the anchor rose clear. The main topsail aback gave her a trifle of sternway, and then, with the wheel hard over and hands at the headsail sheets, she came round. The topsails, braced up, caught the wind as the quartermaster at the wheel spun the spokes over hastily, and now she was under full command, moving easily through the water, heeling a little to the wind, the sea swinging under her cutwater, heading out close-hauled to weather Engano Point. Somebody forward began to cheer, and in a moment the entire crew was yelling lustily as the Renown left the scene of her victory. The prizes were getting under way at the same time, and the prize crews on board echoed the cheering. Bushs telescope could pick out Hornblower on the deck of La Gaditana, the big ship-rigged prize, waving his hat to the Renown.

Ill see that everything is secure below, sir said Bush.

There were marine sentries beside the midshipmens berth, bayonets fixed and muskets loaded. From within, as Bush listened, there was a wild babble of voices. Fifty women were cramped into that space, and almost as many children. That was bad, but it was necessary to confine them while the ship got under way. Later on they could be allowed on deck, in batches perhaps, for air and exercise. The hatchways in the lower gundeck were closed by gratings, and every hatchway was guarded by a sentry. Up through the gratings rose the smell of humanity; there were four hundred Spanish soldiers confined down there in conditions not much better than prevailed in a slave ship. It was only since dawn that they had been down there, and already there was this stench. For the men, as for the women, there would have to be arrangements made to allow them to take the air in batches. It meant endless trouble and precaution; Bush had already gone to considerable trouble to organise a system by which the prisoners should be supplied with food and drink. But every water butt was full, two boat-loads of yams had been brought on board from the shore, and, given the steady breeze that could be expected, the run to Kingston would be completed in less than a week. Then their troubles would be ended and the prisoners handed over to the military authorities  probably the prisoners would be as relieved as Bush would be.

On deck again Bush looked over at the green hills of Santo Domingo out on the starboard beam as, close-hauled, the Renown coasted along them; on that side too, under her lee as his orders had dictated, Hornblower had the three prizes under easy sail. Even with this brisk seven-knot breeze blowing and the Renown with all sail set those three vessels had the heels of her if they cared to show them; privateers depended both for catching their prey and evading their enemies on the ability to work fast to the windward, and Hornblower could soon have left the Renown far behind if he were not under orders to keep within sight and to leeward so that the Renown could run down to him and protect him if an enemy should appear. The prize crews were small enough in all conscience, and just as in the Renown Hornblower had all the prisoners he could guard battened down below.

Bush touched his hat to Buckland as the latter came on to the quarterdeck.

Ill start bringing the prisoners up if I may, sir he said.

Do as you think proper, if you please, Mr. Bush.

The quarterdeck for the women, the maindeck for the men. It was hard to make them understand that they had to take turns; those of the women who were brought on deck seemed to fancy that they were going to be permanently separated from those kept below, and there was lamentation and expostulation which accorded ill with the dignified routine which should be observed on the quarterdeck of a ship of the line. And the children knew no discipline whatever, and ran shrieking about in all directions while harassed seamen tried to bring them back to their mothers. And other seamen had to be detailed to bring the prisoners their food and water. Bush, tackling each aggravating problem as it arose, began to think that life as first lieutenant in a ship of the line (which he had once believed to be a paradise too wonderful for him to aspire to) was not worth the living.

There were thirty officers crammed into the steerage, from the elegant Villanueva down to the second mate of the Gaditana; they were almost as much trouble to Bush as all the other prisoners combined, for they took the air on the poop, from which point of vantage they endeavoured to hold conversations with their wives on the quarterdeck, while they had to be fed from the wardroom stores, which were rapidly depleted by the large Spanish appetites. Bush found himself looking forward more and more eagerly to their arrival at Kingston, and he had neither time nor inclination to brood over what might be their reception there, which was probably just as well, for while he could hope for commendation for the part he had played in the attack on Santo Domingo he could also fear the result of an inquiry into the circumstances which had deprived Captain Sawyer of his command.

Day by day the wind held fair; day by day the Renown surged along over the blue Caribbean with the prizes to leeward on the port bow; the prisoners, even the women, began to recover from their seasickness, and feeding them and guarding them became more and more matters of routine making less demand on everyone. They sighted Cape Beata to the northward and could haul their port tacks on board and lay a course direct for Kingston, but save for that they hardly had to handle a sail, for the wind blew steady and the hourly heaving of the log recorded eight knots with almost monotonous regularity. The sun rose splendidly behind them each morning; and each evening the bowsprit pointed into a flaming sunset. In the daytime the sun blazed down upon the ship save for the brief intervals when sharp rainstorms blotted out sun and sea; at night the ship rose and swooped with the following sea under a canopy of stars.

It was a dark lovely night when Bush completed his evening rounds and went in to report to Buckland. The sentries were posted; the watch below was asleep with all lights out; the watch on deck had taken in the royals as a precaution against a rain squall striking the ship without warning in the darkness; the course was east by north and Mr. Carberry had the watch, and the convoy was in sight a mile on the port bow. The guard over the captain in his cabin was at his post. All this Bush recounted to Buckland in the time-honoured fashion of the navy, and Buckland listened to it with the navys time-honoured patience.

Thank you, Mr. Bush.

Thank you, sir. Good night, sir.

Good night, Mr. Bush.

Bushs cabin opened on the half-deck; it was hot and stuffy with the heat in the tropics, but Bush did not care. He had six clear hours in which to sleep, seeing that he was going to take the morning watch, and he was not the man to waste any of that. He threw off his outer clothes, and standing in his shirt he cast a final look round his cabin before putting out the light. Shoes and trousers were on the sea-chest ready to be put on at a moments notice in the event of an emergency. Sword and pistols were in their beckets against the bulkhead. All was well. The messenger who would come to call him would bring a lamp, so, using his hand to deflect his breath, he blew out the light. Then he dropped upon the cot, lying on his back with his arms and legs spread wide so as to allow the sweat every chance to evaporate, and he closed his eyes. Thanks to his blessed stolidity of temperament he was soon asleep. At midnight he awoke long enough to hear the watch called, and to tell himself blissfully that there was no need to awake, and he had not sweated enough to make his position on the cot uncomfortable.

Later he awoke again, and looked up into the darkness with uncomprehending eyes as his ears told him all was not well. There were loud cries, there was a rush of feet overhead. Perhaps a fluky rain squall had taken the ship aback. But those were the wrong noises. Were some of those cries cries of pain? Was that the scream of a woman? Were those infernal women squabbling with each other again? Now there was another rush of feet, and wild shouting, which brought Bush off his cot in a flash. He tore open his cabin door, and as he did so he heard the bang of a musket which left him in no doubt as to what was happening. He turned back and grabbed for sword and pistol, and by the time he was outside his cabin door again the ship was full of a yelling tumult. It was as if the hatchways were the entrances to Hell, and pouring up through them were the infernal powers, screaming with triumph in the dimly lit recesses of the ship.

As he emerged the sentry under the lantern fired his musket, lantern and musket flash illuminating a wave of humanity pouring upon the sentry and instantly submerging him; Bush caught a glimpse of a woman leading the wave, a handsome mulatto woman, wife to one of the privateer officers, now screaming with open mouth and staring eyes as she led the rush. Bush levelled his pistol and fired, but they were up to him in an instant. He backed into his narrow doorway. Hands grabbed his sword blade, and he tore it through their grip; he struck wildly with his empty pistol, he kicked out with his bare feet to free himself from the hands that grabbed at him. Thrusting overhand with his sword he stabbed again and again into the mass of bodies pressing against him. Twice his head struck against the deck beams above but he did not feel the blows. Then the flood had washed past him. There were shouts and screams and blows farther along, but he himself had been passed by, saved by the groaning men who wallowed at his feet  his bare feet slipping in the hot blood that poured over them.

His first thought was for Buckland, but a single glance aft assured him that by himself he stood no chance of being of any aid to him, and in that case his post was on the quarterdeck, and he ran out, sword in hand, to make his way there. At the foot of the companion ladder there was another whirl of yelling Spaniards; above there were shouts and cries as the after guard fought it out. Forward there was other fighting going on; the stars were shining on white-shirted groups that fought and struggled with savage desperation. Unknown to himself he was yelling with the rest; a band of men turned upon him as he approached, and he felt the heavy blow of a belaying pin against his sword blade. But Bush inflamed with fighting madness was an enemy to be feared; his immense strength was allied to a lightfooted quickness. He struck and parried, leaping over the cumbered deck. He knew nothing, and during those mad minutes he thought of nothing save to fight against these enemies, to reconquer the ship by the strength of his single arm. Then he regained some of his sanity at the moment when he struck down one of the group against whom he was fighting. He must rally the crew, set an example, concentrate his men into a cohesive body. He raised his voice in a bellow.

Renowns! Renowns! Here, Renowns! Come on!

There was a fresh swirl in the mad confusion on the maindeck. There was a searing pain across his shoulder-blade; instinctively he turned and his left hand seized a throat and he had a moment in which to brace himself and exert all his strength, with a wrench and a heave flinging the man on to the deck.

Renowns! he yelled again.

There was a rush of feet as a body of men rallied round him.

Come on!

But the charge that he led was met by a wall of men advancing forward against him from aft. Bush and his little group were swept back, across the deck, jammed against the bulwarks. Somebody shouted something in Spanish in front of him, and there was an eddy in the ring; then a musket flashed and banged. The flash lit up the swarthy faces that ringed them round, lit up the bayonet on the muzzle of the musket, and the man beside Bush gave a sharp cry and fell to the deck; Bush could feel him flapping and struggling against his feet. Someone at least had a firearm  taken from an arms rack or from a marine  and had managed to reload it. They would be shot to pieces where they stood, if they were to stand.

Come on! yelled Bush again, and sprang forward.

But the disheartened little group behind him did not stir, and Bush gave back from the rigid ring. Another musket flashed and banged, and another man fell. Someone raised his voice and called to them in Spanish. Bush could not understand the words, but he could guess it was a demand for surrender.

Ill see you damned first! he said.

He was almost weeping with rage. The thought of his magnificent ship falling into alien hands was appalling now that the realisation of the possibility arose in his mind. A ship of the line captured and carried off into some Cuban port  what would England say? What would the navy say? He did not want to live to find out. He was a desperate man who wanted to die.

This time it was with no intelligible appeal to his men that he sprang forward, but with a wild animal cry; he was insane with fury, a fighting lunatic and with a lunatics strength. He burst through the ring of his enemies, slashing and smiting, but he was the only one who succeeded; he was out on to the clear deck while the struggle went on behind him.

But the madness ebbed away. He found himself leaning  hiding himself, it might almost be said  beside one of the maindeck eighteen-pounders, forgotten for the moment, his sword still in his hand, trying with a slow brain to take stock of his situation. Mental pictures moved slowly across his minds eye. He could not doubt that some members of the ships company had risked the ship for the sake of their lust. There had been no bargaining; none of the women had sold themselves in exchange for a betrayal. But he could guess that the women had seemed complacent, that some of the guards had neglected their duty to take advantage of such an opportunity. Then there would be a slow seepage of prisoners out of confinement, probably the officers from out of the midshipmens berth, and then the sudden well-planned uprising. A torrent of prisoners pouring up, the sentries overwhelmed, the arms seized; the watch below, asleep in their hammocks and incapable of resistance, driven like sheep in a mass forward, herded into a crowd against the bulkhead and restrained there by an armed party while other parties secured the officers aft, and, surging on to the maindeck, captured or slew every man there. All about the ship now there must still be little groups of seamen and marines still free like himself, but weaponless and demoralised; with the coming of daylight the Spaniards would reorganise themselves and would hunt through the ship and destroy any further resistance piecemeal, group by group. It was unbelievable that such a thing could have happened, and yet it had. Four hundred disciplined and desperate men, reckless of their lives and guided by brave officers, might achieve much.

There were orders  Spanish orders  being shouted about the deck now. The ship had come up into the wind all aback when the quartermaster at the wheel had been overwhelmed, and she was wallowing in the trough of the waves, now coming up, now falling off again, with the canvas overhead all flapping and thundering. There were Spanish sea officers  those of the prizes  on board. They would be able to bring the ship under control in a few minutes. Even with a crew of landsmen they would be able to brace the yards, man the wheel, and set a course close-hauled up the Jamaica Channel. Beyond, only a long days run, lay Santiago. Now there was the faintest, tiniest light in the sky. Morning  the awful morning  was about to break. Bush took a fresh grip of his sword hilt; his head was swimming and he passed his forearm over his face to wipe away the cobwebs that seemed to be gathering over his eyes.

And then, pale but silhouetted against the sky on the other side of the ship, he saw the topsail of another vessel moving slowly forward along the ships side; masts, yards, rigging; another topsail slowly turning. There were wild shouts and yells from the Renown, a grinding crash as the two ships came together. An agonising pause, like the moment before a roller breaks upon the shore. And then up over the bulwarks of the Renown appeared the heads and shoulders of men; the shakos of marines, the cold glitter of bayonets and cutlasses. There was Hornblower, hatless, swinging his leg over and leaping down to the deck, sword in hand, the others leaping with him on either hand. Weak and faint as he was, Bush still could think clearly enough to realise that Hornblower must have collected the prize crews from all three vessels before running alongside in the Gaditana; by Bushs calculation he could have brought thirty seamen and thirty marines to this attack. But while one part of Bushs brain could think with this clarity and logic the other part of it seemed to be hampered and clogged so that what went on before his eyes moved with nightmare slowness. It might have been a slow-order drill, as the boarding party climbed down on the deck. Everything was changed and unreal. The shouts of the Spaniards might have been the shrill cries of little children at play. Bush saw the muskets levelled and fired, but the irregular volley sounded in his ears no louder than popguns. The charge was sweeping the deck; Bush tried to spring forward to join with it but his legs strangely would not move. He found himself lying on the deck and his arms had no strength when he tried to lift himself up.

He saw the ferocious bloody battle that was waged, a fight as wild and as irregular as the one that had preceded it, when little groups of men seemed to appear from nowhere and fling themselves into the struggle, sometimes on this side and sometimes on that. Now came another surge of men, nearly naked seamen with Silk at their head; Silk was swinging the rammer of a gun, a vast unwieldly weapon with which he struck out right and left at the Spaniards who broke before them. Another swirl and eddy in the fight; a Spanish soldier trying to run, limping, with a wounded thigh, and a British seaman with a boarding pike in pursuit, stabbing the wretched man under the ribs and leaving him moving feebly in the blood that poured from him.

Now the maindeck was clear save for the corpses that lay heaped upon it, although below decks he could hear the fight going on, shots and screams and crashes. It all seemed to die away. This weakness was not exactly pleasant. To allow himself to put his head down on his arm and forget his responsibilities might seem tempting, but just over the horizon of his conscious mind there were hideous nightmare things waiting to spring out on him, of which he was frightened, but it made him weaker still to struggle against them. But his head was down on his arm, and it was a tremendous effort to lift it again; later it was a worse effort still, but he tried to force himself to make it, to rise and deal with all the things that must be done. Now there was a hard voice speaking, painful to his ears.

This eres Mr. Bush, sir. Ere e is!

Hands were lifting his head. The sunshine was agonising as it poured into his eyes, and he closed his eyelids tight to keep it out.

Bush! Bush! That was Hornblowers voice, pleading and tender. Bush, please, speak to me.

Two gentle hands were holding his face between them. Bush could just separate his eyelids sufficiently to see Hornblower bending over him, but to speak called for more strength than he possessed. He could only shake his head a little, smiling because of the sense of comfort and security conveyed by Hornblowers hands.


CHAPTER XV
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MR. HORNBLOWERS RESPECTS, sir said the messenger, putting his head inside Bushs cabin after knocking on the door. The admirals flag is flying off Mosquito Point, an were just goin to fire the salute, sir.

Very good said Bush.

Lying on his cot he had followed in his minds eye all that had been going on in the ship. She was on the port tack at the moment and had clewed up all sail save topsails and jib. They must be inside Gun Key, then. He heard Hornblowers voice hailing.

Lee braces, there! Hands wear ship.

He heard the grumble of the tiller ropes as the wheel was put over; they must be rounding Port Royal point. The Renown rose to a level keel  she had been heeling very slightly  and then lay over to port, so little that lying on his cot, Bush could hardly feel it. Then came the bang of the first saluting gun. Despite the kindly warning that Hornblower had sent down Bush was taken sufficiently by surprise to start a little at the sound. He was as weak and nervous as a kitten, he told himself. At five-second intervals the salute went on, while Bush resettled himself in bed. Movement was not very easy, even allowing for his weakness, on account of all the stitches that closed the numerous cuts and gashes on his body. He was sewn together like a crazy quilt; and any movement was painful.

The ship fell oddly quiet again when the salute was over  he was nearly sure it had been fifteen guns; Lambert presumably had been promoted to vice-admiral. They must be gliding northward up Port Royal bay; Bush tried to remember how Salt Pond Hill looked, and the mountains in the background  what were they called? Liguanea, or something like that  he could never tackle these Dago names. They called it the Long Mountain behind Rock Fort.

Topsl sheets! came Hornblowers voice from above. Topsl clew lines.

The ship must be gliding slowly to her anchorage.

Helm-a-lee!

Turning into the wind would take her way off her.

Silence, there in the waist!

Bush could imagine how the hands would be excited and chattering at coming into harbour  the old hands would be telling the new ones about the grog shops and the unholy entertainments that Kingston, just up the channel, provided for seamen.

Let go!

That rumble and vibration; no sailor, not even one as matter-of-fact as Bush, could hear the sound of the cable roaring through the hawsehole without a certain amount of emotion. And this was a moment of very mixed and violent emotions. This was no homecoming; it might be the end of an incident, but it would be most certainly the beginning of a new series of incidents. The immediate future held the likelihood of calamity. Not the risk of death or wounds; Bush would have welcomed that as an alternative to the ordeal that lay ahead. Even in his weak state he could still feel the tension mount in his body as his mind tried to foresee the future. He would like to move about, at least fidget and wriggle if he could not walk, in an endeavour to ease that tension, but he could not even fidget while fifty-three stitches held together the half-closed gashes on his body. There would most certainly be an inquiry into the doings on board h.m.s. Renown, and there was a possibility of a court-martial  of a whole series of courts-martial  as a result.

Captain Sawyer was dead. Someone among the Spaniards, drunk with blood lust, at the time when the prisoners had tried to retake the ship, had struck down the wretched lunatic when they had burst into the cabin where he was confined. Hell had no fire hot enough for the man  or woman  who could do such a thing, even though it might be looked upon as a merciful release for the poor soul which had cowered before imagined terrors for so long. It was a strange irony that at the moment a merciless hand had cut the madmans throat some among the free prisoners had spared Buckland, had taken him prisoner as he lay in his cot and bound him with his bedding so that he lay helpless while the battle for his ship was being fought out to its bloody end. Buckland would have much to explain to a court of inquiry.

Bush heard the pipes of the bosuns mates and strained his ears to hear the orders given.

Gigs crew away! Hands to lower the gig!

Buckland would of course be going off at once to report to the admiral, and just as Bush came to that conclusion Buckland came into the cabin. Naturally he was dressed with the utmost care, in spotless white trousers and his best uniform coat. He was smoothly shaved, and the formal regularity of his neckcloth was the best proof of the anxious attention he had given to it. He carried his cocked hat in his hand as he stooped under the deck beams, and his sword hung from his hip. But he could not speak immediately; he could only stand and stare at Bush. Usually his cheeks were somewhat pudgy, but this morning they were hollow with care; the staring eyes were glassy, and the lips were twitching. A man on his way to the gallows might look like that.

Youre going to make your report, sir? asked Bush, after waiting for his superior to speak first.

Yes said Buckland.

Beside his cocked hat he held in his hand the sealed reports over which he had been labouring. Bush had been called in to help him compose the first, the anxious one regarding the displacement of Captain Sawyer from command; and his own personal report was embodied in the second one, redolent with conscious virtue, telling of the capitulation of the Spanish forces in Santo Domingo. But the third, with its account of the uprising of the prisoners on board, and its confession that Buckland had been taken prisoner asleep in bed, had been written without Bushs help.

I wish to God I was dead said Buckland.

Dont say that, sir said Bush, as cheerfully as his own apprehensions and his weak state would allow.

I wish I was repeated Buckland.

Your gigs alongside, sir said Hornblowers voice. And the prizes are just anchoring astern of us.

Buckland turned his dead-fish eyes towards him; Hornblower was not quite as neat in appearance, but he had clearly gone to some pains with his uniform.

Thank you said Buckland; and then, after a pause, he asked his question explosively: Tell me, Mr. Hornblower  this is the last chance  how did the captain come to fall down the hatchway?

I am quite unable to tell you, sir said Hornblower.

There was no hint whatever to be gleaned from his expressionless face or from the words he used.

Now, Mr. Hornblower said Buckland, nervously tapping the reports in his hand. Im treating you well. Youll find Ive given you all the praise I could in these reports. Ive given you full credit for what you did at Santo Domingo, and for boarding the ship when the prisoners rose. Full credit, Mr. Hornblower. Wont you  wont you  ?

I really cannot add anything to what you already know, sir said Hornblower.

But what am I going to say when they start asking me? asked Buckland.

Just say the truth, sir, that the captain was found under the hatchway and that no inquiry could establish any other indication than that he fell by accident.

I wish I knew said Buckland.

You know all that will ever be known, sir. Your pardon, sir  Hornblower extended his hand and picked a thread of oakum from off Bucklands lapel before he went on speaking the admiral will be overjoyed at hearing that weve wiped out the Dons at Samaná, sir. Hes probably been worrying himself grey-haired over convoys in the Mona Passage. And weve brought three prizes in. Hell have his one-eighth of their value. You cant believe hell resent that, can you, sir?

I suppose not said Buckland.

Hell have seen the prizes coming in with us  everyone in the flagships looking at them now and wondering about them. Hell be expecting good news. Hell be in no mood to ask questions this morning, sir. Except perhaps to ask you if youll take Madeira or sherry.

For the life of him Bush could not guess whether Hornblowers smile was natural or not, but he was a witness of the infusion of new spirits into Buckland.

But later on   said Buckland.

Later ons another day, sir. We can be sure of one thing, though  admirals dont like to be kept waiting, sir.

I suppose Id better go said Buckland.

Hornblower returned to Bushs cabin after having supervised the departure of the gig. This time his smile was clearly not forced; it played whimsically about the corners of his mouth.

I dont see anything to laugh at said Bush.

He tried to ease his position under the sheet that covered him. Now that the ship was stationary and the nearby land interfered with the free course of the wind the ship was much warmer already; the sun was shining down mercilessly, almost vertically over the deck that lay hardly more than a yard above Bushs upturned face.

Youre quite right, sir said Hornblower, stooping over him and adjusting the sheet. Theres nothing to laugh at.

Then take that damned grin off your face said Bush, petulantly. Excitement and the heat were working on his weakness to make his head swim again.

Aye aye, sir. Is there anything else I can do?

No said Bush.

Very good, sir. Ill attend to my other duties, then.

Alone in his cabin Bush rather regretted Hornblowers absence. As far as his weakness would permit, he would have liked to discuss the immediate future; he lay and thought about it, muzzy-mindedly, while the sweat soaked the bandages that swathed him. But there could be no logical order in his thoughts. He swore feebly to himself. Listening, he tried to guess what was going on in the ship with hardly more success than when he had tried to guess the future. He closed his eyes to sleep, and he opened them again when he started wondering about how Buckland was progressing in his interview with Admiral Lambert.

A lob-lolly boy  sick-berth attendant  came in with a tray that bore a jug and a glass. He poured out a glassful of liquid and with an arm supporting Bushs neck he held it to Bushs lips. At the touch of the cool liquid, and as its refreshing scent reached his nose. Bush suddenly realised he was horribly thirsty, and he drank eagerly, draining the glass.

Whats that? he asked.

Lemonade, sir, with Mr. Hornblowers respects.

Mr. Hornblower?

Yes, sir. Theres a bumboat alongside an Mr. Hornblower bought some lemons an told me to squeeze em for you.

My thanks to Mr. Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. Another glass, sir?

Yes.

That was better. Later on there were a whole succession of noises which he found hard to explain to himself: the tramp of booted feet on the deck, shouted orders, oars and more oars rowing alongside. Then there were steps outside his cabin door and Clive, the surgeon, entered, ushering in a stranger, a skinny, white-haired man with twinkling blue eyes.

Im Sankey, surgeon of the naval hospital ashore he announced. Ive come to take you where youll be more comfortable.

I dont want to leave the ship said Bush.

In the service said Sankey with professional cheerfulness you should have learned that it is the rule always to have to do what you dont want to do.

He turned back the sheet and contemplated Bushs bandaged form.

Pardon this liberty he said, still hatefully cheerful, but I have to sign a receipt for you  I trust youve never signed a receipt for ships stores without examining into their condition, lieutenant.

Damn you to hell! said Bush.

A nasty temper said Sankey with a glance at Clive. I fear you have not prescribed a sufficiency of opening medicine.

He laid hands on Bush, and with Clives assistance dexterously twitched him over so that he lay face downward.

The Dagoes seem to have done a crude job of carving you, sir went on Sankey, addressing Bushs defenceless back. Nine wounds, I understand.

And fifty-three stitches added Clive.

That will look well in the Gazette said Sankey with a giggle; and proceeded to extemporise a quotation: Lieutenant  ah  Bush received no fewer than nine wounds in the course of his heroic defence, but I am happy to state that he is rapidly recovering from them.

Bush tried to turn his head so as to snarl out an appropriate reply, but his neck was one of the sorest parts of him and he could only growl unintelligibly, and he was not turned on to his back again until his growls had died down.

And now well whisk our little cupid away said Sankey. Come in, you stretcher men.

Carried out on to the maindeck Bush found the sunlight blinding, and Sankey stooped to draw the sheet over his eyes.

Belay that! said Bush, as he realised his intention, and there was enough of the old bellow in his voice to cause Sankey to pause. I want to see!

The explanation of the trampling and bustle on the deck was plain now. Across the waist was drawn up a guard of one of the West Indian regiments, bayonets fixed and every man at attention. The Spanish prisoners were being brought up through the hatchways for despatch to the shore in the lighters alongside. Bush recognised Ortega, limping along with a man on either side to support him; one trouser leg had been cut off and his thigh was bandaged, and the bandage and the other trouser leg were black with dried blood.

A cut-throat crew, to be sure said Sankey. And now, if you have feasted your eyes on them long enough, we can sway you down into the boat.

Hornblower came hurrying down from the quarterdeck and went down on his knee beside the stretcher.

Are you all right, sir? he asked anxiously.

Yes, thank ee said Bush.

Ill have your gear packed and sent ashore after you, sir.

Thank you.

Careful with those slings snapped Hornblower, as the tackles were being attached to the stretcher.

Sir! Sir! Midshipman James was dancing about at Hornblowers elbow, anxious for his attention. Boats heading for us with a captain aboard.

That was news demanding instant consideration.

Good-bye, sir said Hornblower. Best of luck, sir. See you soon.

He turned away and Bush felt no ill will at this brief farewell, for a captain coming on board had to be received with the correct compliments. Moreover, Bush himself was desperately anxious to know the business that brought this captain on board.

Hoist away! ordered Sankey.

Avast! said Bush; and in reply to Sankeys look of inquiry, Lets wait a minute.

I have no objection myself to knowing whats going on said Sankey.

The calls of the bosuns mates shrilled along the deck. The sideboys came running; the military guard wheeled to face the entry port; the marines formed up beside them. Up through the entry port came the captain, his gold lace flaming in the sunshine. Hornblower touched his hat.

You are Mr. Hornblower, at present the senior lieutenant on board this ship?

Yes, sir. Lieutenant Horatio Hornblower, at your service.

My name is Cogshill said the captain, and he produced a paper which he proceeded to unfold and read aloud. Orders from Sir Richard Lambert, Vice-Admiral of the Blue, Knight of the Bath, Commanding His Majestys ships and vessels on the Jamaica station, to Captain James Edward Cogshill, of His Majestys ship Buckler. You are hereby requested and required to repair immediately on board of His Majestys ship Renown now lying in Port Royal bay and to take command pro tempore of the aforesaid ship Renown.

Cogshill folded his paper again. The assumption of command, even temporarily, of a kings ship was a solemn act, only to be performed with the correct ceremonial. No orders that Cogshill might give on board would be legal until he had read aloud the authority by which he gave them. Now he had read himself in, and now he held the enormous powers of a captain on board  he could make and unmake warrant officers, he could order imprisonment or the lash, by virtue of the delegation of power from the King in Council down through the Lords of the Admiralty and Sir Richard Lambert.

Welcome on board, sir said Hornblower, touching his hat again.

Very interesting said Sankey, when Bush had been swayed down into the hospital boat alongside and Sankey had taken his seat beside the stretcher. Take charge, coxsn. I knew Cogshill was a favourite of the admirals. Promotion to a ship of the line from a twenty-eight-gun frigate is a long step for our friend James Edward. Sir Richard has wasted no time.

The orders said it was only  only temporary said Bush, not quite able to bring out the words pro tempore with any aplomb.

Time enough to make out the permanent orders in due form said Sankey. It is from this moment that Cogshills pay is increased from ten shillings to two pounds a day.

The Negro oarsmen of the hospital boat were bending to their work, sending the launch skimming over the glittering water, and Sankey turned his head to look at the squadron lying at anchor in the distance  a three-decker and a couple of frigates.

Thats the Buckler he said, pointing. Lucky for Cogshill his ship was in here at this moment. Therell be plenty of promotion in the admirals gift now. You lost two lieutenants in the Renown?

Yes said Bush. Roberts had been cut in two by a shot from Samaná during the first attack, and Smith had been killed at the post of duty defending the quarterdeck when the prisoners rose.

A captain and two lieutenants said Sankey meditatively. Sawyer had been insane for some time, I understand?

Yes.

And yet they killed him?

Yes.

A chapter of accidents. It might have been better for your first lieutenant if he had met the same fate.

Bush did not make any reply to that remark, even though the same thought had occurred to him. Buckland had been taken prisoner in his bed, and he would never be able to live that down.

I think said Sankey, judicially, he will never be able to look for promotion. Unfortunate for him, seeing that he could otherwise have expected it as a result of your successes in Santo Domingo, on which so far I have not congratulated you, sir. My felicitations.

Thank you said Bush.

A resounding success. Now it will be interesting to see what use Sir Richard  may his name be ever revered  will make of all these vacancies. Cogshill to the Renown. That seems certain. Then a commander must be promoted to the Buckler. The ineffable joy of post rank! There are four commanders on this station  I wonder which of them will enter through the pearly gates? You have been on this station before, I believe, sir?

Not for three years said Bush.

Then you can hardly be expected to be up to date regarding the relative standing of the officers here in Sir Richards esteem. Then a lieutenant will be made commander. No doubt about who that will be.

Sankey spared Bush a glance, and Bush asked the question which was expected of him.

Who?

Dutton. First lieutenant of the flagship. Are you acquainted with him?

I think so. Lanky fellow with a scar on his cheek?

Yes. Sir Richard believes that the sun rises and sets on him. And I believe that Lieutenant Dutton  Commander as he soon will be  is of the same opinion.

Bush had no comment to make, and he would not have made one if he had. Surgeon Sankey was quite obviously a scatter-brained old gossip, and quite capable of repeating any remarks made to him. He merely nodded  as much of a nod as his sore neck and his recumbent position allowed  and waited for Sankey to continue his monologue.

So Dutton will be a commander. Thatll mean vacancies for three lieutenants. Sir Richard will be able to gladden the hearts of three of his friends by promoting their sons from midshipmen. Assuming, that is to say, that Sir Richard has as many as three friends.

Oars! Bowman! said the coxswain of the launch; they were rounding the tip of the jetty. The boat ran gently alongside and was secured; Sankey climbed out and supervised the lifting of the stretcher. With steady steps the Negro bearers began to carry the stretcher up the road towards the hospital, while the heat of the island closed round Bush like the warm water in a bath.

Let me see said Sankey, falling into step beside the stretcher. We had just promoted three midshipmen to lieutenant. So among the warrant ranks there will be three vacancies. But let me see  I fancy you had casualties in the Renown?

Plenty said Bush.

Midshipmen and masters mates had given their lives in defence of their ship.

Of course. That was only to be expected. So there will be many more than three vacancies. So the hearts of the supernumeraries, of the volunteers, of all those unfortunates serving without pay in the hope of eventual preferment, will be gladdened by numerous appointments. From the limbo of nothingness to the inferno of warrant rank. The path of glory  I do not have to asperse your knowledge of literature by reminding you of what the poet said.

Bush had no idea what the poet said, but he was not going to admit it.

And now we are arrived said Sankey. I will attend you to your cabin.

Inside the building the darkness left Bush almost blind for a space after the dazzling sunshine. There were whitewashed corridors; there was a long twilit ward divided by screens into minute rooms. He suddenly realised that he was quite exhausted, that all he wanted to do was to close his eyes and rest. The final lifting of him from the stretcher to the bed and the settling of him there seemed almost more than he could bear. He had no attention to spare for Sankeys final chatter. When the mosquito net was at last drawn round his bed and he was left alone he felt as if he were at the summit of a long sleek green wave, down which he went gliding, gliding, endlessly gliding. It was almost a pleasant sensation, but not quite.

When he reached the foot of the wave he had to struggle up it again, recovering his strength, through a night and a day and another night, and during that time he came to learn about the life in the hospital  the sounds, the groans that came from other patients behind other screens, the not-quite-muffled howls of lunatic patients at the far end of the whitewashed corridor; morning and evening rounds; by the end of his second day there he had begun to listen with appetite for the noises that presaged the bringing in of his meals.

You are a fortunate man remarked Sankey, examining his stitched-up body. These are all incised wounds. Not a single deep puncture. Its contrary to all my professional experience. Usually the Dagoes can be relied upon to use their knives in a more effective manner. Just look at this cut here.

The cut in question ran from Bushs shoulder to his spine, so that Sankey could not literally mean what he had just said.

Eight inches long at least went on Sankey. Yet not more than two inches deep, even though, as I suspect, the scapula is notched. Four inches with the point would have been far more effective. This other cut here seems to be the only one that indicates any ambition to plumb the arterial depths. Clearly the man who wielded the knife here intended to stab. But it was a stab from above downwards, and the jagged beginning of it shows how the point was turned by the ribs down which the knife slid, severing a few fibres of latissimus dorsi but tailing off at the end into a mere superficial laceration. The effort of a tyro. Turn over, please. Remember, Mr. Bush, if ever you use a knife, to give an upward inclination to the point. The human ribs lie open to welcome an upward thrust; before a downward thrust they overlap and forbid all entrance, and the descending knife, as in this case, bounds in vain from one rib to the next, knocking for admission at each in turn and being refused.

Im glad of that said Bush. Ouch!

And every cut is healing well said Sankey. No sign of mortification.

Bush suddenly realised that Sankey was moving his nose about close to his body; it was by its smell that gangrene first became apparent.

A good clean cut said Sankey, rapidly sutured and bound up in its own blood, can be expected to heal by first intention more often than not. Many times more often than not. And these are mostly clean cuts, haggled, as I said, only a little here and there. Bend this knee if you please. Your honourable scars, Mr. Bush, will in the course of a few years become almost unnoticeable. Thin lines of white whose crisscross pattern will be hardly a blemish on your classic torso.

Good said Bush; he was not quite sure what his torso was, but he was not going to ask Sankey to explain all these anatomical terms.

This morning Sankey had hardly left him before he returned with a visitor.

Captain Cogshill to inspect you he said. Here he is, sir.

Cogshill looked down at Bush upon the bed.

Doctor Sankey gives me the good news that you are recovering rapidly he said.

I think I am, sir.

The admiral has ordered a court of inquiry, and I am nominated a member of the court. Naturally your evidence will be required, Mr. Bush, and it is my duty to ascertain how soon you will be able to give it.

Bush felt a little wave of apprehension ripple over him. A court of inquiry was only a shade less terrifying than the court-martial to which it might lead. Even with a conscience absolutely clear Bush would rather  far rather  handle a ship on a lee shore in a gale than face questions and have to give answers, submit his motives to analysis and misconstruction, and struggle against the entanglements of legal forms. But it was medicine that had to be swallowed, and the sensible thing was to hold his nose and gulp it down however nauseating.

Im ready at any time, sir.

Tomorrow I shall take out the sutures, sir interposed Sankey. You will observe that Mr. Bush is still weak. He was entirely exsanguinated by his wounds.

What do you mean by that?

I mean he was drained of his blood. And the ordeal of taking out the sutures  

The stitches, do you mean?

The stitches, sir. The ordeal of removing them may momentarily retard Mr. Bushs recovery of his strength. But if the court will indulge him with a chair when he gives his evidence  

That can certainly be granted.

Then in three days from now he can answer any necessary questions.

Next Friday, then?

Yes, sir. That is the earliest. I could wish it would be later.

To assemble a court on this station explained Cogshill with his cold courtesy, is not easy, when every ship is away on necessary duty so much of the time. Next Friday will be convenient.

Yes, sir said Sankey.

It was some sort of gratification to Bush, who had endured so much of Sankeys chatter, to see him almost subdued in his manner when addressing someone as eminent as a captain.

Very well, then said Cogshill. He bowed to Bush. I wish you the quickest of recoveries.

Thank you, sir said Bush.

Even lying on his back he could not check the instinctive attempt to return the bow, but his wounds hurt him when he started to double up in the middle and prevented him from appearing ridiculous. With Cogshill gone Bush had time to worry about the future; the fear of it haunted him a little even while he ate his dinner, but the lob-lolly boy who came to take away the remains ushered in another visitor, the sight of whom drove away the black thoughts. It was Hornblower, standing at the door with a basket in his hand, and Bushs face lit up at the sight of him.

How are you, sir? asked Hornblower.

They shook hands, each reflecting the pleasure of the others greeting.

All the better for seeing you said Bush, and meant it.

This is my first chance of coming ashore said Hornblower. You can guess that Ive been kept busy.

Bush could guess easily enough; it was no trouble to him to visualise all the duties that had been heaped on Hornblower, the necessity to complete Renown again with powder and shot, food and water, to clean up the ship after the prisoners had been removed, to eradicate the traces of the recent fighting, to attend to the formalities connected with the disposal of the prizes, the wounded, the sick, and the effects of the dead. And Bush was eager to hear the details, as a housewife might be when illness had removed her from the supervision of her household. He plied Hornblower with questions, and the technical discussion that ensued prevented Hornblower for some time from indicating the basket he had brought.

Pawpaws he said. Mangoes. A pineapple. Thats only the second pineapple Ive ever seen.

Thank you. Very kind of you said Bush. But it was utterly beyond possibility that he could give the least hint of the feeling that the gift evoked in him, that after lying lonely for these days in the hospital he should find that someone cared about him  that in any case someone should give him so much as a thought. The words he spoke were limping and quite inadequate, and only a sensitive and sympathetic mind could guess at the feelings which the words concealed rather than expressed. But he was saved from further embarrassment by Hornblower abruptly introducing a new subject.

The admirals taking the Gaditana into the navy he announced.

Is he, by George!

Yes. Eighteen guns  six-pounders and nines. Shell rate as a sloop of war.

So hell have to promote a commander for her.

Yes.

By George! said Bush again.

Some lucky lieutenant would get that important step. It might have been Buckland  it still might be, if no weight were given to the consideration that he had been captured asleep in bed.

Lamberts renaming her the Retribution said Hornblower.

Not a bad name, either.

No.

There was silence for a moment; each of them was reliving, from his own point of view, those awful minutes while the Renown was being recaptured, while the Spaniards who tried to fight it out were slaughtered without mercy.

You know about the court of inquiry, I suppose? asked Bush; it was a logical step from his last train of thought.

Yes. How did you know about it?

Cogshills just been in here to warn me that Ill have to give evidence.

I see.

There followed silence more pregnant than the last as they thought about the ordeal ahead. Hornblower deliberately broke it.

I was going to tell you he said, that I had to reeve new tiller lines in Renown. Both of them were frayed  theres too much wear there. I think theyre led round too sharp an angle.

That provoked a technical discussion which Hornblower encouraged until it was time for him to leave.


CHAPTER XVI
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THE COURT OF inquiry was not nearly as awe-inspiring as a court-martial. There was no gun fired, no court-martial flag hoisted; the captains who constituted the board wore their everyday uniforms, and the witnesses were not required to give their evidence under oath; Bush had forgotten about this last fact until he was called into the court.

Please take a seat, Mr. Bush said the president. I understand you are still weak from your wounds.

Bush hobbled across to the chair indicated and was just able to reach it in time to sit down. The great cabin of the Renown  here, where Captain Sawyer had lain quivering and weeping with fear  was sweltering hot. The president had the logbook and journal in front of him, and he held in his hand what Bush recognised to be his own report regarding the attack on Samaná, which he had addressed to Buckland.

This report of yours does you credit, Mr. Bush said the president. It appears that you stormed this fort with no more than six casualties, although it was constructed with a ditch, parapets, and ramparts in regular style, and defended by a garrison of seventy men, and armed with twenty-four-pounders.

We took them by surprise, sir said Bush.

It is that which is to your credit.

The surprise of the garrison of Samaná could not have been greater than Bushs own surprise at this reception; he was expecting something far more unpleasant and inquisitorial. A glance across at Buckland, who had been called in before him, was not quite so reassuring; Buckland was pale and unhappy. But there was something he must say before the thought of Buckland should distract him.

The credit should be given to Lieutenant Hornblower, sir he said. It was his plan.

So you very handsomely say in your report. I may as well say at once that it is the opinion of this court that all the circumstances regarding the attack on Samaná and the subsequent capitulation are in accordance with the best traditions of the service.

Thank you, sir.

Now we come to the next matter. The attempt of the prisoners to capture the Renown. You were by this time acting as first lieutenant of the ship, Mr. Bush?

Yes, sir.

Step by step Bush was taken through the events of that night. He was responsible under Buckland for the arrangements made for guarding and feeding the prisoners. There were fifty women, wives of the prisoners, under guard in the midshipmens berth. Yes, it was difficult to supervise them as closely as the men. Yes, he had gone his rounds after pipedown. Yes, he had heard a disturbance. And so on.

And you were found lying among the dead, unconscious from your wounds?

Yes, sir.

Thank you, Mr. Bush.

A fresh-faced young captain at the end of the table asked a question.

And all this time Captain Sawyer was confined to his cabin, until he was murdered?

The president interposed.

Captain Hibbert, Mr. Buckland has already enlightened us regarding Captain Sawyers indisposition.

There was annoyance in the glance that the president of the court turned upon Captain Hibbert, and light suddenly dawned upon Bush. Sawyer had a wife, children, friends, who would not desire that any attention should be called to the fact that he had died insane. The president of the court was probably acting under explicit orders to hush that part of the business up. He would welcome questions about it no more than Bush himself would, now that Sawyer was dead in his countrys cause. Buckland could not have been very closely examined about it, either. His unhappy look must be due to having to describe his inglorious part in the attempt on the Renown.

I dont expect any of you gentlemen wish to ask Mr. Bush any more questions? asked the president of the court in such a way that questions could not possibly have been asked. Call Lieutenant Hornblower.

Hornblower made his bow to the court; he was wearing that impassive expression which Bush knew by now to conceal an internal turbulence. He was asked as few questions on Samaná as Bush had been.

It has been suggested said the president, that this attack on the fort, and the hoisting up of the gun to search the bay, were on your initiative?

I cant think why that suggestion was made, sir. Mr. Buckland bore the entire responsibility.

I wont press you further about that, Mr. Hornblower, then. I think we all understand. Now, let us hear about your recapture of the Renown. What first attracted your attention?

It called for steady questioning to get the story out of Hornblower. He had heard a couple of musket shots, which had worried him, and then he saw the Renown come up into the wind, which made him certain something was seriously wrong. So he had collected his prize crews together and laid the Renown on board.

Were you not afraid of losing the prizes, Mr. Hornblower?

Better to lose the prizes than the ship, sir. Besides  

Besides what, Mr. Hornblower?

I had every sheet and halliard cut in the prizes before we left them, sir. It took them some time to reeve new ones, so it was easy to recapture them.

You seem to have thought of everything, Mr. Hornblower said the president, and there was a buzz of approval through the court. And you seem to have made a very prompt counter-attack on the Renown. You did not wait to ascertain the extent of the danger? Yet for all you knew the attempt to take the ship might have already failed.

In that case no harm was done except the disabling of the rigging of the prizes, sir. But if the ship had actually fallen into the hands of the prisoners it was essential that an attack should be directed on her before any defence could be organised.

We understand. Thank you, Mr. Hornblower.

The inquiry was nearly over. Carberry was still too ill with his wounds to be able to give evidence; Whiting of the marines was dead. The court conferred only a moment before announcing its findings.

It is the opinion of this court announced the president, that strict inquiry should be made among the Spanish prisoners to determine who it was that murdered Captain Sawyer, and that the murderer, if still alive, should be brought to justice. And as the result of our examination of the surviving officers of h.m.s. Renown it is our opinion that no further action is necessary.

That meant there would be no court-martial. Bush found himself grinning with relief as he sought to meet Hornblowers eye, but when he succeeded his smile met with a cold reception. Bush tried to shut off his smile and look like a man of such clear conscience that it was no relief to be told that he would not be court-martialled. And a glance at Buckland changed his elation to a feeling of pity. The man was desperately unhappy; his professional ambitions had come to an abrupt end. After the capitulation of Samaná he must have cherished hope, for with that considerable achievement to his credit, and his captain unfit for service, there was every possibility that he would receive the vital promotion to commander at least, possibly even to captain. The fact that he had been surprised in bed meant an end to all that. He would always be remembered for it, and the fact would remain in peoples minds when the circumstances were forgotten. He was doomed to remain an ageing lieutenant.

Bush remembered guiltily that it was only by good fortune that he himself had awakened in time. His wounds might be painful, but they had served an invaluable purpose in diverting attention from his own responsibility; he had fought until he had fallen unconscious, and perhaps that was to his credit, but Buckland would have done the same had the opportunity been granted him. But Buckland was damned, while he himself had come through the ordeal at least no worse off than he had been before. Bush felt the illogicality of it all, although he would have been hard pressed if he had to put it into words. And in any case logical thinking on the subject of reputation and promotion was not easy, because during all these years Bush had become more and more imbued with the knowledge that the service was a hard and ungrateful one, in which fortune was even more capricious than in other walks of life. Good luck came and went in the navy as unpredictably as death chose its victims when a broadside swept a crowded deck. Bush was fatalistic and resigned about that, and it was not a state of mind conducive to penetrating thought.

Ah, Mr. Bush said Captain Cogshill, its a pleasure to see you on your feet. I hope you will remain on board to dine with me. I hope to secure the presence of the other lieutenants.

With much pleasure, sir said Bush. Every lieutenant said that in reply to his captains invitation.

In fifteen minutes time, then? Excellent.

The captains who had constituted the court of inquiry were leaving the ship, in strict order of seniority, and the calls of the bosuns mates echoed along the deck as each one left, a careless hand to a hat brim in acknowledgment of the compliments bestowed. Down from the entry port went each in turn, gold lace, epaulettes, and all, these blessed individuals who had achieved the ultimate beatitude of post rank, and the smart gigs pulled away towards the anchored ships.

Youre dining on board, sir? said Hornblower to Bush.

Yes.

On the deck of their own ship the sir came quite naturally, as naturally as it had been dropped when Hornblower had been visiting his friend in the hospital ashore. Hornblower turned to touch his hat to Buckland.

May I leave the deck to Hart, sir? Im invited to dine in the cabin.

Very well, Mr. Hornblower. Buckland forced a smile. Well have two new lieutenants soon, and youll cease to be the junior.

I shant be sorry, sir.

These men who had been through so much together were grasping eagerly at trivialities to keep the conversation going for fear lest more serious matters should lift their ugly heads.

Time for us to go along said Buckland.

Captain Cogshill was a courtly host. There were flowers in the great cabin now; they must have been kept hidden away in his sleeping cabin while the inquiry was being held so as not to detract from the formality of the proceedings. And the cabin windows were wide open, and a wind scoop brought into the cabin what little air was moving.

That is a land-crab salad before you, Mr. Hornblower. Coconut-fed land crab. Some prefer it to dairy-fed pork. Perhaps you will serve it to those who would care for some?

The steward brought in a vast smoking joint which he put on the table.

A saddle of fresh lamb said the captain. Sheep do badly in these islands and I fear this may not be fit to eat. But perhaps you will at least try it. Mr. Buckland, will you carve? You see, gentlemen, I still have some real potatoes left  one grows weary of yams. Mr. Hornblower, will you take wine?

With pleasure, sir.

And Mr. Bush  to your speedy recovery, sir.

Bush drained his glass thirstily. Sankey had warned him, when he left the hospital, that over indulgence in spirituous liquors might result in inflammation of his wounds, but there was pleasure in pouring the wine down his throat and feeling the grateful warmth it brought to his stomach. The dinner proceeded.

You gentlemen who have served on this station before must be acquainted with this said the captain, contemplating a steaming dish that had been laid before him. A West Indian pepper pot  not as good as one finds in Trinidad, I fear. Mr. Hornblower, will you make your first essay? Come in!

The last words were in response to a knock on the cabin door. A smartly dressed midshipman entered. His beautiful uniform, his elegant bearing, marked him as one of that class of naval officer in receipt of a comfortable allowance from home, or even of substantial means of his own. Some sprig of the nobility, doubtless, serving his legal time until favouritism and interest should whisk him up the ladder of promotion.

Im sent by the admiral, sir he announced.

Of course. Bush, his perceptions comfortably sensitised with wine, could see at once that with those clothes and that manner he must be on the admirals staff.

And whats your message? asked Cogshill.

The admirals compliments, sir, and hed like Mr. Hornblowers presence on board the flagship as soon as is convenient.

And dinner not half-way finished commented Cogshill, looking at Hornblower. But an admirals request for something as soon as convenient meant immediately, convenient or not. Very likely it was a matter of no importance, either.

Id better leave, sir, if I may said Hornblower. He glanced at Buckland. May I have a boat, sir?

Pardon me, sir interposed the midshipman. The admiral said that the boat which brought me would serve to convey you to the flagship.

That settles it said Cogshill. Youd better go, Mr. Hornblower. Well save some of this pepper pot for you against your return.

Thank you, sir said Hornblower, rising.

As soon as he had left, the captain asked the inevitable question.

What in the world does the admiral want with Hornblower?

He looked round the table and received no verbal reply. There was a strained look on Bucklands face, however, as Bush saw. It seemed as if in his misery Buckland was clairvoyant.

Well, well know in time said Cogshill. The wines beside you, Mr. Buckland. Dont let it stagnate.

Dinner went on. The pepper pot rasped on Bushs palate and inflamed his stomach, making the wine doubly grateful when he drank it. When the cheese was removed, and the cloth with it, the steward brought in fruit and nuts in silver dishes.

Port said Captain Cogshill.  79. A good year. About this brandy I know little, as one might expect in these times.

Brandy could only come from France, smuggled, presumably, and as a result of trading with the enemy.

But here went on the captain, is some excellent Dutch geneva  I bought it at the prize sale after we took St. Eustatius. And here is another Dutch liquor  it comes from Curaçao, and if the orange flavour is not too sickly for your palates you might find it pleasant. Swedish schnapps, fiery but excellent, I fancy  that was after we captured Saba. The wise man does not mix grain and grape, so they say, but I understand schnapps is made from potatoes, and so does not come under the ban. Mr. Buckland?

Schnapps for me said Buckland a little thickly.

Mr. Bush?

Ill drink along with you, sir.

That was the easiest way of deciding.

Then let us make it brandy. Gentlemen, may Boney grow bonier than ever.

They drank the toast, and the brandy went down to warm Bushs interior to a really comfortable pitch. He was feeling happy and relaxed, and two toasts later he was feeling better than he had felt since the Renown left Plymouth.

Come in! said the captain.

The door opened slowly, and Hornblower stood framed in the opening. There was the old look of strain in his face; Bush could see it even though Hornblowers figure seemed to waver a little before his eyes  the way objects appeared over the rack of red-hot cannon balls at Samaná  and although Hornblowers countenance seemed to be a little fuzzy round the edges.

Come in, come in, man said the captain. The toasts are just beginning. Sit in your old place. Brandy for heroes, as Johnson said in his wisdom. Mr. Bush!

V  victorious war. O  oceans of gore. P  prizes galore. B  b  beauty ashore. Hic said Bush, inordinately proud of himself that he had remembered that toast and had it ready when called upon.

Drink fair, Mr. Hornblower said the captain, we have a start of you already. A stern chase is a long chase.

Hornblower put his glass to his lips again.

Mr. Buckland!

Jollity and  jollity and  jollity and  and  and  mirth said Buckland, managing to get the last word out at last. His face was as red as a beetroot and seemed to Bushs heated imagination to fill the entire cabin like the setting sun; most amusing.

Youve come back from the admiral, Mr. Hornblower said the captain with sudden recollection.

Yes, sir.

The curt reply seemed out of place in the general atmosphere of good-will; Bush was distinctly conscious of it, and of the pause which followed.

Is all well? asked the captain at length, apologetic about prying into someone elses business and yet led to do so by the silence.

Yes, sir. Hornblower was turning his glass round and round on the table between long nervous fingers, every finger a foot long, it seemed to Bush. He has made me commander into Retribution.

The words were spoken quietly, but they had the impact of pistol shots in the silence of the room.

God bless my soul! said the captain. Then thats our new toast. To the new commander, and a cheer for him too!

Bush cheered lustily and downed his brandy.

Good old Hornblower! he said. Good old Hornblower!

To him it was really excellent news; he leaned over and patted Hornblowers shoulder. He knew his face was one big smile, and he put his head on one side and his shoulder on the table so that Hornblower should get the full benefit of it.

Buckland put his glass down on the table with a sharp tap.

Damn you! he said. Damn you! Damn you to Hell!

Easy there! said the captain hastily. Lets fill the glasses. A brimmer there, Mr. Buckland. Now, our country! Noble England! Queen of the waves!

Bucklands anger was drowned in the fresh flood of liquor, yet later in the session his sorrows overcame him and he sat at the table weeping quietly, with the tears running down his cheeks; but Bush was too happy to allow Bucklands misery to affect him. He always remembered that afternoon as one of the most successful dinners he had ever attended. He could also remember Hornblowers smile at the end of dinner.

We cant send you back to the hospital today said Hornblower. Youd better sleep in your own cot tonight. Let me take you there.

That was very agreeable. Bush put both arms round Hornblowers shoulders and walked with dragging feet. It did not matter that his feet dragged and his legs would not function while he had this support; Hornblower was the best man in the world and Bush could announce it by singing For Hes a Jolly Good Fellow while lurching along the alleyway. And Hornblower lowered him onto the heaving cot and grinned down at him as he clung to the edges of the cot; Bush was a little astonished that the ship should sway like this while at anchor.


CHAPTER XVII
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THAT WAS HOW Hornblower came to leave the Renown. The coveted promotion was in his grasp, and he was busy enough commissioning the Retribution, making her ready for sea, and organising the scratch crew which was drafted into her. Bush saw something of him during this time, and could congratulate him soberly on the epaulette which, worn on the left shoulder, marked him as a commander, one of those gilded individuals for whom bosuns mates piped the side and who could look forward with confidence to eventual promotion to captain. Bush called him sir, and even when he said it for the first time the expression did not seem unnatural.

Bush had learned something during the past few weeks which his service during the years had not called to his attention. Those years had been passed at sea, among the perils of the sea, amid the ever-changing conditions of wind and weather, deep water and shoal. In the ships of the line in which he had served there had only been minutes of battle for every week at sea, and he had gradually become fixed in the idea that seamanship was the one requisite for a naval officer. To be master of the countless details of managing a wooden sailing ship; not only to be able to handle her under sail, but to be conversant with all the petty but important trifles regarding cordage and cables, pumps and salt pork, dry rot and the Articles of War; that was what was necessary. But he knew now of other qualities equally necessary: a bold and yet thoughtful initiative, moral as well as physical courage, tactful handling both of superiors and of subordinates, ingenuity and quickness of thought. A fighting navy needed to fight, and needed fighting men to lead it.

Yet even though this realisation reconciled him to Hornblowers promotion, there was irony in the fact that he was plunged back immediately into petty detail of the most undignified sort. For now he had to wage war on the insect world and not on mankind; the Spanish prisoners in the six days they had been on board had infested the ship with all the parasites they had brought with them. Fleas, lice, and bedbugs swarmed everywhere, and in the congenial environment of a wooden ship in the tropics full of men they flourished exceedingly. Heads had to be cropped and bedding baked; and in a desperate attempt to wall in the bedbugs woodwork had to be repainted  a success of a day or two flattered only to deceive, for after each interval the pests showed up again. Even the cockroaches and the rats that had always been in the ship seemed to multiply and become omnipresent.

It was perhaps an unfortunate coincidence that the height of his exasperation with this state of affairs coincided with the payment of prize money for the captures at Samaná. A hundred pounds to spend, a couple of days leave granted by Captain Cogshill, and Hornblower at a loose end at the same time  those two days were a lurid period, during which Hornblower and Bush contrived to spend each of them a hundred pounds in the dubious delights of Kingston. Two wild days and two wild nights, and then Bush went back on board the Renown, shaken and limp, only too glad to get out to sea and recover. And when he returned from his first cruise under Cogshills command Hornblower came to say good-bye.

Im sailing with the land breeze tomorrow morning he said.

Whither bound, sir?

England said Hornblower.

Bush could not restrain a whistle at the news. There were men in the squadron who had not seen England for ten years.

Ill be back again said Hornblower. A convoy to the Downs. Despatches for the Commissioners. Pick up the replies and a convoy out again. The usual round.

For a sloop of war it was indeed the usual round. The Retribution with her eighteen guns and disciplined crew could fight almost any privateer afloat; with her speed and handiness she could cover a convoy more effectively than the ship of the line or even the frigates that accompanied the larger convoys to give solid protection.

Youll get your commission confirmed, sir said Bush, with a glance at Hornblowers epaulette.

I hope so said Hornblower.

Confirmation of a commission bestowed by a commander-in-chief on a foreign station was a mere formality.

That is said Hornblower, if they dont make peace.

No chance of that, sir said Bush; and it was clear from Hornblowers grin that he, too, thought there was no possibility of peace either, despite the hints in the two-months-old newspapers that came out from England to the effect that negotiations were possible. With Bonaparte in supreme power in France, restless, ambitious, and unscrupulous, and with none of the points settled that were in dispute between the two countries, no fighting man could believe that the negotiations could result even in an armistice, and certainly not in a permanent peace.

Good luck in any case, sir said Bush, and there was no mere formality about those words.

They shook hands and parted; it says much for Bushs feelings towards Hornblower that in the grey dawn next morning he rolled out of his cot and went up on deck to watch the Retribution, ghost-like under her topsails, and with the lead going in the chains, steal out round the point, wafted along by the land breeze. Bush watched her go; life in the service meant many partings. Meanwhile there was war to be waged against bedbugs.

Eleven weeks later the squadron was in the Mona Passage, beating against the trade winds. Lambert had brought them out here with the usual double objective of every admiral, to exercise his ships and to see an important convoy through the most dangerous part of its voyage. The hills of Santo Domingo were out of sight at the moment over the westerly horizon, but Mona was in sight ahead, table-topped and, from this point of view, an unrelieved oblong in outline; over on the port bow lay Monas little sister Monita, exhibiting a strong family resemblance.

The lookout frigate ahead sent up a signal.

Youre too slow, Mr. Truscott bellowed Bush at the signal midshipman, as was right and proper.

Sail in sight, bearing northeast read the signal midshipman, glass to eye.

That might be anything, from the advanced guard of a French squadron broken out from Brest to a wandering trader.

The signal came down and was almost instantly replaced.

Friendly sail in sight bearing northeast read Truscott.

A squall came down and blotted out the horizon. The Renown had to pay off momentarily before its impact. The rain rattled on the deck as the ship lay over, and then the wind abruptly moderated, the sun came out again, and the squall was past. Bush busied himself with the task of regaining station, of laying the Renown her exact two cables length astern of her next ahead. She was last in the line of three, and the flagship was the first. Now the strange sail was well over the horizon. She was a sloop of war as the telescope showed at once; Bush thought for a moment that she might be the Retribution, returned after a very quick double passage, but it only took a second glance to make sure she was not. Truscott read her number and referred to the list.

Clara, sloop of war: Captain Ford he announced.

The Clara had sailed for England with despatches three weeks before the Retribution, Bush knew.

Clara to Flag went on Truscott. Have despatches.

She was nearing fast. Up the flagships halliards soared a string of black balls which broke into flags at the top.

All ships read Truscott, with excitement evident in his voice, for this meant that the Renown would have orders to obey. Heave-to.

Main topsl braces! yelled Bush. Mr. Abbott! My respects to the captain and the squadrons heaving-to.

The squadron came to the wind and lay heaving easily over the rollers. Bush watched the Claras boat dancing over the waves towards the flagship.

Keep the hands at the braces, Mr. Bush said Captain Cogshill. I expect well fill again as soon as the despatches are delivered.

But Cogshill was wrong. Bush watched through his glass the officer from the Clara go up the flagships side, but the minutes passed and the flagship still lay hove-to, the squadron still pitched on the waves. Now a new string of black balls went up the flagships halliards.

All ships read Truscott. Captains repair on board the flagship.

Gigs crew away! roared Bush.

It must be important, or at least unusual, news for the admiral to wish to communicate it to the captains immediately and in person. Bush walked the quarterdeck with Buckland while they waited. The French fleet might be out; the Northern Alliance might be growing restive again. The Kings illness might have returned. It might be anything; they could be only certain that it was not nothing. The minutes passed and lengthened into half-hours; it could hardly be bad news  if it were, Lambert would not be wasting precious time like this, with the whole squadron going off slowly to leeward. Then at last the wind brought to their ears, over the blue water, the high-pitched sound of the pipes of the bosuns mates in the flagship. Bush clapped his glass to his eye.

First ones coming off he said.

Gig after gig left the flagships side, and now they could see the Renowns gig with her captain in the sternsheets. Buckland went to meet him as he came up the side. Cogshill touched his hat; he was looking a little dazed.

Its peace he said.

The wind brought them the sound of cheering from the flagship  the announcement must have been made to the ships company on board, and it was the sound of that cheering that gave any reality at all to the news the captain brought.

Peace, sir? asked Buckland.

Yes, peace. Preliminaries are signed. The ambassadors meet in France next month to settle the terms, but its peace. All hostilities are at an end  they are to cease in every part of the world on arrival of this news.

Peace! said Bush.

For nine years the world had been convulsed with war; ships had burned and men had bled from Manila to Panama, west about and east about. It was hard to believe that he was living now in a world where men did not fire cannons at each other on sight. Cogshills next remark had a bearing on this last thought.

National ships of the French, Batavian, and Italian Republics will be saluted with the honours due to foreign ships of war he said.

Buckland whistled at that, as well he might. It meant that England had recognised the existence of the red republics against which she had fought for so long. Yesterday it had been almost treason to speak the word republic. Now a captain could use it casually in an official statement.

And what happens to us, sir? asked Buckland.

Thats what we must wait to hear said Cogshill. But the navy is to be reduced to peacetime establishment. That means that nine ships out of ten will be paid off.

Holy Moses! said Bush.

Now the next ship ahead was cheering, the sound coming shrilly through the air.

Call the hands said Cogshill. They must be told.

The ships company of the Renown rejoiced to hear the news. They cheered as wildly as did the crews of the other ships. For them it meant the approaching end of savage discipline and incredible hardship. Freedom, liberty, a return to their homes. Bush looked down at the sea of ecstatic faces and wondered what the news implied for him. Freedom and liberty, possibly; but they meant life on a lieutenants half pay. That was something he had never experienced; in his earliest youth he had entered the navy as a midshipman  the peacetime navy which he could hardly remember  and during the nine years of the war he had only known two short intervals of leave. He was not too sure that he cared for the novel prospects that the future held out to him.

He glanced up at the flagship and turned to bellow at the signal midshipman.

Mr. Truscott! Dont you see that signal? Attend to your duties, or it will be the worse for you, peace or no peace.

The wretched Truscott put his glass to his eye.

All ships he read. Form line on the larboard tack.

Bush glanced at the captain for permission to proceed.

Hands to the braces, there! yelled Bush. Fill that main topsl. Smarter than that, you lubbers! Full and by, quartermaster. Mr. Cope, havent you eyes in your head? Take another pull at that weather-brace! God bless my soul! Easy there! Belay!

All ships read Truscott with his telescope, as the Renown gathered way and settled in the wake of her next ahead. Tack in succession.

Stand by to go about! yelled Bush.

He noted the progress of the next ahead, and then spared time to rate the watch for its dilatoriness in going to its stations for tacking ship.

You slow-footed slobs! Ill have some of you dancing at the gratings before long!

The next ahead had tacked by now, and the Renown was advancing into the white water she had left behind.

Ready about! shouted Bush. Headsail sheets! Helm-a-lee!

The Renown came ponderously about and filled on the starboard tack.

Course souwest by west said Truscott, reading the next signal.

Southwest by west. The admiral must be heading back for Port Royal. He could guess that was the first step towards the reduction of the fleet to its peacetime establishment. The sun was warm and delightful, and the Renown, steadying before the wind, was roaring along over the blue Caribbean. She was keeping her station well; there was no need to shiver the mizzen topsail yet. This was a good life. He could not make himself believe that it was coming to an end. He tried to think of a winters day in England, with nothing to do. No ship to handle. Half pay  his sisters had half his pay as it was, which would mean there would be nothing for him, as well as nothing to do. A cold winters day. No, he simply could not imagine it, and he left off trying.


CHAPTER XVIII
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IT WAS A cold winters day in Portsmouth; a black frost, and there was a penetrating east wind blowing down the street as Bush came out of the dockyard gates. He turned up the collar of his pea-jacket over his muffler and crammed his hands into his pockets, and he bowed his head into the wind as he strode forward into it, his eyes watering, his nose running, while that east wind seemed to find its way between his ribs, making the scars that covered them ache anew. He would not allow himself to look up at the Keppels Head as he went past it. In there, he knew, there would be warmth and good company. The fortunate officers with prize money to spend; the incredibly fortunate officers who had found themselves appointments in the peacetime navy  they would be in there yarning and taking wine with each other. He could not afford wine. He thought longingly for a moment about a tankard of beer, but he rejected the idea immediately, although the temptation was strong. He had a months half pay in his pocket  he was on his way back from the Clerk of the Cheque from whom he had drawn it  but that had to last four and a half weeks and he knew he could not afford it.

He had tried of course for a billet in the merchant service, as mate, but that was as hopeless a prospect at present as obtaining an appointment as lieutenant. Having started life as a midshipman and spent all his adult life in the fighting service he did not know enough about bills of lading or cargo stowage. The merchant service looked on the navy with genial contempt, and said the latter always had a hundred men available to do a job the merchantman had to do with six. And with every ship that was paid off a fresh batch of masters mates, trained for the merchant service and pressed from it, sought jobs in their old profession, heightening the competition every month.

Someone came out from a side street just in front of him and turned into the wind ahead of him  a naval officer. That gangling walk; those shoulders bent into the wind; he could not help but recognise Hornblower.

Sir! Sir! he called, and Hornblower turned.

There was a momentary irritation in his expression but it vanished the moment he recognised Bush.

Its good to see you he said, his hand held out.

Good to see you, sir said Bush.

Dont call me sir  said Hornblower.

No, sir? What  why  ?

Hornblower had no greatcoat on; and his left shoulder was bare of the epaulette he should have worn as a commander. Bushs eyes went to it automatically. He could see the old pin-holes in the material which showed where the epaulette had once been fastened.

Im not a commander said Hornblower. They didnt confirm my appointment.

Good God!

Hornblowers face was unnaturally white  Bush was accustomed to seeing it deeply tanned  and his cheeks were hollow, but his expression was set in the old unrevealing cast that Bush remembered so well.

Preliminaries of peace were signed the day I took Retribution into Plymouth said Hornblower.

What infernal luck! said Bush.

Lieutenants waited all their lives for the fortunate combination of circumstances that might bring them promotion, and most of them waited in vain. It was more than likely now Hornblower would wait in vain for the rest of his life.

Have you applied for an appointment as lieutenant? asked Bush.

Yes. And I suppose you have? replied Hornblower.

Yes.

There was no need to say more than that on that subject. The peacetime navy employed one-tenth of the lieutenants who were employed in wartime; to receive an appointment one had to be of vast seniority or else have powerful friends.

I spent a month in London said Hornblower. There was always a crowd round the Admiralty and the Navy Office.

I expect so said Bush.

The wind came shrieking round the corner.

God, but its cold! said Bush.

His mind toyed with the thought of various ways to continue the conversation in shelter. If they went to the Keppels Head now it would mean paying for two pints of beer, and Hornblower would have to pay for the same.

Im going into the Long Rooms just here said Hornblower. Come in with me  or are you busy?

No, Im not busy said Bush, doubtfully but  

Oh, its all right said Hornblower. Come on.

There was reassurance in the confident way in which Hornblower spoke about the Long Rooms. Bush only knew of them by reputation. They were frequented by officers of the navy and the army with money to spare. Bush had heard much about the high stakes that were indulged in at play there, and about the elegance of the refreshments offered by the proprietor. If Hornblower could speak thus casually about the Long Rooms he could not be as desperately hard up as he seemed to be. They crossed the street and Hornblower held open the door and ushered him through. It was a long oak-panelled room; the gloom of the outer day was made cheerful here by the light of candles, and a magnificent fire flamed on the hearth. In the centre several card tables with chairs round them stood ready for play; the ends of the room were furnished as comfortable lounges. A servant in a green baize apron was making the room tidy, and came to take their hats and Bushs coat as they entered.

Good morning, sir he said.

Good morning, Jenkins said Hornblower.

He walked with unconcealed haste over to the fire and stood before it warming himself. Bush saw that his teeth were chattering.

A bad day to be out without your pea-jacket he said.

Yes said Hornblower.

He clipped that affirmative a little short, so that in a minute degree it failed to be an indifferent, flat agreement. It was that which caused Bush to realise that it was not eccentricity or absent-mindedness that had brought Hornblower out into a black frost without his greatcoat. Bush looked at Hornblower sharply, and he might even have asked a tactless question if he had not been forestalled by the opening of an inner door beside them. A short, plump, but exceedingly elegant gentleman came in; he was dressed in the height of fashion, save that he wore his hair long, tied back and with powder in the style of the last generation. This made his age hard to guess. He looked at the pair of them with keen dark eyes.

Good morning. Marquis said Hornblower. It is a pleasure to present  M. le Marquis de Sainte-Croix  Lieutenant Bush.

The Marquis bowed gracefully, and Bush endeavoured to imitate him. But for all that graceful bow, Bush was quite unaware of the considering eyes running over him. A lieutenant looking over a likely hand, or a farmer looking at a pig at a fair, might have worn the same expression. Bush guessed that the Marquis was making a mental estimate as to how much Bush might be good for at the card tables, and suddenly became acutely conscious of his shabby uniform. Apparently the Marquis reached the same conclusion as Bush did, but he began a conversation nevertheless.

A bitter wind he said.

Yes said Bush.

It will be rough in the Channel went on the Marquis, politely raising a professional topic.

Indeed it will agreed Bush.

And no ships will come in from the westward.

You can be sure of that.

The Marquis spoke excellent English. He turned to Hornblower.

Have you seen Mr. Truelove lately? he asked.

No said Hornblower. But I met Mr. Wilson.

Truelove and Wilson were names familiar to Bush; they were the most famous prize agents in England  a quarter of the navy at least employed that firm to dispose of their captures for them. The Marquis turned back to Bush.

I hope you have been fortunate in the matter of prize money, Mr. Bush? he said.

No such luck said Bush. His hundred pounds had gone in a two days debauch at Kingston.

The sums they handle are fabulous, nothing less than fabulous. I understand the ships company of the Caradoc will share seventy thousand pounds when they come in.

Very likely said Bush. He had heard of the captures the Caradoc had made in the Bay of Biscay.

But while this wind persists they must wait before enjoying their good fortune, poor fellows. They were not paid off on the conclusion of peace, but were ordered to Malta to assist in relieving the garrison. Now they are expected back daily.

For an immigrant civilian the Marquis displayed a laudable interest in the affairs of the service. And he was consistently polite, as his next speech showed.

I trust you will consider yourself at home here, Mr. Bush he said. Now I hope you will pardon me, as I have much business to attend to.

He withdrew through the curtained door, leaving Bush and Hornblower looking at each other.

A queer customer said Bush.

Not so queer when you come to know him said Hornblower.

The fire had warmed him by now, and there was a little colour in his cheeks.

What do you do here? asked Bush, curiosity finally overcoming his politeness.

I play whist said Hornblower.

Whist?

All that Bush knew about whist was that it was a slow game favoured by intellectuals. When Bush gambled he preferred something with a greater element of chance and which did not make any demand on his thoughts.

A good many men from the services drop in here for whist said Hornblower. Im always glad to make a fourth.

But Id heard  

Bush had heard of all sorts of other games being played in the Long Rooms: hazard, vingt-et-un, even roulette.

The games for high stakes are played in there said Hornblower, pointing to the curtained door. I stay here.

Wise man said Bush. But he was quite sure there was some further information that was being withheld from him. And he was not actuated by simple curiosity. The affection and the interest that he felt towards Hornblower drove him into further questioning.

Do you win? he asked.

Frequently said Hornblower. Enough to live.

But you have your half pay? went on Bush. Hornblower yielded in face of this persistence.

No he said. Im not entitled.

Not entitled? Bushs voice rose a semitone. But youre a permanent lieutenant.

Yes. But I was a temporary commander. I drew three months full pay for that rank before the Admiralty refused to confirm.

And then they put you under stoppages?

Yes. Until Ive repaid the excess. Hornblower smiled; a nearly natural smile. Ive lived through two months of it. Only five more and Ill be back on half pay.

Holy Peter! said Bush.

Half pay was bad enough; it meant a life of constant care and economy, but one could live. Hornblower had nothing at all. Bush knew now why Hornblower had no greatcoat. He felt a sudden wave of anger. A recollection rose in his mind, as clear to his inward eye as this pleasant room was to his outward one. He remembered Hornblower swinging himself down, sword in hand, on to the deck of the Renown, plunging into a battle against odds which could only result in either death or victory. Hornblower, who had planned and worked endlessly to ensure success  and then had flung his life upon the board as a final stake; and today Hornblower was standing with chattering teeth trying to warm himself beside a fire by the charity of a frog-eating gambling-hall keeper with the look of a dancing master.

Its a hellish outrage said Bush, and then he made his offer. He offered his money, even though he knew as he offered it that it meant most certainly that he would go hungry, and that his sisters, if not exactly hungry, would hardly have enough to eat. But Hornblower shook his head.

Thank you he said. Ill never forget that. But I cant accept it. You know that I couldnt. But Ill never cease to be grateful to you. Im grateful in another way, too. Youve brightened the world for me by saying that.

Even in the face of Hornblowers refusal Bush repeated his offer, and tried to press it, but Hornblower was firm in his refusal. Perhaps it was because Bush looked so downcast that Hornblower gave him some further information in the hope of cheering him up.

Things arent as bad as they seem he said. You dont understand that Im in receipt of regular pay  a permanent salarium from our friend the Marquis.

I didnt know that said Bush.

Half a guinea a week explained Hornblower. Ten shillings and sixpence every Saturday morning, rain or shine.

And what do you have to do for it? Bushs half pay was more than twice that sum.

I only have to play whist explained Hornblower. Only that. From twelve midday until two in the morning Im here to play whist with any three that need a fourth.

I see said Bush.

The Marquis in his generosity also makes me free of these rooms. I have no subscription to pay. No table money. And I can keep my winnings.

And pay your losses?

Hornblower shrugged.

Naturally. But the losses do not come as often as one might think. The reasons simple enough. The whist players who find it hard to obtain partners, and who are cold-shouldered by the others, are naturally the bad players. Strangely anxious to play, even so. And when the Marquis happens to be in here and Major Jones and Admiral Smith and Mr. Robinson are seeking a fourth while everyone seems strangely preoccupied he catches my eye  the sort of reproving look a wife might throw at a husband talking too loud at a dinner party  and I rise to my feet and offer to be the fourth. It is odd they are flattered to play with Hornblower, as often it costs them money.

I see said Bush again, and he remembered Hornblower standing by the furnace in Fort Samaná organising the firing of red-hot shot at the Spanish privateers.

The life is not entirely one of beer and skittles, naturally went on Hornblower; with the dam once broken he could not restrain his loquacity. After the fourth hour or so it becomes irksome to play with bad players. When I go to Hell I dont doubt that my punishment will be always to partner players who pay no attention to my discards. But then on the other hand I frequently play a rubber or two with the good players. There are moments when I would rather lose to a good player than win from a bad one.

Thats just the point said Bush, harking back to an old theme. How about the losses?

Bushs experiences of gambling had mostly been of losses, and in this hard-headed moment he could remember the times when he had been weak.

I can deal with them said Hornblower. He touched his breast pocket. I keep ten pounds here. My corps de réserve, you understand. I can always endure a run of losses in consequence. Should that reserve be depleted, then sacrifices have to be made to build it up again.

The sacrifices being skipped meals, thought Bush grimly. He looked so woebegone that Hornblower offered further comfort.

But five more months he said and Ill be on half pay again. And before that  who knows? Some captain may take me off the beach.

Thats true said Bush.

It was true insofar as the possibility existed. Sometimes ships were recommissioned. A captain might be in need of a lieutenant; a captain might invite Hornblower to fill the vacancy. But every captain was besieged by friends seeking appointments, and in any event the Admiralty was also besieged by lieutenants of great seniority  or lieutenants with powerful friends  and captains were most likely to listen to recommendations of high authority.

The door opened and a group of men came in.

Its high time for customers to arrive said Hornblower, with a grin at Bush. Stay and meet my friends.

The red-coats of the army, the blue coats of the navy, the bottle-green and snuff-coloured coats of civilians; Bush and Hornblower made room for them before the fire after the introductions were made, and the coat-tails were parted as their wearers lined up before the flames. But the exclamations about the cold, and the polite conversation, died away rapidly.

Whist? asked one of the newcomers tentatively.

Not for me. Not for us said another, the leader of the red-coats. The Twenty-Ninth Foot has other fish to fry. Weve a permanent engagement with our friend the Marquis in the next room. Come on, Major, lets see if we can call a main right this time.

Then will you make a four, Mr. Hornblower? How about your friend Mr. Bush?

I dont play said Bush.

With pleasure said Hornblower. You will excuse me, Mr. Bush, I know. There is the new number of the Naval Chronicle on the table there. Theres a Gazette letter on the last page which might perhaps hold your interest for a while. And there is another item you might think important, too.

Bush could guess what the letter was even before he picked the periodical up, but when he found the place there was the same feeling of pleased shock to see his name in print there, as keen as the first time he saw it: I have the honour to be, etc., Wm. Bush.

The Naval Chronicle in these days of peace found it hard, apparently, to obtain sufficient matter to fill its pages, and gave much space to the reprinting of these despatches. Copy of a letter from Vice-Admiral Sir Richard Lambert to Evan Nepean, Esq., Secretary to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty. That was only Lamberts covering letter enclosing the reports. Here was the first one  it was with a strange internal sensation that he remembered helping Buckland with the writing of it, as the Renown ran westerly along the coast of Santo Domingo the day before the prisoners broke out. It was Bucklands report on the fighting at Samaná. To Bush the most important line was in the handsomest manner  under the direction of Lieutenant William Bush, the senior officer, whose report I enclose. And here was his very own literary work, as enclosed by Buckland.

H.M.S. Renown, off Santo Domingo. January 9th, 1802

Sir,

I have the honour to inform you . . .

Bush relived those days of a year ago as he reread his own words; those words which he had composed with so much labour even though he had referred, during the writing of them, to other reports written by other men so as to get the phrasing right.

. . . I cannot end this report without a reference to the gallant conduct and most helpful suggestions of Lieutenant Horatio Hornblower, who was my second in command on this occasion, and to whom in great part the success of the expedition is due.

There was Hornblower now, playing cards with a post captain and two contractors.

Bush turned back through the pages of the Naval Chronicle. Here was the Plymouth letter, a daily account of the doings in the port during the last month.

Orders came down this day for the following ships to be paid off. . . . Came in from Gibraltar La Diana, 44, and the Tamar, 38, to be paid off as soon as they go up the harbour and to be laid up. Sailed the Caesar, 80, for Portsmouth, to be paid off. And here was an item just as significant, or even more so: Yesterday there was a large sale of serviceable stores landed from different men of war. The navy was growing smaller every day and with every ship that was paid off another batch of lieutenants would be looking for billets. And here was an item This afternoon a fishing boat turning out of atwater jibed and overset, by which accident two industrious fishermen with large families were drowned. This was the Naval Chronicle, whose pages had once bulged with the news of the Nile and of Camperdown; now it told of accidents to industrious fishermen. Bush was too interested in his own concerns to feel any sympathy towards their large families.

There was another drowning as a final item; a name  a combination of names  caught Bushs attention so that he read the paragraph with a quickened pulse.

Last night the jolly boat of His Majestys cutter Rapid, in the Revenue service, while returning in the fog from delivering a message on shore, was swept by the ebb tide athwart the hawse of a merchantman anchored off Fishers Nose, and capsized. Two seamen and Mr. Henry Wellard, Midshipman, were drowned. Mr. Wellard was a most promising young man recently appointed to the Rapid, having served as a volunteer in His Majestys ship Renown.

Bush read the passage and pondered over it. He thought it important to the extent that he read the remainder of the Naval Chronicle without taking in any of it; and it was with surprise that he realised he would have to leave quickly in order to catch the carriers waggon back to Chichester.

A good many people were coming into the Rooms now; the door was continually opening to admit them. Some of them were naval officers with whom he had a nodding acquaintance. All of them made straight for the fire for warmth before beginning to play. And Hornblower was on his feet now; apparently the rubber was finished, and Bush took the opportunity to catch his eye and give an indication that he wished to leave. Hornblower came over to him. It was with regret that they shook hands.

When do we meet again? asked Hornblower.

I come in each month to draw my half pay said Bush. I usually spend the night because of the carriers waggon. Perhaps we could dine  ?

You can always find me here said Hornblower. But  do you have a regular place to stay?

I stay where its convenient replied Bush.

They both of them knew that meant that he stayed where it was cheap.

I lodge in Highbury Street. Ill write the address down. Hornblower turned to a desk in the corner and wrote on a sheet of paper which he handed to Bush. Would you care to share my room when next you come? My landlady is a sharp one. No doubt she will make a charge for a cot for you, but even so  

Itll save money said Bush, putting the paper in his pocket; his grin as he spoke masked the sentiment in his next words. And Ill see more of you.

By George, yes said Hornblower. Words were not adequate.

Jenkins had come sidling up and was holding Bushs greatcoat for him to put on. There was that in Jenkins manner which told Bush that gentlemen when helped into their coats at the Long Rooms presented Jenkins with a shilling. Bush decided at first that he would be eternally damned before he parted with a shilling, and then he changed his mind. Maybe Hornblower would give Jenkins a shilling if he did not. He felt in his pocket and handed the coin over.

Thank you, sir said Jenkins.

With Jenkins out of earshot again Bush lingered, wondering how to frame his question.

That was hard luck on young Wellard he said, tentatively.

Yes said Hornblower.

Dyou think went on Bush, plunging desperately, he had anything to do with the captains falling down the hatchway?

I couldnt give an opinion answered Hornblower. I didnt know enough about it.

But   began Bush, and checked himself again; he knew by the look on Hornblowers face that it was no use asking further questions.

The Marquis had come into the room and was looking round in unobtrusive inspection. Bush saw him take note of the several men who were not playing, and of Hornblower standing in idle gossip by the door. Bush saw the meaning glance which he directed at Hornblower, and fell into sudden panic.

Good-bye he said, hastily.

The black northeast wind that greeted him in the street was no more cruel than the rest of the world.


CHAPTER XIX
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IT WAS A short, hard-faced woman who opened the door in reply to Bushs knock, and she looked at Bush even harder when he asked for Lieutenant Hornblower.

Top of the house she said, at last, and left Bush to find his way up.

There could be no doubt about Hornblowers pleasure at seeing him. His face was lit with a smile and he drew Bush into the room while shaking his hand. It was an attic, with a steeply sloping ceiling; it contained a bed and a night table and a single wooden chair, but, as far as Bushs cursory glance could discover, nothing else at all.

And how is it with you? asked Bush, seating himself in the proffered chair, while Hornblower sat on the bed.

Well enough replied Hornblower  but was there, or was there not, a guilty pause before that answer? In any case the pause was covered up by the quick counter-question. And with you?

So-so said Bush.

They talked indifferently for a space, with Hornblower asking questions about the Chichester cottage that Bush lived in with his sisters.

We must see about your bed for tonight said Hornblower at the first pause. Ill go down and give Mrs. Mason a hail.

Id better come too said Bush.

Mrs. Mason lived in a hard world, quite obviously; she turned the proposition over in her mind for several seconds before she agreed to it.

A shilling for the bed she said. Cant wash the sheets for less than that with soap as it is.

Very good said Bush.

He saw Mrs. Masons hand held out, and he put the shilling into it; no one could be in any doubt about Mrs. Masons determination to be paid in advance by any friend of Hornblowers. Hornblower had dived for his pocket when he caught sight of the gesture, but Bush was too quick for him.

And youll be talking till all hours said Mrs. Mason. Mind you dont disturb my other gentlemen. And douse the light while you talk, too, or youll be burning a shillings worth of tallow.

Of course said Hornblower.

Maria! Maria! called Mrs. Mason.

A young woman  no, a woman not quite young  came up the stairs from the depths of the house at the call.

Yes, Mother?

Maria listened to Mrs. Masons instructions for making up a truckle bed in Mr. Hornblowers room.

Yes, Mother she said.

Not teaching today, Maria? asked Hornblower pleasantly.

No, sir. The smile that lit her plain face showed her keen pleasure at being addressed.

Oak-Apple Day? No, not yet. Its not the Kings Birthday. Then why this holiday?

Mumps, sir said Maria. They all have mumps, except Johnnie Bristow.

That agrees with everything Ive heard about Johnnie Bristow said Hornblower.

Yes, sir said Maria. She smiled again, clearly pleased not only that Hornblower should jest with her but also because he remembered what she had told him about the school.

Back in the attic again Hornblower and Bush resumed their conversation, this time on a more serious plane. The state of Europe occupied their attention.

This man Bonaparte said Bush. Hes a restless cove.

Thats the right word for him agreed Hornblower.

Isnt he satisfied? Back in 96 when I was in the old Superb in the Mediterranean  that was when I was commissioned lieutenant  he was just a general. I can remember hearing his name for the first time, when we were blockading Toulon. Then he went to Egypt. Now hes First Consul  isnt that what he calls himself?

Yes. But hes Napoleon now, not Bonaparte any more. First Consul for life.

Funny sort of name. Not what Id choose for myself.

Lieutenant Napoleon Bush said Hornblower. It wouldnt sound well.

They laughed together at the ridiculous combination.

The Morning Chronicle says hes going a step farther went on Hornblower. Theres talk that hes going to call himself Emperor.

Emperor!

Even Bush could catch the connotations of that title, with its claims to universal pre-eminence.

I suppose hes mad? asked Bush.

If he is, hes the most dangerous madman in Europe.

I dont trust him over this Malta business. I dont trust him an inch said Bush, emphatically. You mark my words, well have to fight him again in the end. Teach him a lesson he wont forget. Itll come sooner or later  we cant go on like this.

I think youre quite right said Hornblower. And sooner rather than later.

Then   said Bush.

He could not talk and think at the same time, not when his thoughts were as tumultuous as the ones this conclusion called up; war with France meant the re-expansion of the navy; the threat of invasion and the needs of convoy would mean the commissioning of every small craft that could float and carry a gun. It would mean the end of half pay for him; it would mean walking a deck again and handling a ship under sail. And it would mean hardship again, danger, anxiety, monotony  all the concomitants of war. These thoughts rushed into his brain with so much velocity, and in such a continuous stream, that they made a sort of whirlpool of his mind, in which the good and the bad circled after each other, each in turn chasing the other out of his attention.

Wars a foul business said Hornblower, solemnly. Remember the things youve seen.

I suppose youre right said Bush; there was no need to particularise. But it was an unexpected remark, all the same. Hornblower grinned and relieved the tension.

Well he said, Boney can call himself Emperor if he likes. I have to earn my half guinea at the Long Rooms.

Bush was about to take this opportunity to ask Hornblower how he was profiting there, but he was interrupted by a rumble outside the door and a knock.

Here comes your bed said Hornblower, walking over to open the door.

Maria came trundling the thing in. She smiled at them.

Over here or over there? she asked.

Hornblower looked at Bush.

It doesnt matter said Bush.

Ill put it against the wall, then.

Let me help said Hornblower.

Oh no, sir. Please sir, I can do it.

The attention fluttered her  and Bush could see that with her sturdy figure she was in no need of help. To cover her confusion she began to thump at the bedding, putting the pillows into the pillowslips.

I trust you have already had the mumps, Maria? said Hornblower.

Oh yes, sir. I had them as a child, on both sides.

The exercise and her agitation between them had brought the colour into her cheeks. With blunt but capable hands she spread the sheet. Then she paused as another implication of Hornblowers inquiry occurred to her.

Youve no need to worry, sir. I shant give them to you if you havent had them.

I wasnt thinking about that said Hornblower.

Oh, sir said Maria, twitching the sheet, into mathematical smoothness. She spread the blankets before she looked up again. Are you going out directly, sir?

Yes. I ought to have left already.

Let me take that coat of yours for a minute, sir. I can sponge it and freshen it up.

Oh, I wouldnt have you go to that trouble, Maria.

It wouldnt be any trouble, sir. Of course not. Please let me, sir. It looks  

It looks the worse for wear said Hornblower, glancing down at it. Theres no cure for old age thats yet been discovered.

Please let me take it, sir. Theres some spirits of hartshorn downstairs. It will make quite a difference. Really it will.

But  

Oh, please, sir.

Hornblower reluctantly put up his hand and undid a button.

Ill only be a minute with it said Maria, hastening to him. Her hands were extended to the other buttons, but a sweep of Hornblowers quick nervous fingers had anticipated her. He pulled off his coat and she took it out of his hands.

Youve mended that shirt yourself she said, accusingly.

Yes, I have.

Hornblower was a little embarrassed at the revelation of the worn garment. Maria studied the patch.

I would have done that for you if youd asked me, sir.

And a good deal better, no doubt.

Oh, I wasnt saying that, sir. But it isnt fit that you should patch your own shirts.

Whose should I patch, then?

Maria giggled.

Youre too quick with your tongue for me she said. Now, just wait here and talk to the lieutenant while I sponge this.

She darted out of the room and they heard her footsteps hurrying down the stairs, while Hornblower looked half-ruefully at Bush.

Theres a strange pleasure he said, in knowing that theres a human being who cares whether Im alive or dead. Why that should give pleasure is a question to be debated by the philosophic mind.

I suppose so said Bush.

He had sisters who devoted all their attention to him whenever it was possible, and he was used to it. At home he took their ministrations for granted. He heard the church clock strike the half-hour, and it recalled his thoughts to the further business of the day.

Youre going to the Long Rooms now? he asked.

Yes. And you, I suppose, want to go to the dockyard? The monthly visit to the Clerk of the Cheque?

Yes.

We can walk together as far as the Rooms, if you care to. As soon as our friend Maria returns my coat to me.

Thats what I was thinking said Bush.

It was not long before Maria came knocking at the door again.

Its done she said, holding out the coat. Its nice and fresh now.

But something seemed to have gone out of her. She seemed a little frightened, a little apprehensive.

Whats the matter, Maria? asked Hornblower, quick to feel the change of attitude.

Nothing. Of course theres nothing the matter with me said Maria, defensively, and then she changed the subject. Put your coat on now, or youll be late.

Walking along Highbury Street Bush asked the question he had had in mind for some time, regarding whether Hornblower had experienced good fortune lately at the Rooms. Hornblower looked at him oddly.

Not as good as it might be he said.

Bad?

Bad enough. My opponents aces lie behind my kings, ready for instant regicide. And my opponents kings lie behind my aces, so that when they venture out from the security of the hand they survive all perils and take the trick. In the long run the chances right themselves mathematically. But the periods when they are unbalanced in the wrong direction can be distressing.

I see said Bush, although he was not too sure that he did; but one thing he did know, and that was that Hornblower had been losing. And he knew Hornblower well enough by now to know that when he talked in an airy fashion as he was doing now he was more anxious than he cared to admit.

They had reached the Long Rooms, and paused at the door.

Youll call in for me on your way back? asked Hornblower. Theres an eating house in Broad Street with a fourpenny ordinary. Sixpence with pudding. Would you care to try it?

Yes, indeed. Thank you. Good luck said Bush, and he paused before continuing. Be careful.

I shall be careful said Hornblower, and went in through the door.

The weather was in marked contrast with what had prevailed during Bushs last visit. Then there had been a black frost and an east wind; today there was a hint of spring in the air. As Bush walked along the Hard the harbour entrance revealed itself to him on his left, its muddy water sparkling in the clear light. A flush-decked sloop was coming out with the ebb, the gentle puffs of wind from the northwest just giving her steerage way. Despatches for Halifax, perhaps. Money to pay the Gibraltar garrison. Or maybe a reinforcement for the revenue cutters that were finding so much difficulty in dealing with the peacetime wave of smuggling. Whatever it was, there were fortunate officers on board, with an appointment, with three years employment ahead of them, with a deck under their feet and a wardroom in which to dine. Lucky devils. Bush acknowledged the salute of the porter at the gate and went into the yard.

He emerged into the late afternoon and made his way back to the Long Rooms. Hornblower was at a table near the corner and looked up to smile at him, the candlelight illuminating his face. Bush found himself the latest Naval Chronicle and settled himself to read it. Beside him a group of army and navy officers argued in low tones regarding the difficulties of living in the same world as Bonaparte. Malta and Genoa, Santo Domingo and Miquelet, came up in the conversation.

Mark my words said one of them, thumping his hand with his fist, well be at war with him again soon enough.

There was a murmur of agreement.

Itll be war to the knife supplemented another. If once he drives us to extremity, we shall never rest until Mr. Napoleon Bonaparte is hanging to the nearest tree.

The others agreed to that with a fierce roar, like wild beasts.

Gentlemen said one of the players at Hornblowers table, looking round over his shoulder. Could you find it convenient to continue your discussion at the far end of the room? This end is dedicated to the most scientific and difficult of all games.

The words were uttered in a pleasant high tenor, but it was obvious that the speaker had every expectation of being instantly obeyed.

Very good, my lord said one of the naval officers.

That made Bush look more closely, and he recognised the speaker, although it was six years since he had seen him last. It was Admiral Lord Parry, who had been made a lord after Camperdown; now he was one of the commissioners of the navy, one of the people who could make or break a naval officer. The mop of snow-white curls that ringed the bald spot on the top of his head, his smooth old-mans face, his mild speech, accorded ill with the nickname of Old Bloody bones which had been given him by the lower-deck far back in the American War. Hornblower was moving in very high society. Bush watched Lord Parry extend a skinny white hand and cut the cards to Hornblower. It was obvious from his colouring that Parry, like Hornblower, had not been to sea for a long time. Hornblower dealt and the game proceeded in its paralysing stillness; the cards made hardly a sound as they fell on the green cloth, and each trick was picked up and laid down almost silently, with only the slightest click. The line of tricks in front of Parry grew like a snake, silent as a snake gliding over a rock, like a snake it closed on itself and then lengthened again, and then the hand was finished and the cards swept together.

Small slam said Parry as the players attended to their markers, and that was all that was said. The two tiny words sounded as clearly and as briefly in the silence as two bells in the middle watch. Hornblower cut the cards and the next deal began in the same mystic silence. Bush could not see the fascination of it. He would prefer a game in which he could roar at his losses and exult over his winnings; and preferably one in which the turn of a single card, and not of the whole fifty-two, would decide who had won and who had lost. No, he was wrong. There was undoubtedly a fascination about it, a poisonous fascination. Opium? No. This silent game was like the quiet interplay of duelling swords as compared with the crash of cutlass blades, and it was as deadly. A small-sword through the lungs killed as effectively as  more effectively than  the sweep of a cutlass.

A short rubber commented Parry; the silence was over, and the cards lay in disorder on the table.

Yes, my lord said Hornblower.

Bush, taking note of everything with the keen observation of anxiety, saw Hornblower put his hand to his breast pocket  the pocket that he had indicated as holding his reserve  and take out a little fold of one-pound notes. When he had made his payment Bush could see that what he returned to his pocket was only a single note.

You encountered the worst of good fortune said Parry, pocketing his winnings. On the two occasions when you dealt, the trump that you turned up proved to be the only one that you held. I cannot remember another occasion when the dealer has held a singleton trump twice running.

In a long enough period of play, my lord said Hornblower, every possible combination of cards can be expected.

He spoke with a polite indifference that for a moment almost gave Bush heart to believe his losses were not serious, until he remembered the single note that had been put back into Hornblowers breast pocket.

But it is rare to see such a run of ill luck said Parry. And yet you play an excellent game, Mr.  Mr.  please forgive me, but your name escaped me at the moment of introduction.

Hornblower said Hornblower.

Ah, yes, of course. For some reason the name is familiar to me.

Bush glanced quickly at Hornblower. There never was such a perfect moment for reminding a Lord Commissioner about the fact that his promotion to commander had not been confirmed.

When I was a midshipman, my lord said Hornblower, I was seasick while at anchor in Spithead on board the Justinian. I believe the story is told.

That doesnt seem to be the connection I remember answered Parry. But we have been diverted from what I was going to say. I was about to express regret that I cannot give you your immediate revenge, although I should be most glad to have the opportunity of studying your play of the cards again.

You are very kind, my lord said Hornblower, and Bush writhed  he had been writhing ever since Hornblower had given the go-by to that golden opportunity. This last speech had a flavour of amused bitterness that Bush feared would be evident to the admiral. But fortunately Parry did not know Hornblower as well as Bush did.

Most unfortunately said Parry, I am due to dine with Admiral Lambert.

This time the coincidence startled Hornblower into being human.

Admiral Lambert, my lord?

Yes. You know him?

I had the honour of serving under him on the Jamaica station. This is Mr. Bush, who commanded the storming party from the Renown that compelled the capitulation of Santo Domingo.

Glad to see you, Mr. Bush said Parry, and it was only just evident that if he was glad he was not overjoyed. A commissioner might well find embarrassment at an encounter with an unemployed lieutenant with a distinguished record. Parry lost no time in turning back to Hornblower.

It was in my mind he said, to try to persuade Admiral Lambert to return here with me after dinner so that I could offer you your revenge. Would we find you here if we did?

I am most honoured, my lord said Hornblower with a bow, but Bush noted the uncontrollable flutter of his fingers towards his almost empty breast pocket.

Then would you be kind enough to accept a semi-engagement? On account of Admiral Lambert I can make no promise, except that I will do my best to persuade him.

Im dining with Mr. Bush, my lord. But I would be the last to stand in the way.

Then we may take it as being settled as near as may be?

Yes, my lord.

Parry withdrew then, ushered out by his flag lieutenant who had been one of the whist four, with all the dignity and pomp that might be expected of a peer, an admiral, and a commissioner, and he left Hornblower grinning at Bush.

Dyou think its time for us to dine too? he asked.

I think so said Bush.

The eating house in Broad Street was run, as might almost have been expected, by a wooden-legged sailor. He had a pert son to assist him, who stood by when they sat at a scrubbed oaken table on oak benches, their feet in the sawdust, and ordered their dinner.

Ale? asked the boy.

No. No ale said Hornblower.

The pert boys manner gave some indication of what he thought about gentlemen of the navy who ate the fourpenny ordinary and drank nothing with it. He dumped the loaded plates in front of them: boiled mutton  not very much mutton  potatoes and carrots and parsnips and barley and a dab of pease pudding, all swimming in pale gravy.

It keeps away hunger said Hornblower.

It might indeed do that, but apparently Hornblower had not kept hunger away lately. He began to eat his food with elaborate unconcern, but with each mouthful his appetite increased and his restraint decreased. In an extraordinarily short time his plate was empty; he mopped it clean with his bread and ate the bread. Bush was not a slow eater, but he was taken a little aback when he looked up and saw that Hornblower had finished every mouthful while his own plate was still half full. Hornblower laughed nervously.

Eating alone gives one bad habits he said  and the best proof of his embarrassment was the lameness of his explanation.

He was aware of that, as soon as he had spoken, and he tried to carry it off by leaning back on his bench in a superior fashion; and to show how much at ease he was he thrust his hands into the side pockets of his coat. As he did so his whole expression changed. He lost some of the little colour there was in his cheeks. There was utter consternation in his expression  there was even fear. Bush took instant alarm; he thought Hornblower must have had a seizure, and it was only after that first thought that he connected Hornblowers changed appearance with his gesture of putting his hands in his pockets. But a man who had found a snake in his pocket would hardly wear that look of horror.

Whats the matter? asked Bush. What in Gods name  ?

Hornblower slowly drew his right hand out of his pocket. He kept it closed for a moment round what it held, and then he opened it, slowly, reluctantly, like a man fearful of his destiny. Harmless enough; it was a silver coin  a half-crown.

Thats nothing to take on about said Bush, quite puzzled. I wouldnt even mind finding a half-crown in my pocket.

But  but   stammered Hornblower, and Bush began to realise some of the implications.

It wasnt there this morning said Hornblower, and then he smiled the old bitter smile. I know too well what money I have in my pockets.

I suppose you do agreed Bush; but even now, with his mind going back through the events of the morning, and making the obvious deductions, he could not understand quite why Hornblower should be so worried. That wench put it there?

Yes. Maria said Hornblower. It must have been her. Thats why she took my coat to sponge it.

Shes a good soul said Bush.

Oh God! said Hornblower. But I cant  I cant  

Why not? asked Bush, and he really thought that question unanswerable.

No said Hornblower. Its  its  I wish she hadnt done it. The poor girl  

 Poor girl be blowed! said Bush. Shes only trying to do you a good turn.

Hornblower looked at him for a long time without speaking, and then he made a little hopeless gesture, as though despairing of ever making Bush see the matter from his point of view.

You can look like that if you like said Bush, steadily, determined to stick to his guns, but theres no need to act as if the French had landed just because a girl slips half a crown into your pocket.

But dont you see   began Hornblower, and then he finally abandoned all attempt at explanation. Under Bushs puzzled gaze he mastered himself. The unhappiness left his face, and he assumed his old inscrutable look  it was as if he had shut down the vizor of a helmet over his face.

Very well he said. Well make the most of it, by God!

Then he rapped on the table.

Boy!

Yessir.

Well have a pint of wine. Let someone run and fetch it at once. A pint of wine  port wine.

Yessir.

And whats the pudding today?

Currant duff, sir.

Good. Well have some. Both of us. And lets have a saucer of jam to spread on it.

Yessir.

And well need cheese before our wine. Is there any cheese in the house, or must you send out for some?

Theres some in the house, sir.

Then put it on the table.

Yessir.

Now was it not, thought Bush, exactly what might be expected of Hornblower that he should push away the half of his huge slice of currant duff unfinished? And he only had a nibble of cheese, hardly enough to clear his palate. He raised his glass, and Bush followed his example.

To a lovely lady said Hornblower.

They drank, and now there was an irresponsible twinkle in Hornblowers eyes that worried Bush even while he told himself that he was tired of Hornblowers tantrums. He decided to change the subject, and he prided himself on the tactful way in which he did so.

To a fortunate evening he said, raising his glass in his turn.

A timely toast said Hornblower.

You can afford to play? asked Bush.

Naturally.

You can stand another run of bad luck?

I can afford to lose one rubber answered Hornblower.

Oh.

But on the other hand if I win the first I can afford to lose the next two. And if I win the first and second I can afford to lose the next three. And so on.

Oh.

That did not sound too hopeful; and Hornblowers gleaming eyes looking at him from his wooden countenance were positively disturbing. Bush shifted uneasily in his seat and changed the conversation again.

Theyre putting the Hastings into commission again he said. Had you heard?

Yes. Peacetime establishment  three lieutenants, and all three selected two months back.

I was afraid that was so.

But our chance will come said Hornblower. Heres to it.

Dyou think Parry will bring Lambert to the Long Rooms? asked Bush when he took the glass from his lips.

I have no doubt about it said Hornblower.

Now he was restless again.

I must be back there soon he said. Parry might hurry Lambert through his dinner.

My guess is that he would said Bush, preparing to rise.

Theres no necessity for you to come back with me if you dont care to said Hornblower. You might find it wearisome to sit idle there.

I wouldnt miss it for worlds said Bush.


CHAPTER XX
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THE LONG ROOMS were full with the evening crowd. At nearly every table in the outer room there were earnest parties playing serious games, while through the curtained door that opened into the inner room came a continuous murmur that indicated that play in there was exciting and noisy. But for Bush standing restlessly by the fire, occasionally exchanging absent-minded remarks with the people who came and went, there was only one point of interest, and that was the candle-lit table near the wall where Hornblower was playing in very exalted society. His companions were the two admirals and a colonel of infantry, the latter a bulky man with a face almost as red as his coat, whom Parry had brought with him along with Admiral Lambert. The flag lieutenant who had previously partnered Parry was now relegated to the role of onlooker, and stood beside Bush, and occasionally made incomprehensible remarks about the play. The Marquis had looked in more than once. Bush had observed his glance to rest upon the table with something of approval. No matter if there were others who wanted to play; no matter if the rules of the room gave any visitor the right to join a table at the conclusion of a rubber; a party that included two flag officers and a field officer could do as it pleased.

Hornblower had won the first rubber to Bushs enormous relief, although actually he had not been able to follow the details of the play and the score well enough to know that such was the case until the cards were swept up and payments made. He saw Hornblower tuck away some money into that breast pocket.

It would be pleasant said Admiral Parry, if we could restore the old currency, would it not? If the country could dispense with these dirty notes and go back again to our good old golden guineas?

Indeed it would said the colonel.

The longshore sharks said Lambert, meet every ship that comes in from abroad. Twenty-three and sixpence they offer for every guinea, so you can be sure they are worth more than that.

Parry took something from his pocket and laid it on the table.

Boney has restored the French currency, you see he said. They call this a napoleon, now that he is First Consul for life. A twenty-franc piece  a louis dor, as we used to say.

Napoleon, First Consul said the colonel, looking at the coin with curiosity, and then he turned it over. French Republic.

The republic is mere hypocrisy, of course said Parry. There never was a worse tyranny since the days of Nero.

Well show him up said Lambert.

Amen to that said Parry, and then he put the coin away again. But we are delaying the business of the evening. I fear that is my fault. Let us cut again. Ah, I partner you this time, colonel. Would you care to sit opposite me? I omitted to thank you, Mr. Hornblower, for your excellent partnership.

You are too kind, my lord said Hornblower, taking the chair at the admirals right.

The next rubber began and progressed silently to its close.

I am glad to see that the cards have decided to be kind to you, Mr. Hornblower said Parry, even though our honours have reduced your winnings. Fifteen shillings, I believe?

Thank you said Hornblower, taking the money.

Bush remembered what Hornblower had said about being able to afford to lose three rubbers if he won the first two.

Damned small stakes in my opinion, my lord said the colonel. Must we play as low as this?

That is for the company to decide replied Parry. I myself have no objection. Half a crown instead of a shilling? Let us ask Mr. Hornblower.

Bush turned to look at Hornblower with renewed anxiety.

As you will, my lord said Hornblower, with the most elaborate indifference.

Sir Richard?

I dont mind at all said Lambert.

Half a crown a trick, then said Parry. Waiter, fresh cards, if you please.

Bush had hurriedly to revise his estimate of the amount of losses Hornblower could endure. With the stakes nearly trebled it would be bad if he lost a single rubber.

You and I again, Mr. Hornblower said Parry, observing the cut. You wish to retain your present seat?

I am indifferent, my lord.

I am not said Parry. Nor am I yet so old as to decline to change my seat in accordance with the run of the cards. Our philosophers have not yet decided that it is a mere vulgar superstition.

He heaved himself out of his chair and moved opposite Hornblower, and play began again, with Bush watching more anxiously even than at the start. He watched each side in turn take the odd trick, and then three times running he saw Hornblower lay the majority of tricks in front of him. During the next couple of hands he lost count of the score, but finally he was relieved to see only two tricks before the colonel when the rubber ended.

Excellent said Parry, a profitable rubber, Mr. Hornblower. Im glad you decided to trump my knave of hearts. It must have been a difficult decision for you, but it was undoubtedly the right one.

It deprived me of a lead I could well have used said Lambert. The opposition was indeed formidable, colonel.

Yes agreed the colonel, not quite as good-temperedly. And twice I held hands with neither an ace nor a king, which helped the opposition to be formidable. Can you give me change, Mr. Hornblower?

There was a five-pound note among the money that the colonel handed over to Hornblower, and it went into the breast pocket of his coat.

At least, colonel said Parry, when they cut again, you have Mr. Hornblower as your partner this time.

As the rubber proceeded Bush was aware that the flag lieutenant beside him was watching with greater and greater interest.

By the odd trick, by George! said he when the last cards were played.

That was a close shave, partner said the colonel, his good humour clearly restored. I hoped you held that queen, but I couldnt be sure.

Fortune was with us, sir said Hornblower.

The flag lieutenant glanced at Bush; it seemed as if the flag lieutenant was of opinion that the colonel should have been in no doubt, from the previous play, that Hornblower held the queen. Now that Bushs attention was drawn to it, he decided that Hornblower must have thought just the same  the slightest inflection in his voice implied it  but was sensibly not saying so.

I lose a rubber at five pounds ten and win one at fifteen shillings said the colonel, receiving his winnings from Lambert. Whod like to increase the stakes again?

To the credit of the two admirals they both glanced at Hornblower without replying.

As you gentlemen wish said Hornblower.

In that case Im quite agreeable said Parry.

Five shillings a trick, then said the colonel. That makes the game worth playing.

The game is always worth playing protested Parry.

Of course, my lord said the colonel, but without suggesting that they should revert to the previous stakes.

Now the stakes were really serious; by Bushs calculation a really disastrous rubber might cost Hornblower twenty pounds, and his further calculation told him that Hornblower could hardly have more than twenty pounds tucked away in his breast pocket. It was a relief to him when Hornblower and Lambert won the next rubber easily.

This is a most enjoyable evening said Lambert, and he smiled with a glance down at the fistful of the colonels money he was holding; nor am I referring to any monetary gains.

Instructive as well as amusing said Parry, paying out to Hornblower.

Play proceeded, silently as ever, the silence only broken by the brief interchanges of remarks between rubbers. Now that he could afford it, fortunately, Hornblower lost a rubber, but it was a cheap one, and he immediately won another profitable one. His gains mounted steadily with hardly a setback. It was growing late, and Bush was feeling weary, but the players showed few signs of fatigue, and the flag lieutenant stayed on with the limitless patience he must have acquired during his present appointment, philosophic and fatalistic since he could not possibly do anything to accelerate his admirals decision to go to bed. The other players drifted away from the room; later still the curtained door opened and the gamblers from the inner room came streaming out, some noisy, some silent, and the Marquis made his appearance, silent and unruffled, to watch the final rubbers with unobtrusive interest, seeing to it that the candles were snuffed and fresh ones brought, and new cards ready on demand. It was Parry who first glanced at the clock.

Half-past three he said. Perhaps you gentlemen  ?

Too late to go to bed now, my lord said the colonel. Sir Richard and I have to be up early, as you know.

My orders are all given said Lambert.

So are mine said the colonel.

Bush was stupid with long late hours spent in a stuffy atmosphere, but he thought he noticed an admonitory glance from Parry, directed at the two speakers. He wondered idly what orders Lambert and the colonel would have given, and still more idly why they should be orders that Parry did not wish to be mentioned. There seemed to be just the slightest trace of hurry, just the slightest hint of a desire to change the subject, in Parrys manner when he spoke.

Very well, then, we can play another rubber, if Mr. Hornblower has no objection?

None at all, my lord.

Hornblower was imperturbable; if he had noticed anything remarkable about the recent interchange he gave no sign of it. Probably he was weary, though  Bush was led to suspect that by his very imperturbability. Bush knew by now that Hornblower worked as hard to conceal his human weaknesses as some men worked to conceal ignoble birth.

Hornblower had the colonel as partner, and no one could be in the room without being aware that this final rubber was being played in an atmosphere of even fiercer competition than its predecessors. Not a word was spoken between the hands; the score was marked, the tricks swept up, the other pack proffered and cut in deadly silence. Each hand was desperately close, too. In nearly every case it was only a single trick that divided the victors and the vanquished, so that the rubber dragged on and on with painful slowness. Then a hand finished amid a climax of tension. The flag lieutenant and the Marquis had kept count of the score, and when Lambert took the last trick they uttered audible sighs, and the colonel was so moved that he broke the silence at last.

Neck and neck, by God! he said. This next hand must settle it.

But he was properly rebuked by the stony silence with which his remark was received. Parry merely took the cards from the colonels right side and passed them over to Hornblower to cut. Then Parry dealt, and turned up the king of diamonds as trump, and the colonel led. Trick succeeded trick. For a space, after losing a single trick, Lambert and Parry carried all before them. Six tricks lay before Parry, and only one before Hornblower. The colonels remark about being neck and neck was fresh in Bushs ears. One more trick out of the next six would give the rubber to the two admirals. Five to one was long odds, and Bush uncomfortably resigned himself to his friend losing this final rubber. Then the colonel took a trick and the game was still alive. Hornblower took the next trick, so that there was still hope. Hornblower led the ace of diamonds, and before it could be played to he laid down his other three cards to claim the rest of the tricks; the queen and knave of diamonds lay conspicuously on the table.

Rubber! exclaimed the colonel, weve won it, partner! I thought all was lost.

Parry was ruefully contemplating his fallen king.

I agree that you had to lead your ace, Mr. Hornblower he said, but I would be enchanted to know why you were so certain that my king was unguarded. There were two other diamonds unaccounted for. Would it be asking too much of you to reveal the secret?

Hornblower raised his eyebrows in some slight surprise at a question whose answer was so obvious.

You were marked with the king, my lord he said, but it was the rest of your hand which was significant, for you were also marked with holding three clubs. With only four cards in your hand the king could not be guarded.

A perfect explanation said Parry; it only goes to confirm me in my conviction that you are an excellent whist player, Mr. Hornblower.

Thank you, my lord.

Parrys quizzical smile had a great deal of friendship in it. If Hornblowers previous behaviour had not already won Parrys regard, this last coup certainly had.

Ill bear your name in mind, Mr. Hornblower he said. Sir Richard has already told me the reason why it was familiar to me. It was regrettable that the policy of immediate economy imposed on the Admiralty by the Cabinet should have resulted in your commission as commander not being confirmed.

I thought I was the only one who regretted it, my lord.

Bush winced again when he heard the words; this was the time for Hornblower to ingratiate himself with those in authority, not to offend them with unconcealed bitterness. This meeting with Parry was a stroke of good fortune that any half-pay naval officer would give two fingers for. Bush was reassured, however, by a glance at the speakers. Hornblower was smiling with infectious lightheartedness, and Parry was smiling back at him. Either the implied bitterness had escaped Parrys notice or it had only existed in Bushs mind.

I was actually forgetting that I owe you a further thirty-five shillings said Parry, with a start of recollection. Forgive me. There, I think that settles my monied indebtedness; I am still in your debt for a valuable experience.

It was a thick wad of money that Hornblower put back in his pocket.

I trust you will keep a sharp lookout for footpads on your way back, Mr. Hornblower said Parry with a glance.

Mr. Bush will be walking home with me, my lord. It would be a valiant footpad that would face him.

No need to worry about footpads tonight interposed the colonel. Not tonight.

The colonel wore a significant grin; the others displayed a momentary disapproval of what apparently was an indiscretion, but the disapproval faded out again when the colonel waved a hand at the clock.

Our orders go into force at four, my lord said Lambert.

And now it is half-past. Excellent.

The flag lieutenant came in at that moment; he had slipped out when the last card was played.

The carriage is at the door, my lord he said.

Thank you. I wish you gentlemen a good evening, then.

They all walked to the door together; there was the carriage in the street, and the two admirals, the colonel, and the flag lieutenant mounted into it. Hornblower and Bush watched it drive away.

Now what the devil are those orders that come into force at four? asked Bush. The earliest dawn was showing over the rooftops.

God knows said Hornblower.

They headed for the corner of Highbury Street.

How much did you win?

It was over forty pounds  it must be about forty-five pounds said Hornblower.

A good nights work.

Yes. The chances usually right themselves in time. There was something flat and listless in Hornblowers tone as he spoke. He took several more strides before he burst out into speech again with a vigour that was in odd contrast. I wish to God it had happened last week. Yesterday, even.

But why?

That girl. That poor girl.

God bless my soul! said Bush. He had forgotten all about the fact that Maria had slipped half a crown into Hornblowers pocket and he was surprised that Hornblower had not forgotten as well. Why trouble your head about her?

I dont know said Hornblower, and then he took two more strides. But I do.

Bush had no time to meditate over this curious avowal, for he heard a sound that made him grasp Hornblowers elbow with sudden excitement.

Listen!

Ahead of them, along the silent street, a heavy military tread could be heard. It was approaching. The faint light shone on white crossbelts and brass buttons. It was a military patrol, muskets at the slope, a sergeant marching beside it, his chevrons and his half-pike revealing his rank.

Now, what the deuce  ? said Bush.

Halt! said the sergeant to his men; and then to the other two, May I ask you two gentlemen who you are?

We are naval officers said Bush.

The lantern the sergeant carried was not really necessary to reveal them. The sergeant came to attention.

Thank you, sir he said.

What are you doing with this patrol, sergeant? asked Bush.

I have my orders, sir replied the sergeant. Begging your pardon, sir. By the left, quick  march!

The patrol strode forward, and the sergeant clapped his hand to his half-pike in salute as he passed on.

What in the name of all thats holy? wondered Bush. Boney cant have made a surprise landing. Every bell would be ringing if that were so. Youd think the press gang was out, a real hot press. But it cant be.

Look there! said Hornblower.

Another party of men was marching along the street, but not in red coats, not with the military stillness of the soldiers. Checked shirts and blue trousers; a midshipman marching at the head, white patches on his collar and his dirk at his side.

The press gang for certain! exclaimed Bush. Look at the bludgeons!

Every seaman carried a club in his hand.

Midshipman! said Hornblower, sharply. Whats all this?

The midshipman halted at the tone of command and the sight of the uniforms.

Orders, sir he began, and then, realising that with the growing daylight he need no longer preserve secrecy, especially to naval men, he went on. Press gang, sir. Weve orders to press every seaman we find. The patrols are out on every road.

So I believe. But whats the press for?

Dunno, sir. Orders, sir.

That was sufficient answer, maybe.

Very good. Carry on.

The press, by jingo! said Bush. Somethings happening.

I expect youre right said Hornblower.

They had turned into Highbury Street now, and were making their way along to Mrs. Masons house.

Theres the first results said Hornblower.

They stood on the doorstep to watch them go by, a hundred men at least, escorted along by a score of seamen with staves, a midshipman in command. Some of the pressed men were bewildered and silent; some were talking volubly  the noise they were making was rousing the street. Every man among them had at least one hand in a trouser pocket; those who were not gesticulating had both hands in their pockets.

Its like old times said Bush with a grin. Theyve cut their waistbands.

With their waistbands cut it was necessary for them to keep a hand in a trouser pocket, as otherwise their trousers would fall down. No one could run away when handicapped in this fashion.

A likely looking lot of prime seamen said Bush, running a professional eye over them.

Hard luck on them, all the same said Hornblower.

Hard luck? said Bush in surprise.

Was the ox unlucky when it was turned into beef? Or for that matter was the guinea unlucky when it changed hands? This was life; for a merchant seaman to find himself a sailor of the King was as natural a thing as for his hair to turn grey if he should live so long. And the only way to secure him was to surprise him in the night, rouse him out of bed, snatch him from the grog shop and the brothel, converting him in a single second from a free man earning his livelihood in his own way into a pressed man who could not take a step on shore of his own free will without risking being flogged round the fleet. Bush could no more sympathise with the pressed man than he could sympathise with the night being replaced by day.

Hornblower was still looking at the press gang and the recruits.

It may be war he said, slowly.

War! said Bush.

Well know when the mail comes in said Hornblower. Parry could have told us last night, I fancy.

But  war! said Bush.

The crowd went on down the street towards the dockyard, its noise dwindling with the increasing distance, and Hornblower turned towards the street door, taking the ponderous key out of his pocket. When they entered the house they saw Maria standing at the foot of the staircase, a candlestick with an unlighted candle in her hand. She wore a long coat over her nightclothes; she had put on her mobcap hastily, for a couple of curling papers showed under its edge.

Youre safe! she said.

Of course were safe, Maria said Hornblower. What do you think could happen to us?

There was all that noise in the street said Maria. I looked out. Was it the press gang?

Thats just what it was said Bush.

Is it  is it war?

Thats what it may be.

Oh! Marias face revealed her distress. Oh!

Her eyes searched their faces.

No need to worry, Miss Maria said Bush. Itll be many a long year before Boney brings his flat-bottoms up Spithead.

Its not that said Maria. Now she was looking only at Hornblower. In a flash she had forgotten Bushs existence.

Youll be going away! she said.

I shall have my duty to do if I am called upon, Maria said Hornblower.

Now a grim figure appeared climbing the stairs from the basement  Mrs. Mason; she had no mobcap on so that her curl papers were all visible.

Youll disturb my other gentlemen with all this noise she said.

Mother, they think its going to be war said Maria.

And not a bad thing perhaps if it means some people will pay what they owe.

Ill do that this minute said Hornblower hotly. Whats my reckoning, Mrs. Mason?

Oh, please, please   said Maria interposing.

You just shut your mouth, miss snapped Mrs. Mason. Its only because of you that Ive let this young spark run on.

Mother!

 Ill pay my reckoning he says, like a lord. And not a shirt in his chest. His chestd be at the pawnbrokers too if I hadnt nobbled it.

I said Id pay my reckoning and I mean it, Mrs. Mason said Hornblower with enormous dignity.

Lets see the colour of your money, then stipulated Mrs. Mason, not in the least convinced. Twenty-seven and six.

Hornblower brought a fistful of silver out of his trouser pocket. But there was not enough there, and he had to extract a note from his breast pocket, revealing as he did so that there were many more.

So! said Mrs. Mason. She looked down at the money in her hand as if it were fairy gold, and opposing emotions waged war in her expression.

I think I might give you a weeks warning, too said Hornblower, harshly.

Oh no! said Maria.

Thats a nice room you have upstairs said Mrs. Mason. You wouldnt be leaving me just on account of a few words.

Dont leave us, Mr. Hornblower said Maria.

If ever there was a man completely at a loss it was Hornblower. After a glance at him Bush found it hard not to grin. The man who could keep a cool head when playing for high stakes with admirals  the man who fired the broadside that shook the Renown off the mud when under the fire of red-hot shot  was helpless when confronted by a couple of women. It would be a picturesque gesture to pay his reckoning  if necessary to pay an extra weeks rent in lieu of warning  and to shake the dust of the place from his feet. But on the other hand he had been allowed credit here, and it would be a poor return for that consideration to leave the moment he could pay. But to stay on in a house that knew his secrets was an irksome prospect too. The dignified Hornblower who was ashamed of ever appearing human would hardly feel at home among people who knew that he had been human enough to be in debt. Bush was aware of all these problems as they confronted Hornblower, of the kindly feelings and the embittered ones. And Bush could be fond of him even while he laughed at him, and could respect him even while he knew of his weaknesses.

When did you gennelmen have supper? asked Mrs. Mason.

I dont think we did answered Hornblower, with a side glance at Bush.

You must be hungry, then, if you was up all night. Let me cook you a nice breakfast. A couple of thick chops for each of you. Now how about that?

By George! said Hornblower.

You go on up said Mrs. Mason. Ill send the girl up with hot water an you can shave. Then when you come down therell be a nice breakfast ready for you. Maria, run and make the fire up.

Up in the attic Hornblower looked whimsically at Bush.

That bed you paid a shilling for is still virgin he said. You havent had a wink of sleep all night and its my fault. Please forgive me.

Its not the first night I havent slept said Bush. He had not slept on the night they stormed Samaná; many were the occasions in foul weather when he had kept the deck for twenty-four hours continuously. And after a month of living with his sisters in the Chichester cottage, of nothing to do except to weed the garden, of trying to sleep for twelve hours a night for that very reason, the variety of excitement he had gone through had been actually pleasant. He sat down on the bed while Hornblower paced the floor.

Youll have plenty more if its war Hornblower said; and Bush shrugged his shoulders.

A thump on the door announced the arrival of the maid of all work of the house, a can of hot water in each hand. Her ragged dress was too large for her  handed down presumably from Mrs. Mason or from Maria  and her hair was tousled, but she, too, turned wide eyes on Hornblower as she brought in the hot water. Those wide eyes were too big for her skinny face, and they followed Hornblower as he moved about the room, and never had a glance for Bush. It was plain that Hornblower was as much the hero of this fourteen-year-old foundling as he was of Maria.

Thank you, Susie said Hornblower; and Susie dropped an angular curtsey before she scuttled from the room with one last glance round the door as she left.

Hornblower waved a hand at the wash-hand stand and the hot water.

You first said Bush.

Hornblower peeled off his coat and his shirt and addressed himself to the business of shaving. The razor blade rasped on his bristly cheeks; he turned his face this way and that so as to apply the edge. Neither of them felt any need for conversation, and it was practically in silence that Hornblower washed himself, poured the wash water into the slop pail, and stood aside for Bush to shave himself.

Make the most of it said Hornblower. A pint of fresh water twice a week for shavingll be all youll get if you have your wish.

Who cares? said Bush.

He shaved, restropped his razor with care, and put it back into his roll of toilet articles. The scars that seamed his ribs gleamed pale as he moved. When he had finished dressing he glanced at Hornblower.

Chops said Hornblower. Thick chops. Come on.

There were several places laid at the table in the dining-room opening out of the hall, but nobody else was present; apparently it was not the breakfast hour of Mrs. Masons other gentlemen.

Only a minute, sir said Susie, showing up in the doorway for a moment before hurrying down into the kitchen.

She came staggering back laden with a tray; Hornblower pushed back his chair and was about to help her, but she checked him with a scandalised squeak and managed to put the tray safely on the side table without accident.

I can serve you, sir she said.

She scuttled back and forward between the two tables like the boys running with the nippers when the cable was being hove in. Coffee-pot and toast, butter and jam, sugar and milk, cruet and hot plates and finally a wide dish which she laid before Hornblower; she took off the cover and there was a noble dish of chops whose delightful scent, hitherto pent up, filled the room.

Ah! said Hornblower, taking up a spoon and fork to serve. Have you had your breakfast, Susie?

Me, sir? No, sir. Not yet, sir.

Hornblower paused, spoon and fork in hand, looking from the chops to Susie and back again. Then he put down the spoon and thrust his right hand into his trouser pocket.

Theres no way in which you can have one of these chops? he said.

Me, sir? Of course not, sir.

Now heres half a crown.

Half a crown, sir!

That was more than a days wages for a labourer.

I want a promise from you, Susie.

Sir  sir  !

Susies hands were behind her.

Take this, and promise me that the first chance that comes your way, the moment Mrs. Mason lets you out, youll buy yourself something to eat. Fill that wretched little belly of yours. Faggots and pease pudding, pigs trotters, all the things you like. Promise me.

But sir  

Half a crown, the prospect of unlimited food, were things that could not be real.

Oh, take it said Hornblower testily.

Yes, sir.

Susie clasped the coin in her skinny hand.

Dont forget I have your promise.

Yes, sir, please sir, thank you, sir.

Now put it away and clear out quick.

Yes, sir.

She fled out of the room and Hornblower began once more to serve the chops.

Ill be able to enjoy my breakfast now said Hornblower self-consciously.

No doubt said Bush; he buttered himself a piece of toast, dabbed mustard on his plate  to eat mustard with mutton marked him as a sailor, but he did it without a thought. With good food in front of him there was no need for thought, and he ate in silence. It was only when Hornblower spoke again that Bush realised that Hornblower had been construing the silence as accusatory of something.

Half a crown said Hornblower, defensively may mean many things to many people. Yesterday  

Youre quite right said Bush, filling in the gap as politeness dictated, and then he looked up and realised that it was not because he had no more to say that Hornblower had left the sentence uncompleted.

Maria was standing framed in the dining-room door; her bonnet, gloves, and shawl indicated that she was about to go out, presumably to early marketing since the school where she taught was temporarily closed.

I  I looked in to see that you had everything you wanted she said. The hesitation in her speech seemed to indicate that she had heard Hornblowers last words, but it was not certain.

Thank you. Delightful mumbled Hornblower.

Please dont get up said Maria, hastily and with a hint of hostility, as Hornblower and Bush began to rise. Her eyes were wet.

A knocking on the street door relieved the tension, and Maria fled to answer it. From the dining-room they heard a masculine voice, and Maria reappeared, a corporal of marines towering behind her dumpy form.

Lieutenant Hornblower? he asked.

Thats me.

From the admiral, sir.

The corporal held out a letter and a folded newspaper. There was a maddening delay while a pencil was found for Hornblower to sign the receipt. Then the corporal took his leave with a clicking of heels and Hornblower stood with the letter in one hand and the newspaper in the other.

Oh, open it  please open it said Maria.

Hornblower tore the wafer and unfolded the sheet. He read the note, and then reread it, nodding his head as if the note confirmed some preconceived theory.

You see that sometimes it is profitable to play whist he said, in more ways than one.

He handed the note over to Bush; his smile was a little lopsided.

Sir [read Bush]

It is with pleasure that I take this opportunity of informing you in advance of any official notification that your promotion to Commander is now confirmed and that you will be shortly appointed to the Command of a Sloop of War.

By God, sir! said Bush. Congratulations. For the second time, sir. Its only what you deserve, as I said before.

Thank you said Hornblower. Finish reading it.

The arrival at this moment of the Mail Coach with the London newspapers [said the second paragraph] enables me to send you the information regarding the changed situation without being unnecessarily prolix in this letter. You will gather from what you read in the accompanying copy of the Sun the reasons why conditions of military secrecy should prevail during our very pleasant evening so that I need not apologise for not having enlightened you, while I remain,

Your obedient servant,

Parry

By the time Bush had finished the letter Hornblower had opened the newspaper at the relevant passage, which he pointed out to Bush.

Message from His Majesty

House of Commons, March 8, 1803

The Chancellor of the Exchequer brought down the following message from His Majesty:

His Majesty thinks it necessary to acquaint the House of Commons, that, as very considerable military preparations are carrying on in the ports of France and Holland, he has judged it expedient to adopt additional measures of precaution for the security of his dominions.

George R.

That was all Bush needed to read. Boneys fleet of flat-bottomed boats, and his army of invasion mustered along the Channel coast, were being met by the appropriate and necessary countermove. Last nights press-gang measures, planned and carried out with a secrecy for which Bush could feel nothing except wholehearted approval (he had led too many press gangs not to know how completely seamen made themselves scarce at the first hint of a press) would provide the crews for the ships necessary to secure Englands safety. There were ships in plenty, laid up in every harbour in England; and officers  Bush knew very well how many officers were available. With the fleet manned and at sea England could laugh at the treacherous attack Boney had planned.

Theyve done the right thing for once, by God! said Bush, slapping the newspaper.

But what is it? asked Maria.

She had been standing silent, watching the two men, her glance shifting from one to the other in an endeavour to read their expressions. Bush remembered that she had winced at his outburst of congratulation.

Itll be war next week said Hornblower. Boney wont endure a bold answer.

Oh said Maria. But you  what about you?

Im made commander said Hornblower. Im going to be appointed to a sloop of war.

Oh said Maria again.

There was a second or two of agonised effort at self-control, and then she broke down. Her head drooped farther and farther, until she put her gloved hands to her face, turning away from the two men so that they only saw her shoulders with the shawl across them, shaking with sobs.

Maria said Hornblower gently. Please, Maria, please dont.

Maria turned and presented a slobbered face to him, unevenly framed in the bonnet which had been pushed askew.

Ill n-n-never see you again sobbed Maria. Ive been so happy with the m-m-mumps at school, I thought Id m-m-make your bed and do your room. And n-now this happens!

But, Maria said Hornblower  his hands flapped helplessly Ive my duty to do.

I wish I was d-dead! Indeed I wish I was dead! said Maria, and the tears poured down her cheeks to drip upon her shawl; they streamed from eyes which had a fixed look of despair, while the wide mouth was shapeless.

This was something Bush could not endure. He liked pretty, saucy women. What he was looking at now jarred on him unbearably  perhaps it rasped his aesthetic sensibility, unlikely though it might seem that Bush should have such a thing. Perhaps he was merely irritated by the spectacle of uncontrolled hysteria, but if that was the case he was irritated beyond all bearing. He felt that if he had to put up with Marias water-works for another minute he would break a blood vessel.

Lets get out of here he said to Hornblower.

In reply he received a look of surprise. It had not occurred to Hornblower that he might run away from a situation for which his temperament necessarily made him feel responsible. Bush knew perfectly well that, given time, Maria would recover. He knew that women who wished themselves dead one day could be as lively as crickets the next day after another man had chucked them under the chin. In any case he did not see why he and Hornblower should concern themselves about something which was entirely Marias fault.

Oh! said Maria; she stumbled forward and supported herself with her hands upon the table with its cooling coffee-pot and its congealing half-consumed chops. She lifted her head and wailed again.

Oh, for Gods sake   said Bush in disgust. He turned to Hornblower. Come along.

By the time Bush was on the staircase he realised that Hornblower had not followed him, would not follow him. And Bush did not go back to fetch him. Even though Bush was not the man to desert a comrade in peril; even though he would gladly take his place in a boat launching out through the most dreadful surf to rescue men in danger; even though he would stand shoulder to shoulder with Hornblower and be hewn to pieces with him by an overwhelming enemy; for all this he would not go back to save Hornblower. If Hornblower was going to be foolish Bush felt he could not stop him. And he salved his conscience by telling himself that perhaps Hornblower would not be foolish.

Up in the attic Bush set about rolling up his nightshirt with his toilet things. The methodical checking over of his razor and comb and brushes, seeing that nothing was left behind, soothed his irritated nerves. The prospect of immediate employment and immediate action revealed itself to him in all its delightful certainty, breaking through the evaporating clouds of his irritation. He began to hum to himself tunelessly. It would be sensible to call in again at the dockyard  he might even look in at the Keppels Head to discuss the mornings amazing news; both courses would be advisable if he wanted to secure for himself quickly a new appointment. Hat in hand he tucked his neat package under his arm and cast a final glance round the room to make sure that he had left nothing, and he was still humming as he closed the attic door behind him. On the staircase, about to step down into the hall, he stood for a moment with one foot suspended, not in doubt as to whether he should go into the dining-room, but arranging in his mind what he should say when he went in.

Maria had dried her tears. She was standing there smiling, although her bonnet was still askew. Hornblower was smiling too; it might be with relief that Maria had left off weeping. He looked round at Bushs entrance, and his face revealed surprise at the sight of Bushs hat and bundle.

Im getting under way said Bush. I have to thank you for your hospitality, sir.

But said Hornblower you dont have to go just yet.

There was that sir again in Bushs speech. They had been through so much together, and they knew so much about each other. Now war was coming again, and Hornblower was Bushs superior officer. Bush explained what he wanted to do before taking the carriers cart back to Chichester, and Hornblower nodded.

Pack your chest he said. It wont be long before you need it.

Bush cleared his throat in preparation for the formal words he was going to use.

I didnt express my congratulations properly he said portentously. I wanted to say that I dont believe the Admiralty could have made a better choice out of the whole list of lieutenants when they selected you for promotion, sir.

Youre too kind said Hornblower.

Im sure Mr. Bush is quite right said Maria.

She gazed up at Hornblower with adoration shining in her face, and he looked down at her with infinite kindness. And already there was something a little proprietorial about the adoration, and perhaps there was something wistful about the kindness.
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CHAPTER I
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HAVING CLIMBED UP through the locks, the canal boat was now winding over the pleasant Cotswold country. Hornblower was bubbling with good spirits, on his way to take up a new command, seeing new sights, travelling in an entirely new way, at a moment when the entirely unpredictable English weather had decided to stage a clear sunny day in the middle of December. This was a delightful way of travelling, despite the cold.

Your pardon for a moment, maam, said Hornblower.

Maria, with the sleeping little Horatio in her arms, gave a sigh at her husbands restlessness and shifted her knees to allow him passage, and he rose under the restricted height of the first-class cabin and stepped out through the forward door into the open bow of the passage-boat. Here he could stand on his sea chest and look round him. It was a queer craft, fully seventy feet long and, judging by eye as he looked aft, he would think hardly five feet in beam  the same proportions as had the crazy dugout canoes he had seen in use in the West Indies. Her draught must be less than a foot; that was clear as she tore along behind the cantering horses at a speed that must certainly be all of eight knots  nine miles an hour he told himself, hurriedly, for that was the way they measured speeds here inland.

The passage-boat was making her way from Gloucester to London along the Thames and Severn Canal; going far more smoothly than the stage coach, it was very nearly as fast and decidedly cheaper, at a penny a mile, even in the first class. He and Maria, with the child, were the only first-class passengers, and the boatman, when Hornblower had paid the fares, had cocked an eye at Marias condition and had said that by rights they ought to pay two childrens fares instead of one. Maria had snorted with disdain at such vulgarity, while the onlookers chuckled.

Standing on his sea chest, Hornblower could look over the canal banks, at the grey stone boundary walls and the grey stone farms. The rhythmic sound of the hoofs of the cantering tow horses accentuated the smoothness of the travel; the boat itself made hardly a sound as it slid along over the surface of the water  Hornblower noticed that the boatmen had the trick of lifting the bows, by a sudden acceleration, on to the crest of the bow wave raised by her passage, and retaining them there. This reduced turbulence in the canal to a minimum; it was only when he looked aft that he could see, far back, the reeds at the banks bowing and straightening again long after they had gone by. It was this trick that made the fantastic speed possible. The cantering horses maintained their nine miles an hour, being changed every half hour. There were two towlines, attached to timber heads at bow and stern; one boatman rode as postillion on the rear horse, controlling the lead horse with shouts and the cracking of his whip. In the stern sat the other boatman, surly and with one hand missing and replaced by a hook; with the other he held the tiller and steered the boat round the curves with a skill that Hornblower admired.

A sudden ringing of the horses hoofs on stone warned Hornblower just in time. The horses were dashing, without any slackening of pace, under a low bridge, where the towpath, cramped between the water and the arch, gave them barely room to pass. The mounted boatman buried his face in his horses mane to pass under; Hornblower had just time to leap down from his sea chest and seat himself as the bridge hurried over him. Hornblower heard the helmsmans loud laugh at his momentary discomfiture.

You learn to move fast in a canal boat, Captain, the steersman called to him from his place by the tiller. Two dozen for the last man off the yard! None o that here on Cotswold, Captain, but a broken head for you if you dont look lively.

Dont let that fellow be so rude to you, Horatio, said Maria from the cabin. Cant you stop him?

Not so easy, dear, replied Hornblower. Its he whos captain of this craft, and Im only a passenger.

Well, if you cant stop him, come in here where he cant be rude to you.

Yes, my dear, in a minute.

Hornblower chose to risk the jeers of the boatman rather than miss looking round him; this was the best opportunity he had had of watching the working of the canals which in the last thirty years had changed the economic face of England. And not far ahead was Sapperton Tunnel, the engineering marvel of the age, the greatest achievement of the new science. He certainly wanted to see that. Let the steersman laugh his head off if he wanted to. He must be an old sailor, discharged as disabled by the loss of his hand. It must be a wonderful experience for him to have a naval captain under his command.

The grey stone tower of a lock-house showed ahead, with the minute figure of the lock-keeper opening the gates. A yell from the postillion-boatman checked the speed of the horses; the boat glided on, its speed diminishing greatly as the bows slid off the bow wave. As the boat entered the lock the one-handed steersman leaped ashore with a line which he flipped dexterously round a bollard; a smart tug or two took most of the way off the boat, and the boatman, running forward, secured the line to another bollard.

Heave us that line, Captain, he cried, and Hornblower obediently threw up the bow-line for him to secure forward. The law of the sea applied equally in inland waters  the ship first and personal dignity a long way second.

Already the lock-keeper was closing the gates behind them and the lock-keepers wife was opening the paddles of the upper gate, the water swirling in. The lower gates closed with a crash with the mounting pressure, and the boat rose with the gurgling water. The horses were changed in a twinkling; the postillion scrambled into his saddle, and proceeded to tilt a black bottle against his lips during the remaining few seconds while the lock filled. The steersman was casting off the lines  Hornblower took the bow-line from him  and the lock-keepers wife was thrusting at one upper gate while the lock-keeper, running up from the lower gate, thrust at the other. The postillion yelled and cracked his whip, the boat sprang forward while the helmsman leaped to his place astern, and they were off again with not a second wasted. Assuredly this canal traffic was a miracle of modernity, and it was gratifying to be on board the very fastest of the canal boats, the Queen Charlotte, that took priority over all other traffic. On her bow she carried a glittering scythe-blade as the proud symbol of her superior importance. It would sever the towline of any approaching boat which did not drop her line quickly enough to let her through. The two score of farmers wives and wenches who sat aft in the second-class with their chickens and ducks and eggs and butter were all of them travelling as much as twenty miles to market, in the confident expectation of returning the same day. Quite astonishing.

Here, as they climbed to the summit level, lock succeeded lock at frequent intervals, and at each the postillion held his black bottle to his lips, and his yells to his horses became more raucous and his whip-cracking more continuous. Hornblower obediently handed the bow-line at each lock, despite Marias urgings to the contrary.

My dear, said Hornblower, we save time if I do.

But it isnt right, said Maria. He knows youre a captain in the Navy.

He knows it too well, said Hornblower with a lopsided smile. And after all I have a command to take up.

As if it couldnt wait, snorted Maria.

It was hard to make Maria understand that to a captain his command was all in all, that he wished to lose not an hour, not a minute, in his journey to assume command of his sloop of war in London River; he was yearning to see what Atropos was like, with the mingled hope and apprehension that might be expected of an Oriental bridegroom affianced to a veiled bride  that was not a simile that it would be wise to mention to Maria, though.

Now they were gliding down the summit level of the canal; the cutting was growing deeper and deeper, so that the echo of the sound of the horses hoofs came ringing from the rocky banks. Round the shallow curve must surely be Sapperton Tunnel.

Hold hard, Charlie! suddenly yelled the steersman. A moment later he sprang to the after towline and tried to cast it off from the timber head, and there was wild confusion. Shouts and yells on the towpath, horses whinnying, hoofs clattering. Hornblower caught a glimpse of the lead horse leaping frantically up the steep slope of the cutting  just ahead of them was the castellated but gloomy mouth of the tunnel and there was no other way for the horse to turn. The Queen Charlotte lurched hideously against the bank to the accompaniment of screams from the second-class cabin; for a moment Hornblower was sure she would capsize. She righted herself and came to a stop as the towlines slackened; the frantic struggles of the second horse, entangled in two towlines, ended as it kicked itself free. The steersman had scrambled on to the towpath and had dropped the after line over a bollard.

A pretty kettle o fish, he said.

Another man had shown up, running down the bank from the top whence spare horses looked down at them, whinnying. He held the heads of the Queen Charlottes horses, and near his feet lay Charlie, the boatman-postillion, his face a mask of blood.

Get ye back in there! bellowed the steersman to the women who were all scrambling out of the second-class cabin. Alls well. Get ye back! Once let them loose on the country  he added to Hornblower and theyd be harder to catch than their own chickens.

What is it, Horatio? asked Maria, standing at the door of the first-class cabin with the baby in her arms.

Nothing to alarm yourself about, my dear, said Hornblower. Compose yourself. This is no time for agitation.

He turned and looked at the one-handed steersman, who bent down to examine Charlie; taking a hold of the breast of his coat with his steel hook he hauled up, but Charlies head only hung back helplessly, the blood running over his cheeks.

Not much use out of Charlie, said the steersman, letting him drop with a thump. As Hornblower stooped to look he could catch the reek of gin three feet from the bleeding mouth. Half stunned and half drunk  more than half of both for that matter.

Weve the tunnel to leg through, said the steersman. Whos up at the Tunnel House?

Neer a soul, replied the man with the horses. The trade all went through in the early morning.

The steersman whistled.

Youll have to come wi us, he said.

Not I, said the horseholder. Ive sixteen horses  eighteen with these two. I cant leave em.

The steersman swore a couple of astonishing oaths  astonishing even to Hornblower, who had heard many in his time.

What dyou mean by legging through the tunnel? Hornblower asked.

The steersman pointed with his hook at the black, forbidding tunnel mouth in the castellated entrance.

No towpath through the tunnel, o course, Captain, he said. So we leaves our horses here an we legs through. We puts a pair o wings on the bows  sort o catheads, in a way. Charlie lies on one an I lies on the other, wi our heads inboard an our feet agin the tunnel wall. Then we sort o walks, and we gets the boat along that way, and we picks up another pair o horses at the south end.

I see, said Hornblower.

Ill souse this sot wi a couple o buckets o water, said the steersman. Mebbe itll bring him round.

Maybe, said Hornblower.

But buckets of water made no difference to the unconscious Charlie, who was clearly concussed. The slow blood flowed again after his battered face had been washed clean. The steersman produced another couple of oaths.

The other tradell be coming up arter you, said the horseholder.  Nother couple o hours, mebbe.

All he received in reply was a further series of oaths.

We have to have daylight to run the Thames staunches, said the steersman. Two hours? Well only just get there by daylight if we go now.

He looked round him, at the silent canal cut and tunnel mouth, at the chattering women in the boat and the few doddering old gaffers along with them.

Twelve hours late, well be, he concluded, morosely.

A day late in taking up his command, thought Hornblower.

Damn it, he said, Ill help you leg through.

Good on ye, sir, said the steersman, significantly dropping the equalitarian captain for the sir he had carefully eschewed so far. Dye think you can?

Likely enough, said Hornblower.

Lets fit those wings, said the steersman, with sudden decision.

They were small platforms, projecting out from either bow.

Horatio, asked Maria, whatever are you doing?

That was just what Maria would ask. Hornblower was tempted to make use of the rejoinder he had heard used once in the Renown, to the effect that he was getting milk from a male ostrich, but he checked himself.

Just helping the boatman, dear, he said patiently.

You dont think enough of your position, said Maria.

Hornblower was by now a sufficiently experienced married man to realize the advantages of allowing his wife to say what she liked as long as he could continue to do as he liked. With the wings fitted he and the steersman on board, and the horseholder on the bank, took their places along the side of the Queen Charlotte. A strong united shove sent the boat gliding into the cut, heading for the tunnel.

Keep er goin, sir, said the steersman, scrambling forward to the port side wing. It was obvious that it would be far easier to maintain gentle way on the boat than to progress in fits and starts of alternate stopping and moving. Hornblower hurried to the starboard side wing and laid himself down on it as the bows of the boat crept into the dark tunnel. Lying on his right side, with his head inboard, he felt his feet come into contact with the brick lining of the tunnel. He pressed with his feet, and then by a simple backwards walking motion he urged the boat along.

Hold hard, sir, said the steersman  his head was just beside Hornblowers theres two miles an more to go.

A tunnel two miles long, driven through the solid rock of the Cotswolds! No wonder it was the marvel of the age. The Romans with all their aqueducts had achieved nothing to compare with this. Farther and farther into the tunnel they went, into darkness that increased in intensity, until it was frightfully, astonishingly dark, with the eye recording nothing at all, strain as it might. At their entrance into the tunnel the women had chattered and laughed, and had shouted to hear the echoes in the tunnel.

Silly lot o hens, muttered the steersman.

Now they fell silent, oppressed by the darkness, all except Maria.

I trust you remember you have your good clothes on, Horatio, she said.

Yes, dear, said Hornblower, happy in the knowledge that she could not possibly see him.

It was not a very dignified thing he was doing, and not at all comfortable. After a few minutes he was acutely aware of the hardness of the platform on which he was lying; nor was it long before his legs began to protest against the effort demanded of them. He tried to shift his position a little, to bring other muscles into play and other areas of himself into contact with the platform, but he learned fast enough that it had to be done with tact and timing, so as not to disturb the smooth rhythm of the propulsion of the boat  the steersman beside him grunted a brief protest as Hornblower missed a thrust with his right leg and the boat baulked a little.

Keep er goin, sir, he repeated.

So they went on through the darkness, in the strangest sort of mesmeric nightmare, suspended in utter blackness, utterly silent, for their speed was not sufficient to raise a ripple round the Queen Charlottes bows. Hornblower went on thrusting with his feet, urging his aching legs into further efforts; he could tell by the sensations conveyed through the soles of his shoes that the tunnel was no longer brick-lined  his feet pressed against naked rock, rough and irregular as the tunnellers picks and gunpowder had left it. That made his present employment more difficult.

He became aware of a slight noise in the distance  a low muttering sound, at first so feeble that when he first took note of it he realized that he had been hearing it already for some time. It gradually increased in volume as the boat crept along, until it was a loud roaring; he had no idea what it could be, but as the steersman beside him seemed unconcerned he decided not to ask about it.

Easy a minute, sir, said the steersman, and Hornblower, wondering, rested his aching legs, while the steersman, still recumbent, fumbled and tugged beside him. Next moment he had dragged a tarpaulin completely over both of them, except for their feet protruding from under the edges. It was no darker under the tarpaulin than outside it, but it was considerably stuffier.

Carry on, sir, said the steersman, and Hornblower recommenced pushing with his feet against the wall, the roaring he had heard before somewhat muffled by the tarpaulin. A trickle of water volleyed loudly on the tarpaulin, and then another, and he suddenly understood what the roaring was.

Here it comes, said the steersman under the tarpaulin.

An underground spring here broke through the roof of the tunnel and tumbled roaring into the canal. The water fell down on them in deafening cataracts. It thundered upon the roofs of the cabins, quite drowning the cries of the women within. The weight of its impact pressed the tarpaulin upon him. Then the torrent eased, fell away to trickles, and then they were past it.

Only one more o those, said the steersman in the stuffy darkness beside him. Its better arter a dry summer.

Are you wet, Horatio? asked Marias voice.

No, dear, said Hornblower, the simple negative having the desired cushioning effect and smothering further expostulation.

Actually his feet were wet, but after eleven years at sea that was not a new experience; he was much more concerned with the weariness of his legs. It seemed an age before the next trickling of water and the steersmans Here it comes heralded the next deluge. They crawled on beyond it, and the steersman, with a grunt of relief, dragged the tarpaulin from off them. And with its removal Hornblower, twisting his neck, suddenly saw something far ahead. His eyes were by now accustomed to the darkness, and in that massive darkness, incredibly far away, there was something to be seen, a minute something, the size apparently of a grain of sand. It was the farther mouth of the tunnel. He worked away with his legs with renewed vitality. The tunnel opening grew in size, from a grain of sand to a pea; it assumed the crescentic shape to be expected of it; it grew larger still, and with its growth the light increased in the tunnel by infinitesimal gradations, until Hornblower could see the dark surface of the water, the irregularities of the tunnel roof. Now the tunnel was brick-lined again, and progress was easier  and seemed easier still.

Easy all, said the steersman with a final thrust.

It seemed unbelievable to Hornblower that he did not have to work his legs any more, that he was emerging into daylight, that no more underground springs would cascade upon him as he lay suffocating under a tarpaulin. The boat slowly slid out of the tunnels mouth, and despite its slow progress, and despite the fact that outside the sun shone with only wintry brilliance, he was quite blinded for a while. The chatter of the passengers rose into a roar almost comparable with the sound of the underground spring upon the tarpaulin. Hornblower sat up and blinked round him. There was a horseholder on the towpath with a pair of horses; he caught the line the steersman tossed to him and between them they drew the boat to the bank. Many of the passengers were leaving at this point, and they began to swarm out at once with their packages and their chickens. Others were waiting to board.

Horatio, said Maria, coming out of the first-class cabin; little Horatio was awake now and was whimpering a little.

Yes, my dear?

Hornblower was conscious of Marias eyes taking in the disorder of his clothes. He knew that Maria would scold him, brush him down, treat him with the same maternal possessiveness as she treated his son, and he knew that at the moment he did not want to be possessed.

One moment, dear, if you will pardon me, he said, and stepped nimbly out on to the towpath, joining himself to the conversation of the steersman and the horseholder.

Neer a man here, said the latter. An you wont find one before Oxford, that Ill warrant you.

In reply the steersman said much the same things as he had said to the other horseholder.

Thats how it is, an all, said the horseholder philosophically, youll have to wait for the trade.

No spare men here? asked Hornblower.

None, sir, said the steersman, and then, after a moments hesitation, I suppose, sir, you wouldnt care to drive a pair o horses?

Not I, answered Hornblower hastily  he was taken sufficiently by surprise by the question to make no attempt to disguise his dismay at the thought of driving two horses in the manner of the injured Charlie; then he saw how to recover his dignity and keep himself safe from Marias ministrations, and he added: But Ill take the tiller.

O course you could, sir, answered the steersman. Not the first time youve handled a tiller. Not by a long chalk. An Ill drive the nags, me an my jury fist an all.

He glanced down at the steel hook that replaced his missing hand.

Very well, said Hornblower.

Im grateful to you, sir, that I am, said the steersman, and to emphasize his sincerity he swore a couple more oaths. Ive a contract on this here vyage  thats two chests o tea forrard there, first o the China crop for Lunnon delivery. Youll save me pounds, sir, an my good name as well. Grateful I am, by  

He emphasized his sincerity again.

Thats all right, said Hornblower. The sooner we start the sooner we arrive. Whats your name?

Jenkins, sir. Tom Jenkins, the steersman  now to be the postillion  tugged at his forelock, main topman in the old Superb, Capn Keates, sir.

Very well, Jenkins. Lets start.

The horseholder tended to the business of attaching the horses towlines, and while Jenkins cast off the bow-line, Hornblower cast off the stern one and stood by with a single turn round the bollard; Jenkins climbed nimbly into the saddle and draped the reins about his hook.

But, Horatio, said Maria, whatever are you thinking about?

About arriving in London, my dear, said Hornblower, and at that moment the whip cracked and the towlines tightened.

Hornblower had to spring for the stern-sheets, line in hand, and he had to grab for the tiller. Maybe Maria was still expostulating, but if she were, Hornblower was already far too busy to hear anything she said. It was impressive how quickly the Queen Charlotte picked up speed as the horses, suddenly breaking into a trot, pulled her bows up on to her bow wave. From a trot they changed to a canter, and the speed seemed fantastic  far faster, to Hornblowers heated imagination, now that he was at the helm instead of being a mere irresponsible passenger. The banks were flying by; fortunately in this deep cut of the summit level the channel was straight at first, for the steering was not perfectly simple. The two towlines, one at the bow and one at the stern, held the boat parallel to the bank with the smallest use of the rudder  an economic employment of force that appealed to Hornblowers mathematical mind, but which made the feel of the boat a little unnatural as he tentatively tried the tiller.

He looked forward at the approaching bend with some apprehension, and as they neared it he darted his eyes from bank to bank to make sure he was holding in mid-channel. And round the bend, almost upon them, was a bridge  another of these infernal canal bridges, built for economy, with the towpath bulging out under the arch, so that it was hard to sight for the centre of the greatly narrowed channel. Maria was certainly saying something to him, and little Horatio was undoubtedly yelling like a fury, but this was no moment to spare them either a glance or a thought. He steadied the boat round the bend. The hoofs of the lead horse were already ringing on the cobbles under the bridge. God! He was over too far. He tugged the tiller across. Too far the other way! He pushed the tiller back, straightening the boat on her course even as her bows entered the narrows. She turned, very nearly fast enough  her starboard quarter, just where he stood, hit with a solid thump against the elbow of the brick-faced canal side, but she had a thick rope rubbing strake there  presumably to meet situations of this sort  which cushioned the shock; it was not violent enough to throw the passengers off their benches in the cabin, although it nearly threw Hornblower, crouching low under the arch, on to his face. No time to think, not even though little Horatio had apparently been bumped by the shock and was now screaming even more wildly in the bows; the canal was curving back again and he had to guide the Queen Charlotte round the bend.

Crack-crack-crack-crack  that was Jenkins with his whip  was not the speed already great enough for him? Round the bend, coming towards them, there was another canal boat, creeping peacefully along towed by a single horse. Hornblower realized that Jenkins four whip cracks were a signal, demanding a clear passage. He hoped most sincerely and fervently that one would be granted, as the canal boat hastened down upon the barge.

The bargee at the tow horses head brought the beast to a standstill, edging him over into the hedge beside the towpath; the bargees wife put her tiller over and the barge swerved majestically, with her residual way, towards the reeds that lined the opposite bank; so between horse and barge the tow-rope sank to the ground on the towpath, and into the water in a deep bight. Over the tow-rope cantered Jenkins horses, and Hornblower headed the passage boat for the narrow space between the barge and the towpath. He could guess that the water beside the path was shallow; it was necessary to steer the passage boat to shave the barge as closely as possible, and in any case the bargees wife, accustomed to encountering skilled steersmen, had only left him the minimum of room. Hornblower was in a fair way towards panic as the passage boat dashed forward.

Starboard  meet her. Port  meet her. He was giving these orders to himself, as he might to his coxswain; like a streak of lightning through the dark confusion of his mind flashed the thought that although he might give the orders he could not trust his clumsy limbs to execute them with the precision of a skilled helmsman. Into the gap now; the stern was still swinging and at the last moment he got the tiller over to check her. The barge seemed to flash by; out of the tail of his eye he was dimly aware of the bargees wifes greeting, changing to surprise as she noted that the Queen Charlotte was being steered by a man quite unknown to her. Faintly to his ear came the sound of what she said, but he could distinguish no word  he had no attention to spare for compliments.

They were through, in that flash, and he could breathe again, he could smile, he could grin; all was well in a marvellous world, steering a passage boat at nine miles an hour along the Thames and Severn Canal. But that was another yell from Jenkins; he was checking his horses, and there was the grey tower of a lock-house ahead. The gates were open, the lock-keeper standing by them. Hornblower steered for them, greatly helped by the Queen Charlottes abrupt reduction in speed as her bow wave passed ahead of her. Hornblower grabbed for the stern rope, leaped for the bank, and miraculously kept his footing. The bollard was ten feet ahead; he ran forward and dropped a loop over it and took the strain. The ideal method was to take nearly all the way off the boat, let her creep into the lock, and stop her fully at the next bollard, but it was too much to hope that he could at his first attempt execute all this exactly. He let the line slip through his hands, watching the boats progress, and then took too sudden a pull at it. Line and bollard creaked; the Queen Charlotte swung her bows across the lock to bump them against the further side, and she lay there half in and half out, helpless, so that the lock-keepers wife had to run along from the farther gates, lean over, shove the bows clear while seizing the bow-line, and, with the line over her sturdy shoulder, haul the boat the final dozen yards into the lock  a clear waste of a couple of minutes. Nor was this all, for, as they had now passed the summit level, this was a downward lock, and Hornblower had not readied his mind for this transition. He was taken by surprise when the Queen Charlotte subsided abruptly, with the opening of the gate paddles, along with the emptying water, and he had only just time to slack away the stern-line, or else the boat might have been left hanging on it.

Ee, man, you know little about boats, said the lock-keepers wife, and Hornblowers ears burned with embarrassment. He thought of the examination he had passed in navigation and seamanship; he thought of how often he had tacked a monstrous ship of the line in heavy weather. That experience was not of much use to him here in inland Gloucestershire  or perhaps it was Oxfordshire by now  and in any case the lock was empty, the gates opening, the towlines tightening, and he had to leap down six feet or more in a hurry into the already moving stern, remembering to take the stern-line down with him. He managed it, clumsily as ever, and he heard the lock-keepers wifes hearty laugh as he glided on below her; and she said something more, too, but he could pay no attention to it, as he had to grab for the tiller and steer the hurrying boat out under the bridge. And when he had first paid for their passages he had pictured to himself the leisurely life of the canal boatman!

And, heavens and earth! Here was Maria beside him having made her way aft through the second-class cabin.

How can you let these people be so insolent to you, dear? she was asking. Why dont you tell them who you are?

My dear   began Hornblower, and then stopped.

If Maria could not see the incongruity of a naval captain mishandling a canal boat it was hopeless to argue. Besides, he had no attention to spare for her, not with those cantering horses whisking the Queen Charlotte along like this.

And this all seems very unnecessary, dear, went on Maria. Why should you demean yourself like this? Is there all this need for haste?

Hornblower took the boat round a bend  he congratulated himself that he was getting the feel of the tiller now.

Why dont you answer me? went on Maria. And I have our dinner waiting for us, and little Horatio  

She was like the voice of conscience  for that matter that was exactly what she was.

Maria, snapped Hornblower. Get forrard! Get forrard, I say. Go back to the cabin.

But, my dear  

Get forrard!

Hornblower roared this out  here was another barge approaching and he could spare no time for the niceties of married life.

You are very heartless, said Maria, and in my condition, too.

Heartless, maybe, but certainly preoccupied. Hornblower pulled the tiller over, and Maria put her handkerchief to her eyes and flounced  as much of a flounce as was possible to her as she was  back into the second-class cabin again. The Queen Charlotte shot neatly down the gap between the barge and the towpath, and Hornblower could actually spare enough attention to acknowledge with a wave of his hand the greeting of the bargees wife. He had time, too, now, for a prick of conscience about his treatment of Maria, but only a momentary one. He still had to steer the boat.


CHAPTER II
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THERE WAS STILL plenty of daylight when they came out into the Thames valley and Hornblower, looking down to starboard, could see the infant river  not such an infant at its winter level  running below. Every turn and every lock brought the canal nearer to the stream, and at last they reached Inglesham, with Lechlade church steeple in view ahead, and the junction with the river. At Inglesham lock Jenkins left his horses and came back to speak to Hornblower.

Theres three staunches on the river next that we have to run, sir, he said.

Hornblower had no idea what a staunch was, and he very much wanted to know before he had to run them, but at the same time he did not want to admit ignorance. Jenkins may have been tactful enough to sense his difficulty; at least he gave an explanation.

Theyre dams across the river, sir, he told Hornblower. At this time o year, with plenty of water, some o the paddles are kept out for good, at the towpath end o the staunch. Theres a fall o five or six feet.

Five or six feet? repeated Hornblower, startled.

Yes, sir. Bout that much. But it isnt a real fall, if you know what I mean, sir. Steep, but no more.

And we have to run down it?

Yes, sir. Its easy enough, sir  at the top, leastways.

And at the bottom?

Theres an eddy there, sir, like as youd expect. But if you hold her straight, sir, the nagsll take you through.

Ill hold her straight, said Hornblower.

O course you will, sir.

But what the devil do they have these staunches on the river for?

They keeps back the water for the mills  an the navigation, sir.

But why dont they have locks?

Jenkins spread his hand and his hook in a gesture of ignorance.

Dunno, sir. Theres locks from Oxford down. These ere staunches are a plague. Takes six horses to get the old Queen Charlotte up em, sometimes.

Hornblowers thinking about the subject had not yet progressed as far as thinking about how the staunches were passed up-river; and he was a little annoyed with himself at not having raised the point. But he managed to nod sagely at the information.

I daresay, he said. Well, it doesnt concern us this voyage.

No, sir, said Jenkins. He pointed down the canal. The first un is half a mile below Lechlade Bridge, there. Its well over on the port side. You cant miss it, sir.

Hornblower hoped he was right about that. He took his place in the stern and seized the tiller with a bold attempt to conceal his misgivings, and he waved to the lock-keeper as the boat moved rapidly out of the lock  he was adept enough by now to be able to spare attention for that even with a gate to negotiate. They shot out on to the surface of the young river; there was plenty of current running in their direction  Hornblower noted the eddy at the point  but the speed of the horses gave them plenty of steerage way.

Lechlade Bridge just ahead of them  the staunch was half a mile beyond, Jenkins said. Although the air was distinctly cold now Hornblower was conscious that his palms, as they rested on the tiller, were distinctly damp. To him now it appeared a wildly reckless thing to do, to attempt to shoot the staunch inexperienced as he was. He would prefer  infinitely prefer  not to try. But he had to steer through the arch of the bridge  the horses splashed fetlock deep there  and then it was too late to do anything about his change of mind. There was the line of the staunch across the stream, the gap in it plainly visible on the port side. Beyond the staunch the surface of the river was not visible because of the drop, but above the gap the water headed down in a steep, sleek slope, higher at the sides than in the middle; the fragments which floated on the surface were all hurrying towards it, like people in a public hall all pressing towards a single exit. Hornblower steered for the centre of the gap, choking a little with excitement; he could feel the altered trim of the boat as her bows sank and her stern rose on the slope. Now they were flying down, down. Below, the smooth slope narrowed down to a point, beyond which and on each side was the turbulent water of the eddy. He still had steerage way enough to steer down the point; as he felt the boat answer the helm he was momentarily tempted to follow up the mathematical line of thought presented by that situation, but he had neither time nor really the inclination. The bows hit the turbulent water with a jar and a splash; the boat lurched in the eddy, but next moment the towlines plucked them forward again. Two seconds careful steering and they were through the eddy and they were gliding over a smooth surface once more, foam-streaked but smooth, and Hornblower was laughing out loud. It had been simple, but so exhilarating that it did not occur to him to condemn himself for his earlier misgivings. Jenkins looked back, turning in his saddle, and waved his whip, and Hornblower waved back.

Horatio, you must come and have your dinner, said Maria. And you have left me alone all day.

Not long before we reach Oxford now, dear, said Hornblower  he was just able to conceal the fact that he had temporarily, until then, forgotten the existence of his wife and child.

Horatio  

In a little while, dear, said Hornblower.

The winter evening was closing round them, the light mellowing while it faded over ploughland and meadow, over the pollard willows knee-deep in the stream, over the farmhouses and cottages. It was all very lovely; Hornblower had the feeling that he did not want this moment ever to end. This was happiness, as his earlier feelings of well-being changed to something more peaceful, just as the surface of the river had changed below the eddy. Soon he would be back in another life again, plunged once more into a world of cruelty and war  the world he had left behind in the tidewater of the Severn and would meet again in the tidewater of the Thames. It was symbolic that it should be here in the centre of England, at the midpoint of his journey, that he should reach this momentary summit of happiness. The cattle in the fields, the rooks in the trees  were they part of this happiness? Possibly, but not certainly. The happiness came from within him, and depended on even more transitory factors than those. Hornblower breathed the evening air as though it were divine poetry, and then he noticed Jenkins waving to him from his saddle and pointing with his whip, and the moment was over, lost for ever.

That was the next staunch at which Jenkins was pointing. Hornblower steered boldly for it, without a moment of nervousness; he steadied the boat on her course above it, felt the heave and sudden acceleration as she topped the slope, and grinned with delight as she shot down it, hit the eddy below, and emerged as before after a brief period of indecision. Onward, down the river, through the gathering night. Bridges; another staunch  Hornblower was glad it was the last; there had been much point to what Jenkins had said about needing daylight in which to run them  villages, churches. Now it was quite dark, and he was cold and weary. The next time Maria came aft to him he could address her sympathetically, and even share her indignation that Oxford was so far away. Jenkins had lighted candle-lanterns; one hung on the collar of the lead horse and the other from the cantle of the saddle of the horse he rode. Hornblower, in the stern-sheets of the Queen Charlotte, saw the specks of light dancing on the towpath  they gave him an indication of the turns the river was making, and just enabled him to steer a safe course, although twice his heart was in his mouth as the side of the boat brushed against the reeds at the river bank. It was quite dark when Hornblower felt the boat slow up suddenly with the easing of the towlines, and in response to Jenkins quiet hail he steered the boat towards a lantern-lit landing-stage; ready hands took the lines and moored the boat, and the passengers began to swarm out.

Captain  sir? said Jenkins.

That was not the way he had used the word captain at their first acquaintance. Then it had been with an equalitarian gibe; now he was using the formula and the intonation that would be used by any member of a ships company addressing his captain.

Yes? said Hornblower.

This is Oxford, sir, and the relief is here.

In the wavering lantern light Hornblower could see the two men indicated.

So now I can have my dinner? he asked, with gentle irony.

That you can, sir, an its sorry I am that you have had to wait for it. Sir, Im your debtor. Sir  

Oh, thats all right, Jenkins, said Hornblower testily. I had my own reasons for wishing to get to London.

Thankee, sir, and  

How far to London now?

A hundred miles to Brentford, sir, by the river. Youll be there at the first light. Howll the tide be then, Jem?

Just at the flood, said the member of the relief crew holding the whip. You can take water there, sir, an be at Whitehall Steps in an hour.

Thank you, said Hornblower. Ill say good-bye to you, then, Jenkins.

Good-bye, sir, and thankee agen for a true gennelman.

Maria was standing by the bows of the boat, and even in the dim light Hornblower thought he could detect reproach in her attitude. But it was not immediately apparent in her words.

Ive found you a hot supper, Horatio, was what she said.

By Jingo! said Hornblower.

Standing on the quay were a few boys and young women come to sell food to the river travellers. The one who caught Hornblowers eye was a sturdy lad with a keg, clearly containing beer, on a barrow, and Hornblower realized that he was consumed with thirst even more acutely than with hunger.

Thats what I want, he said. Give me a quart.

Ony pints, sir, said the boy.

Two pints then, you lubber.

He emptied the first wooden piggin without an effort, without even taking breath, and started on the second, before he remembered his manners. He had honestly been so consumed with thirst that he had forgotten them completely.

How about you, dear? he asked Maria.

I think Id like half a pint, said Maria  Hornblower could have guessed at her reply beforehand; Maria would think it was a sign of a lady to drink beer only by the half pint.

Ony pints, sir, said the boy again.

Well, give the lady a pint and Ill finish it, said Hornblower, his second piggin two-thirds empty.

All aboard! called the new steersman. All aboard!

Thatll be a shilling, sir, said the boy.

Fourpence a pint for this beer! marvelled Maria.

Cheap at the price, said Hornblower. Here, boy.

Out of sheer lightness of heart he gave the boy a florin, and the boy spun it in the air delightedly before putting it in his pocket. Hornblower took the piggin from Marias hand and drained it and tossed it to the boy.

All aboard!

Hornblower stepped down into the boat and elaborately handed Maria down too. He was taken a little aback to find that the Queen Charlotte had acquired some more first-class passengers either here or farther back along their route. There were two or three men and half a dozen women sitting in the cabin lit by the light of a lamp; little Horatio was asleep in one corner. Maria was fluttered; she wanted to speak about domestic subjects, but was self-conscious about it in the presence of strangers. She whispered what she had to say, while her hands now and then gesticulated towards the stony-faced strangers to indicate how much more she would have said if there were no fellow passengers.

That was two shillings you gave the boy, dear, she said. Why did you do it?

Just lunacy, my dear, lunacy, said Hornblower, speaking lightheartedly but not so far from the truth.

Maria sighed as she looked at this unpredictable husband of hers who could throw away a shilling, and talk about lunacy in the hearing of strangers without dropping his voice.

And heres the supper I bought, said Maria, while you were talking to the men. I hope its still hot. Youve not had a bite all day, and by now the bread and meat I brought for dinner will be stale.

Ill eat whatever there is, and more, said Hornblower, with more than a quart of beer inside his otherwise empty stomach.

Maria indicated the two wooden platters awaiting them on the bench beside little Horatio.

I got out our spoons and forks, explained Maria. We leave the platters on board here.

Excellent, said Hornblower.

There were two sausages on each platter, embedded in masses of pease pudding, still steaming. Hornblower sat down with his platter on his lap and began to eat. Those were beef sausages, naturally, if they were not mutton or possibly goat or horse, and they apparently were made from the purest gristle. The skins were as tough as their contents. Hornblower stole a sideways glance at Maria, eating with apparent contentment. He had hurt her feelings several times to-day and he could not bear to do it again; otherwise he would have pitched those sausages over the side into the river where possibly the fish could deal with them. But as it was he made a valiant effort to eat them. By the time he had started the second he decided it was beyond him. He made his handkerchief ready in his left hand.

Well be at the first lock any moment, he said to Maria, with a gesture of his right hand calling her attention to the dark window. Maria tried to peer out, and Hornblower flipped the second sausage into his handkerchief and stuffed it into his side pocket. He caught the eye of the elderly man sitting nearly opposite him across the narrow cabin. This individual had been sitting muffled up in great coat and scarf, his hat pressed down low on his forehead, grouchily keeping watch from under his eyebrows at every movement the Hornblowers had made. Hornblower gave him an elaborate wink in reply to the astonishment which replaced the grouchy old gentlemans bad-tempered curiosity. It was not a conspiratorial wink, nor did Hornblower attempt the hopeless task of trying to pretend that he stuffed hot greasy sausages into his pocket every day of his life; the wink simply dared the old gentleman to comment on or even think about the remarkable act. He applied himself to finishing off the pease pudding.

You eat so fast, dear, said Maria. It cannot be good for your stomach.

She herself was struggling desperately with her own sausages.

Im hungry enough to eat a horse, said Hornblower. Now Ill start on our dinner, stale or not.

I am delighted, said Maria. Let me  

No, dear. Sit still. Ill look after myself.

Hornblower took the food parcel and opened it.

Quite excellent, he said, with his mouth full of bread and meat.

At every moment he was making amends to Maria for his cavalier treatment of her during the day. The larger the meals he ate, the more appetite he evinced, the better Maria was pleased. A little gesture like helping himself to his own dinner gratified her absurdly. He could give her so much happiness; he could hurt her so easily.

I regret having seen so little of you during the day, dear, he said. It was my loss. But if I had not helped with the working of the boat we should still be at Sapperton Tunnel.

Yes, dear, said Maria.

I would have liked to point out the scenery to you as we passed it, went on Hornblower, battling with the self-contempt that his hypocrisy was arousing. I trust you enjoyed it even so?

Not nearly as much as if you had been with me, dear, said Maria, but gratified beyond all measure. She darted glances at the other women in the cabin to detect the envy they must feel on account of her having such a wonderful husband.

The boy was good? asked Hornblower. He ate his pap?

Every bit of it, answered Maria proudly, looking down at the sleeping child. He was inclined to whimper at times, but now he is sleeping happily.

If it had been two years from now that we made this journey, said Hornblower, how interested he would have been! He would have helped with the lines, and I could have taught him to hold the tiller.

Now he was not being hypocritical at all.

He showed a lively interest even now, said Maria.

And what about his little sister? asked Hornblower. Did she behave well?

Horatio! said Maria, a little scandalized.

I hope not badly, dear, said Hornblower, smiling away her embarrassment.

No, excellently, admitted Maria.

They were gliding into a lock; Hornblower heard the rattle of the paddles being let down behind them.

You made very little progress with your sausages, dear, he said. Let me dispose of them while you tackle some of this bread and meat, which is really delicious.

But, dear  

I insist.

He took Marias platter and his own, and stepped out into the bows of the boat in the darkness. It was the work of a moment to give the platters a quick rinse overside; the work of another moment to drop overside the sausage from his pocket, and he returned with the dripping platters to a Maria both scandalized and delighted at the condescension of her husband in thus doing menial work.

Too dark to enjoy any scenery, he said  already the boat was moving out of the lock Maria, my dear, when you have completed your supper I will endeavour to make you as comfortable as is possible for the night.

He bent over the sleeping child while Maria repacked the remains of the supper.

Now, my dear.

Horatio, really you should not. Horatio, please, I beg of you  

No need for a hat at this time of night. Lets have it off. Now theres plenty of room for you on the bench. Put your feet up here. No need for shoes either. Not a word, now. Now a pillow for your head. The bag will make a good foundation. Comfortable like that? Now, the coat over you to keep you warm. There, now sleep well, my dear.

Maria was carried away by his masterful attentions so that she could not protest. She had lain still for a full two minutes before she opened her eyes again to ask what he was doing for his own comfort.

I shall be supremely comfortable, my dear. Im an old campaigner. Now close those eyes again, and sleep in peace, my dear.

Hornblower was by no means supremely comfortable, although he had often spent worse nights, in open boats, for instance. With Maria and the child lying on the thinly-cushioned bench he had necessarily to sit upright, as the other passengers were doing. What with the lamp and the breathing of all those people in the cramped little cabin the air was stuffy; his legs were cramped, the small of his back ached, and the part on which he sat protested against bearing his weight unrelieved. But it was only one night to live through, after all. He crammed his hands into his pockets and settled himself again, while the boat went on down the river through the darkness, stopping at intervals at the locks, bumping gently against the walls, gliding forward again. He knew nothing, naturally, of the river between Oxford and London, so he could not guess where they were at any time. But they were heading downstream and towards his new command.

Lucky he was to have a command, he told himself. Not a frigate, but a sloop so big  twenty-two guns  as to justify having a captain and not a commander. It was the best that could be hoped for, for the man who a month ago was the six hundred and first captain out of the six hundred and two on the list. Apparently Caldecott, the previous captain of the Atropos, had broken down in health while fitting her out at Deptford, which accounted for his unexpected summons thither to replace him. And the orders had no sooner reached him than the news of Nelsons victory at Trafalgar had arrived in England. Since that time no one had had a thought save for Nelson and Trafalgar. The country was wild with delight at the destruction of Villeneuves fleet, and in the depths of sorrow at Nelsons death. Nelson  Trafalgar  Nelson  Trafalgar  no column in a newspaper, no momentary gossip with a stranger, but contained those names. The country had been lavish with its rewards. A state funeral was promised for Nelson; for the Navy there were peerages and knighthoods and promotions. With the re-creation of the rank of Admiral of the Red twenty new admirals had been promoted from the top of the captains list; two captains had fallen at Trafalgar, and two more had died; so that Hornblower was now the five hundred and seventy-seventh captain in seniority. But at the same time promotion had been lavish among the commanders and lieutenants. There were forty-one new captains on the list  there was something gratifying in the thought that now he was senior to forty-two captains. But it meant that now there were six hundred and nineteen captains seeking employment, and even in the vast Royal Navy there were not enough vacancies for all those. A hundred at least  more likely a hundred and fifty  would be on half-pay awaiting employment. That was as it should be, one might think. That proportion not only made allowance for sickness and old age among the captains, but also made it unnecessary to employ those who had been proved to be inefficient.

Unless the inefficient had friends in high places; then it would be the friendless and the unfortunate who languished on half-pay. Hornblower knew himself to be friendless, and even though he had just been congratulating himself on his good fortune he always thought himself ultimately doomed to misfortune. He was on his way to take over a ship that someone else had fitted out, with officers and men he knew nothing of; those facts were sufficient basis on which his gloomy pessimism could build itself.

Maria sighed and turned herself on the bench; Hornblower crept down to her to rearrange the heavy coat over her body.


CHAPTER III
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AT BRENTFORD, IN the early light of the winters morning, it was cold and damp and gloomy. Little Horatio whimpered ceaselessly; Maria was uncomfortable and weary, as she stood beside Hornblower while her trunk and Hornblowers two sea chests were being hoisted out of the boat.

Is it far to Deptford, my dear? she asked.

Far enough, said Hornblower; between Brentford and Deptford lay the whole extent of London and much more besides, while the river on which they were to travel wound sinuously in wide curves, backwards and forwards. And they had arrived late, and the tide would barely serve.

The wherrymen were soliciting for his custom.

Boat, sir? Sculls, sir? Oars, sir?

Oars, said Hornblower.

It cost twice as much for a wherry rowed by two oarsmen as for one rowed by a single man with sculls, but with the ebbing tide it was worth it. Hornblower helped Maria and the baby down into the stern-sheets and looked on while the baggage was handed down.

Right, Bill. Give way, said stroke-oar, and the wherry shot away from the slip out on to the grey river.

Ooh, said Maria, a little afraid.

The oars ground in the rowlocks, the boat danced on the choppy water.

They say the old Kings fair mazed, sir, at Lord Nelsons death, said stroke, with a jerk of his hand towards Kew, across the river. Thats where he lives, sir. In the Palace there.

Yes, said Hornblower; in no mood to discuss the King or Lord Nelson or anyone else.

The wind was brisk and westerly; had it been easterly the river would have been far more choppy, and their progress would be delayed, so there was something at least to be said in favour of this grey world.

Easy, Arry, said bow, and the wherry began to round the bend.

Hush, baby. Dont you like the nasty boat? said Maria to little Horatio, who was making it plain that Maria had guessed at the truth of the matter.

Nippers cold, likely, volunteered stroke.

I think he is, agreed Maria.

The boatman and Maria fell into conversation, to Hornblowers relief; he could immerse himself in his thoughts then, in his hopes and his apprehensions  the latter predominating  about his ship that awaited him down river. It would only be an hour or two before he would go on board. Ship, officers and crew were all unknown to him.

The Dook lives there, maam, said the boatman, through little Horatios yells, an you can see the Bishops Palace through the trees.

This was Marias first visit to London; it was convenient that they should have a loquacious boatman.

See the pretty houses, said Maria, dancing the baby in her arms. Look at the pretty boats.

The houses were getting thicker and thicker; they shot bridge after bridge, and the boat traffic on the river was growing dense, and suddenly Hornblower became aware they were at Londons edge.

Westminster, maam, said the boatman. I used to ply on the ferry here until they built the bridge. A hapenny toll took the bread out of the mouths of many an honest boatman then.

I should think so, indeed, said Maria, sympathetically. By now she had forgotten the dignity of her position as a captains wife.

Whiteall Steps, maam, and that eres the Strand.

Hornblower had taken boat to Whitehall Steps often, during those bitter days of half-pay when he was soliciting employment from the Admiralty.

St Pauls, maam.

Now they were really within the City of London. Hornblower could smell the smoke of the coal fires.

Easy, Arry, said bow again, looking back over his shoulder. Boats, lighters, and barges covered the surface of the river, and there was London Bridge ahead of them.

Give way, ard, said bow, and the two oarsmen pulled desperately through a gap in the traffic above the bridge. Through the narrow arches the tide ran fast; the river was piled up above the constriction of the bridge. They shot down through the narrow opening.

Goodness! said Maria.

And here was the greatest port in the world; ships at anchor, ships discharging cargo, with only the narrowest channel down the centre. North country collier brigs, Ramsgate trawlers, coasters, grain ships, with the grey Tower looking down on them.

The Pools always a rare sight, maam, said stroke. Even wi the war an all.

All this busy shipping was the best proof that Bonaparte across the water was losing his war against England. England could never be conquered while the Navy dominated the sea, strangling the continental powers while allowing free passage to British commerce.

Below the Pool lay a ship of war, idly at anchor, topmasts sent down, hands at work on stages overside painting. At her bows was a crude figurehead of a draped female painted in red and white; in her clumsily carved hands she carried a large pair of gilded shears, and it was those which told Hornblower what the ship was, before he could count the eleven gun ports aside, before they passed under her stern and he could read her name, Atropos. He choked down his excitement as he stared at her, taking note of her trim and her lines, of the petty officer of the anchor watch  of everything that in that piercing moment he could possibly observe.

Atropos, twenty-two, said stroke-oar, noting Hornblowers interest.

My husband is captain of her, said Maria proudly.

Indeed, sir? answered stroke, with a new respect that must have been gratifying to Maria.

Already the boat was swinging round; there was Deptford Creek and Deptford Hard.

Easy! said bow. Give way again. Easy!

The boat rasped against the shore, and the journey from Gloucester was over. No, not over, decided Hornblower preparing to disembark. There was now all the tedious business before them of getting a lodging, taking their baggage there, and settling Maria in before he could get to his ship. Life was a succession of pills that had to be swallowed. He paid the boatman under Marias watchful eye; fortunately a riverside lounger came to solicit custom, and produced a barrow on which he piled the luggage. Hornblower took Marias arm and helped her up the slippery Hard as she carried the baby.

Glad Ill be, said Maria, to take these shoes off. And the sooner little Horatio is changed the better. There, there, darling.

Only the briefest walk, luckily, took them to the George. A plump landlady received them, running a sympathetic eye over Marias condition. She took them up to a room while a maid under her vigorous urgings sped to get hot water and towels.

There, my poppet, said the landlady to little Horatio.

Ooh, said Maria, sitting down on the bed and already beginning to take off her shoes.

Hornblower was standing by the door waiting for his sea chests to be brought up.

When are you expecting, maam? asked the landlady.

It seemed not a moment before she and Maria were discussing midwives and the rising cost of living  the latter subject introduced by Marias determination to chaffer over the price of the room. The potman and the riverside lounger carried the baggage up and put it down on the floor of the room, interrupting the discussion. Hornblower took out his keys and knelt eagerly at his chest.

Horatio, dear, said Maria, were speaking to you.

Eh  what? asked Hornblower absently over his shoulder.

Something hot, sir, while breakfast is preparing? asked the landlady. Rum punch? A dish o tea?

Not for me, thank you, said Hornblower.

He had his chest open by now and was unpacking it feverishly.

Cannot that wait until weve had breakfast, dear? asked Maria. Then I could do it for you.

I fear not, maam, said Hornblower, still on his knees.

Your best shirts! Youre crumpling them, protested Maria.

Hornblower was dragging out his uniform coat from beneath them. He laid the coat on the other chest and searched for his epaulette.

Youre going to your ship! exclaimed Maria.

Of course, my dear, said Hornblower.

The landlady was out of the room and conversation could run more freely.

But you must have your breakfast first, expostulated Maria.

Hornblower made himself see reason.

Five minutes for breakfast, then, after Ive shaved, he said.

He laid out his coat on the bed, with a frown at its creases, and he unlatched the japanned box which held his cocked hat. He threw off the coat he was wearing and undid, feverishly, his neckcloth and stock. Little Horatio decided at that moment to protest again against a heartless world, and Hornblower unrolled his housewife and took out his razor and addressed himself to shaving while Maria attended to the baby.

Ill take Horatio down for his bread and milk, dear, said Maria.

Yes, dear, said Hornblower through the lather.

The mirror caught Marias reflection, and he forced himself back into the world again. She was standing pathetically looking at him, and he put down his razor, and took up the towel and wiped the lather from his mouth.

Not a kiss since yesterday! he said. Maria, darling, dont you think youve been neglecting me?

She came to his outheld arms; her eyes were wet, but the gentleness of his voice and the lightness of his tone brought a smile to her lips despite her tears.

I thought I was the neglected one, she whispered.

She kissed him eagerly, possessively, her hands at his shoulders, holding him to her swollen body.

I have been thinking about my duty, he said to her, to the exclusion of the other things I should have thought about. Can you forgive me, dearest?

Forgive! the smile and the tears were both more evident as she spoke. Dont say that, darling. Do what you will  Im yours, Im yours.

Hornblower felt a wave of real tenderness rise within him as he kissed her again; the happiness, the whole life, of a human creature depended on his patience and his tact. His wiping off of the lather had not been very effective; there were smears of it on Marias face.

Sweetness, he said, that makes you my very dearest possession.

And while he kissed her he thought of Atropos riding to her anchor out there in the river, and despised himself as a hypocritical unfaithful lover. But his concealment of his impatience brought its reward, for when little Horatio began to wail again it was Maria who drew back first.

The poor lamb! she said, and quitted Hornblowers arms to go and attend to him. She looked up at her husband from where she bent over the child, and smiled at him. I must see that both of these men of mine are fed.

There was something Hornblower had to say, but it called for tact, and he fumbled in his mind before he found the right way to say it.

Dearest, he said. I do not mind if the whole world knows I have just kissed you, but I fear lest you would be ashamed.

Goodness! said Maria, grasping his meaning and hurrying to the mirror to wipe off the smears of lather. Then she snatched up the baby. Ill see that your breakfast is ready when you come down.

She smiled at him with so much happiness in her face, and she blew him a kiss before she left the room. Hornblower turned again to renew the lather and prepare himself for going on board. His mind was full of his ship, his wife, his child, and the child to be. The fleeting happiness of yesterday was forgotten; perhaps, not being aware that he was unhappy now, he could be deemed happy to-day as well, but he was not a man with a gift for happiness.

With breakfast finished at last he took boat again at the Hard to go the short distance to his ship; as he sat in the stern-sheets he settled his cocked hat with its gold loop and button, and he let his cloak hang loose to reveal the epaulette on his right shoulder that marked him as a captain of less than three years seniority. He momentarily tapped his pocket to make sure that his orders were in it, and then sat upright in the boat with all the dignity he could muster. He could imagine what was happening in Atropos  the masters mate of the watch catching sight of the cocked hat and the epaulette, the messenger scurrying to tell the first lieutenant, the call for sideboys and bosns mates, the wave of nervousness and curiosity that would pass over the ship at the news that the new captain was about to come on board. The thought of it made him smile despite his own nervousness and curiosity.

Boat ahoy! came the hail from the ship.

The boatman gave an inquiring glance at Hornblower, received a nod in return, and turned to hail back with a pair of lungs of leather.

Atropos!

That was positive assurance to the ship that this was her captain approaching.

Lay her alongside, said Hornblower.

Atropos sat low in the water, flush-decked; the mizzen chains were within easy reach of Hornblower where he stood. The boatman coughed decorously.

Did you remember my fare, sir? he asked, and Hornblower had to find coppers to pay him.

Then he went up the ships side, refusing, as far as his self-control would allow, to let the incident fluster him. He tried to conceal his excitement as he reached the deck amid the twittering of the pipes, with his hand to his hat brim in salute, but he was not capable of seeing with clarity the faces that awaited him there.

John Jones, First Lieutenant, said a voice. Welcome aboard, sir.

Then there were other names, other faces as vague as the names. Hornblower checked himself from swallowing in his excitement for fear lest it should be noticed. He went to some pains to speak in a tone of exactly the right pitch.

Call the ships company, Mr Jones, if you please.

All hands! All hands!

The cry went through the ship while the pipes twittered and squealed again. There was a rush of feet, a bustling and a subdued murmur. Now there was a sea of faces before him in the waist, but he was still too excited to observe them in detail.

Ships company assembled, sir.

Hornblower touched his hat in reply  he had to assume that Jones had touched his hat to him, for he was not aware of it  and took out his orders and began to read.

Orders from the Commissioners for executing the office of Lord High Admiral of Great Britain and Ireland, addressed to Captain Horatio Hornblower of His Majestys Navy.

You are hereby required  

He read them through to the end, folded them, and returned them to his pocket. Now he was legally captain of the Atropos, holding a position of which only a court martial  or an Act of Parliament  or the loss of the ship  could deprive him. And from this moment his half-pay ceased and he would begin to draw the pay of a captain of a sixth-rate. Was it significant that it was from this moment the mists began to clear from before his eyes? Jones was a lantern-jawed man, his close-shaven beard showing blue through his tan. Hornblower met his eyes.

Dismiss the ships company, Mr Jones.

Aye aye, sir.

This might have been the moment for a speech, Hornblower knew. It was even customary to make one. But he had prepared nothing to say; and he told himself it was better to say nothing. He had it in mind that he would give a first impression of someone cold and hard and efficient and unsentimental. He turned to the waiting group of lieutenants; now he could distinguish their features, recognize that they were distinct individuals, these men whom he would have to trust and use for years in the future; but their names had escaped him completely. He had really heard nothing of them in those excited seconds after arriving on the quarter-deck.

Thank you, gentlemen, he said to them. We shall know each other better soon, I do not doubt.

There was a touching of hats and a general turning away of them all except Jones.

Theres an Admiralty letter waiting for you, sir, said the latter.

An Admiralty letter! Orders! The key to the future, which would reveal what was to be their fate  the words which might despatch him and the Atropos to China or Greenland or Brazil. Hornblower felt his excitement surge up again  it had hardly subsided in any case. Once more he checked himself from swallowing.

Thank you, Mr Jones. Ill read it as soon as I have leisure.

Would you care to come below, sir?

Thank you.

The captains quarters in the Atropos were as minute as Hornblower had expected; the smallest possible day-cabin and night-cabin. They were so small that they were not bulkheaded off from one another; a curtain was supposed to be hung between them, but there was no curtain. There was nothing at all  no cot, no desk, no chair, nothing. Apparently Caldecott had made a clean sweep of all his belongings when he left the ship. There was nothing surprising about that, but it was inconvenient. The cabin was dark and stuffy, but as the ship was newly out of dry dock she had not yet acquired all the manifold smells which would impregnate her later.

Where are these orders? demanded Hornblower, brusque with his suppressed excitement.

In my desk, sir. Ill fetch em at once.

It could not be too quickly for Hornblower, who stood under the little skylight awaiting Jones return. He took the sealed package into his hand and stood holding it for a moment. This was an instant of transition. The journey of the last twenty-four hours had been a longer period, but of the same kind  an interval between one kind of activity and another. The next few seconds would eventually transform the Atropos from an idle ship in the Thames to an active ship at sea, lookouts at the mastheads, guns ready for action, peril and adventure and death only just over the horizon if not alongside. Hornblower broke the seal  the foul anchor of the Admiralty, the most inappropriate emblem conceivable for a nation that ruled the sea. Looking up, he met Jones eyes, as the first lieutenant waited anxiously to hear what their fate was to be. Hornblower knew now that he should have sent Jones away before breaking the seal, but it was too late now. Hornblower read the opening lines  he could have announced beforehand what would be the first six words, or even the first twelve.

You are hereby requested and required, immediately upon receipt of these orders  

This was the moment; Hornblower savoured it for one half of one second.

 to wait upon Henry Pallender, Esq., Blue Mantle Pursuivant at Arms, at the College of Heralds  

God bless my soul, said Hornblower.

What is it, sir? asked Jones.

I dont know yet, answered Hornblower.

 there to consult with him upon the arrangements to be made for the funeral Procession by water of the late Vice-Admiral Lord Viscount Nelson  

So thats it, said Hornblower.

Its what, sir? asked Jones, but Hornblower could not spare the time at present to enlighten him.

 You will take upon yourself, by the authority of these orders, the command of all officers, seamen, and Royal Marines to be engaged in the Procession aforesaid, likewise of all vessels, boats and barges belonging to the Cities of London and Westminster and to the City Companies. You will issue all the orders necessary for the Procession to be conducted in a seaman-like manner. You will, by your consultations with Henry Pallender, Esq., aforesaid, ascertain the requirements of Ceremonial and Precedence, but you are hereby charged, upon your peril, to pay strict attention to conditions of Tide and Weather so that not only may Ceremonial be observed, but also that no Danger or Damage may be incurred by the boats, barges, and vessels aforesaid, nor by their Crews and Passengers.

Please, sir. Please, sir, said Jones.

His thoughts came back into the little cabin.

These are orders for me personally, he said. Oh  very well, you can read them if you wish to.

Jones read them with moving lips and finally looked up at Hornblower with a bewildered expression.

So the ship stays here, sir? he asked.

She certainly does. She is from this moment the flagship of the funeral procession, said Hornblower. I shall need a boat and boats crew at once. Oh yes, pen and paper to send a message to my wife.

Aye aye, sir.

See theres a good petty officer in the boat. Shell be waiting a good deal ashore.

Aye aye, sir. Were having men run every day.

Of course desertion could be a very serious problem in a ship anchored here in the river, within swimming distance of shore and innumerable boats plying about, with the whole City of London close at hand into which a deserter might disappear. And there could be the question of liquor being surreptitiously sold on board from shore boats. And Hornblower had been on board for a full ten minutes and he was no wiser about the things he most wanted to know  about how Atropos was manned and officered, what she lacked, what was her material condition  than he had been yesterday. But all the problems with which he was so anxious to deal must for the moment be shelved, to be dealt with at intervals when this new strange duty permitted. The mere question of the furnishing of his cabin might demand more attention than he could spare at present. Hornblower knew from the newspaper he had read yesterday that Nelsons body was at the Nore, awaiting a fair wind before being brought up to Greenwich. Time was pressing, and there were orders in hundreds to be written, he did not doubt.

And so the moment of transition was over. If he had been allowed a thousand guesses as to what his orders would contain, he would never have thought of this particular duty. He could laugh about it if it were not so serious. He could laugh in any case, and he did. After a moments glance of surprise Mr Jones decided that he should laugh too, and did so, obsequiously.


CHAPTER IV
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BLACK BREECHES? ASKED Hornblower, startled.

Of course. Black breeches and stockings, and mourning bands, said Mr Pallender solemnly.

He was an aged man, and although the top of his head was bald he wore the remainder of his white hair long, clubbed at the nape of his neck in a thick short queue tied with black ribbon. He had pale blue eyes, rheumy with age, and a thin pointed nose which in the chill of the room bore a small drop at its reddish tip  perhaps always bore one.

Hornblower made a note on the sheet of paper before him regarding the black breeches and stockings and mourning bands. He also made a mental note that he would have to obtain these things for himself as well, and he wondered where the money was coming from to do it.

It would be best, went on Mr Pallender, if the procession were to pass through the City at midday. Then the populace will have plenty of time to assemble, and the apprentices can do a mornings work.

I cant promise that, said Hornblower. It depends on the tide.

The tide, Captain Hornblower? You must realize that this is a ceremonial in which the Court  His Majesty himself  is deeply interested.

But it has to depend on the tide all the same, said Hornblower. And even on the winds too.

Indeed? His Majesty will be most provoked if his ideas are scouted.

I see, said Hornblower.

He thought of remarking that although His Majesty ruled the waves he had no more control over the tides than had his illustrious predecessor King Canute, but he thought better of it. Mr Pallender was not the type to appreciate jokes about the limitations of the royal power. Instead Hornblower decided to imitate Mr Pallenders solemnity.

Since the actual day of the ceremonial hasnt yet been decided upon, he said, it might be possible to choose such a day as the tide serves best.

I suppose so, conceded Mr Pallender.

Hornblower made a note of the necessity of immediately consulting the tide-tables.

The Lord Mayor, said Mr Pallender, will not be present in person, but his representative will.

I understand.

There would be some small relief in not being responsible for the person of the Lord Mayor, but not much, seeing that the eight most senior admirals in the Navy were going to be present, and were going to be his responsibility.

Are you sure you wont try a little of this brandy? asked Mr Pallender, giving the decanter a little push.

No, thank you.

Hornblower had no desire at all to drink brandy at this time of day; but now he knew what gave Mr Pallenders nose that reddish tip. Mr Pallender sipped appreciatively before going on.

Now as regards the minute guns  

Along the processional route apparently there were fifteen points at which minute guns were to be fired, and His Majesty would be listening to see that they were properly timed. Hornblower covered more paper with notes. There would be thirty-eight boats and barges in the procession, to be assembled in the tricky tideway at Greenwich, marshalled in order, brought up to Whitehall Steps, and dispersed again after delivering over the body to a naval guard of honour assembled there which would escort it to the Admiralty to lie there for the night before the final procession to St Pauls.

Can you tell me, sir, asked Hornblower, what kind of vessel these ceremonial barges are?

He regretted the question as soon as he asked it; Mr Pallender showed surprise that any man should not be familiar with ceremonial barges, but as for knowing how handy they were in choppy water, or even how many oars aside they rowed, that was of course more than could be expected of Mr Pallender. Hornblower realized that the sooner he took one over, and rowed it over the course of the procession in the appropriate tidal conditions, timing every stage, the better. He went on adding to his pages of notes while Mr Pallender went on with what to him was most important  the order of precedence of the boats; how the whole College of Heralds would be present, including Norroy King of Arms and himself, Blue Mantle Pursuivant; the Royal Dukes and the Admirals; the formalities to be observed at the embarkation and the landing; the Chief Mourner and the train-bearer, the pall-bearers and the Family of the Deceased.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower at last, gathering up his notes. I will begin these preparations at once.

Greatly obliged, Im sure, sir, said Mr Pallender, as Hornblower took his leave.

This was an operation as elaborate as Abercrombies landing on the Egyptian coast  and in the Mediterranean there were no tides to complicate arrangements. Thirty-eight boats with their crews and oarsmen; guards of honour; mourners and officials; there would be a thousand officers and men at least under Hornblowers command. And Hornblowers heart sank a little when he was able to take one of the barges from the hands of the workmen who were attaching the insignia to it in Deptford Yard, and conduct his own trials with it. It was a vast clumsy vessel, not much smaller and no more manageable than a cargo lighter. Forward in the open bows she pulled twelve oars; from midships aft she was covered with a vast canopy of solid construction, exposing an enormous area to the wind. The barge allotted to the conveyance of the Body (Mr Pallender had made that capital letter quite obvious in their discussion) was being so covered with plumes that she would catch the wind like a frigates mainsail. There must be lusty oarsmen detailed to the task of rowing that barge along  and it would be best to have as nearly as complete a relief available as possible, hidden away under the canopy. But as she would head the procession, with the other boats taking station upon her, he must be careful not to overdo that. He must time everything exactly  up with the flood tide, arriving at Whitehall Steps precisely at slack water so that the complicated manœuvres there could be carried out with the minimum of risk, and then back with the ebb, dispersing barges and crews along the route as convenient.

My dear, said Maria to him, in their bedroom at the George, I fear I have little of your attention at present.

Your pardon, dear? said Hornblower, looking round from the table at which he was writing. He was deep in plans for issuing a solid breakfast to a thousand men who would have small chance of eating again all day.

I was telling you that I spoke to the midwife to-day. She seems a worthy woman. She will hold herself free from to-morrow. As she lives only in the next street there is no need for her to take up residence here until the time comes, which is fortunate  you know how little money we have, Horatio.

Yes, dear, said Hornblower. Have those black breeches of mine been delivered yet?

It was a perfectly natural step from Marias approaching confinement to Hornblowers black breeches, via the question of money, but Maria resented her husbands apparent heartlessness.

Do you care more for your breeches than for your child? she asked,   or for me?

Dearest, answered Hornblower. He had to put down his pen and rise from his chair to comfort her. I have much on my mind. I cant tell you how much I regret it at this moment.

This was the very devil. The eyes not only of London but of all England would be on that procession. He would never be forgiven if there was any blunder. But he had to take Marias hands in his and reassure her.

You, my dear, he said, smiling into her eyes, are my all in all. There is nothing in my world as important as you are.

I wish I could be sure, said Maria.

He kissed the hands he held.

What can I say to make you sure? he asked. That I love you?

That would be pleasant enough, said Maria.

I love you, dear, he said, but he had not had now a smile from her as yet, and he went on, I love you more dearly even than my new black breeches.

Oh! said Maria.

He had to labour the point to make sure that she understood he was both joking and tender.

More dearly than a thousand pair of black breeches, he said. Could any man say more?

She was smiling now, and she took her hands from his and laid them on his shoulders.

Is that a compliment for me to treasure always? she asked.

It will always be true, my dear, he said.

You are the kindest of husbands, she said, and the break in her voice showed that she meant it.

With the sweetest of wives, he answered. And now may I go on with my work?

Of course, darling. Of course. I fear I am selfish. But  but  darling, I love you so. I love you so!

There, there, said Hornblower patting her shoulder. Perhaps he felt as strongly over this business as Maria did, but he had much else to feel strongly about. And if he mismanaged these ceremonial arrangements the child to come might go on short commons with him on half-pay for life. And Nelsons body was at this very moment lying in state at Greenwich, and the day after to-morrow was the date fixed for the procession, with the tide beginning to flood at eleven, and there was still much to be done. He was glad to get back to the writing of his orders. He was glad to go back on board Atropos and plunge into business there.

Mr Jones, Id be glad if youd call the midshipmen and masters mates. I need half a dozen who can write a fair round hand.

The cabin of the Atropos took on the appearance of a schoolroom, with the midshipmen sitting on mess stools at improvised tables, with inkwells and pens, copying out Hornblowers drafts of the orders, and Hornblower going from one to another, like a squirrel in a cage, answering questions.

Please, sir, I cant read this word.

Please, sir, do I start a new paragraph here?

It was one way of finding out something of the junior officers, of distinguishing them as individuals out of what had been so far a formless mass of officers; there were the ones who appealed for help at every turn, and the ones who could make deductions from the context; there were the stupid ones who wrote orders that made nonsense.

Damn it, man, said Hornblower. Would anyone out of Bedlam say a thing like that  far less write it?

Thats what it looked like, sir, said the midshipman stubbornly.

God help us all, said Hornblower in despair.

But that was the man who wrote a very clear hand; Hornblower put him on to the task of writing the beginnings of each letter.

H.M.S. Atropos at Deptford

Jan 6th 1806

Sir

By virtue of the powers entrusted to me by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty  

Other men could carry on from there, with a saving of time. The ninety different written orders with their duplicates were written at last, and distributed by midnight; crews and petty officers had been found from various sources for every boat that was to take part in the procession, rations allotted to them, their place in the line clearly stated You will take the seventeenth position, immediately after the barge of the Commander-in-Chief at the Nore and immediately preceding that of the Worshipful Company of Fishmongers.

The final arrangements were made with Mr Pallender at two in the morning of the day of the procession, and Hornblower, yawning, could think of nothing else to be done. Yes, there was a final change to be made.

Mr Horrocks, you will come with me with the Body in the first barge. Mr Smiley, youll command the second with the Chief Mourner.

Horrocks was the stupidest of the midshipmen and Smiley the brightest  it had been natural to reserve the latter for himself, but now he realized how stupid Horrocks was, and how necessary it was to keep him under his own eye.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower fancied Smiley looked pleased at thus escaping from the direct supervision of his captain, and he pricked that bubble.

Youll have nine admirals and four captains as passengers, Smiley, he said. Including Admiral of the Fleet Sir Peter Parker and Lord St Vincent.

Smiley did not look nearly as pleased at that.

Mr Jones, have the longboat with the hands at Greenwich Pier at six oclock, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

And call away the gig for me now.

Aye aye, sir.

Ill be at the George until five. Send any messages there.

Aye aye, sir.

He still had a personal life; Maria was very near her time now.

On deck there was a brisk westerly wind harping in the rigging, gusty, Hornblower noted. The barges would call for careful handling unless it dropped considerably. He stepped down into the gig.

Make for Deptford Hard, he ordered the coxswain, and clasped his coat close tightly round him, for the cabin of the Atropos had been hot with lamps and candles and many people. He walked up the Hard and knocked at the door of the George; from the window at the side there was a faint light showing and the window of their room above was illuminated. The door opened to reveal the landlady.

Oh, its you, sir. I thought it was the midwife. Ive just sent Davie for her. Your good lady  

Let me by, said Hornblower.

Maria was walking about the bedroom in her dressing-gown; two candles illuminated the room, and the shadows of the bed-tester and the other furniture moved in sinister fashion as Hornblower opened the door.

Darling! said Maria.

Hornblower came towards her, his hands held out.

I hope all is well with you, dear, he said.

I think so. I  I hope so. It has only just begun, said Maria.

They kissed.

Darling, said Maria. How good of you to come here. I  I was hoping I should see you again before  before  my time came.

Not good of me, said Hornblower. I came because I wanted to come. I wanted to see you.

But you are so busy. To-day is the day of the procession, is it not?

Yes, said Hornblower.

And our child will be born to-day. A little girl, dear? Or another little boy?

Well know soon, said Hornblower. He knew which Maria wanted. Whichever it is well love her  or him.

That we shall, said Maria.

The last syllable was jerked out of her more forcibly than necessary, and Marias face took on an expression of preoccupation.

How is it, dearest? asked Hornblower, concerned.

Only a pain, said Maria, smiling  forcing a smile, as Hornblower well knew. They are not coming close together yet.

I wish I could help, said Hornblower, in the manner of uncounted millions of fathers.

You have helped by coming to me, my darling, said Maria.

A bustle outside the door and a knock heralded the entrance of the midwife and the landlady.

Well, well, said the midwife. So it has began, has it?

Hornblower looked her over carefully. She was not neat  no none could be expected to be in those conditions  but she was at least sober, and her gap-toothed smile was kindly.

Ill have a look at you, maam, said the midwife, and then, with a sidelong glance, Gentlemen will retire.

Maria looked at him. She was trying so hard to appear unconcerned.

Ill see you again, dear, said Hornblower, trying equally hard.

Outside the bedroom the landlady was cordial in her offers of hospitality.

How about a go of brandy, sir? Or a glass o rum, hot?

No, thank you, said Hornblower.

The young gennelmans sleeping in with one o the maids now, explained the landlady. He didnt cry, no, not a sound, when we carried him in. A fine little fellow he is, sir.

Yes, said Hornblower. He could smile at the thought of his little son.

Youd better come into the coffee-room, sir, said the landlady. Theres still whats left of the fire there.

Thank you, said Hornblower, with a glance at his watch. God, how time was passing!

Your good lady will be all right, said the landlady maternally. Itll be a boy, as sure as fate. I can tell by the way she was carrying.

Perhaps youll be right, said Hornblower, and he looked at his watch again. He really must start preparations for the day.

Now see here, please, he said, and then he paused, as he made his mind clear itself of its preoccupation with Maria, and of its deadly fatigue. He began to list the things he needed from the bedroom upstairs, ticking them off on his fingers as he told them to the landlady. The black breeches and stockings, the epaulette and the best cocked hat, the sword and the mourning band.

Ill get em, sir. You can dress in here  no one wont disturb you, not at this time o night.

She came back later with her arms full of the things Hornblower had asked for.

A marvel that I should forget this was the day of the Funeral, sir, she said. No one hasnt talked o nothing else along the river not for the last week. Theres your things, sir.

She looked closely at Hornblower in the candlelight.

Youd better shave, sir, she went on. You can use my husbands razor if yours is in the ship.

One mention of maternity, it seemed, turned all women into mothers.

Very well, said Hornblower.

Later he was dressed and looking at his watch again.

I must leave now, he said. Will you find out if I can see my wife?

Ill tell you now you cant, sir, said the landlady. Not if you can hear what I can hear.

Much of what Hornblower felt must have shown in his expression, for the landlady went on  

Itll all be over in a hower, sir: whynt you wait a bit?

Wait? repeated Hornblower, looking at his watch again. No, I cant do that. Ill have to go.

The landlady lighted the candle of his lantern at that on the coffee-room mantel.

Lord a mercy, she said. You look just the picture. But its cold out.

She fastened the button of his coat close at his neck.

Cant have you catching cold. There! Dont you worry, now.

Good advice, thought Hornblower, walking down the slope towards the river again, but as difficult to act upon as most good advice. He saw the light of the gig at the waters edge, and a sudden movement of shadowy figures there. The gigs crew must have appointed one of its members to keep watch for his lantern, while the others snatched what sleep they could in the exceedingly uncomfortable spaces of the gig. But however uncomfortable they were, they were better off than he was. He felt he could sleep on the bobstay of the Atropos if only he had the chance. He got into the gig.

Down river, he ordered the coxswain.

At Greenwich Pier it was still dark, no sign as yet of the late January dawn. And the wind was blowing steadily from the west, downstream. It would probably freshen as the day went on. A loud challenge halted him as he walked down the pier.

Friend, said Hornblower, opening his cloak for his lantern to show his uniform.

Advance and give the countersign!

The Immortal Memory, said Hornblower  he had chosen that countersign himself; one detail out of a thousand details of the day before.

Pass, friend. Alls well, said the sentry.

He was a private in the Blackheath Militia; during the time the Body had been lying in state at Greenwich there had had to be guards posted at all points to prevent the public from straying into areas where they were not wanted. The Hospital was lighted up; there was already bustle and excitement there.

The Governors dressing now, sir, said a wooden-legged lieutenant. Were expecting the quality at eight.

Yes, said Hornblower. I know.

It was he who had drawn up the time-table; the national, naval, and civic dignitaries were to come by road from London, to accompany the Body back by water. And here was the Body, in its coffin, the trestles on which it lay concealed by flags and trophies and heraldic insignia. And here came the Governor, limping with his rheumatism, his bald head shining in the lamplight.

Morning, Hornblower.

Good morning, sir.

Everything settled?

Yes, sir. But the winds blowing very fresh from the west. Itll hold back the flood.

I feared as much.

It will delay the boats, too, of course, sir.

Of course.

In that case, sir, Id be obliged if you would do all you can to see that the Mourners leave in time. Therell be little to spare, sir.

Ill do my best, Hornblower. But you cant hurry an Admiral of the Fleet. You cant hurry Lord St Vincent. You cant hurry a Lord Mayor  not even his representative.

It will be difficult, I know, sir.

Ill do my best, Hornblower. But they have to have their bite of breakfast.

The Governor gestured towards the next room where, under the supervision of the wooden-legged lieutenant, seamen with black scarves round their necks were laying out a meal. There were cold pies, there were hams, there were cold roasts of beef being assembled on the buffet; silver was being set out on the dazzling white cloth. At the smaller buffet a trusted petty officer was setting out decanters and bottles.

A bite and a glass of something? asked the Governor.

Hornblower looked as always at his watch.

Thank you, sir. Ive three minutes to spare.

It was gratifying to have a meal when he expected to have none; it was gratifying to gulp down slices of ham which otherwise would have gone down the throat of an Admiral of the Fleet. He washed the ham down with a glass of water, to the ill-concealed amazement of the petty officer at the wine buffet.

Thank you, sir, he said to the Governor. I must take my leave now.

Good-bye, Hornblower. Good luck.

At the pier now it was almost dawn  light enough to satisfy the Mohammedan definition of being able to distinguish a black thread from a white. And the river was alive now with boats. From upstream the wind carried down the sound of the splash of oars and sharp naval commands. Here was the Atropos longboat, with Smiley and Horrocks in the stern; here were the boats from the guardship and the receiving ship; measured tread on the pier heralded the arrival of another contingent of seamen. The day was beginning in earnest.

Really in earnest. The thirty-eight boats had to be manned and arranged in their correct order, stretching a mile downstream. There were the fools who had mislaid their orders, and the fools who could not understand theirs. Hornblower dashed up and down the line in the gig, that watch of his continually in and out of his pocket. To complicate matters, the grog sellers, anticipating a good days business, were already out and rowing along the line, and they obviously had effected some surreptitious sales. There were red faces and foolish grins to be seen. The ebb was still running strongly, with the wind behind it. Horrocks, in the state barge that was to carry the Body, completely misjudged his distances as he tried to come alongside. The clumsy great boat, swept round by the wind and borne by the tide, hit the pier on her starboard quarter with a resounding crash. Hornblower on the pier opened his mouth to swear, and then shut it again. If he were to swear at every mishap he would be voiceless soon. It was enough to dart a glance at the unhappy Horrocks. The big raw-boned lout wilted under it; and then turned to rave at the oarsmen.

These ceremonial barges were heartbreaking boats to manage, admittedly. Their twelve oars hardly sufficed to control their more than forty feet of length, and the windage of the huge cabin aft was enormous. Hornblower left Horrocks struggling to get into his station, and stepped down into his gig again. They flew downstream; they toiled up. Everything seemed to be in order. Hornblower, looking over the side from the pier when he landed again, thought he could detect a slacking of the ebb. Late, but good enough. High and clear from the Hospital came the notes of a trumpet. Tone-deaf as he was, the notes meant nothing to him. But the sound itself was sufficient. The militia were forming up along the road from the Hospital to the pier, and here came the dignitaries in solemn procession, walking two by two, the least important leading. The boats came to the pier to receive them, in inverted order of numbers  how hard that had been for Hornblower to impress upon the petty officers commanding  and dropped back again downstream to wait, reversing their order. Even now there was a boat or two out of correct order, but this was not a moment for trifles. The dignitaries on the pier were hustled into even inappropriate boats without a chance of protesting. More and more important were the dignitaries advancing on to the pier  here were the Heralds and Pursuivants, Mr Pallender among them. And here at last was the Chief Mourner, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Peter Parker, with Blackwood bearing his train, and eight other admirals with  as the drill-book stated  melancholy aspects; perhaps their aspects would be melancholy even without the drill-book. Hornblower saw them down into their boat, all of them. The tide had turned, and already the flow was apparent. Minutes would be precious now.

The shattering boom of a gun from not far away made Hornblower start, and he hoped nobody would notice it. That was the first of the minute guns, that would boom on from now until the Body reached its next temporary resting-place at the Admiralty. For Hornblower it was the signal that the Body had started from the Hospital. He handed Sir Peter Parker into the barge. A loud order from the militia colonel, and the troops reversed their arms and rested on them. Hornblower had seen them doing that drill every available minute during the last two days. He reversed his own sword with as much military precision as he could manage  a couple of days ago Maria, coming into the bedroom at the George, had caught him practising the drill, and had laughed immoderately. The mourners barge had shoved off, and Horrocks was gingerly bringing his up to the pier. Hornblower watched from under his eyebrows, but now that the wind was against the tide it was not such a difficult operation. The band approached; all tunes were dreary to Hornblower, but he gathered that the one they were playing was drearier than most. They wheeled to the right at the base of the pier, and the seamen drawing the gun-carriage, stepping short, with bowed heads, came into view behind them. Hornblower thought of the long line of boats struggling to keep position all down the reach, and wished they would step out, although he knew such a wish was nonsense. The monotonous booming of the minute gun marked the passage of valuable time. Up to the piers end came the carriage. It was a tricky business to transfer the coffin from the gun-carriage to the top of the state barge; Hornblower caught some of the words whispered, savagely, by the petty officer supervising the operation, and tried not to smile at their incongruity. But the coffin was put safely in place, and quickly lashed into position, and while the wreaths and flags were being arranged to conceal the lashings Hornblower advanced to the barge. He had to make himself step short, with his back bowed and the melancholy aspect on his face, his reversed sword under his right arm, and he strove to maintain the attitude while making the wide stride from the pier on to the stern of the barge behind the canopy.

Shove off! he ordered, out of the side of his mouth. The minute guns bellowed a farewell to them as the barge left the pier, the oar-blades dragging through the water before she gathered way. Horrocks beside him put the tiller over, and they headed out for midstream. Before they straightened on their course Hornblower, his head still bowed, was able to steal a sideways glance downstream at the waiting procession. All seemed to be well; the boats were bunched in places, crowded in others, with the effort of maintaining station in difficult weather conditions, but once everyone was under way it would be easier.

Slow at first, he growled to Horrocks, and Horrocks translated the order to the rowers; it was necessary to give the boats time to take up station.

Hornblower wanted to look at his watch. Moreover, he realized that he would have to keep his eye continually on his watch, and he certainly could not be pulling it out of his pocket every minute. The foot of the coffin was there by his face. With a quick movement he hauled out both watch and chain, and hung them on the end handle, the watch dangling conveniently before his nose. All was well; they were four minutes late, but they still had a full eleven minutes in reserve.

Lengthen the stroke, he growled to Horrocks.

Now they were rounding the bend. The shipping here was crowded with spectators, so was the shore, even as far from London as this. The Atropos had her yards manned by the remnant of her crew, as Hornblower had ordered. He could see that out of the tail of his eye; and as they approached the clear sharp bang of her aftermost nine-pounder took up the tale of minute guns from the one at Greenwich. All well, still. Of all the ungrateful duties a naval officer ever had to perform, this one must be the worst. However perfect the performance, would he receive any credit? Of course not. Nobody  not even the Admiralty  would stop and think how much thought and labour were necessary to arrange the greatest water procession London had ever seen, on one of the trickiest possible tideways. And if anything went wrong there were hundreds of thousands of pairs of eyes ready to observe it, and hundreds of thousands of pairs of lips ready to open in condemnation.

Sir! Sir!

The curtains at the after end of the cabin had parted; an anxious seamans face was peering out, from where the reserve rowers lay concealed; so anxious was the speaker that he put out his hand to twitch at Hornblowers black breeches to call attention to himself.

What is it?

Sir! Weve sprung a leak!

My God! The news chimed in with his thoughts with perfectly devilish accuracy of timing.

How bad?

Dunno, sir. But its up over the floorboards. Thats ow we know. Must be making pretty fast, sir.

That must have been when Horrocks allowed the barge to crash against the pier. A plank started. Up over the floorboards already? They would never get to Whitehall Steps in time, then. God, if they were to sink here in the middle of the river! Never, never, never, would England forgive the man who allowed Nelsons coffin to sink, unceremoniously, in Thames mud beside the Isle of Dogs. Get in to shore and effect repairs? With the whole procession behind them  God, what confusion there would be! And without any doubt at all they would miss the tide, and disappoint the waiting thousands, to say nothing of His Majesty. And to-morrow was the final ceremony, when the Body would be carried from the Admiralty to St Pauls  dukes, peers, the royal family, thousands of troops, hundreds of thousands of people were to take part in or to watch the ceremonies. To sink would be disaster. To stop would be disaster. No; he could get into shore and effect repairs, causing to-days ceremony to be abandoned. But then they could get the Body up to the Admiralty to-night, enabling to-morrows funeral to be carried out. It would ruin him professionally, but it was the safest half-measure. No, no, no! To hell with half-measures.

Mr Horrocks!

Sir!

Ill take the tiller. Get down in there. Wait, you fool, and listen to me. Get those floorboards up and deal with that leak. Keep bailing  use hats or anything else. Find that leak and stop it if you can  use one of the mens shirts. Wait. Dont let all the world see you bailing. Pitch the water out here, past my legs. Understand?

Er  yes, sir.

Give me the tiller, then. Get below. And if you fail Ill have the hide off you, if its the last thing I do on earth. Get below.

Horrocks dived down through the curtains, while Hornblower took the tiller and shifted his position so as to see forward past the coffin. He had to let his sword drop, and of course had had to abandon his melancholy aspect, but that was no hardship. The westerly wind was blowing half a gale now, right in their teeth; against the tide it was raising a decided chop on the water  spray was flying from the bows and now and then the oar-blades raised fountains. Perhaps it was a fitting homecoming for the dead hero whose corpse lay just before him. As they came to the bend a fresher gust set them sagging off to leeward, the wind acting powerfully on all the top hamper in the stern.

Put your backs into it! shouted Hornblower to the rowers, throwing much of his dignity to the wind, although he was the leading figure in the procession.

The rowers clenched their teeth, snarling with the effort as they tugged at the oars, dragging the obstinate barge by main force forward. Here the wind, acting directly against the tide, was raising some quite respectable rollers, and the barge plunged over them, bows up, bows down, stagger, and heave, like a fishing smack in a gale at sea, lurching and plunging; it was hard to stand upright in her, harder to hold her on her course. And surely  surely  Hornblower was conscious of the water on board cascading forward and back as she plunged. With the ponderous coffin stowed so high up he was nervous about the stability of the absurd craft. Inch by inch they struggled round the bend, and once round it the massed shipping on the north side gave them a lee.

Havent you got those floorboards up, Mr Horrocks? said Hornblower, trying to hurl the words down into the cabin without stooping in the sight of the crowds.

He heard a splintering crash at that moment, and Horrocks face emerged between the curtains.

They were all nailed down tight here, he said. I had to prise em up. Were down by the stern an wed have to bail from here, anyways.

What with the coffin and the auxiliary rowers they would, of course, be down by the stern.

How much water?

Nigh on a foot, I should say, sir.

Bail like hell!

Horrocks nose had hardly been withdrawn from between the curtains when a hatful of water shot out past Hornblowers legs, and was followed by another and another and another. A good deal of it soused Hornblowers new black breeches. He cursed but he could not complain. That was Bermondsey on the Surrey shore; Hornblower glanced at his watch dangling from the coffin. They were dropping very slightly behind time, thanks to this wind. Not dangerously, though. They were not nearly in as much danger of missing the tide as they were of sinking in mid-river. Hornblower shifted position miserably in his soaking breeches and glanced back. The procession was keeping station well enough; he could see about half of it, for the centre of it was just now fighting round the bend he had already negotiated. Ahead lay another bend, this time to starboard. They would have a head-wind there again.

So indeed they had. Once more they plunged and staggered over the rollers. There was one moment when the barge put her bows down and shipped a mass of water over them  as much must have come in as Horrocks had been able by now to bail out. Hornblower cursed again, forgetting all about the melancholy aspect he should maintain. He could hear and feel the water rolling about in her as she plunged. But the hatfuls of water were still flying out from between the curtains, past  and on to  Hornblowers legs. Hornblower did not worry now about the effect on the crowd of the sight of the funeral barge bailing out; any seamen among the crowd, seeing that rough water, would appreciate the necessity for it without making allowance for a leak. They fought their way round the bend; for a few desperate moments it seemed as if they were making no progress at all, with the oar-blades dragging through the water. But the gust was succeeded by a momentary lull and they went on again.

Cant you plug that leak, Mr Horrocks?

 Taint easy, sir, said Horrocks, putting his nose out again. Theres a whole plank stove in. The tree-nails at the ends are ony just holding, sir. If I plug too hard  

Oh, very well. Get on with the bailing again.

Make for the shore? Over there, beside the Tower? That would be a convenient place. No, damn it. Never. Bail, bail, bail. Steer a course that gave them the utmost advantage from the flood and from the lee afforded by the shipping  that calculation was a tricky one, something to occupy his mind. If he could spare a moment to look round he could see the thousands of spectators massed along the shores. If he could spare a moment  God, he had forgotten all about Maria! He had left her in labour. Perhaps  most likely  the child was born by now. Perhaps  perhaps  no, that did not bear thinking about.

London Bridge, with its narrow arches and the wicked swirls and eddies beyond. He knew by the trials he had made two days ago that the oars were too wide for the arches. Careful timing was necessary; fortunately the bridge itself broke most of the force of the wind. He brought the tiller over and steadied the barge as best he could on a course direct for the archs centre.

Now, pull! he bellowed to the oarsmen; the barge swept forward, carried by the tide and the renewed efforts of the oarsmen. In oars!

Fortunately they did it smartly. They shot into the arch, and there the wind was waiting for them, shrieking through the gap, but their way took them forward. Hornblower measured their progress with his eye. The bows lurched and began to swing in the eddy beyond, but they were just clear enough even though he himself was still under the arch.

Pull! he yelled  under the bridge he had no fear of being seen behaving without dignity.

Out came the oars. They groaned in their rowlocks. The eddy was turning her  the oars were dragging her forward  now the rudder could bite again. Through  with the eddies left behind.

The water was still cascading out through the curtains, still soaking his dripping breeches, but despite the rate at which they were bailing he did not like the feel of the barge at all. She was sluggish, lazy. The leak must be gaining on them, and they were nearing the danger point.

Keep pulling! he shouted to the rowers; glancing back he saw the second barge, with the Chief Mourners, emerging from the bridge. Round the bend to sight the churches in the Strand  never did shipwrecked mariner sight a sail with more pleasure.

Waters nearly up to the thwarts, sir, said Horrocks.

Bail, damn you!

Somerset House, and one more bend, a shallow one, to Whitehall Steps. Hornblower knew what orders he had given for the procession  orders drawn up in consultation with Mr Pallender. Here the funeral barge was to draw towards the Surrey bank, allowing the next six barges in turn to come alongside the Steps and disembark their passengers. When the passengers had formed up in proper order, and not until then, the funeral barge was to come alongside for the coffin to be disembarked with proper ceremony. But not with water up to the thwarts  not with the barge sinking under his feet. He turned and looked back to where Smiley was standing in the stern-sheets of the second barge. His head was bowed as the instructions stated, but fortunately the coxswain at the tiller noticed, and nudged Smiley to call his attention. Hornblower put up his hand with a gesture to stop; he accentuated the signal by gesturing as though pushing back. He had to repeat the signal before Smiley understood and nodded in reply. Hornblower ported his helm and the barge came sluggishly round, creeping across the river. Round farther; no; with that wind, and with the flood slacking off, it would be better to come alongside bows upstream. Hornblower steadied the tiller, judging his distances, and the barge crept towards the Steps.

Easy all!

Thank God, they were alongside. There was a Herald at Arms, tabard and all, standing there with the naval officer in command of the escort.

Sir! protested the Herald, as vehemently as his melancholy aspect allowed, Youre out of your order  you  

Shut your mouth! growled Hornblower, and then, to the naval officer, Get this coffin ashore, quick!

They got it ashore as quickly as dignity would permit; Hornblower, standing beside them, head bowed, sword reversed again, heaved a genuine sigh of relief as he saw, from under his lowered brows, the barge rise perceptibly in the water when freed from the ponderous weight of the coffin. Still with his head bowed he snapped his orders.

Mr Horrocks! Take the barge over to the jetty there. Quick. Get a tarpaulin, put it overside and plug that leak. Get her bailed out. Give way, now.

The barge drew away from the Steps; Hornblower could see that Horrocks had not exaggerated when he said the water was up to the thwarts. Smiley, intelligently, was now bringing the Mourners barge up to the Steps, and Hornblower, remembering to step short, moved out of the way. One by one they landed, Sir Peter Parker with Blackwood bearing his train, Cornwallis, St Vincent. St Vincent, labouring on his gouty feet, his shoulders hunched as well as his head bent, could hardly wait to growl his complaints, out of the corner of his mouth as he went up the Steps.

What the devil, Hornblower? he demanded. Dont you read your own orders?

Hornblower took a few steps  stepping slow and short  alongside him.

We sprung a leak, sir  I mean, my lord, he said, out of the corner of his mouth in turn. We were nigh on sinking. No time to spare.

Ha! said St Vincent. Oh, very well then. Make a report to that effect.

Thank you, my lord, said Hornblower.

He halted again, head bowed, sword reversed, and allowed the other mourners to flow on past him. This was extemporized ceremonial, but it worked. Hornblower tried to stand like a statue, although no statue he had ever seen was clothed in breeches streaming with wet. He had to repress a start when he remembered again about Maria. He wished he knew. And then he had more difficulty in repressing another start. His watch! That was still dangling on the coffin, now being put into the waiting hearse. Oh well, he could do nothing about that at the moment. And nothing about Maria. He went on standing in his icy breeches.


CHAPTER V
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THE SENTRY AT the Admiralty was worried but adamant.

Pardon, sir, but thems my orders. No one to pass, not even a Admiral, sir.

Wheres the petty officer of the guard? demanded Hornblower.

The petty officer was a little more inclined to listen to reason.

Its our orders, sir, he said, however. I darent, sir. You understand, sir.

No naval petty officer gladly said no to a Post Captain, even one of less than three years seniority.

Hornblower recognized a cocked-hatted lieutenant passing in the background.

Bracegirdle! he hailed.

Bracegirdle had been a midshipman along with him in the old Indefatigable, and had shared more than one wild adventure with him. Now he was wearing a lieutenants uniform with the aiguillettes of a staff appointment.

How are you, sir? he asked, coming forward.

They shook hands and looked each other over, as men will, meeting after years of war. Hornblower told about his watch, and asked permission to be allowed in to get it. Bracegirdle whistled sympathetically.

Thats bad, he said. If it was anyone but old Jervie Id risk it. But thats his own personal order. Ive no desire to beg my bread in the gutter for the rest of my days.

Jervie was Admiral Lord St Vincent, recently become First Lord of the Admiralty again, and once Sir John Jervis whose disciplinary principles were talked of with bated breath throughout the Navy.

Youre his flag lieutenant? asked Hornblower.

Thats what I am, said Bracegirdle. There are easier appointments. Id exchange for the command of a powder hulk in Hell. But I only have to wait for that. By the time Ive gone through my period of servitude with Jervie thatll be the only command theyll offer me.

Then I can say good-bye to my watch, said Hornblower.

Without even a farewell kiss, said Bracegirdle. But in after years when you visit the crypt of St Pauls you will be able to look at the heros tomb with the satisfaction of knowing that your watch is in there along with him.

Your humour is frequently misplaced, Mr Bracegirdle, replied Hornblower, quite exasperated, and you seem to have forgotten that the difference in rank between us should invite a more respectful attitude on the part of a junior officer.

Hornblower was tired and irritated; even as he said the words he was annoyed with himself for saying them. He was fond of Bracegirdle, and there was still the bond of perils shared with him, and the memory of lighthearted banter in the days when they were both midshipmen. It was not good manners, so to speak, to make use of his superior rank (which only good fortune had brought him) to wound Bracegirdles feelings  as undoubtedly he had, and merely to soothe his own. Bracegirdle brought himself stiffly to attention.

I beg your pardon, sir, he said. I allowed my tongue to run away with me. I hope you will overlook the offence, sir.

The two officers eyed each other for a moment before Bracegirdle unbent again.

I havent said yet how sorry I am about your watch, sir, he said. Im genuinely sorry on your account. Really sorry, sir.

Hornblower was about to make a pacific reply, when another figure appeared behind Bracegirdle, huge and ungainly, still in gold-laced full dress, and peering from under vast white eyebrows at the two officers. It was St Vincent; Hornblower touched his hat and the gesture informed Bracegirdle that his superior was behind him.

Whats the young man so sorry about, Hornblower? asked St Vincent.

Hornblower explained as briefly as he could, with hardly a stumble this time over saying my Lord.

Im glad to see Mr Bracegirdle was carrying out my orders, said St Vincent. Wed have the Admiralty chock a block with sightseers in a moment otherwise. But you have my personal permission, Captain Hornblower, to pass the sentries.

Thank you, my lord. I am most grateful.

St Vincent was about to hobble on his way when he checked himself and looked more acutely than ever at Hornblower.

Have you been presented to His Majesty yet, young Hornblower?

No sir  my lord.

You should be. Every officer should show his respect to his king. Ill take you myself.

Hornblower thought about his wife, about the new baby, about his ship at Deptford, about his wet uniform which would have to be pressed into incredible smartness before he could show it at court. He thought about the rich, and the great, and the powerful, who frequented courts, and knew he would be out of place there and would be unhappy every minute he was compelled to appear there. It might be possible to make an excuse. But  but it would be a new adventure. The distasteful aspects about which he had been thinking were really so many challenges, which he felt spurred to meet.

Thank you, my lord, he said, searching in his mind for the words appropriate to the subject, I should be most honoured, most deeply obliged.

Settled, then. To-days Monday, isnt it? Levees on Wednesday. Ill take you in my coach. Be here at nine.

Aye aye, sir  my lord.

Pass Captain Hornblower through, Mr Bracegirdle, said St Vincent, and hobbled on his way.

Bracegirdle led Hornblower through to where the coffin stood on its trestles, and there, sure enough, the watch still hung on the end handle. Hornblower unhooked it with relief and followed Bracegirdle out again. There he stood and offered his hand to Bracegirdle in farewell; as they clasped hands Bracegirdles expression was one of hesitant inquiry.

Two bells in the forenoon watch the day after to-morrow, then, sir, he said; there was the faintest accent on the forenoon.

Yes, Ill see you then, said Hornblower.

His other responsibilities were crowding in upon him, and he turned and hurried back to Whitehall Steps. But as he walked, with his mind busily engaged in planning his activities for the next two days, that slight stress came back into his mind. Bracegirdle had relieved him of one small extra worry  by to-morrow at the latest he would have been in painful doubt as to whether his appointment with St Vincent had been for the morning or the evening.

At the Steps the ebb was already running full; there were broad strips of mud visible on either side of the river. Over at the Lambeth jetty the funeral barge could be seen with Horrocks and his men completing their task of getting a tarpaulin over the bottom of the boat. The other boats which had taken part in the procession were clustered here, there, and everywhere, and it was with pleasure that Hornblower saw his own gig clinging to the steps below him. He climbed down into it, picked up his speaking trumpet, and plunged into the business of dispersing the craft in accordance with the scheme he had laid down in his previous orders. The wind was blowing as briskly as ever, but now that the tide had turned the water was more smooth, and the only new difficulty he encountered was the great number of small craft that now were pulling about the river, bearing sightseers to a closer inspection of the ceremonial vessels.

Aldermen and City Companies, Heralds at Arms and Admirals, had all landed and gone home to their respective dinners, and the January darkness had hardly closed in before Hornblower dismissed the last of his charges at Greenwich and, getting back into his gig, was able with relief to give the order to pull for Deptford Hard. He climbed wearily up to the George, cold and hungry and fatigued. That busy day seemed to stretch back in his memory for a week at least  except that he had left Maria in labour only that morning.

He came walking into the George, and the first face that he caught sight of was the landlords  a shadowy figure with whom he was scarcely acquainted, in this house where the landlady assumed all the responsibility.

Hows my wife? demanded Hornblower.

The landlord blinked.

I dont rightly know, sir, he said, and Hornblower turned away from him impatiently and ran up the stairs. He hesitated at the bedroom door, with his hand on the handle; his heart was beating fast. Then he heard a murmur of voices within and opened the door. There was Maria in bed, lying back on the pillows, and the midwife moving about by the window. The light of a candle faintly illuminated Marias face.

Horry! said Maria; the glad surprise in her voice accounted for her use of the diminutive.

Hornblower took her hand.

All well, dearest? he asked.

Yes, said Maria.

She held up her lips to be kissed, but even before the kiss was completed she was turning her eyes towards the wicker basket which stood on a small table beside the bed.

Its a little girl, darling, she said. Our little girl.

And a fine little babby too, added the midwife.

Hornblower walked round the bed and peered into the basket. The blanket there concealed a diminutive figure  Hornblower, grown accustomed to playing with little Horatio, had forgotten how tiny a thing was a new-born baby  and a minute red face, a sort of caricature of humanity, was visible on the little pillow. He gazed down upon it; the little lips opened and emitted a squall, faint and high-pitched, so that little Horatios remembered cries were lusty bellows by comparison.

Shes beautiful, said Hornblower, gallantly, while the squalling continued and two minute clenched fists appeared above the edge of the blanket.

Our little Maria, said Maria, Im sure her hair is going to curl.

Now, now, said the midwife, not in reproof of this extravagant prophecy but because Maria was trying to lift herself in bed to gaze at the child.

She has only to grow up like her mother, said Hornblower, to be the best daughter I could wish for.

Maria rewarded him with a smile as she sank back on the pillow again.

Little Horatios downstairs, she said. He has seen his sister.

And what did he think of her?

He cried when she did, said Maria.

I had better see how he is, suggested Hornblower.

Please do, said Maria, but she extended her hand to him again, and Hornblower bent and kissed it.

The room was very warm with a fire burning briskly in the grate, and it smelt of sickness, oppressive to Hornblowers lungs after the keen January air that had filled them all day.

I am happy beyond all measure to see you so well, dear, said Hornblower, taking his leave.

Downstairs as he stood hesitating in the hall the landlady popped her head out from the kitchen.

The young gennelmans in here, sir, she said, if you dont mind stepping in.

Little Horatio was sitting up in a high-chair. His face lit up with a smile as he caught sight of his father  the most flattering experience Hornblower had ever known  and he bounced up and down in his chair and waved the crust he held in his fist.

There! See him smile cause his daddys come home! said the landlady; then she hesitated before she put forward a suggestion which she knew to verge on the extravagant. His bedtimes coming soon, sir. Would you care to play with him until then, sir?

Yes, said Hornblower.

There, baby! said the landlady. Daddys going to play with you. Oops-a-daisy, then. The bar parlours empty now, sir. This way, sir. Emily, bring a candle for the captain.

Little Horatio was in two minds, once he found himself on the parlour floor, as to which of two methods of progression was most satisfactory to a man almost a year old. On hands and knees he could make prodigious speed, and in any direction he chose. But on the other hand he could pull himself upright by clinging to the leg of a chair, and the radiant expression on his face when he did so was proof of the satisfaction this afforded him. Then, having let go of the chair, provided he had already been successful in the monstrous effort necessary to turn away from it, he could manage to take a step towards his father; he was then compelled to stop and sway perilously on widely separated feet before taking another step, and it was rarely that he could accomplish a step before sitting down on the floor with something of a bump. And was it possible that the monosyllable he said so frequently Da it sounded like  was an attempt to say Daddy?

This was happiness again, fleeting, transient, to have his little son tottering towards him with a beaming smile.

Come to Daddy, said Hornblower, hands outstretched.

Then the smile would turn to a mischievous grin, and down on his hands and knees went young Horatio, galloping like lightning across the room, and gurgling with delirious joy when his father came running after him to seize him and swing him into the air. Simple and delightful pleasure; and then as Hornblower held the kicking gurgling baby up at arms length he had a fleeting recollection of the moment when he himself had hung suspended in the mizzen rigging on that occasion when the Indefatigables mizzen mast fell when he was in command of the top. This child would know peril and danger  and fear; in later years. He would not let the thought cloud his happiness. He lowered the baby down and then held him at arms length again  a most successful performance, judging by the gurgles it elicited.

The landlady came in, knocking at the door.

Thats a big man, she said, and Hornblower forced himself not to feel self-conscious at being caught enjoying the company of his own child.

Dunno what come over me, sir, went on the landlady. I clear forgot to ask if you wanted supper.

Supper? said Hornblower. The last time he had eaten was in the Painted Hall at Greenwich.

Ham an eggs? asked the landlady. A bite o cold beef?

Both, if you please, said Hornblower.

Three shakes of a ducks tail an youll have em, said the landlady. You keep that young feller busy while I get it.

I ought to go back to Mrs Hornblower.

Shell do for another ten minutes without you, said the landlady, briskly.

The smell of bacon and eggs when they came was heavenly. Hornblower could sit down with appetite while Emily bore little Horatio off to bed. And after bacon and eggs, cold beef and pickled onions, and a flagon of beer  another simple pleasure, that of eating his fill and more, the knowledge that he was eating too much serving as a sauce to him who kept himself almost invariably within bounds and who looked upon over-indulgence usually with suspicion and contempt. With his duty carried out successfully to-day he had for once no care for the morrow, not even when the day after to-morrow would see him engaged in the rather frightening experience of attending the Kings levee. And Maria had come safely through her ordeal, and he had a little daughter who would be as adorable as his little son. Then he sneezed three times running.


CHAPTER VI
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WHITEHALL STEPS, SAID Hornblower, stepping down into his gig at Deptford Hard.

It was convenient having his gig for use here; it was faster than a wherrymans boat and it cost him nothing.

Give way! said the coxswain.

Of course it was raining. The westerly wind still blew and bore with it to-day flurries of heavy rain, which hissed down on the surface of the river, roared on the tarpaulins of the wretched boats crew, and rattled loudly on the souwester which Hornblower wore on his head while he sheltered his cocked hat under his boat cloak. He sniffed lamentably. He had the worst cold he had ever experienced, and he needed to use his handkerchief. But that meant bringing a hand out from under his cloak, and he would not do that  with the boat cloak spread round him like a tent as he sat in the stern-sheets, and with the souwester on top, he could hope to keep himself reasonably dry as far as Whitehall if he did not disturb the arrangement. He preferred to sniff.

Up the river, through the rain; under London Bridge, round the bends he had come to know so well during the last few days. He cowered in misery under his boat cloak, shuddering. He was sure he had never felt so ill in his life before. He ought to be in bed, with hot bricks at his feet and hot rum-and-water at his side, but on the day when the First Lord was going to take him to the Court of St Jamess he could not possibly plead illness, not even though the shivers ran up and down his spine and his legs felt too weak to carry him.

The Steps were slippery where the tide had receded from them; in his weak state he could hardly keep his footing as he climbed them. At the top, with the rain still beating down, he put his appearance to rights as well as he could. He rolled up the souwester and put it in the pocket of his cloak, put on his cocked hat, and hurried, bending forward into the driving rain, the hundred and fifty yards to the Admiralty. Even in the short time that took him his stockings were splashed and wet, and the brim of his cocked hat was filled with water. He was glad to stand before the fire in the Captains Room while he waited until Bracegirdle came in with the announcement that His Lordship was ready for him.

Morning, Hornblower, said St Vincent, standing under the portico.

Good morning, my lord.

No use waiting for a smooth, growled St Vincent, looking up at the rain and eyeing the distance between him and his coach. Come on.

He hobbled manfully forward. Hornblower and Bracegirdle advanced with him. They had no cloaks on  Hornblower had left his at the Admiralty  and had to wait in the rain while St Vincent walked to the coach and with infinite slowness hauled himself into it. Hornblower followed him and Bracegirdle squeezed in after him, perching on the turn-down seat in front. The coach rumbled forward over the cobbles, with a vibration from the iron-rimmed wheels that found an echo in the shudders that were still playing up and down Hornblowers spine.

All nonsense, of course, having to use a coach to St Jamess from the Admiralty, growled St Vincent. I used to walk a full three miles on my quarter-deck in the old Orion.

Hornblower sniffed again, miserably. He could not even congratulate himself on the fact that as he felt so ill he knew almost no qualms about his new experience which was awaiting him, because, stupefied by his cold, he was unable even to indulge in his habitual self-analysis.

I read your report last night, Hornblower, went on St Vincent. Satisfactory.

Thank you, my lord. He braced himself into appearing intelligent. And did the funeral at St Pauls go off well yesterday?

Well enough.

The coach rumbled down the Mall.

Here we are, said St Vincent. Youll come back with me, I suppose, Hornblower? I dont intend to stay long. Nine in the morning and I havent done a third of my days work yet.

Thank you, my lord. Ill take station on you, then.

The coach door opened, and Bracegirdle nimbly stepped out to help his chief down the steps. Hornblower followed; now his heart was beating faster. There were red uniforms, blue and gold uniforms, blue and silver uniforms, in evidence everywhere; many of the men were in powder. One powdered wig  the dark eyes below it were in startling contrast  detached itself and approached St Vincent. The uniform was black and silver; the polished facets of the silver-hilted sword caught and reflected the light at a myriad points.

Good morning, my lord.

Morning, Catterick. Heres my protégé, Captain Horatio Hornblower.

Cattericks keen dark eyes took in every detail of Hornblowers appearance in one sweeping glance, coat, breeches, stockings, sword, but his expression did not change. One might gather he was used to the appearance of shabby naval officers at levees.

His Lordship is presenting you, I understand, Captain. You accompany him into the Presence Chamber.

Hornblower nodded; he was wondering how much was implied by that word protégé. His hat was in his hand, and he made haste to cram it under his arm as the others did.

Follow me, then, said St Vincent.

Up the stairs; uniformed men on guard on the landings; another black and silver uniform at the head of the stairs; a further brief exchange of sentences; powdered footmen massed about the doorway; announcements made in a superb speaking voice, restrained but penetrating.

Admiral the Right Honourable Earl St Vincent. Captain Horatio Hornblower. Lieutenant Anthony Bracegirdle.

The Presence Chamber was a mass of colour. Every possible uniform was represented there. The scarlet of the infantry; light cavalry in all the colours of the rainbow, be-frogged and be-furred, cloaks swinging, sabres trailing; heavy cavalry in jack boots up to the thigh; foreign uniforms of white and green; St Vincent carried his vast bulk through them all, like a battleship among yachts. And there was the King, seated in a throne-like chair with a lofty back; it was an odd surprise to see him, in his little tie-wig, looking so exactly like his pictures. Behind him stood a semi-circle of men wearing ribbons and stars, blue ribbons, red ribbons, green ribbons, over the left shoulder and over the right; Knights of the Garter, of the Bath, of St Patrick, these must be, the great men of the land. St Vincent was bending himself in clumsy obeisance to the King.

Glad to see you, my lord, glad to see you, said the latter. Havent had a moment since Monday. Glad all went well.

Thank you, sir. May I present the officer responsible for the naval ceremonial?

You may.

The King turned his eyes on Hornblower; light blue eyes, prominent, but kindly.

Captain Horatio Hornblower, said St Vincent, and Hornblower did his best to bow, as his French emigre dancing teacher had tried to teach him ten years before, left foot forward, hand over his heart. He did not know how far down to bend; he did not know how long to stay there when he had bent. But he came up again at last, with something of the sensation of breaking the surface of the water after a deep dive.

What ship, sir? What ship? asked the King.

Atropos, twenty-two, Your Majesty.

Sleepless during the previous night Hornblower had imagined that question might be put to him, and so the answer came fast enough.

Where is she now?

Deptford, Your Majesty.

But you go to sea soon?

I  I   Hornblower could not answer that question, but St Vincent spoke up for him.

Very shortly, sir, he said.

I see, said the King. I see.

He put up his hand and stroked his forehead with a gesture of infinite weariness before recalling himself to the business in hand.

My great-nephew, he said, Prince Ernst  did I speak to you about him, my lord?

You did, sir, answered St Vincent.

Do you think Captain Hornblower would be a suitable officer for the duty?

Why yes, sir. Quite suitable.

Less than three years seniority, mused the King, his eyes resting on Hornblowers epaulette. But still. Harmond!

Your Majesty.

A glittering figure with ribbon and star came gliding forward from the semi-circle.

Present Captain Hornblower to His Serene Highness.

Yes, Your Majesty.

There was a smile in the pale blue eyes.

Thank you, Captain, said the King. Do your duty as you have done it, and your conscience will always be clear.

Yes, Your Majesty, said Hornblower.

St Vincent was bowing again; Hornblower bowed. He was aware of the fact that he must not turn his back upon the King  that was almost the sum of his knowledge of court ceremonial  and he found it not so difficult to withdraw. Already there was a line formed of people waiting their turn to reach the royal presence, and he sidled away from them in St Vincents wake.

This way, if you please, said Harmond, directing their course to the farther side of the room. Wait a moment.

His Majestys service makes strange bedfellows sometimes, said St Vincent as they waited. I hardly expected you would be saddled with this, Hornblower.

I  I have not yet understood, said Hornblower.

Oh, the Prince is  

This way, if you please, said Harmond, appearing again.

He led them towards a diminutive figure who awaited them with composure. A young man  no, only a boy  wearing an outlandish uniform of gold and green, a short gold-hilted sword at his side, orders on his breast, and two more hanging from his neck. Behind him towered a burly figure in a more moderate version of the same uniform, swarthy, with fat pendulous cheeks. The boy himself was handsome, with fair hair falling in ringlets about his ears, frank blue eyes and a nose slightly turned upwards. The burly figure stepped forward, intercepting the approach of the group to the boy. Harmond and he exchanged glances.

Presentations should be made to me first, said the burly figure; he spoke thickly, in what Hornblower guessed to be a German accent.

And why, sir? asked Harmond.

By the fundamental law of Seitz-Bunau only the High Chamberlain can make presentations to His Serene Highness.

Yes?

And I, sir, am the High Chamberlain. As you know.

Very well, sir, said Harmond with resignation. Then may I have the honour to present  Admiral the Right Honourable Earl St Vincent; Captain Horatio Hornblower; Lieutenant Anthony Bracegirdle.

Hornblower was about to bow, but out of the tail of his eye he caught sight of St Vincent still holding himself ponderously erect, and he restrained himself.

To whom have I the honour of being presented? asked St Vincent, coldly. It appeared as if St Vincent entertained some prejudice against Germans.

Doctor Eisenbeiss, said Harmond.

His Excellency the Baron von Eisenbeiss, High Chamberlain and Secretary of State to His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau, said the burly man, in further explanation. It is with much pleasure that I make your acquaintance.

He stood meeting St Vincents eyes for a moment, and then he bowed; St Vincent bowed only after Eisenbeiss had begun to bow; Hornblower and Bracegirdle followed his example. All four of them straightened up at the same moment.

And now, said Eisenbeiss, I have the honour to present  

He turned to the Prince and continued his speech in German, apparently repeating his first words and then mentioning the names in turn. The little Prince gave a half bow at each name, but as St Vincent bowed low  nearly as low as he had bowed to the King  Hornblower did likewise. Then the Prince spoke in German to Eisenbeiss.

His Serene Highness says, translated the latter, that he is delighted to make the acquaintance of officers of His Majestys Navy, because it is His Highnesss will that he should make war against the French tyrant in their company.

Tell His Serene Highness, said St Vincent, that we are all delighted, too.

The translation was made, and the Prince produced a smile for each of them. Then there was an uncomfortable moment as they looked at each other. Finally Eisenbeiss said something again to the Prince, received a reply, and then turned to the group.

His Serene Highness, he announced, says that he will not detain you longer.

Hmph, said St Vincent, but he bent himself once more in the middle, as did the others, and then they withdrew themselves, backwards and sideways, from out of His Serene Highnesss presence.

Damned upstart whippersnapper, mumbled St Vincent to himself, and then added, At any rate, our dutys done. We can leave. Follow me over to that door.

Down below loud bawling by a footman in the courtyard brought up the Earls coach again, and they climbed in, Hornblower utterly dazed by reason of his cold, the excitement he had been through, and his puzzlement about the incident in which he had taken part.

Well, thats your midshipman, Hornblower, said St Vincent. His voice was so like the rumbling of the iron tyres over the cobbles that Hornblower was not sure that he had heard aright  especially as what St Vincent had said was so strange.

I beg your pardon, my lord?

Ive no doubt you heard me. I said thats your midshipman  the Prince of Seitz-Bunau.

But who is he, my lord?

One of those German princes. Boney chased him out of his principality last year, on his way to Austerlitz. Countrys brimful of German princes chased out by Boney. The point is that this ones the Kings great-nephew, as you heard.

And hes to be one of my midshipmen?

That is so. Hes young enough to learn sense, not like most of em. Most of em go in the army. On the staff, God help the staff. But now the navys fashionable  first time since the Dutch Wars. Weve been winning battles, and God knows the soldiers havent. So all the neer do well young lords join the Navy nowadays instead of the Light Dragoons. It was His Majestys own idea that this young fellow should do the same.

I understand, my lord.

It wont do him any harm. Atropos wont be any palace, of course.

Thats what I was thinking, my lord. The midshipmens berth in Atropos  

Youll have to put him there, all the same. Not much room in a flush-decked sloop. If it were a ship of the line he might berth by himself, but if its to be Atropos hell have to take what comes. And it wont be caviar and venison, either. Ill send you orders on the subject, of course.

Aye aye, my lord.

The coach was grinding to a stop at the Admiralty; someone opened the door, and St Vincent began to heave himself out of his seat. Hornblower followed him in under the portico.

Ill bid you good-bye, then, Hornblower, said St Vincent, offering his hand.

Good-bye, my lord.

St Vincent stood looking at him from under his eyebrows.

The Navy has two duties, Hornblower, he said. We all know what one is  to fight the French and give Boney what for.

Yes, my lord?

The other we dont think about so much. We have to see that when we go we leave behind us a Navy which is as good as the one in which we served. Youve less than three years seniority now, Hornblower, but youll find youll grow older. Itll seem youve hardly had time to look round before youll have forty-three years seniority, like me. It goes fast enough, I assure you. Perhaps then youll be taking another young officer to present him at the Palace.

Er  yes, my lord.

Choose carefully, Hornblower, if it ever becomes your duty. One can make mistakes. But let them be honest mistakes.

Yes, my lord.

Thats all.

The old man turned away without another word, leaving Hornblower with Bracegirdle under the portico.

Jervies in a melting mood, said Bracegirdle.

So it seems.

I think he wanted to say he had his eye on you, sir.

But he had an anchor out to windward all the same, said Hornblower, thinking of what St Vincent had said about the chance of one making mistakes.

Jervie never forgives, sir, said Bracegirdle, seriously.

Well  

Twelve years of service in the Navy had gone far to make Hornblower, on occasions, fatalist enough to be able to shrug off that sort of peril  at least until it was past.

Ill take my boat cloak, if you please, he said, and Ill say good-bye, and thank you.

A glass of something? A cup of tea? A mouthful to eat, sir?

No, thank you, Id better shove off.



Maria was waiting for him at Deptford, longing to hear about his visit to Court and his presentation to the King. Maria had been wildly excited when Hornblower had told her what he was going to do. The thought that he was going to meet face to face the Lords anointed was almost too much for her  the midwife had come forward with a warning that all this excitement might bring on a fever. And he had not merely been presented to the King, but the King had actually spoken to him, had discussed his professional career with him. Besides, he was to have a real Prince as a midshipman on board his ship  a dispossessed prince, admittedly, but to counter-balance that was the fact that the prince was a great-nephew of the King, related by blood to the Royal Family. That would delight Maria as much as his presentation at Court.

She would want to know all about it, who was there (Hornblower found himself wishing he had been able to identify a single one of the figures who had stood behind the throne) and what everyone was wearing  that would be easier, as there had been no women present, of course, at the levee, and practically everyone had been in uniform. He would have to be careful in his account, as it was possible to hurt Marias feelings. Hornblower himself fought for his country; it might be better said that he fought for the ideals of liberty and decency against the unprincipled tyrant who ruled across the Channel; the hackneyed phrase for King and Country hardly expressed his feelings at all. If he was ready to lay down his life for his King that really had no reference to the kindly pop-eyed old gentleman with whom he had been speaking this morning; it meant that he was ready to die for the system of liberty and order that the old gentleman represented. But to Maria the King was representative of something other than liberty and order; he had received the blessing of the Church; he was somebody to be spoken about with awe. To turn ones back on the King was to Hornblower a breach of good manners, something damaging, in some degree, to the conventions which held the country together in the face of its imminent peril; but to Maria it would be something very close to sacrilege. He would have to be careful not to speak too lightly of the old gentleman.

And yet (the gig was carrying him through the Pool now, under the walls of the Tower) Hornblower had to admit it to himself that Marias views about his service in the Navy were not on as lofty a plane as his own. To Maria it was a gentlemanly trade; it gave her a certain social status to which she otherwise would not have attained, and it put food into the mouth of her precious child  children, now that little Maria was born. But self-sacrifice for a cause; the incurring of danger beyond the dictates of duty; honour; glory; these were conceptions that Maria cared little about. She was in fact rather inclined to turn up her nose at them as purely masculine notions, part of an elaborate game or ritual devised by men to make them feel superior to and different from women whose self-respect and sublime certainty of superiority needed no such puerile bolstering.

It was a surprise to Hornblower to find that the gig was now passing the Atropos as she lay at the edge of the stream. He should have been all eyes to see that all was well with her and that the officer of the watch had been on the alert to detect the gig as she came down the river; as it was Hornblower merely had time to acknowledge the salute of Lieutenant Jones as the gig left the ship behind. There was Deptford Dock, and beside it the enormous activities of the Victualling Yard. From a sailing barge lying beside the jetty a gang of men were at work driving a herd of pigs up into the yard, destined for slaughter and salting down to feed the Navy.

Eyes in the boat, there! growled the coxswain.

One of the gigs crew had made a sotto voce joke about those pigs, evidently. It was hard to believe, even with this evidence before their eyes, that the unrecognizable, wooden hard chunks of matter that were issued from the brine barrels to the men at sea, really came from decent respectable animals like those there. Hornblowers sympathies were with his men. The coxswain was putting his tiller over to bring the gig up to Deptford Hard. Hornblower disembarked, to walk up to the George, to where his family was awaiting him. He would sit by Marias bed and tell her about the pageantry of the Court of St Jamess. He would hold his little daughter in his arms; he would play with his little son. It might well be for the very last time; at any moment his orders would come, and he would take Atropos to sea. Battle, storm, shipwreck, disease  what were the chances that he would never come back again? And if ever he did the squalling baby he was leaving behind would be a trim little miss playing with her dolls; little Horatio would be at least starting with slate and pencil writing his letters and figures; he might be beginning to decline mensa and learning the Greek alphabet. And he himself? He hoped he would be able to say he had done his duty; he hoped that those weaknesses of which he was so conscious would not prevent him from achieving something of which his children might be proud.


CHAPTER VII
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SO IT WAS to be the Mediterranean. Hornblower sat in his canvas chair in his cabin in Atropos, re-reading the orders which had come for him.

Sir  

I am commanded by the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty  

He was to prepare himself with the utmost diligence ready to proceed to Gibraltar, and there he was to call for orders which the Vice-Admiral Commanding in the Mediterranean might send to him there. In the event that no such orders should be forthcoming, he was to ascertain where the Vice-Admiral was likely to be found, and to proceed with the same diligence to put himself under the Vice-Admirals orders.

That must be Cuthbert Collingwood  Lord Collingwood now that he had received his peerage after Trafalgar. The fleet that had won the battle there  or such ships of it as were still seaworthy  had been sent into the Mediterranean after the battle, he knew. The destruction of the French and Spanish fleets outside Cadiz had definitely established British command of the Atlantic, so now the Navy was carrying its ponderous weight into the Mediterranean to head off there any moves that Bonaparte might make now that Austerlitz had given him command of Continental Europe. Austerlitz  Trafalgar. The French army  and the Royal Navy. The one might be balanced against the other. There was no corner of Europe whither French troops might not march  as long as there was land for them to march on; there was no corner of the sea where British ships might not bring their influence to bear  as long as there was water in which they could float. In the landlocked Mediterranean with its peninsulas and islands sea power could best confront land power. The bloody and seemingly endless conflict between tyranny and liberty would be fought out there. He would play his part in it. The Secretary to the Lords Commissioners signed himself your obedient humble servant, but before he did so he went on to say that Their Lordships rested assured that Atropos was ready for immediate departure, so that on receipt of final orders and of the last-minute despatches which would be entrusted to her she would be able to leave at once. Hornblower and his ship, in other words, were being put on notice of instant readiness.

Hornblower felt a slight feeling of apprehension, a sensation of gooseflesh at the back of his neck. He did not believe that his ship was prepared in all respects to leave at a moments notice.

Hornblower lifted up his voice in a call to the sentry outside his door.

Pass the word for Mr Jones.

He heard the cry repeated in the tween decks like an echo, as he sat on with the orders in his hands. It was only a few moments before Mr Jones came in hastily, and it was only when he arrived that Hornblower realized that he had not prepared himself to give the necessary orders and make the necessary inquiries. As a result Hornblower found himself compelled to look Jones over without speaking. His mind was sorting out his thoughts without reacting at all to the reports his eyes were making to it, but Hornblowers steady stare discomposed the unfortunate Jones, who put his hand up nervously to his face. Hornblower saw a dab of dry lather in front of Joness right ear, and as the lieutenants gesture recalled him to himself he noticed something more; one lantern cheek was smooth and well shaved, while the other bristled with a fair growth of black beard.

Pardon, sir, said Jones, but your call caught me half shaved, and I judged it best to come at once.

Very well, Mr Jones, said Hornblower; he was not sorry that Jones had something to explain away while he himself was not ready with the definite orders that a good officer should be able to issue.

Under that embarrassing stare Jones had to speak again.

Did you want me, sir?

Yes, said Hornblower. We are under orders for the Mediterranean.

Indeed, sir? Mr Joness remarks did not make any great contribution to the progress of the conversation.

I want your report on how soon we can be ready for sea.

Oh, sir  

Jones put his hand up to his face again; perhaps it was as long as it was because of his habit of pulling at his chin.

Are stores and water complete?

Well, sir, you see  

You mean they are not?

N  no, sir. Not altogether.

Hornblower was about to ask for an explanation, but changed his approach at the last second.

I wont ask why at present. How short are we?

Well, sir   The wretched Jones entered into a hurried statement. They were twenty tons of water short. Bread, spirits, meat  

You mean that with the Victualling Yard only across the river you have not kept the ship complete with stores?

Well, sir   Jones tried to explain that he had not thought it necessary to draw supplies from day to day. There was plenty of other work for the hands, sir, fitting out.

Watch bills? Station bills?

These were the lists that allocated the hands to their duties and quarters in the ship.

Were twenty topmen short, sir, said Jones pitifully.

All the more reason to make the most of what we have.

Yes, sir, of course, sir. Jones sought desperately in his mind for excuses for himself. Some of our beef, sir  it  it isnt fit to eat.

Worse than usual?

Yes, sir. Must be some of an old batch. Real bad, some of it.

In which tier?

Ill ask the purser, sir.

You mean you dont know?

No, sir  yes, sir.

Hornblower fell into deep thought again, but as once more he did not take his eyes from Joness face that did not help the delinquent first lieutenant to recover his equanimity. Actually Hornblower was condemning himself. During the few days he had held command of the Atropos he had been hard at work on the details of Nelsons funeral, and then he had been preoccupied with his own family affairs, but all that was no excuse. The captain of a ship should be aware at every moment of the state of his command. He was savagely angry with himself. He hardly knew his officers names; he could not even estimate what sort of fight Atropos could put up  and yet he would not have to go very far down the river to find his ship likely to be in action.

What about the gunners stores? he asked. Powder? Shot? Wads? Cartridges?

Ill send for the gunner, sir, shall I? asked Jones. He was desperate at all this revelation of his own inadequacies.

Ill see em all in a minute, said Hornblower. Purser, gunner, bosn, cooper, masters mate.

These were the subordinate heads of department responsible through the first lieutenant to the captain for the proper functioning of the ship.

Aye aye, sir.

What the devils that noise? asked Hornblower pettishly. For some minutes now there had been some sort of altercation on the quarter-deck over their heads. Strange voices were making themselves heard through the skylight.

Shall I find out, sir? asked Jones eagerly, hoping for some distraction. But as he spoke there was a knock at the cabin door.

Thisll tell us, said Hornblower. Come in!

Midshipman Horrocks opened the door.

Mr Stills respects, sir, an there are some gentlemen come on board with an Admiralty letter for you, sir.

Ask them to come here.

It could only be trouble of one sort or another, Hornblower decided, as he waited. One more distraction at a moment when he was about to be desperately busy. Horrocks ushered in two figures, one large and one diminutive, wearing glittering uniforms of green and gold  Hornblower had last seen them only yesterday at the Court of St Jamess, the German princeling and his bear-leader. Hornblower rose to his feet, and Eisenbeiss stepped forward with an elaborate bow, to which Hornblower replied with a curt nod.

Well, sir?

Eisenbeiss ceremoniously handed over a letter; a glance showed Hornblower that it was addressed to him. He opened it carefully and read it.

You are hereby requested and required to receive into your ship His Serene Highness Ernst Prince of Seitz-Bunau, who has been rated as midshipman in His Majestys Navy. You will employ your diligence in instructing His Serene Highness in his new profession as well as in continuing his education in readiness for the day which under Providence may not be far distant, when His Serene Highness will again assume the government of his hereditary dominions. You will also receive into your ship His Excellency the Baron Otto von Eisenbeiss, Chamberlain and First Secretary of State to His Serene Highness. His Excellency was until recently practising as a surgeon, and he has received from the Navy Office a warrant as such in His Majestys Navy. You will make use of His Excellencys services, therefore, as Surgeon in your ship while, as far as naval discipline and the Articles of War allow, he continues to act as Chamberlain to His Serene Highness.

I see, he said. He looked at the odd pair in their resplendent uniforms. Welcome aboard, Your Highness.

The prince nodded and smiled, clearly without understanding.

Hornblower sat down again, and Eisenbeiss began to speak at once, his thick German accent stressing his grievances.

I must protest, sir, he said.

Well? said Hornblower, in a tone that might well have conveyed a warning.

His Serene Highness is not being treated with proper respect. When we reached your ship I sent my footman on board to announce us so that His Highness could be received with royal honours. They were absolutely refused, sir. The man on the deck there  I presume he is an officer  said he had no instructions. It was only when I showed him that letter, sir, that he allowed us to come on board at all.

Quite right. He had no instructions.

I trust you will make amends, then. And may I remind you that you are sitting in the presence of royalty?

You call me sir,  snapped Hornblower. And you will address me as my subordinate should.

Eisenbeiss jerked himself upright in his indignation, so that his head came with a shattering crash against the deck beam above; this checked his flow of words and enabled Hornblower to continue.

As officers in the Kings service you should have worn the Kings uniform. You have your dunnage with you?

Eisenbeiss was still too stunned to answer, even if he understood the word, and Horrocks spoke for him.

Please, sir, its in the boat alongside. Chests and chests of it.

Thank you, Mr Horrocks. Now, doctor, I understand you have the necessary professional qualifications to act as surgeon in this ship. That is so?

Eisenbeiss still strove to retain his dignity.

As Secretary of State I am addressed as Your Excellency,  he said.

But as surgeon in this ship you are addressed as doctor. And that is the last time I shall overlook the omission of the word sir. Now. Your qualifications?

I am a surgeon  sir.

The last word came out with a jerk as Hornblowers eyebrows rose.

You have been in practice recently?

Until a few months ago  sir. I was surgeon to the Court of Seitz-Bunau. But now I am  

Now you are surgeon in H.M.S. Atropos, and we can leave off the farce of your being Secretary of State.

Sir  

Silence, if you please, doctor. Mr Horrocks!

Sir!

My compliments to Mr Still. Ill have these two gentlemens baggage swayed up. They are to make immediate selection of their necessities to the extent of one sea chest each. You will be able to help them in their choice. The remainder is to leave the ship within ten minutes by the boat in which it came. Is that quite clear, Mr Horrocks?

Aye aye, sir. If you please, sir, theres a couple of footmen with the baggage.

Footmen?

Yes, sir, in uniforms like these, Horrocks indicated the green and gold of the Germans.

Thats two more hands, then. Read em in and send em forrard.

The Navy could always use more men, and a couple of fat, well-fed footmen would make useful hands in time to come.

But, sir   said Eisenbeiss.

Speak when youre spoken to, doctor. Now Mr Horrocks, you will take the prince and settle him into the midshipmens berth. Ill introduce you. Mr Midshipman Horrocks  er, Mr Midshipman Prince.

Horrocks automatically offered his hand, and the prince as automatically took it, displaying no immediate change at the contamination of a human touch. He smiled shyly, without understanding.

And my compliments to the masters mate, too, Mr Horrocks. Ask him to be good enough to show the doctor where he berths forrard.

Aye aye, sir.

Now, doctor, in half an hour I wish to see you both in the Kings uniform. You can take up your duties then. There will be a court of inquiry opened at that time, consisting of the first lieutenant, the purser, and yourself, to decide whether certain hogsheads of beef are fit for human consumption. You will be secretary of that court and I want your written report by noon. Go with Mr Horrocks now.

Eisenbeiss hesitated a moment under Hornblowers sharp glance before he turned to leave the cabin, but at the curtain his indignation overcame him again.

I shall write to the Prime Minister, sir, he said. He shall hear about this treatment of His Majestys Allies.

Yes, doctor. If you contravene the Mutiny Act youll swing at the yardarm. Now, Mr Jones, with regard to these station and quarter bills.

As Hornblower turned to Jones to re-enter into the business of getting Atropos ready for sea he was conscious of feeling some contempt for himself. He could browbeat a silly German doctor effectively enough; he could flatter himself that he had dealt adequately with what might have been a difficult though petty situation. But that was nothing to be proud of, when he had to realize that with regard to his real duties he had been found wanting. He had wasted precious hours. During the last two days he had twice played with his little son; he had sat by his wifes bedside and held his little daughter in his arms, when really he should have been on board here looking after his ship. It was no excuse that it was Joness duty to have attended to the matters under consideration; it had been Hornblowers duty to see that Jones had attended to them. A naval officer should not have a wife or children  this present situation was the proof of that trite saying. Hornblower found himself setting his mouth hard as he came to that conclusion. There were still eight hours of daylight left to-day. He began an orderly planning of those eight hours. There were the matters that would call for his own personal activity like appealing to the superintendent of the dockyard; there were the matters he could safely leave to his subordinates. There was work that could be done on one side of the ship, leaving the other side clear; there was work that would demand the services of skilled seamen, and work that landsmen could do. There were some jobs that could not be started until other jobs were finished. If he was not careful some of his officers would have to be in two places at once, there would be confusion, delay, ridiculous disorder. But with good planning it could be done.

Purser and gunner, boatswain and cooper, each in turn was summoned to the after cabin. To each was allotted his tasks; to each was grudgingly conceded a proportion of the men that each demanded. Soon the pipes were shrilling through the ship.

Launchs crew away!

Soon the launch was pulling across the river, full of the empty barrels the cooper and his mates had made ready, to begin ferrying over the twenty tons of water necessary to complete the ships requirements. A dozen men went scurrying up the shrouds and out along the yards under the urging of the boatswain; yardarm tackles and stay tackles had to be readied for the days work.

Mr Jones! I am leaving the ship now. Have that report on the beef ready for me by the time I return from the dockyard.

Hornblower became aware of two figures on the quarter-deck trying to attract his attention. They were the prince and the doctor. He ran his eye over their uniforms, the white collar patches of the midshipman and the plain coat of the surgeon.

Theyll do, he said, your duties are awaiting you, doctor. Mr Horrocks! Keep Mr Prince under your lee for to-day. Call away my gig.

The captain superintendent of the dockyard listened to Hornblowers request with the indifference acquired during years of listening to requests from urgent officers.

Ive the men ready to send for the shot, sir. Port sides clear for the powder hulk to come alongside  slack water in half an hour, sir. I can send men to man her too if necessary. Its only four tons that I need. Half an hour with the hulk.

You say youre ready now?

Yes, sir.

The captain superintendent looked across at the Atropos lying in the stream.

Very well. I hope what you say is quite correct, captain, for your sake. You can start warping the hulk alongside  I warn you I want her back at her moorings in an hour.

Thank you, sir.

Back in the Atropos the cry went round the ship.

Hands to the capstan! Waisters! Sailmakers! Loblolly boys!

The inmost recesses of the ship were cleared of men to man the capstan bars  any pairs of arms, any stout backs, would serve for that purpose. A drum went roaring along the deck.

All lights out!

The cook and his mates dumped the gallery fire overside and went reluctantly to man the yardarm and stay tackles. The powder hulk came creeping alongside. She had stout sheers and wide hatchways, efficient equipment for the rapid transfer of explosives. Four tons of powder, eighty kegs of one hundredweight each, came climbing out of the hulks holds to be swayed down the hatchways of the Atropos, while down below the gunner and his mates and a sweating working party toiled in near darkness  barefooted to avoid all chance of friction or sparks  to range the kegs about the magazines. Some day Atropos might be fighting for her life, and her life would depend on the proper arrangement of those kegs down below so that the demands of the guns on deck might be met.

The members of the court of inquiry, fresh from their investigation of the defective beef barrels, made their appearance on deck again.

Mr Jones, show the doctor how to make his report in due form. Then to the purser, Mr Carslake, I want to be able to sign your indents as soon as that report is ready.

One final look round the deck, and Hornblower could dive below, take pen and ink and paper, and devote himself single-mindedly to composing a suitable covering letter to the Victualling Yard (worded with the right urgency and tactfully coaxing the authorities there into agreement without annoying them by too certain assumption of acquiescence) beginning: Sir, I have the honour to enclose   and concluding:   in the best interests of His Majestys service, Your Obedient Servant  

Then he could come on deck again to see how the work was progressing and fume for a space before Jones and Carslake appeared with the documents they had been preparing. Amid the confusion and din he had to clear his head again to read them with care before signing them with a bold H. Hornblower, Captain.

Mr Carslake, you can take my gig over to the Victualling Yard. Mr Jones, I expect the Yard will need hands to man their lighter. See to that, if you please.

A moment to spare now to observe the hands at work, to settle his cocked hat square on his head, to clasp his hands behind him, to walk slowly forward, doing his best to look quite cool and imperturbable, as if all this wild activity were the most natural thing in the world.

Avast heaving there on that stay tackle. Belay!

The powder keg hung suspended just over the deck. Hornblower forced himself to speak coldly, without excitement. A stave of the keg had started a trifle. There was a minute trail of powder grains on the deck; more were dribbling very slowly out.

Sway that keg back into the hulk. You, bosns mate, get a wet mop and swill that powder off the deck.

An accident could have fired that powder easily. The flash would pass in either direction; four tons of powder in Atropos, forty, perhaps in the hulk  what would have happened to the massed shipping in the Pool in that event? The men were eyeing him; this would be a suitable moment to encourage them with their work.

Greenwich Hospital is over there, men, said Hornblower, pointing down river to the graceful outlines of Wrens building. Some of us will wind up there in the end, I expect, but we dont want to be blown straight there to-day.

A feeble enough joke, perhaps, but it raised a grin or two all the same.

Carry on.

Hornblower continued his stroll forward, the imperturbable captain who was nevertheless human enough to crack a joke. It was the same sort of acting that he used towards Maria when she seemed likely to be in a difficult mood.

Here was the lighter with the shot, coming along the starboard side. Hornblower looked down into it. Nine-pounder balls for the four long guns, two forward and two aft; twelve-pounder balls for the eighteen carronades that constituted the ships main armament. The twenty tons of iron made a pathetically small mass lying in the bottom of the lighter, when regarded with the eye of a man who had served in a ship of the line; the old Renown would have discharged that weight of shot in a couple of hours fighting. But this deadweight was a very considerable proportion of the load Atropos had to carry. Half of it would be distributed fairly evenly along the ship in the shot-garlands; where he decided to stow the other ten tons would make all the difference to Atropos, could add a knot to her speed or reduce it by a knot, could make her stiff in a breeze or crank, handy or awkward under sail. He could not reach a decision about that until the rest of the stores were on board and he had had an opportunity of observing her trim. Hornblower ran a keen eye over the nets in which the shot were to be swayed up at the starboard fore-yardarm, and went back through his mind in search of the data stored away there regarding the breaking strain of Manila line  this, he could tell, had been several years in service.

Sixteen rounds to the load, he called down into the lighter, no more.

Aye aye, sir.

It was typical of Hornblowers mind that it should spend a moment or two thinking about the effect that would be produced if one of those nets was to give way; the shot would pour down into the lighter again; falling from the height of the yardarm they could go clear through the bottom of the lighter; with all that deadweight on board, the lighter would sink like a stone, there on the edge of the fairway, to be an intolerable nuisance to Londons shipping until divers had painfully cleared the sunken wreck of the shot, and camels had lifted the wreck clear of the channel. The vast shipping of the Port of London could be seriously impeded as a result of a momentary inattention regarding the condition of a cargo net.

Jones was hastening across the deck to touch his hat to him.

The last of the powders just coming aboard, sir.

Thank you, Mr Jones. Have the hulk warped back to her moorings. Mr Owen can send the powder boys here to put the shot in the garlands as they come on board.

Aye aye, sir.

And the gig was coming back across the river with Carslake sitting in the stern.

Well, Mr Carslake, how did the Victualling Yard receive those indents?

Theyve accepted them, sir. Theyll have the stores on the quayside to-morrow morning.

To-morrow? Didnt you listen to my orders, Mr Carslake? I dont want to have to put a black mark against your name. Mr Jones! Im going over to the Victualling Yard. Come back with me, Mr Carslake.

The Victualling Yard was a department of the Navy Office, not of the Admiralty. The officials there had to be approached differently from those of the dockyard. One might almost think the two organizations were rivals, instead of working to a common patriotic end against a deadly enemy.

I can bring my own men to do the work, said Hornblower. You neednt use your own gangs at all.

Mm, said the victualling superintendent.

Ill move everything to the quayside myself, besides lightering it over.

Mm, said the victualling superintendent again, a trifle more receptively.

I would be most deeply obliged to you, went on Hornblower. You need only instruct one of your clerks to point out the stores to the officer in command of my working party. Everything else will be attended to. I beg of you, sir.

It was highly gratifying to a Navy Office official to have a captain, metaphorically, on his knees to him, in this fashion. Equally gratifying was the thought that the Navy would do all the work, with a great saving of time-tallies to the Victualling Yard. Hornblower could see the satisfaction in the fellows fat face. He wanted to wipe it off with his fist, but he kept himself humble. It did him no harm, and by this means he was bending the fellow to his will as surely as if he was using threats.

Theres the matter of those stores you have condemned, said the superintendent.

My court of inquiry was in due form, said Hornblower.

Yes, said the superintendent thoughtfully.

Of course I can return you the hogsheads, suggested Hornblower. I was intending to do so, as soon as I had emptied the beef over into the tide.

No, please do not go to that trouble. Return me the full hogsheads.

The working of the minds of these government Jacks-in-office was beyond normal understanding. Hornblower could not believe  although it was just possible  that the superintendent had any personal financial interest in the matter of those condemned stores. But the fact that the condemnation had taken place presumably was a blot on his record, or on the record of the yard. If the hogsheads were returned to them no mention of the condemnation need be made officially, and presumably they could be palmed off again on some other ship  some ship that might go to sea without the opportunity of sampling the stuff first. Sailors fighting for their country might starve as long as the Victualling Yards records were unsmirched.

Ill return the full hogsheads gladly, sir, said Hornblower. Ill send them over to you in the lighter that brings the other stores over.

That might do very well, said the superintendent.

I am delighted, and, as I said, intensely obliged to you, sir. Ill have my launch over here with a working party in ten minutes.

Hornblower bowed with all the unction he could command; this was not the moment to spoil the ship for a haporth of tar. He bowed himself out before the discussion could be reopened. But the superintendents last words were:

Remember to return those hogsheads, captain.

The powder hulk had been warped back to her moorings; the other ordnance stores that were being taken on board seemed trifling in appearance, bundles of wads, and bales of empty serge cartridges, a couple of sheaves of flexible rammers, spare gun trucks, reels of slow match  the multifarious accessories necessary to keep twenty-two guns in action. Hornblower sent off Midshipman Smiley with the working party promised to the Victualling Yard.

Now Ill have those condemned hogsheads got up on deck, Mr Carslake. I must keep my promise to return them.

Aye aye, sir, said Carslake.

Carslake was a bull-headed, youngish man with expressionless pale blue eyes. Those eyes were even more expressionless than usual. He had been a witness of the interview between Hornblower and the superintendent, and he did not allow his feelings to show. He could not guess whether as a purser he thoroughly approved of saving the stores to be fobbed off on another ship or whether as a sailor certain to endure privations at sea he despised Hornblowers weakness in agreeing to the superintendents demands.

Ill mark em before I return em, said Hornblower.

He had thought of paint when he had been so accommodating towards the superintendent, but was not quite happy in his mind about it, for turpentine would remove paint fast enough. A better idea occurred to him, marvellously, at that very moment.

Have the cook relight the fire in the galley, he ordered. Ill have  Ill have a couple of iron musket ramrods heated in the fire. Get them from the armourer, if you please.

Aye aye, sir. If you please, sir, its long past the hands dinner-time.

When Ive time for my own dinner the hands can have theirs, said Hornblower.

He was glad that the deck was crowded so that those words of his could be overheard, for he had had the question of the mens dinner-time in his mind for some time although he was quite resolved not to waste a moment over it.

The first of the condemned hogsheads came creaking and swaying up from the hold and was lowered to the deck. Hornblower looked round him; there was Horrocks with the young prince, quite bewildered with all the continuous bustle, trailing after him.

Youll do, Mr Horrocks. Come here, said Hornblower. He took the chalk from beside the slate at the binnacle; and wrote with it, in large letters diagonally round the hogshead, the word CONDEMNED. There are two irons heating in the galley fire. You and Mr Prince can spend your time branding these hogsheads. Trace out those letters on every one. Understand?

Er  yes, sir.

Good and deep, so there is no chance of planing it off. Look sharp about it.

Aye aye, sir.

The next lighter for the Dockyard was alongside now, at the port side recently vacated by the powder hulk. It was full of boatswains stores, cordage, canvas, paint; and a weary party of men were at work swaying the bundles up. There seemed no end to this business of getting Atropos fully equipped for sea. Hornblower himself felt as leg-weary as a foundered horse, and he stiffened himself up to conceal his fatigue. But as he looked across the river he could see the Victualling Yards lighter already emerging from the Creek. Smiley had his men at work on the sweeps, straining to row the ponderous thing across the ebbing tide. From the quarter-deck he could see the lighter was crammed with the hogsheads and kegs and biscuit bags. Soon Atropos would be full-gorged. And the acrid smell of the red-hot irons burning into the brine-soaked staves of the condemned hogsheads came to his nostrils. No ship would ever accept those stores. It was a queer duty for a Serene Highness to be employed upon. How had those orders read? You will employ your diligence in instructing His Serene Highness in his new profession. Well, perhaps it was not a bad introduction to the methods of fighting men and civilian employees.

Later  ever so much later, it seemed  Mr Jones came up and touched his hat.

The last of the stores are on board, sir, he said. Mr Smileys just returning the Victualling Yards lighter.

Thank you, Mr Jones. Call away my gig, please.

Hornblower stepped down into the boat conscious of many weary eyes on him. The winter afternoon was dissolving in a cold and gloomy drizzle as a small rain was beginning to fall. Hornblower had himself rowed round his ship at a convenient distance to observe her trim. He looked at her from ahead, from broadside on, from astern. In his minds eye he was visualizing her underwater lines. He looked up at the spread of her lower yards; the wind would be pressing against the canvas there, and he worked out the balance of the forces involved, wind against lateral resistance, rudder versus headsails. He had to consider seaworthiness and handiness as well as speed. He climbed back on deck to where Jones was awaiting him.

I want her more down by the head, he announced. Ill have those beef casks at the forrard end of the tier, and the shot forrard of the magazine. Get the hands to work, if you please.

Once more the pipes shrilled through the ship as the hands began to move the stores ranged upon the deck. It was with anxiety that Hornblowers return was awaited from his next pull round the ship.

Shell do for the present, said Hornblower.

It was not a casual decision, no stage-effect. The moment Atropos should clear the land she would be in danger, she might find herself in instant action. She was only a little ship; even a well found privateer might give her a hard battle. To overtake in pursuit; to escape in flight; to handle quickly when manœuvring for position in action; to claw off to windward should she be caught on a lee shore; she must be capable of all this, and she must be capable of it to-day, for to-morrow, even to-morrow, might be too late. The lives of his crew, his own life, his professional reputation, could hang on that decision.

You can strike everything below now, Mr Jones.

Slowly the littered decks began to clear, while the rain grew heavier and the night began to close in round the little ship. The tiers of great casks, down against the skin of the ship, were squeezed and wedged into position; the contents of the hold had to be jammed into a solid mass, for once at sea Atropos would roll and pitch, and nothing must budge, nothing must shift, lest the fabric of the ship be damaged or even perhaps the ship might be rolled completely over by the movement of an avalanche of her cargo. The Navy still thought of Sir Edward Berry as the officer who, when captain of Nelsons own Vanguard, allowed the masts of his ship to be rolled clear out of her in a moderate gale of wind off Sardinia.

Hornblower stood aft by the taffrail while the rain streamed down on him. He had not gone below; this might be part of the penance he was inflicting on himself for not having sufficiently supervised the management of his ship.

The decks are cleared, sir, said Jones, looming up in the wet darkness before him.

Very well, Mr Jones. When everything is swabbed down the men can have their dinners.

The little cabin down below was cold and dark and cheerless. Two canvas chairs and a trestle-table stood in the day cabin; in the night-cabin there was nothing at all. The oil lamp shone gloomily over the bare planks of the deck under his feet. Hornblower could call for his gig again; it would whisk him fast enough half a mile downstream to Deptford Hard, and there at the George were his wife and his children. There would be a roaring fire of sea coal, a spluttering beef steak with cabbage, a feather bed with the sheets made almost too hot to bear by the application of a warming pan. His chilled body and aching legs yearned inexpressibly for that care and warmth. But in his present mood he would have none of them. Instead he dined, shivering, off ships fare hastily laid out for him on the trestle-table. He had a hammock slung for himself in the night cabin, and he climbed into it and wrapped himself in clammy blankets. He had not lain in a hammock since he was a midshipman, and his spine had grown unused to the necessary curvature. He was too numb, both mentally and physically, to feel any glow of conscious virtue.


CHAPTER VIII
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FOG IN THE Downs, cold, dense, and impenetrable over the surface of the sea. There was no breath of air to set it stirring; overside the surface of the sea, just visible when Hornblower looked down at it from the deck, was black and glassy. Only close against the side could be detected the faintest of ripples, showing how the tide was coursing beside the ship as she lay anchored in the Downs. Condensing on the rigging overhead the fog dripped in melancholy fashion on to the deck about him, an occasional drop landing with a dull impact on his cocked hat; the heavy frieze pea-jacket that he wore looked as if it were frosted with the moisture that hung upon it. Yet it was not freezing weather, although Hornblower felt chilled through and through inside his layers of clothing as he turned back from his gloomy contemplation of the sea.

Now, Mr Jones, he said, well start again. Well have topmasts and yards struck  all top hamper down and stowed away. Order out pipes, if you please.

Aye aye, sir, said Jones.

The hands had already spent half the morning at sail drill; Hornblower was taking advantage of the fogbound calm to exercise his ships company. With so many landsmen on board, with officers unfamiliar with their divisions, this fog actually could be used to advantage; the ship could be made more of a working, fighting unit during this interval of grace before proceeding down Channel. Hornblower put his cold hand inside his coat and brought out his watch; as if the gesture had called forth the sound five bells rang out sharply from beside the binnacle, and from the thick fog surrounding them came the sound of other bells  there were many ships anchored in the Downs all about them, so many that it was some minutes before the last sound died away; the sand-glasses on board the ships were by no means in agreement.

While the bells were still sounding Hornblower took note of the position of the minute hand of his watch and nodded to Jones. Instantly came a roar of orders; the men, already called to attention after their brief stand-easy came pouring aft with their petty officers urging them on. Watch in hand, Hornblower stood back by the taffrail. From where he stood only the lower part of the main rigging was visible; the foremast was completely hidden in fog. The hands went hurrying up the ratlines, Hornblower watching keenly to see what proportion of them were vague about their stations and duties. He could have wished that he could see all that was going on  but then if there had been no fog there would have been no sail drill, and Atropos would have been making the best of her way down Channel. Here was the Prince, hurried along by Horrocks with a hand at his shoulder.

Come on, said Horrocks, leaping at the ratlines.

The Prince sprang up beside him. Hornblower could see the bewildered expression on the boys face. He had small enough idea of what he was doing. He would learn, no doubt  he was learning much even from the fact that the blood-royal, the Kings nephew, could be shoved about by the plebeian hand of a midshipman.

Hornblower got out of the way as the mizzen-topsail came swaying down. A yelping masters mate came running up with a small pack of waisters at his heels; they fell upon the ponderous roll and dragged it to the side. The mizzen mast hands were working faster than the mainmast, apparently  the main topsail was not lowered yet. Jones, his head drawn back so that his Adams apple protruded apparently by inches, was bellowing the next orders to the masthead. A shout from above answered him. Down the ratlines came a flood of men again.

Let go! Haul! Lower away!

The mizzen-topsail yard turned in a solemn arc and made its slow descent down the mast. There was an exasperating delay while the mainstay tackle was applied  organization at this point was exceedingly poor  but at last the yard was down and lying along the booms beside its fellows. The complicated and difficult business of striking the topmasts followed.

An hour and a quarter, Mr Jones. More nearly an hour and twenty minutes. Far too long. Half an hour  half an hour with five minutes grace; thats the longest you should ever take.

Yes, sir, said Jones. There was nothing else he could say.

As Hornblower was eyeing him before giving his next orders a faint dull thud came to his ears, sounding flatly through the fog. A musket shot? A pistol shot? That was certainly what it sounded like, but with the fog changing the quality of all the sounds he could not be sure. Even if it were a shot, fired in one of the numerous invisible ships round about, there might be endless innocent explanations of it; and it might not be a shot. A hatch cover dropped on a deck  a grating being pushed into place  it could be anything.

The hands were grouped about the deck, looming vaguely in the fog, awaiting further orders. Hornblower guessed that they were sweating despite the cold. This was the way to get that London beer out of them, but he did not want to drive them too hard.

Five minutes stand-easy, said Hornblower. And, Mr Jones, you had better station a good petty officer at that mainstay tackle.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower turned away to give Jones an opportunity to arrange his reorganization. He set himself to walk the deck to bring some life back into his cold body; his watch was still in his hand through sheer forgetfulness to replace it in his pocket. He ended his walk at the ships side, glancing over into the black water. Now what was that floating down beside the ship? Something long and black; when Hornblower first caught sight of it it had bumped one end against the ships side under the main chains, and as he watched it swung solemnly round, drawn by the tide, and came down towards him. It was an oar. Curiosity overcame him. In a crowded anchorage like this there was nothing very surprising about a floating oar, but still  

Here, quartermaster, said Hornblower. Get down into the mizzen chains with a line to catch that oar.

It was only an oar; Hornblower looked it over as the quartermaster held it for his inspection. The leather button was fairly well worn  it was by no means a new oar. On the other hand, judging by the fact that the leather was not entirely soaked through, it had not long been in the water, minutes rather than days, obviously. There was the number 27 burned into the loom, and it was that which caused Hornblower to look more sharply. The 7 bore a crossbar. No Englishman ever wrote a 7 with a crossbar. But everyone on the Continent did; there were Danes and Swedes and Norwegians, Russians and Prussians, at sea, either neutrals in the war or allies of England. Yet a Frenchman or a Dutchman, one of Englands enemies, would also write a 7 in that way.

And there had certainly been something that sounded like a shot. A floating oar and a musket shot made a combination that would be hard to explain. Now if they had been connected in causation  ! Hornblower still had his watch in his hand. That shot  if it was a shot  had made itself heard just before he gave the order for stand-easy, seven or eight minutes ago. The tide was running at a good two knots. If the shot had caused the oar to be dropped into the water it must have been fired a quarter of a mile or so  two cables length  upstream. The quartermaster still holding the oar was looking at him curiously, and Jones was waiting, with the men poised for action, for his next orders. Hornblower was tempted to pay no more attention to the incident.

But he was a Kings officer, and it was his duty to make inquiry into the unexplainable at sea. He hesitated in inward debate; the fog was horribly thick. If he sent a boat to investigate it would probably lose itself; Hornblower had had much experience of making his way by boat in a fog-ridden anchorage. Then he could go himself. Hornblower felt a qualm at the thought of blundering about trying to find his way in the fog  he could make a fool of himself so easily in the eyes of his crew. Yet on the other hand that was not likely to be as exasperating as fuming on board waiting for a dilatory boat to return.

Mr Jones, he said, call away my gig.

Aye aye, sir, said Jones, the astonishment in his voice hardly concealed at all.

Hornblower walked to the binnacle and took a careful reading of how the ships head lay. It was the most careful reading he could possibly take, not because his comfort or his safety but because his personal dignity depended on getting that reading right. North by East half East. As the ship lay riding to her anchor bows to the tide he could be sure that the oar had come down from that direction.

I want a good boat compass in the gig, Mr Jones, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower hesitated before the last final order, which would commit him to a public admission that he thought there was a chance of something serious awaiting him in the fog. But not to give the order would be to strain at a gnat and swallow a camel. If that had really been a musket shot that he had heard there was a possibility of action; there was a likelihood that at least a show of force would be necessary.

Pistols and cutlasses for the gigs crew, Mr Jones, if you please.

Aye aye, sir, said Jones, as if nothing could astonish him again.

Hornblower turned back as he was about to step down into the boat.

I shall start timing you from this moment, Mr Jones. Try to get those topsl yards across in half an hour from now  Ill be back before then.

Aye aye, sir.

The ship broke into a roar of activity as Hornblower took his place in the stern-sheets of the gig.

Ill take the tiller, he said to the coxswain. Give way.

He steered the gig along the Atropos from stern to bow. He took one last look up at her bows, at her bowsprit and bobstay, and then the fog swallowed them up. The gig was instantly in a world of its own, constricted about by the walls of mist. The sounds of activity on board the ship died rapidly away.

Pull steady! growled Hornblower to the man at the oars. That little boat compass would be swinging about chasing its tail in ten seconds if he allowed the gig to keep anything except an exactly straight course. North by East half East.

Seventeen, said Hornblower to himself. Eighteen. Nineteen.

He was counting the strokes of the oars; it was a rough way of estimating the progress made. At seven feet to the stroke less than two hundred strokes meant a quarter of a mile. But there was the speed of the tide to be allowed for. It would be nearer five hundred strokes  all very vague, but every possible precaution must be taken on a foolish expedition like this.

Seventy-four, seventy-five, said Hornblower, his eyes glued to the compass.

Even with the brisk tide running the surface of the sea was a glassy flat calm; the oar-blades, lifting from the water at the completion of each stroke, left whirlpools circling on the surface.

Two hundred, said Hornblower, suppressing a momentary fear that he had miscounted and that it was really three hundred.

The oars groaned on monotonously in the rowlocks.

Keep your eyes ahead, said Hornblower to the coxswain. Tell me the moment you see anything. Two sixty-four.

It seemed only yesterday that he had sat in the stern-sheets of the jolly boat of the Indefatigable, rowing up the estuary of the Gironde to cut out the Papillon. But that was more than ten years ago. Three hundred. Three hundred and fifty.

Sir, said the coxswain, tersely.

Hornblower looked forward. Ahead, a trifle on the port bow, there was the slightest thickening in the fog, the slightest looming of something solid there.

Easy all! said Hornblower, and the boat continued to glide over the surface; he put the tiller over slightly so as to approach whatever it was more directly. But the boats way died away before they were near enough to distinguish any details, and at Hornblowers command the men began to row again. Distantly came a low hail out of the fog, apparently called forth by the renewal of the sound of the oars.

Boat ahoy!

At least the hail was in English. By now there was visible the vague outlines of a large brig; from the heaviness of her spars and fast lines she looked like one of the West India packets.

What brigs that? hailed Hornblower in reply.

Amelia Jane of London, thirty-seven days out from Barbados.

That was a direct confirmation of Hornblowers first impression. But that voice? It did not sound quite English, somehow. There were foreign captains in the British merchant service, plenty of them, but hardly likely to be in command of a West India packet.

Easy, said Hornblower to the rowers, the gig glided silently on over the water. He could see no sign of anything wrong.

Keep your distance, said the voice from the brig.

There was nothing suspicious about the words. Any ship at anchor hardly more than twenty miles from the coast of France was fully entitled to be wary of strangers approaching in a fog. But that word sounded more like deestance all the same. Hornblower put his helm over to pass under the brigs stern. Several heads were now apparent at the brigs side; they moved round the stern in time with the gig. There was the brigs name, sure enough. Amelia Jane, London. Then Hornblower caught sight of something else; it was a large boat lying under the brigs port quarter from the main chains. There might be a hundred possible explanations of that, but it was a suspicious circumstance.

Brig ahoy! he hailed, Im coming aboard.

Keep off! said the voice in reply.

Some of the heads at the brigs side developed shoulders, and three or four muskets were pointed at the gig.

I am a Kings officer, said Hornblower.

He stood up in the stern-sheets and unbuttoned his pea-jacket so that his uniform was visible. The central figure at the brigs side, the man who had been speaking, looked for a long moment and then spread his hands in a gesture of despair.

Yes, he said.

Hornblower went up the brigs side as briskly as his chilled limbs would permit. As he stood on the deck he felt a trifle self-conscious of being unarmed, for facing him were more than a dozen men, hostility in their bearing, and some of them with muskets in their hands. But the gigs crew had followed him on to the deck and closed up behind him, handling their cutlasses and pistols.

Capn, sir! It was the voice from overside of one of the two men left down in the gig. Please, sir, theres a dead man in the boat here.

Hornblower turned away to look over. A dead man certainly lay there, doubled up in the bottom of the boat. That accounted for the floating oar, then. And for the shot, of course. The man had been killed by a bullet from the brig at the moment the boat was laid alongside; the brig had been taken by boarding. Hornblower looked back towards the group on the deck.

Frenchmen? he asked.

Yes, sir.

The fellow was a man of sense. He had not attempted a hopeless resistance when his coup had been discovered. Although he had fifteen men at his back and there were only eight altogether in the gig he had realized that the presence of a Kings ship in the immediate vicinity made his final capture a certainty.

Wheres the crew? asked Hornblower.

The Frenchman pointed forward, and at a gesture from Hornblower one of his men ran to release the brigs crew from their confinement in the forecastle, half a dozen coloured hands and a couple of officers.

Much obliged to you, mister, said the captain, coming forward.

Im Captain Hornblower of His Majestys ship Atropos, said Hornblower.

I beg your pardon, Captain. He was an elderly man, his white hair and blue eyes in marked contrast with his mahogany tan. Youve saved my ship.

Yes, said Hornblower, you had better disarm those men.

Gladly, sir. See to it, Jack.

The other officer, presumably the mate, walked aft to take muskets and swords from the unresisting Frenchmen.

They came out of the fog and laid me alongside before I was aware, almost, sir, went on the captain. A Kings ship took my four best hands when we was off the Start, or Id have made a better account of them. I only got one crack at them as it was.

It was that crack that brought me here, said Hornblower shortly. Where did they come from?

Now thats just what I was asking myself, said the captain. Not from France in that boat, they couldnt have come.

They turned their gaze inquiringly upon the dejected group of Frenchmen. It was a question of considerable importance. The Frenchmen must have come from a ship, and that ship must be anchored somewhere amid the crowded vessels in the Downs. And at that rate she must be disguised as a British vessel or a neutral, coming in with the others before the wind dropped and the fog closed down. There had been plenty of similar incidents during the war. It was an easy way to snap up a prize. But it meant that somewhere close at hand there was a wolf in sheeps clothing, a disguised French privateer, probably crammed with men  she might have made more than one prize. In the bustle and confusion that would ensue when a breeze should get up, with everyone anxious to up anchor and away, she could count on being able to make her escape along with her prizes.

When the fog closed down, said the captain, the nearest vessel to us was a Ramsgate trawler. She anchored at the same time as we did. I doubt if it could be her.

It was a matter of so much importance that Hornblower could not keep still. He turned and paced the deck for a space, his mind working rapidly. Yet his mind was not completely made up when he turned back and gave his first order in execution of the vague plan. He did not know if he would have the resolution to go through with it.

Leadbitter, he said to the coxswain.

Sir!

Tie those mens hands behind them.

Sir?

You heard what I said.

To bind prisoners was almost a violation of the laws of war. When Leadbitter approached to carry out his orders the Frenchmen showed evident resentment. A buzz of voices arose.

You cant do this, sir, said their spokesman. We have  

Shut your mouth, snapped Hornblower.

Even having to give that order put him in a bad temper, and his bad temper was made worse by his doubts about himself. Now that the Frenchmen were disarmed they could offer no resistance in face of the drawn pistols of the British sailors. With loud protests they had to submit, as Leadbitter went from man to man tying their wrists behind their backs. Hornblower was hating himself for the part he had to play, even while his calculating mind told him that he had a fair chance of success. He had to pose as a bloodthirsty man, delighting in the taking of human life, without mercy in his soul, gratified by the sight of the death struggles of a fellow-human. Such men did exist, he knew. There were gloomy tyrants in the Kings service. In the past ten years of war at sea there had been some outrages, a few, on both sides. These Frenchmen did not know him for what he really was, nor did the West India crew. Nor for that matter his own men. Their acquaintance had been so short that they had no reason to believe him not to have homicidal tendencies, so that their behaviour would not weaken the impression he wished to convey. He turned to one of his men.

Run aloft, he said. Reeve a whip through the block at the main yardarm.

That portended a hanging. The man looked at him with a momentary unbelief, but the scowl on Hornblowers face sent him scurrying up the ratlines. Then Hornblower strode to where the wretched Frenchmen were standing bound; their glance shifted from the man at the yardarm to Hornblowers grim face, and their anxious chattering died away.

You are pirates, said Hornblower, speaking slowly and distinctly. I am going to hang you.

In case the English-speaking Frenchmans vocabulary did not include the word hang he pointed significantly to the man at the yardarm. They could all understand that. They remained silent for a second or two, and then several of them began to speak at once in torrential French which Hornblower could not well follow, and then the leader, having pulled himself together, began his protest in English.

We are not pirates, he said.

I think you are, said Hornblower.

We are privateersmen, said the Frenchman.

Pirates, said Hornblower.

The talk among the Frenchmen rose to a fresh height; Hornblowers French was good enough for him to make out that the leader was translating his curt words to his companions, and they were urging him to explain more fully their position.

I assure you, sir, said the wretched man, striving to be eloquent in a strange language, we are privateersmen and not pirates.

Hornblower regarded him with a stony countenance, and without answering turned away to give further orders.

Leadbitter, he said, Ill have a hangmans noose on the end of that line.

Then he turned back to the Frenchmen.

Who do you say you are then? he asked. He tried to utter the words as indifferently as he could.

We are from the privateer Vengeance of Dunkirk, sir. I am Jacques Lebon, prizemaster.

Privateers usually went to sea with several extra officers, who could be put into prizes to navigate them back to a French port without impairing the fighting efficiency of the privateer, which could continue her cruise. These officers were usually selected for their ability to speak English and for their knowledge of English seagoing ways, and they bore the title of prizemaster. Hornblower turned back to observe the noose now dangling significantly from the yardarm, and then addressed the prizemaster.

You have no papers, he said.

He forced his lips into a sneer as he spoke; to the wretched men studying every line in his face his expression appeared quite unnatural, as indeed it was. And Hornblower was gambling a little when he said what he did. If the prizemaster had been able to produce any papers the whole line of attack would have to be altered; but it was not much of a gamble. Hornblower was certain when he spoke that if Lebon had had papers in his pocket he would have already mentioned them, asking someone to dive into his pocket for them. That would be the first reaction of any Frenchman whose identity had been put in question.

No, said Lebon, crestfallen. It was hardly likely that he would have, when engaged on an ordinary operation of war.

Then you hang, said Hornblower. All of you. One by one.

The laugh he forced himself to produce sounded positively inhuman, horrible. Anyone hearing it would be justified in thinking that he was inspired by the anticipated pleasure of watching the death struggles of a dozen men. The white-haired captain of the Amelia Jane could not bear the prospect, and came forward to enter into the discussion.

Sir, he said. What are you going to do?

I am going to attend to my own business, sir, said Hornblower, striving to throw into his voice all the harshness he had ever heard employed by all the insolent officers he had met during his service. May I ask you to be kind enough to do the same?

But you cant be meaning to hang the poor devils, went on the captain.

But that is what I do mean.

But not in my ship, sir  not now  not without trial.

In your ship, sir, which you allowed to be captured. And now. Pirates taken red-handed can be hanged instantly, as you know, sir. And that is what I shall do.

It was a stroke of good fortune that the captain should have entered into the discussion. His appearance of sick dismay and the tone of his protests were convincingly genuine  they would never have been so if he had been admitted previously to a planned scheme. Hornblowers attitude towards him was brutal, but it was for the good of the cause.

Sir, persisted the captain, Im sure theyre only privateersmen  

Please refrain from interfering with a Kings officer in the execution of his duty. You two men, there, come here.

The two of the crew of the gig that he indicated approached obediently. Probably they had seen hangings before, along with every kind of brutality in a brutal service. But the imminent certainty of taking personal part in a hanging obviously impressed them. There was some reluctance visible in their expressions, but the hard discipline of the service would make certain they would obey the orders of this one man, unarmed and outnumbered.

Hornblower looked along the line of faces. Momentarily he felt a horrid sickness in his stomach as it occurred to him to wonder how he would be feeling if he really was selecting a victim.

Ill have that one first, he said, pointing.

The bull-throated swarthy man whom he indicated paled and shuddered; backing away he tried to shelter himself among his fellows. They were all speaking at once, jerking their arms frantically against the bonds that secured their wrists behind them.

Sir! said Lebon. Please  I beg of you  I implore  

Hornblower condescended to spare him a glance, and Lebon went on in a wild struggle against the difficulties of language and the handicap of not being free to gesticulate.

We are privateersmen. We fight for the Empire, for France. Now he was on his knees, his face lifted. As he could not use his hands he was actually nuzzling with his mouth against the skirts of Hornblowers pea-jacket. We surrendered. We did not fight. We caused no death.

Take this man away from me, said Hornblower, withdrawing out of reach.

But Lebon on his knees followed him over the deck, nuzzling and pleading.

Captain, said the English captain, interceding once again. Cant you at least wait and land em for trial? If theyre pirates itll be proved quick enough.

I want to see em dangling, said Hornblower, searching feverishly in his mind for the most impressive thing he could say.

The two English seamen, taking advantage of the volume of protest, had paused in the execution of their orders. Hornblower looked up at the noose, dangling dimly but horribly in the fog.

I dont believe for one single moment, went on Hornblower, that these men are what they say they are. Just a band of thieves, pirates. Leadbitter, put four men on that line. Ill give the word when they are to walk away with it.

Sir, said Lebon, I assure you, word of honour, we are from the privateer Vengeance.

Bah! replied Hornblower. Where is she?

Over there, said Lebon. He could not point with his hands; he pointed with his chin, over the port bow of the anchored Amelia Jane. It was not a very definite indication, but it was a considerable help, even that much.

Did you see any vessel over there before the fog closed down, captain? demanded Hornblower, turning to the English captain.

Only the Ramsgate trawler, he said, reluctantly.

That is our ship! said Lebon. That is the Vengeance! She was a Dunkirk trawler  we  we made her look like that.

So that was it. A Dunkirk trawler. Her fish-holds could be crammed full of men. A slight alteration of gear, an R painted on her mainsail, a suitable name painted on her stern and then she could wander about the narrow seas without question, snapping up prizes almost at will.

Where did you say she lay? demanded Hornblower.

There  oh!

Lebon checked himself as he realized how much information he was giving away.

I can hazard a good guess as to how she bears from us, interposed the English captain, I saw  oh!

He broke off exactly as Lebon had done, but from surprise. He was staring at Hornblower. It was like the denouement scene in some silly farce. The lost heir was at last revealed. The idea of now accepting the admiration of his unwitting fellow players, of modestly admitting that he was not the monster of ferocity he had pretended to be, irritated Hornblower beyond all bearing. All his instincts and good taste rose against the trite and the obvious. Now that he had acquired the information he had sought he could please himself as long as he acted instantly on that information. The scowl he wished to retain rested the more easily on his features with this revulsion of feeling.

Id be sorry to miss a hanging, he said, half to himself, and he allowed his eye to wander again from the dangling noose to the shrinking group of Frenchmen who were still ignorant of what had just happened. If that thick neck were stretched a little  

He broke off and took a brief turn up and down the deck, eyed by every man who stood on it.

Very well, he said, halting. Its against my better judgment, but Ill wait before I hang these men. What was the approximate bearing of that trawler when she anchored, captain?

It was at slack water, began the captain, making his calculations. We were just beginning to swing. I should say  

The captain was obviously a man of sober judgment and keen observation. Hornblower listened to what he had to say.

Very well, said Hornblower when he had finished. Leadbitter, Ill leave you on board with two men. Keep an eye on these prisoners and see they dont retake the brig. Im returning to the ship now. Wait here for further orders.

He went down into his gig; the captain accompanying him to the ships side was clearly and gratifyingly puzzled. It was almost beyond his belief that Hornblower could be the demoniac monster that he had appeared to be, and if he were it was strange good fortune that his ferocity should have obtained, by pure chance, the information that the prisoners had just given him. Yet on the other hand it was almost beyond his belief that if Hornblower had employed a clever ruse to gain the information he should refuse to enjoy the plaudits of his audience and not to bask in their surprise and admiration. Either notion was puzzling. That was well. Let him be puzzled. Let them all be puzzled  although it seemed as if the sobered hands pulling at the oars of the gig were not at all puzzled. Unheeding of all that had been at stake they were clearly convinced that their captain had shown himself in his true colours, and was a man who would sooner see a mans death agonies than eat his dinner. Let em think so. It would do no harm. Hornblower could spare them no thought in any case, with all his attention glued upon the compass card. It would be ludicrous  it would be horribly comic  if after all this he were to miss Atropos on his way back to her, if he were to blunder about in the fog for hours looking for his own ship. The reciprocal of North by East half East was South by West half West, and he kept the gig rigidly on that course. With what still remained of the ebb tide behind them it would only be a few seconds before they ought to sight Atropos. It was a very great comfort when they did.

Mr Jones received Hornblower at the ships side. A glance had told him that the gigs crew was two men and a coxswain short. It was hard to think of any explanation of that, and Mr Jones was bursting with curiosity. He could not help but wonder what his captain had been doing, out there in the fog. His curiosity even overcame his apprehension at the sight of the scowl which Hornblower still wore  now that he was back in his ship Hornblower was beginning to feel much more strongly the qualms that should have influenced him regarding what Their Lordships might think of his absence from his ship. He ignored Joness questions.

You got those topsl yards across, I see, Mr Jones.

Yes, sir. I sent the hands to dinner when you didnt come back, sir. I thought  

Theyll have five minutes to finish their dinners. No longer. Mr Jones, if you were in command of two boats sent to capture a hostile vessel at anchor in this fog, how would you set about it? What orders would you give?

Well, sir, Id  Id  

Mr Jones was not a man of quickness of thought or rapid adaptability to a new situation. He hummed and he hawed. But there were very few officers in the Navy who had not been on at least one cutting-out and boarding operation. He knew well enough what he should do, and it slowly became apparent.

Very well, Mr Jones. You will now hoist out the longboat and the launch. You will man them and see that the boats crews are fully armed. You will proceed North by East half East  fix that in your mind, Mr Jones, North by East half East  from this ship for a quarter of a mile. There you find a West India brig the Amelia Jane. She has just been recaptured from a French prize crew, and my coxswain is on board with two men. From her you will take a new departure. Theres a French privateer, the Vengeance. Shes a Dunkirk trawler disguised as a Ramsgate trawler. She is probably heavily manned  at least fifty of a crew left  and she is anchored approximately three cables lengths approximately north-west of the Amelia Jane. You will capture her, by surprise if possible. Mr Still will be in command of the second boat. I will listen while you give him his instructions. That will save repetition. Mr Still!

The despatch that Hornblower wrote that evening and entrusted to the Amelia Jane for delivery to the Admiralty was couched in the usual Navy phraseology.

Sir

I have the honour to report to you for the information of Their Lordships that this day while anchored in dense fog in the Downs I became aware that it seemed likely that some disturbance was taking place near at hand. On investigating I had the good fortune to recapture the brig Amelia Jane, homeward bound from Barbados, which was in possession of a French prize crew. From information gained from the prisoners I was able to send my first lieutenant, Mr Jones, with the boats of H.M. ship under my command, to attack the French private ship of war Vengeance of Dunkirk. She was handsomely carried by Mr Jones and his officers and men, including Mr Still, second lieutenant, Messrs Horrocks and Smiley, and His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau, midshipmen, after a brief action in which our loss was two men slightly wounded while the French Captain, Monsieur Ducos, met with a severe wound while trying to rally his crew. The Vengeance proved to be a French trawler masquerading as an English fishing boat. Including the prize crew she carried a crew of seventy-one officers and men, and she was armed with one four-pounder carronade concealed under her net.

I have the honour to remain,

 Your obedt servant,

 H. Hornblower, Captain.

Before sealing it Hornblower read through this report with a lopsided smile on his face. He wondered if anyone would ever read between the lines of that bald narrative, how much anyone would guess, how much anyone would deduce. The fog, the cold, the wet; the revolting scene on the deck of the Amelia Jane; the interplay of emotion; could anyone ever guess at all the truth? And there was no doubt that his gigs crew was already spreading round the ship horrible reports about his lust for blood. There was some kind of sardonic satisfaction to be derived from that, too. A knock at the door. Could he never be undisturbed?

Come in, he called.

It was Jones. His glance took in the quill in Hornblowers fingers, and the inkwell and papers on the table before him.

Your pardon, sir, he said. I hope I dont come too late.

What is it? asked Hornblower; he had little sympathy for Jones and his undetermined manners.

If you are going to send a report to the Admiralty, sir  and I suppose you are, sir  

Yes, of course I am.

I dont know if youre going to mention my name, sir  I dont want to ask if you are, sir  I dont want to presume  

If Jones was soliciting a special mention of himself in the Admiralty letter he would get none at all.

What is it youre saying to me, Mr Jones?

Its only that my names a common one, sir. John Jones, sir. There are twelve John Joness in the lieutenants list, sir. I didnt know if you knew, sir, but I am John Jones the Ninth. Thats how Im known at the Admiralty, sir. If you didnt say that, perhaps  

Very well, Mr Jones. I understand. You can rely on me to see that justice is done.

Thank you, sir.

With Jones out of the way Hornblower sighed a little, looked at his report, and drew a fresh sheet towards him. There was no chance of inserting the Ninth legibly after the mention of Joness name. The only thing to do was to take a fresh sheet and write it all over again. An odd occupation for a bloodthirsty tyrant.


CHAPTER IX
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HORNBLOWER WATCHED WITH a keen eye his crew at work as they took in sail while Atropos came gliding into Gibraltar Bay. He could call them well-drilled now. The long beat down the Channel, the battles with the Biscay gales, had made a correlated team of them. There was no confusion and only the minimum number of orders. The men came hurrying off the yards; he saw two figures swing themselves on to the main backstays and come sliding down all the way from the masthead, disdaining to use the shrouds and ratlines. They reached the deck simultaneously and stood grinning at each other for a moment  clearly they had been engaged in a race. One was Smiley, the midshipman of the maintop. The other  His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau. That boy had improved beyond all expectation. If ever he should sit on his throne again in his princely German capital he would have strange memories to recall.

But this was not the time for a captain to let his attention wander.

Let go, Mr Jones! he hailed, and the anchor fell, dragging the grumbling hawser out through the hawsehole; Hornblower watched while Atropos took up on her cable and then rode to her anchor. She was in her assigned berth; Hornblower looked up at the towering Rock and over at the Spanish shore. Nothing seemed to have changed since the last time  so many years ago  that he had come sailing into Gibraltar Bay. The sun was shining down on him, and it was good to feel this Mediterranean sun again, even though there was little warmth in it during this bleak winter weather.

Call away my gig, if you please, Mr Jones.

Hornblower ran below to gird on his sword and to take the better of his two cocked hats out of its tin case so as to make himself as presentable as possible when he went ashore to pay his official calls. There was a very decided thrill in the thought that soon he would be reading the orders that would carry him forward into the next phase of his adventures  adventures possibly; more probably the mere dreariness of beating about on eternal blockade duty outside a French port.

Yet in Collingwoods orders to him, when he came to read them, there was a paragraph which left him wondering what his fate was to be.

You will take into your ship Mr. William McCullum, of the Honourable East India Companys Service, together with his native assistants, and you will give them passage when, in obedience to the first paragraph of these orders, you come to join me.

Mr. McCullum was awaiting him in the Governors anteroom. He was a burly, heavy-set man in his early thirties, blue-eyed and with a thick mat of black hair.

Captain Horatio Hornblower? There was a roll to the rs which betrayed the county of his origin.

Mr McCullum?

Of the Companys Service.

The two men eyed each other.

You are to take passage in my ship?

Aye.

The fellow carried himself with an air of vast independence. Yet judging by the scantiness of the silver lace on his uniform, and by the fact that he wore no sword, he was not of a very lofty position in the Companys hierarchy.

Who are these native assistants of yours?

Three Sinhalese divers.

Sinhalese?

Hornblower said the word with caution. He had never heard it before, at least pronounced in that way. He suspected that it meant something to do with Ceylon, but he was not going to make a display of his ignorance.

Pearl divers from Ceylon, said McCullum.

So he had guessed right. But he could not imagine for one moment why Collingwood, at grips with the French in the Mediterranean, should need Ceylonese pearl divers.

And what is your official position, Mr McCullum?

I am wreck-master and salvage director of the Coromandel Coast.

That went far to explain the mans ostentatious lack of deference. He was one of those experts whose skill made them too valuable to be trifled with. He might have drifted out to India as a cabin boy or apprentice; presumably he had been treated like a menial while young, but he had learned a trade so well as now to be indispensable and in a position to repay the slights he had endured earlier. The more the gold lace he was addressing the brusquer was likely to be his manner.

Very well, Mr McCullum. I shall be sailing immediately and I shall be glad if you will come on board with your assistants at the earliest possible moment. Within an hour. Do you have any equipment with you to be shipped?

Very little besides my chests and the divers bundles. They are ready, along with the food for them.

Food?

The poor bodies  McCullum narrowed the vowel sound until the word sounded like puir are benighted heathen, followers of Buddha. They wellnigh died on the voyage here, never having known what it was to have a full belly before. A scrap of vegetable, a drop of oil, a bit of fish for a relish. Thats what theyre used to living on.

Oil? Vegetables? Ships of war could hardly be expected to supply such things.

Ive a puncheon of Spanish olive oil for them, explained McCullum. Theyve taken kindly to it, although its far removed from their buffalo butter. Lentils and onions and carrots. Give them salt beef and theyll die, and that would be poor business after shipping them all round the Cape of Good Hope.

The statement was made with apparent callousness, but Hornblower suspected that the manner concealed some consideration for his unfortunate subordinates so far from their homes. He began to like McCullum a little better.

Ill give orders for them to be well looked after, he said.

Thank you. That was the first shade of politeness that had crept into McCullums speech. The poor devils have been perishing of cold here on the Rock. That makes them homesick, like, and a long way they are from home, too.

Why have they been sent here in any case? asked Hornblower. That question had been striving for utterance for some time; he had not asked it because it would have given McCullum too good an opportunity to snub him.

Because they can dive in sixteen and a half fathoms, said McCullum, staring straight at him.

It was not quite a snub; Hornblower was aware that he owed the modification to his promise that they would be well treated. He would not risk another question despite his consuming curiosity. He was completely puzzled as to why the Mediterranean Fleet should need divers who could go down through a hundred feet of water. He contented himself with ending the interview with an offer to send a boat for McCullum and his men.

The Ceylonese when they made their appearance on the deck of the Atropos were of an appearance to excite pity. They held their white cotton clothes close about them against the cold; the keen air that blew down from the snow-clad Spanish mountains set them shivering. They were thin, frail-looking men, and they looked about them with no curiosity, but with only a dull resignation in their dark eyes. They were of a deep brown colour, so as to excite the interest of the hands who gathered to stare. They spared no glances for the white men, but conversed briefly with each other in high piping musical voices.

Give them the warmest corner of the tween decks, Mr Jones, said Hornblower. See that they are comfortable. Consult with Mr McCullum regarding anything they may need. Allow me to present Mr McCullum  Mr Jones. I would be greatly obliged if you will extend to Mr McCullum the hospitality of the wardroom.

Hornblower had to phrase it that way. The wardroom theoretically was a voluntary association of officers, who could make their own choice as to what members they might admit. But it would be a bold set of officers who decided to exclude a wardroom guest recommended by their captain, as Jones and Hornblower both knew.

You must provide a cot for Mr McCullum, too, Mr Jones, if you please. You can decide for yourself where you will put it.

It was comforting to be able to say that. Hornblower knew perfectly well  and so did Jones, as his slightly dismayed expression revealed  that in a twenty-two gun sloop there was not a square foot of deck space to spare. Everyone was already overcrowded, and McCullums presence would add seriously to the overcrowding. But it was Jones who would have to find a way round the difficulty.

Aye aye, sir, said Jones; the interval that elapsed before he said it was the best indication of the involved train of thought he had been following out.

Excellent, said Hornblower. You can attend to it after were under way. No more time to waste, Mr Jones.

Minutes were always valuable. The wind might always shift, or drop. An hour wasted now might mean the loss of a week. Hornblower was in a fever to get his ship clear of the Gut and into the wider waters of the Mediterranean, where he would have sea room in which to beat against a head-wind should a Levanter come blowing out of the East. Before his minds eye he had a picture of the Western Mediterranean; the north-westerly blowing at present could carry him quickly along the southern coast of Spain, past the dangerous shoal of Alboran, until at Cape de Gata the Spanish coast trended away boldly to the northward. Once there he would be less restricted; until Cape de Gata was left behind he could not be happy. There was also  Hornblower could not deny it  his own personal desire to be up and doing, to find out what was awaiting him in the future, to put himself at least in the possible path of adventure. It was fortunate that his duty and his inclination should coincide in this way; one of the few small bits of good fortune, he told himself with amused grimness, that he had experienced since he had made his original choice of the career of a naval officer.

But at least he had come into Gibraltar Bay after dawn and he was leaving before nightfall. He could not be accused of wasting any time. They had rounded the Rock; Hornblower looked into the binnacle and up at the commission pendant blowing out from the masthead.

Full and bye, he ordered.

Full and bye, sir, echoed the quartermaster at the wheel.

A keen gust of wind came blowing down out of the Sierra de Ronda, laying the Atropos over as the trimmed yards braced the sails to catch it. Over she lay; a short steep wave came after them, the remnants of an Atlantic roller that had survived its passage through the Gut. Atropos lifted her stern to it, heaving jerkily in this unnatural opposition of wind and wave. Spray burst under her counter, and spray burst round her bows as she plunged. She plunged again in the choppy sea. She was only a little ship, the smallest three-masted vessel in the service, the smallest that could merit a captain to command her. The lofty frigates, the massive seventy-fours, could condescend to her. Hornblower looked round him at the wintry Mediterranean, at the fresh clouds obscuring the sinking sun. The waves could toss his ship about, the winds could heel her over, but standing there, braced on the quarter-deck, he was master of them. Exultation surged within him as his ship hurried forward into the unknown.

The exultation even remained when he quitted the deck and descended into the cabin. Here the prospect was cheerless in the extreme. He had mortified his flesh after he had come on board his ship at Deptford. His conscience had nagged at him for the scanty hours he had wasted with his wife and children; and he had never left his ship again for a moment after he had reported her ready for sea. No farewell to Maria lying in childbed, no last parting from little Horatio and little Maria. And no purchase of cabin equipment. The furniture about him was what the ships carpenter had made for him, canvas chairs, a rough-and-ready table, a cot whose frame was strung with cordage to support a coarse canvas mattress stuffed with straw. A canvas pillow, straw-filled, to support his head; coarse Navy blankets to cover his skinny body. There was no carpet on the deck under his feet; the light came from a swinging and odorous ships lantern. A shelf with a hole in it supported a tin wash-basin; on the bulkhead above it hung the scrap of polished steel mirror from Hornblowers meagre canvas dressing-roll. The most substantial articles present were the two sea chests in the corners; apart from them a monks cell could hardly have been more bare.

But there was no self-pity in Hornblowers mind as he crouched under the low deck beams unhooking his stock preparatory to going to bed. He expected little from this world, and he could lead an inner life of the mind that could render him oblivious to discomfort. And he had saved a good deal of money by not furnishing his cabin, money which would pay the midwifes fee, the long bill at the George, and the fare for the carriers cart which would convey Maria and the children to lodge with her mother at Southsea. He was thinking about them  they must be well on their way now  as he drew the clammy blankets over himself and rested his cheek on the rough pillow. Then he had to forget Maria and the children as he reminded himself that as the Atropos junction with the fleet was so imminent he must exercise the midshipmen and the signal ratings in signalling. He must devote a good many hours to that, and there would not be much time to spare, for the creaking of the timbers, the heave of the ship, told him that the wind was holding steady.

The wind continued to hold fair. It was at noon on the sixth day that the lookout hailed the deck.

Sail ho! Dead to looard.

Bear down on her, Mr Jones, if you please. Mr Smiley! Take a glass and see what you make of her.

This was the second of the rendezvous which Collingwood had named in his orders. Yesterdays had been barren, off Cape Carbomara. Not a sail had been sighted since leaving Gibraltar. Collingwoods frigates had swept the sea clear of French and Spanish shipping, and the British Levant convoy was not due for another month. And no one could guess what was going on in Italy at this moment.

Captain, sir! Shes a frigate. One of ours.

Very well. Signal midshipman! Be ready with the private signal and our number.

Thank Heaven for all the signalling exercise he had been giving during the last few days.

Captain, sir! I can see mastheads beyond her. Looks like a fleet.

Very well, Mr Jones, Ill have the gunner make ready to salute the flag, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

There was the Mediterranean Fleet, a score of ships of the line, moving slowly in two columns over the blue sea under a blue sky.

Frigates Maenad, 28, sir.

Very well.

Reaching out like the tentacles of a sea monster, the scouting frigates lay far ahead of the main body of the fleet, four of them, with a fifth far to windward whence most likely would appear ships hostile or friendly. The air was clear; Hornblower on the quarter-deck with his glass to his eye could see the double column of topsails of ships of the line, close-hauled, every ship exactly the same distance astern of her predecessor. He could see the vice-admirals flag at the foremast of the leader of the weather line.

Mr Carslake! Have the mail-bags ready for sending off.

Aye aye, sir.

His own packet of despatches for Collingwood was handy in his cabin.

Signal midshipman! Cant you see the flagships making a signal?

Yes, sir, but the flags are blowing straight away from us. I cant make them out.

What do you think the repeating frigates for? Use your eyes.

General signal, sir. Number 41. That is tack, sir.

Very well.

As Atropos had not yet officially joined the Mediterranean squadron a general signal could not apply to her. Down came the signal from the flagships yardarm; that was the executive moment. Round came the flagships yards; round came the yards of the scouting frigates, and of the leader of the lee column. One by one, at precise intervals, the succeeding ships in the columns came round in order; Hornblower could see the momentary backing and filling of the mizzen-topsails which maintained the ships so exactly spaced. It was significant that the drill was being carried out under all plain sail, and not merely under the fighting sails. There was something thrilling in the sight of this perfection of drill; but at the same time something a little disturbing. Hornblower found himself wondering, with a qualm of doubt, if he would be able to maintain Atropos so exactly in station now that the time had come to join the fleet.

The manœuvre was completed now; on its new tack the fleet was steadily plunging forward over the blue sea. There was more bunting fluttering at the flagships yardarm.

General signal, sir. Hands to dinner. 

Very well.

Hornblower felt a bubbling of excitement within him as he stood and watched. The next signal would surely be for him.

Our number, sir! Flag to Atropos. Take station to windward of me at two cables lengths.

Very well. Acknowledge.

There were eyes turned upon him everywhere on deck. This was the moment of trial. He had to come down past the screening frigates, cross ahead of what was now the weather column, and come to the wind at the right moment and at the right distance. And the whole fleet would be watching the little ship. First he had to estimate how far the flagship would progress towards his starboard hand while he was running down to her. But there was nothing for it but to try; there was some faint comfort in being an officer in a fighting service where an order was something that must be obeyed.

Quartermaster! Port a little. Meet her. Steady as you go! Keep her at that! Mr Jones!

Aye aye, sir.

No need for an order to Jones. He was more anxious  at least more apparently anxious  than Hornblower was. He had the hands at the braces trimming the yards already. Hornblower looked up at yards and commission pendant to assure himself that the bracing was exact. They had left the Maenad behind already; here they were passing Amphion, one of the central frigates in the screen. Hornblower could see her lying over as she thrashed to windward, the spray flying from her bows. He turned back to look at the flagship, nearly hull up, at least two of her three rows of checkered gun ports visible.

Port a little! Steady!

He resented having to give that additional order; he wished he could have headed straight for his station with no alteration of course. The leading ship  she wore a rear admirals flag  of the weather column was now nearly on his port beam. Four cables length was the distance between the two columns, but as his station was to windward of the flagship, nearly on her starboard beam, he would be by no means between the two ships, nor equidistant from them. He juggled in his mind with the scalene triangle that could be drawn connecting Atropos with the two flagships.

Mr Jones! Clue up the mizzen topsl. Now Atropos would have a reserve of speed that he could call for if necessary. He was glad that he had subjected his crew to ceaseless sail drill ever since leaving Deptford. Stand by the mizzen topsl sheets.

The reduction in the after-sail would make Atropos a little slower in coming to the wind; he must bear it in mind. They were fast approaching their station. His eye darted from one column of ships to the other; he could see all the starboard sides of one and all the port sides of the other. It might be useful to take sextant angles, but he would rather trust his eye in a trigonometrical problem as uncomplicated as this. His judgment told him this must be the moment. The bows were pointing at the flagships jib-boom.

Port your helm, he ordered. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps the little ships response would be delayed. Perhaps  He had to keep his voice steady. Bring her to the wind.

The wheel spun over. There was a nervous second or two. Then he felt the heel of the ship alter under his feet; and he saw the flagship come round on Atropos port beam, and he knew Atropos was turning.

Steady!

The yards were braced up; strong arms were hauling on the tacks. A moment or two while Atropos regained the small amount of way she had lost through her turn; but even making allowance for that he could see that the flagship was slowly head-reaching on her.

Mr Jones! Sheet home the mizzen topsl.

With the mizzen-topsail drawing full they would head-reach in turn upon the flagship.

Keep the hands at the braces there!

Occasionally spilling the wind from the mizzen-topsail would enable Atropos to keep her speed equal to the flagships. Hornblower felt the wind on his neck; he looked up at the pendant and at the flagship. He was exactly to windward of her, and there was two cables lengths between them.

Mr Jones! You may begin the salute.

Fifteen guns for a vice-admiral, a minute and a quarter to fire them. That might be long enough for him to regain his composure, and for his heart to resume its normal rate of beating. Now they were part of the Mediterranean Fleet, the tiniest, most insignificant part of it. Hornblower looked down the massive lines of ships ploughing along behind them, three-deckers, two-deckers, ships of a hundred guns and ships of seventy-four, the ships which had fought at Trafalgar, the roar of whose cannons had dashed from Bonapartes lips the heady cup of world domination. On the invisibly distant Mediterranean shores that encompassed them armies might march, kings might be set up and kings might be pulled down; but it was these ships which in the end would decide the destiny of the world, as long as the men who sailed them retained their skill, as long as they remained ready to endure danger and hardship, as long as the government at home remained resolute and unafraid.

Our number, sir! Flag to Atropos. Welcome. 

Reply to Flag. Respectful greetings. 

Eager hands worked vigorously on the signal halliards.

Signal Atropos to Flag. Have aboard despatches and letters for fleet. 

Flagship acknowledges, sir.

Flagships signalling again, announced Still; from a point of vantage on the weather side he could see through his glass enough of the flagships quarter-deck, despite the fact that she was heeling away from him, to make out that signal ratings were bending fresh flags on the halliards. The dark lumps soared up to the flagships yardarm and broke into gaily-coloured bunting.

General signal. Heave-to on the starboard tack. 

Acknowledge, Mr Jones! Clue up the courses.

Hornblower watched the hands at the clue-garnets and buntlines, the hands at the tacks and sheets.

Signals down, sir.

Hornblower had already seen the first movement of descent.

Back the mizzen topsl. Let her come up.

Atropos rode easily, just meeting the waves with her bow, as the sharp struggle with the wind changed to yielding acquiescence, like a girls resistance giving way in her lovers arms. But this was no time for that sort of sentimental simile  here was another long signal from the flagship.

General signal. Send to  our number, sir for letters. 

Mr Carslake! Have those mail-bags on deck at once. Youll have a boat from every ship in the fleet alongside.

It was at least a month  it might well be two  since any letters had reached the Fleet from England. Not a newspaper, not a word. Possibly some of the ships present had not yet seen the accounts in the press of the victory they had won at Trafalgar four months before. Atropos had brought a respite from the dreadful isolation in which a fleet at sea habitually lived. Boats would be hastening as fast as sail or oar could drive them to collect the pitifully lean mail-bags.

Another signal.

Our number, sir. Flag to Atropos. Come and report. 

Call away my gig.

He was wearing the shabbier of his two coats. There was just time, when he ran below to get the packets of despatches, to change his coat, to pass a comb through his hair, and twitch his neckcloth into position. He was back on deck just as his gig touched the water. Lusty work at the oars carried him round to the flagship. A chair dangled at her side, now almost lipped as a wave rose at it, now high above the water as the wave passed on. He had to watch carefully for his chance; as it was there was an uncomfortable moment when he hung by his arms as the gig went away from under him. But he managed to seat himself, and he felt the chair soar swiftly upwards as the hands above hauled on the tackle. The pipes shrilled as his head reached the level of the maindeck and the chair was swung in. He stepped aboard with his hand to the brim of his hat.

The deck was as white as paper, as white as the gloves and the shirts of the sideboys. Gold leaf gleamed in the sun, the most elaborate Turks heads adorned the ropework. The Kings own yacht could not be smarter than the quarter-deck of the Ocean  that was what could be done in the flagship of a victorious admiral. It was as well to remember that Collingwoods previous flagship, the Royal Sovereign, had been pounded into a mastless hulk, with four hundred dead and wounded on board her, at Trafalgar. The lieutenant of the watch, his telescope quite dazzling with polished brass and pipe-clayed twine, wore spotless and unwrinkled white trousers; the buttons on his well-fitting coat winked in the sunshine. It occurred to Hornblower that to be always as smart as that, in a ship additionally crowded by the presence of an admiral and his staff, could be by no means easy. Service in a flagship might be the quick way to promotion, but there were many crumpled petals in the bed of roses. The flag captain, Rotherham  Hornblower knew his name; it had appeared in a hundred newspaper accounts of Trafalgar  and the flag lieutenant were equally smart as they made him welcome.

His Lordship is awaiting you below, sir, said the flag lieutenant. Will you come this way?

Collingwood shook hands with him in the great cabin below. He was a large man, stoop-shouldered, with a pleasant smile. He eagerly took the packets Hornblower offered him, glancing at the superscriptions. One he kept in his hands, the others he gave to his secretary. He remembered his manners as he was about to break the seal.

Please sit down, captain. Harkness, a glass of Madeira for Captain Hornblower. Or there is some Marsala that I can recommend, sir. Please forgive me for a moment. You will understand when I tell you these are letters from my wife.

It was an upholstered chair in which Hornblower sat; under his feet was a thick carpet; there were a couple of pictures in gilt frames on the bulkheads; silver lamps hung by silver chains from the deck-beams. Looking round him while Collingwood eagerly skimmed through his letters, Hornblower thought of all this being hurriedly bundled away when the Ocean cleared for action. But what held his attention most was two long boxes against the great stern windows. They were filled with earth and were planted with flowers  hyacinths and daffodils, blooming and lovely. The scent of the hyacinths reached Hornblowers nostrils where he sat. There was something fantastically charming about them here at sea.

Ive been successful with my bulbs this year, said Collingwood, putting his letters in his pocket and following Hornblowers glance. He walked over and tilted up a daffodil bloom with sensitive fingers, looking down into its open face. They are beautiful, arent they? Soon the daffodils will be flowering in England  some time, perhaps, Ill see them again. Meanwhile these help to keep me contented. It is three years since I last set foot on land.

Commanders-in-Chief might win peerages and pensions, but their children, too, grew up without knowing their fathers. And Collingwood had walked shot-torn decks in a hundred fights; but Hornblower, looking at the wistful smile, thought of other things than battles  thirty thousand turbulent seamen to be kept disciplined and efficient, court martial findings to be confirmed, the eternal problems of provisions and water, convoys and blockade.

You will give me the pleasure of your company at dinner, Captain? asked Collingwood.

I should be honoured, my lord.

It was gratifying to bring that phrase out pat like that, with hardly more than the least feeling of embarrassment.

That is excellent. You will be able to tell me all the gossip of home. I fear there will be no other opportunity for some time, as Atropos will not be staying with the Fleet.

Indeed, my lord?

This was a moment of high excitement, when the future was about to be revealed to him. But of course the excitement must not be allowed to appear; only the guarded interest of a self-contained captain ready for anything.

I fear so  not that you young captains with your saucy little ships want to stay tied to a fleets apron strings.

Collingwood was smiling again, but there was something in the words that started a new train of thought in Hornblowers mind. Of course, Collingwood had watched the advent of the newest recruit to his fleet with a keen eye. Hornblower suddenly realized that if Atropos had been clumsy in taking up station, or dilatory in answering signals, his reception here might not have been so pleasant. He might be standing at attention at this moment submitting with a tight-shut mouth to a dressing-down exemplary in its drastic quality. The thought caused a little prickling of gooseflesh at the back of his neck. It reduced his reply to a not very coherent mumble.

You have this man McCullum and his natives on board? asked Collingwood.

Yes, my lord.

Only a little self-restraint was necessary to refrain from asking what the mission would be; Collingwood would tell him.

You are not acquainted with the Levant?

No, my lord.

So it was to be the Levant, among the Turks and the Greeks and the Syrians.

You soon will be, captain. After taking my despatches to Malta you will convey Mr McCullum to Marmorice Bay and assist him in his operations there.

Marmorice Bay? That was on the coast of Asia Minor. The fleet and transports which had attacked Egypt some years ago had rendezvoused there. It was a far cry from Deptford.

Aye aye, my lord, said Hornblower.

I understand you have no sailing master in Atropos.

No, my lord. Two masters mates.

In Malta you will have a sailing master assigned to you. George Turner; he is familiar with Turkish waters and he was with the fleet in Marmorice. He took the bearings when Speedwell sank.

Speedwell? Hornblower raked back in his memory. She was the transport which had capsized and sunk at her anchors in a sudden gale of wind in Marmorice Bay.

Yes, my lord.

She had on board the military chest of the expeditionary force. I dont expect you knew that.

No, indeed, my lord.

A very considerable sum in gold and silver coin for the pay and subsistence of the troops  a quarter of a million sterling. She sank in water far deeper than any diver in the service could reach. But as no one knew what our gallant allies the Turks might contrive by way of salvage with infinite leisure it was decided to keep the loss a secret. And for once a secret remained a secret.

Yes, my lord.

Certainly it was not common knowledge that a quarter of a million in coin lay at the bottom of Marmorice Bay.

So the Government had to send to India for divers who could reach those depths.

I see, my lord.

Now it will be your duty to go to Marmorice Bay and with the assistance of McCullum and Turner to recover that treasure.

Aye aye, my lord.

No imagination could ever compass the possible range of duties of a naval officer. But it was satisfactory that the words he had just uttered were the only ones a naval officer could say in such circumstances.

You will have to be careful in your dealings with our friend the Turk. He will be curious about your presence in Marmorice, and when he ascertains the object of your visit he may raise objections. You will have to conduct yourself according to the circumstances of the moment.

Aye aye, my lord.

You will not find all this in your orders, captain. But you must understand that the Cabinet has no wish for complications with the Turks. Yet at the same time a quarter of a million sterling in cash would be a Godsend to the Government to-day  or any day. The money is badly needed, but no offence should be offered to the Turks.

It was necessary to steer clear of Scylla and yet not fall into Charybdis, said Hornblower to himself.

I think I understand, my lord.

Fortunately it is an unfrequented coast. The Turks maintain very small forces, either military or naval, in the locality. That does not mean that you should attempt to carry off matters with a high hand.

Not in Atropos with eleven popguns a side, thought Hornblower, and then he mentally withdrew the sneer. He understood what Collingwood meant.

No, my lord.

Very well then, captain, thank you.

The secretary at Collingwoods elbow had a pile of opened despatches in his hand, and was clearly waiting for a break in the conversation to give him an opportunity to intervene, and the flag lieutenant was hovering in the background. Both of them moved in at once.

Dinner will be in half an hour, my lord, said the flag lieutenant.

These are the urgent letters, my lord, said the secretary.

Hornblower rose to his feet in some embarrassment.

Perhaps, captain, you would enjoy a turn on the quarter-deck, eh? asked Collingwood. Flags here would keep you company, Im sure.

When a vice-admiral made suggestions to a captain and a flag lieutenant he did not have to wait long before they were acted upon. But out on the quarter-deck, pacing up and down making polite conversation, Hornblower could have wished that Collingwood had not been so thoughtful as to provide him with company. He had a great deal to think about.


CHAPTER X
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MALTA; RICASOLI POINT on the one hand and Fort St Elmo returning the salute on the other, and the Grand Harbour opening up between them; Valetta with its palaces on the promontory; gaily-painted small craft everywhere; a fresh north-easterly wind blowing. That wind  the Gregale, the sailing directions called it  did not allow Hornblower any leisure at present for sightseeing. In confined waters a sailing ship before the wind always seemed pigheadedly determined to maintain her speed however much her canvas was reduced, even under bare poles. It called for accurate timing to round-to at the right moment, to take her way off her, to clue up, and drop anchor at the right moment.

Nor would there be any leisure for Hornblower, it appeared, during the few hours that he would be here. He could combine his official calls with his personal delivery of the despatches entrusted to him, which would save a good deal of time, but that saving was immediately eaten up  as the fat kine of Pharaohs dream were eaten up by the lean kine  by the demands on his attention, and, just as the lean kine were no fatter after their meal, so he was just as busy even when his planning had saved that much time. It would be quarter-day, or as near to it as made no matter, by the time letters from Malta would reach England, so that now he could draw against his pay. Not to any great extent, of course  there were Maria and the children to be considered  but enough to provide himself with a few luxuries in this island where bread was dear and luxuries cheap. Oranges and olives and fresh vegetables  the bumboats were already awaiting permission to come alongside.

McCullum, with his salvage operations in mind, was anxious for an indent to be made for supplies he considered necessary. He wanted a mile of half-inch line and a quarter mile of slow match  a fantastic demand, to Hornblowers mind, but McCullum knew more about his business than he did, presumably  and five hundred feet of leather fuse-hose, which was something Hornblower had hardly heard of. Hornblower signed the indent wondering vaguely whether the Navy Office would surcharge him with it, and turned away to face the inevitable fact that every officer in the ship wished to go ashore and was presenting irrefutable reasons to Jones in favour of his so doing. If Atropos had been on fire they could not be more passionately anxious to be out of her.

And here was another complication; a note from His Excellency the Governor. Would Captain Hornblower and one of his officers dine at the Palace this afternoon? It would be impossible to refuse, so no time need be wasted on debate regarding that point  His Excellency was just as anxious as any ordinary mortal to hear the gossip from England and to see a new face  while there was equally no debate regarding which officer he should take with him. His Excellency would never forgive him if he heard who had been on board Atropos and he had not been afforded the opportunity of seating royalty at his table.

Pass the word for Mr Prince, said Hornblower, and the doctor.

It would be necessary to have the doctor to interpret to the Prince exactly what was going to happen; the boy had learned a good deal of English during his month on board, but the vocabulary of the gunroom was hardly inclusive enough to permit of discussions of vice-regal etiquette. The Prince came in a little breathless, still twitching his uniform into some kind of order; Eisenbeiss was breathing hard too  he had to come the whole length of the ship and through a narrow hatchway.

Please explain to His Serene Highness, said Hornblower, that he is coming ashore with me to dine with the Governor.

Eisenbeiss spoke in German, and the boy gave his mechanical little bow. The use of German evoked the manners of royalty from under the new veneer of a British midshipman.

His Serene Highness is to wear his court dress? asked Eisenbeiss.

No, said Hornblower, his uniform. And if ever I see him again with his shoes as badly brushed as those are Ill take the cane to him.

Sir   said Eisenbeiss, but words failed him. The thought of the cane being applied to his Prince struck him dumb; fortunately, perhaps.

So that I am to wear this uniform too, sir? asked Eisenbeiss.

I fear you have not been invited, doctor, said Hornblower.

But I am First Chamberlain to His Serene Highness, sir, exploded Eisenbeiss. This will be a visit of ceremony, and it is a fundamental law of Seitz-Bunau that I make all presentations.

Hornblower kept his temper.

And I represent His Britannic Majesty, he said.

Surely His Britannic Majesty cannot wish that his ally should not be treated with the honours due to his royal position? As Secretary of State it is my duty to make an official protest.

Yes, said Hornblower. He put out his hand and bent the Princes head forward. You might be better employed seeing that His Serene Highness washes behind his ears.

Sir! Sir! said Eisenbeiss.

Be ready and properly dressed in half an hour, if you please, Mr. Prince.

Dinner at the Palace ran the dreary course it might be expected to take. It was fortunate that, on being received by the Governors aide-de-camp, Hornblower was able to shuffle on to his shoulders the burden of the difficult decision regarding the presentations  Hornblower could not guess whether His Serene Highness should be presented to His Excellency or vice versa, and he was a little amused to note Her Excellencys hurried asides when she heard the quality of her second guest; the seating arrangements for dinner needed hasty revision. So Hornblower found himself between two dull women, one of them with red hands and the other with a chronic sniff. He struggled to make polite conversation, and he was careful with his wine-glass, contriving merely to sip when the others drank deep.

The Governor drank to His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau, and the Prince, with the most perfect aplomb, drank to His Majesty the King of Great Britain; presumably those were the first words of English he had ever learned, long before he had learned to shout Vast heaving or Come on, you no-sailors, you. When the ladies had withdrawn Hornblower listened to His Excellencys comments about Bonapartes threatening invasion of Southern Italy, and about the chances of preserving Sicily from his clutches; and a decent interval after returning to the drawing-room he caught the Princes eye. The Prince smiled back at him and rose to his feet. It was odd to watch him receiving the bows of the men and the curtseys of the ladies with the assurance of ingrained habit. To-morrow the boy would be in the gunroom mess again  Hornblower wondered whether he was able yet to stand up for his rights there and make sure he received no more than his fair share of gristle when the meat was served.

The gig whisked them across the Grand Harbour from the Governors steps to the ships side, and Hornblower came on to the quarter-deck with the bosns mates pipes to welcome him. He was conscious even before he had taken his hand from his hat brim that there was something wrong. He looked round him at the ship illuminated by the wild sunset the Gregale had brought with it. There was no trouble with the hands, judging by their attitudes as they stood crowded forward. The three Ceylonese divers were there in their accustomed isolation by the knightheads. But the officers grouped aft wore an apprehensive look; Hornblowers eyes moved from face to face, from Jones to Still, the two lieutenants, to Carslake, the purser, and to Silver, the masters mate of the watch. It was Jones as senior officer who came forward to report.

If you please, sir  

What is it, Mr Jones?

If you please, sir, there has been a duel.

No one could ever guess what would be the next burden to be laid on a captains shoulders. It might be an outbreak of plague, or the discovery of dry rot in the ships timbers. And Joness manner implied not merely that there had been a duel, but that someone had been hurt in it.

Who fought? demanded Hornblower.

The doctor and Mr McCullum, sir.

Well, somewhere they could pick up another doctor, and if the worst came to the worst they could manage without one at all.

What happened?

Mr McCullum was shot through the lungs, sir.

God! That was something entirely different, something of vital importance. A bullet through the lungs meant death almost for certain, and what was he to do with McCullum dead? McCullum had been sent for all the way from India. It would take a year and a half to get someone out from there to replace him. No ordinary men with salvage experience would do  it had to be someone who knew how to use the Ceylonese divers. Hornblower wondered with sick despair whether a man had ever been so plagued as he was. He had to swallow before he could speak again.

Where is he now?

Mr McCullum, sir? Hes in the hands of the garrison surgeon in the hospital ashore.

Hes still alive?

Jones spread despairing hands.

Yes, sir. He was alive half an hour ago.

Wheres the doctor?

Down below in his berth, sir.

Ill see him. No, wait. Ill send for him when I want him.

He wanted to think; he needed time and leisure to decide what was to be done. It was his instinct to walk the deck; that was how he could work off the high internal pressure of his emotions. It was only incidentally that the rhythmic exercise brought his thoughts into orderly sequence. And this little deck was crowded with idle officers  his cabin down below was of course quite useless. That was the moment when Jones came forward with something else to bother him.

Mr Turners come aboard, sir.

Mr Turner? Turner? That was the sailing master with experience of Turkish waters whom Collingwood had detailed specially to service in Atropos. He came from behind Jones as the words were said, a wizened old man with a letter in his hand, presumably the orders which had brought him on board.

Welcome aboard, Mr Turner, said Hornblower, forcing himself into cordiality while wondering whether he would ever make use of Turners services.

Your servant, sir, said Turner with old-fashioned politeness.

Mr Jones, see that Mr Turners comfortable.

Aye aye, sir.

That was the only reply Jones could make, however hard of execution the order might be. But clearly Jones meditated some supplementary remark; it could be that he was going to suggest putting Turner into McCullums quarters. Hornblower could not bear the thought of having to listen to anything of the sort while he had yet to reach a decision. It was the final irritation that roused him to the pitch of acting with the arbitrariness of a captain of the old school.

Get below, all of you, he snapped. I want this deck clear.

They looked at him as if they had not heard him aright, and he knew they had.

Get below, if you please, he said, and the if you please did nothing to soften the harshness of his request. Masters mate of the watch, see that this deck is kept clear, and keep out of my way yourself.

They went below  this was an order from the captain who (according to the reports of his gigs crew) had barely been diverted from hanging a dozen French prisoners for no other reason than a desire to see their death struggles. So he had the quarter-deck to himself, on which to stride up and down, from taffrail to mizzen mast and back again, in the fast-fading twilight. He walked rapidly, turning with a jerk at each end, irritation and worry goading him on.

He had to reach a decision. The obvious thing to do was to report to Collingwood and await further orders. But how long would it be before any vessel left Malta with letters for Collingwood, and how long would it be before another returned? A month altogether, probably. No captain worth his salt would keep Atropos lying idle in Grand Harbour for a month. He could guess what Collingwood would think of a man who evaded responsibility like that. He could take Atropos and seek out Collingwood himself, but the same objections applied. And how would he appear in Collingwoods eyes if he were to arrive off Toulon or Leghorn or wherever the chances of war might have summoned Collingwood, at the moment when he was supposed to be two thousand miles away? No. No. It would never do. At least he had reduced two apparent possibilities to impossibilities.

Then he must proceed with his orders as if nothing had happened to McCullum. That meant he must undertake the salvage operations himself, and he knew nothing about the subject. A wave of fury passed over him as his mind dwelt on the inconvenience and loss occasioned by the duel. The idiotic Eisenbeiss and the bad-tempered McCullum. They had no business incommoding England in her struggle with Bonaparte merely to satisfy their own ridiculous passions. He himself had borne with Eisenbeisss elephantine nonsense. Why could not McCullum have done the same? And in any event why could not McCullum have held his pistol straighter and killed the ridiculous doctor instead of getting killed himself? But that sort of rhetorical question did not get him any further with his own urgent problems; he must not think along those lines. Moreover, with a grinding feeling of guilt another consideration crept in. He should have been aware of bad blood between the people in his ship. He remembered the lighthearted way in which he had put on Joness shoulders the responsibility for accommodating McCullum in his crowded little ship. In the wardroom the doctor and McCullum had probably got on each others nerves; there could be no doubt about that  and presumably ashore, over wine in some tavern, the enmity had flared up and brought about the duel. He should have known about the possibility and nipped it in the bud. Hornblower scourged himself spiritually for his remissness. He experienced bitter self-contempt at that moment. Perhaps he was unfit to be captain of one of His Majestys ships.

The thought brought about an even greater internal upheaval. He could not bear it. He must prove to himself that there was no truth in it, or he must break himself in the attempt. He must carry through that salvage operation by his own efforts if necessary. He must. He must.

So that was the decision. He had only to reach it for the emotion to die down within him, to leave him thinking feverishly but clearly. He must of course do everything possible to ensure success, omit nothing that could help. McCullum had indented for leather fuse-hose; that was some indication of how the salvage problem was to be approached. And McCullum was not yet dead, as far as he knew. He might  no, it was hardly possible. No one ever survived a bullet through the lungs. And yet  

Mr Nash!

Sir! said the masters mate of the watch, coming at the run.

My gig. Im going over to the hospital.

There was still just a little light in the sky, but overside the water was black as ink, reflecting in long, irregular lines the lights that showed in Valetta. The oars ground rhythmically in the rowlocks. Hornblower restrained himself from urging the men to pull harder. They could never have rowed fast enough to satisfy the pressing need for instant action that seethed inside him.

The garrison officers were still at mess, sitting over their wine, and the mess sergeant, at Hornblowers request, went in and fetched out the surgeon. He was a youngish man, and fortunately still sober. He stood with the candlelight on his face and listened attentively to Hornblowers questions.

The bullet hit him in the right armpit, said the surgeon. One would expect that, as he would be standing with his shoulder turned to his opponent and his arm raised. The actual wound was on the posterior margin of the armpit, towards the back, in other words, and on the level of the fifth rib.

The heart was on the level of the fifth rib, as Hornblower knew, and the expression had an ominous sound.

I suppose the bullet did not go right through? he asked.

No, replied the surgeon. It is very rare for a pistol bullet, if it touches bone, to go through the body, even at twelve paces. The powder charge is only one drachm. Naturally the bullet is still there, presumably within the chest cavity.

So he is unlikely to live?

Very unlikely, sir. It is a surprise he has lived so long. The hæmoptysis  the spitting of blood, you understand, sir  has been extremely slight. Most chest wounds die of internal bleeding within an hour or two, but in this case the lung can hardly have been touched. There is considerable contusion under the right scapula  that is the shoulder blade  indicating that the bullet terminated its course there.

Close to the heart?

Close to the heart, sir. But it can have touched none of the great vessels there, most surprisingly, or he would have been dead within a few seconds.

Then why do you think he will not live?

The doctor shook his head.

Once an opening has been made in the chest cavity, sir, there is little chance, and with the bullet still inside the chance is negligible. It will certainly have carried fragments of clothing in with it. We may expect internal mortification, a general gathering of malignant humours, and eventual death within a few days.

You could not probe for the bullet?

Within the chest wall? My dear sir!

What action have you taken, then?

I have bound up the wound of entry to put an end to the bleeding there. I have strapped up the chest to ensure that the jagged ends of the broken ribs do no more damage to the lungs. I took two ounces of blood from the left basilar vein, and I administered an opiate.

An opiate? So he is not conscious now?

Certainly not.

Hornblower felt hardly wiser than he had done when Jones first told him the news.

You say he may live a few days? How many?

I know nothing about the patients constitution, sir. But he is a powerful man in the prime of life. It might be as much as a week. It might even be more. But on the other hand if events take a bad turn he might be dead to-morrow.

But if it is several days? Will he retain his senses during that time?

Likely enough. When he ceases to, it is a sign of the approaching end. Then we can expect fever, restlessness, delirium, and death.

Several days of consciousness were possible, therefore. And the faintest, remotest chance that McCullum would live after all.

Supposing I took him to sea with me? Would that help? Or hinder?

You would have to ensure his immobility on account of the fractured ribs. But at sea he might perhaps even live longer. There are the usual Mediterranean agues in this island. And in addition there is an endemic low fever. My hospital is full of such cases.

Now this was a piece of information that really helped in coming to a decision.

Thank you, doctor, said Hornblower, and he took his decision. Then it was only a matter of minutes to make the arrangements with the surgeon and to take his leave. The gig took him back through the darkness, over the black water, to where Atropos riding light showed faintly.

Pass the word for the doctor to come to my cabin at once, was Hornblowers reply to the salute of the officer of the watch.

Eisenbeiss came slowly in. There was something of apprehension and something of bravado in his manner. He was prepared to defend himself against the storm he was certain was about to descend on him. What he did not expect was the reception he actually experienced. He approached the table behind which Hornblower was seated and stood sullen, meeting Hornblowers eyes with the guilty defiance of a man who has just taken another humans life.

Mr McCullum, began Hornblower, and the doctors thick lips showed a trace of a sneer, is being sent on board here to-night. He is still alive.

On board here? repeated the doctor, surprised into a change of attitude.

You address me as sir. Yes, I am having him sent over from the hospital. My orders to you are to make every preparation for his reception.

The doctors response was unintelligible German, but there could be no doubt it was an ejaculation of astonishment.

Your answer to me is aye aye, sir,  snapped Hornblower, his pent-up emotion and strain almost making him tremble as he sat at the table. He could not prevent his fist from clenching, but he just managed to refrain from allowing it to pound the table. The intensity of his feelings must have had their effect telepathically.

Aye aye, sir, said the doctor grudgingly.

Mr McCullums life is extremely valuable, doctor. Much more valuable than yours.

The doctor could only mumble in reply to that.

It is your duty to keep him alive.

Hornblowers fist unclenched now, and he could make his points slowly, one by one, accentuating each with the slow tap of the tip of a lean forefinger on the table.

You are to do all you can for him. If there is anything special that you require for the purpose you are to inform me and I shall endeavour to obtain it for you. His life is to be saved, or if not, it is to be prolonged as far as possible. I would recommend you to establish an hospital for him abaft No. 6 carronade on the starboard side, where the motion of the ship will be least felt, and where it will be possible to rig a shelter for him from the weather. You will apply to Mr Jones for that. The ships pigs can be taken forrard where they will not discommode him.

Hornblowers pause and glance called forth an aye aye, sir from the doctors lips like a cork from out of a bottle, so that Hornblower could proceed.

We sail at dawn to-morrow, he went on. Mr McCullum is to live until we reach our destination, and until long after, long enough for him to execute the duty which has brought him from India. That is quite clear to you?

Yes, sir, answered the doctor, although his puzzled expression proved that there was something about the orders which he could not explain to himself.

You had better keep him alive, continued Hornblower. You had certainly better. If he dies I can try you for murder under the ordinary laws of England. Dont look at me like that. I am speaking the truth. The common law knows nothing about duels. I can hang you, doctor.

The doctor was a shade paler, and his big hands tried to express what his paralysed tongue would not.

But simply hanging you would be too good for you, doctor, said Hornblower. I can do more than that, and I shall. You have a fat, fleshy back. The cat would sink deeply into it. Youve seen men flogged  you saw two flogged last week. You heard them scream. You will scream at the gratings too, doctor. That I promise you.

No! said the doctor you cant  

You address me as sir, and you do not contradict me. You heard my promise? I shall carry it out. I can, and I shall.

In a ship detached far from superior authority there was nothing a captain might not do, and the doctor knew it. And with Hornblowers grim face before him and those remorseless eyes staring into his the doctor could not doubt the possibility. Hornblower was trying to keep his expression set hard, and to pay no attention to the internal calculations that persisted in maintaining themselves inside him. There might be terrible trouble if the Admiralty ever heard he had flogged a warranted doctor, but then the Admiralty might never hear of an incident in the distant Levant. And there was the other doubt  with McCullum once dead, so that nothing could bring him to life, Hornblower could not really believe he would torture a human being to no practical purpose. But as long as Eisenbeiss did not guess that, it did not matter.

This is all quite clear to you now, doctor?

Yes, sir.

Then my order is that you start making your arrangements now.

It was a really great surprise to Hornblower when Eisenbeiss still hesitated. He was about to speak more sharply still, cutting into the feverish gestures of the big hands, when Eisenbeiss spoke again.

Do you forget something, sir?

What do you think I have forgotten? asked Hornblower, playing for time instead of flatly refusing to listen to any arguments  proof enough that he was a little shaken by Eisenbeisss persistence.

Mr McCullum and I  we are enemies, said Eisenbeiss.

It was true that Hornblower had forgotten that. He was so engrossed with his chessboard manipulation of human pieces that he had overlooked a vital factor. But he must not admit it.

And what of that? he asked coldly, hoping his discomfiture was not too apparent.

I shot him, said Eisenbeiss. There was a vivid gesture by the big right hand that had held the pistol, which enabled Hornblower to visualize the whole duel. What will he say if I attend him?

Whose was the challenge? asked Hornblower, still playing for time.

He challenged me, said Eisenbeiss. He said  he said I was no Baron, and I said he was no gentleman. I will kill you for that, he said, and so we fought.

Eisenbeiss had certainly said the thing that would best rouse McCullums fury.

You are convinced you are a Baron? asked Hornblower  curiosity urged him to ask the question as well as the need for time to reassemble his thoughts. The Baron drew himself up as far as the deck-beams over his head allowed.

I know I am, sir. My patent of nobility is signed by His Serene Highness himself.

When did he do that?

As soon as  as soon as we were alone. Only His Serene Highness and I managed to cross the frontier when Bonapartes men entered Seitz-Bunau. The others all took service with the tyrant. It was not fit that His Serene Highness should be attended only by a bourgeois. Only a noble could attend him to bed or serve his food. He had to have a High Chamberlain to regulate his ceremonial, and a Secretary of State to manage his foreign affairs. So His Serene Highness ennobled me  that is why I bear the title of Baron  and gave me the high offices of State.

On your advice?

I was the only adviser he had left.

This was very interesting and much as Hornblower had imagined it, but it was not to the point. Hornblower was more ready now to face the real issue.

In the duel, he asked, you exchanged shots?

His bullet went past my ear, answered Eisenbeiss.

Then honour is satisfied on both sides, said Hornblower, more to himself than to the doctor.

Technically that was perfectly correct. An exchange of shots, and still more the shedding of blood, ended any affair of honour. The principals could meet again socially as if there had been no trouble between them. But to meet in the relative positions of doctor and patient might be something different. He would have to deal with that difficulty when it arose.

You are quite right to remind me about this, doctor, he said, with the last appearance of judicial calm that he could summon up. I shall bear it in mind.

Eisenbeiss looked at him a little blankly, and Hornblower put on his hard face again.

But it makes no difference at all to my promise to you. Rest assured of that, he continued. My orders still stand. They  still  stand.

It was several seconds before the reluctant answer came.

Aye aye, sir.

On your way out would you please be good enough to pass the word for Mr Turner, the new sailing master?

Aye aye, sir.

That showed the subtle difference between an order and a request  but both of them had to be obeyed.

Now, Mr Turner, said Hornblower when Turner arrived in the cabin, our destination is Marmorice Bay, and we sail at dawn to-morrow. I want to know about the winds we can expect at this time of year. I want to lose no time at all in arriving there. Every hour  I may say every minute is of importance.

Time was of importance, to make the most of a dying mans last hours.


CHAPTER XI
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THESE WERE THE blue waters where history had been made, where the future of civilization had been decided, more than once and more than twice. Here Greek had fought against Persian, Athenian against Spartan, Crusader against Saracen, Hospitaller against Turk. The penteconters of Byzantium had furrowed the seas here, and the caracks of Pisa. Great cities had luxuriated in untold wealth. Only just over the horizon on the port beam was Rhodes, where a comparatively minor city had erected one of the seven wonders of the world, so that two thousand years later the adjective colossal was part of the vocabulary of people whose ancestors wore skins and painted themselves with woad at the time when the Rhodians were debating the nature of the Infinite. Now conditions were reversed. Here came Atropos, guided by sextant and compass, driven by the wind harnessed to her well-planned sails, armed with her long guns and carronades  a triumph of modern invention, in short  emerging from the wealthiest corner of the world into one where misgovernment and disease, anarchy and war, had left deserts where there had been fertile fields, villages where there had been cities, and hovels where there had been palaces. But there was no time to philosophize in this profound fashion. The sands in the hour-glass beside the binnacle were running low, and the moment was approaching when course should be altered.

Mr Turner!

Sir!

Well alter course when the watch is called.

Aye aye, sir.

Doctor!

Sir!

Stand by for a change of course.

Aye aye, sir.

McCullums invalid bed was disposed athwart ships between Nos. 6 and 7 carronades on the starboard side; a simple tackle attached to the bed-head enabled the level of the bed to be adjusted with the change of course, so that the patient lay as horizontal as might be, whichever way the ship might be heeling. It was the doctors responsibility to attend to that.

The watch was being called.

Very good, Mr Turner.

Headsail sheets! Hands to the braces!

Turner was an efficient seaman, despite his age. Hornblower could be sure of that by now. He stood by and watched him lay the ship close to the wind. Still came and touched his hat to Turner to take over the watch.

We ought to raise the Seven Capes on this tack, sir, said Turner, coming over to Hornblower.

I fancy so, said Hornblower.

The passage from Malta had been comfortingly rapid. They had lain becalmed for a single night to the south of Crete, but with the morning the wind had got up again from a westerly quarter. There had not been a single breath of a Levanter  the equinox was still too far off for that, apparently  and every day had seen at least a hundred miles made good. And McCullum was still alive.

Hornblower walked forward to where he lay. Eisenbeiss was bending over him, his fingers on his pulse, and with the cessation of the bustle of going about the three Ceylonese divers had returned, to squat round the foot of the bed, their eyes on their master. To have those three pairs of melancholy eyes gazing at him would, Hornblower thought, have a most depressing effect, but apparently McCullum had no objection.

All well, Mr McCullum? asked Hornblower.

Not  quite as well as I would like.

It was distressing to see how slowly and painfully the head turned on the pillow. The heavy beard that had sprouted over his face could not conceal the fact that McCullum was more hollow-cheeked, more feverish-eyed, than yesterday. The decline had been very marked; the day they sailed McCullum had appeared hardly more than slightly wounded, and the second day he had seemed better still  he had protested against being kept in bed, but that night he had taken a turn for the worse and had sunk steadily ever since, just as the garrison surgeon and Eisenbeiss had gloomily predicted.

Of course those had not been his only protests. McCullum had been as angry as his muddled condition would allow when he emerged from his narcotic to find he was under the treatment of the man who had shot him. He had struggled against his weakness and his bandages. It had called for Hornblowers personal intervention  fortunately Atropos was clear of the harbour mouth when McCullum regained consciousness  to calm him down. Its a blackguard trick to pursue an affair of honour after an exchange of shots, Hornblower had said, and Its the Doctor whos attending to you, not the Baron, and then the clinching argument Dont be a fool, man. Theres no other surgeon within fifty miles. Do you want to die? So McCullum had yielded, and had submitted his tortured body to Eisenbeisss ministrations, perhaps deriving some comfort from the ignoble things the doctor had to do for him.

And now all that spirit had gone. McCullum was a very sick man. He closed his eyes as Eisenbeiss laid his hand on his forehead. The pale lips muttered, and Hornblower, stooping, could only hear disjointed phrases. There was something about fuses under water. McCullum was thinking, then, of the salvage operation ahead. Hornblower looked up and met Eisenbeisss eyes. There was deep concern in them, and there was the least perceptible shake of the head. Eisenbeiss thought McCullum was going to die.

It hurts  it hurts, said McCullum, moaning a little.

He moved restlessly, and Eisenbeisss large powerful hands eased him into a more comfortable position on his left side. Hornblower noticed that Eisenbeiss laid one hand, as if inquiringly, over McCullums right shoulder-blade, and then lower down, towards the short ribs, and McCullum moaned again. There was no change in the gravity of Eisenbeisss expression.

This was horrible. It was horrible to see this magnificently constructed creature dying. And it was equally horrible that Hornblower was aware that his deep sympathy was allayed with concern for himself. He could not imagine how he would carry through the salvage operation with McCullum dead, or even with McCullum as helpless as he was at present. He would return empty-handed, to face Collingwoods wrath and contempt. What was the use of all his endeavours? Hornblower suddenly boiled with exasperation at the duelling convention which had claimed the life of a valuable man and at the same time had imperilled his own professional reputation. Within himself he was a whirlpool of emotions conflicting with each other.

Land! Land ho! Land on the starboard bow!

The cry came ringing down from the fore topmast head. No one could hear it without at least a little excitement. McCullum opened his eyes and turned his head again, but Eisenbeiss, stooping over him, endeavoured to soothe him. Hornblowers place was aft, and he turned away from the bed and walked back, trying to restrain himself from appearing too eager. Turner was already there, brought up from his watch below at the cry, and by the lee bulwark the other officers were rapidly assembling in a group.

A good landfall, sir, said Turner.

An hour earlier than I was led to expect, answered Hornblower.

The current sets northerly here with steady winds from the West, sir, said Turner. Well raise Atairo in Rhodes to port soon, and then well have a cross-bearing.

Yes, replied Hornblower. He was aware of his shortness of manner, but only dimly aware of its cause; he was uneasy with a sailing master on board who knew more about local conditions than he did, although that sailing master had been assigned to him to save him from uneasiness.

Atropos was shouldering her way valiantly through the short but steep seas that came hurrying forward to assail her port bow. Her motion was easy; she was carrying exactly the right amount of sail for that wind. Turner put a telescope in his pocket and walked forward to ascend the main shrouds, while Hornblower stood on the weather side with the wind blowing against his sunburned cheeks. Turner came aft again, his smile denoting self-satisfaction.

Thats the Seven Capes, sir, he said. Two points on the starboard bow.

Theres a northerly set here, you say? asked Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

Hornblower walked over and looked at the compass, and up at the trim of the sails. The northerly set would help, and the wind was coming from the southward of west, but there was no sense in going unnecessarily far to leeward.

Mr Still! You can come closer to the wind than this. Brace her up.

He did not want to have to beat his way in at the last, and he was making allowance for the danger of the current setting in on Cape Kum.

Now here was the doctor, touching his hat to demand attention.

What is it, doctor? asked Hornblower.

The hands were hauling on the maintack.

May I speak to you, sir?

That was exactly what he was doing, and at a moment by no means opportune. But of course what he wanted was a chance to speak to him in privacy, and not on this bustling deck.

Its about the patient, sir, supplemented Eisenbeiss. I think it is very important.

Oh, very well, said Hornblower, restraining himself from using bad language. He led the way down into the cabin, and seated himself to face the doctor. Well? What do you have to say?

Eisenbeiss was nervous, that was plain.

I have formed a theory, sir.

He failed, as ever, with the th sound, and the word was so unusual and his pronunciation of it was so odd that Hornblower had to think for a moment before he could guess what it was Eisenbeiss had said.

And what is this theory?

It is about the position of the bullet, sir, answered Eisenbeiss; he, too, took a moment to digest what was the English pronunciation of the word.

The garrison surgeon at Malta told me it was in the chest cavity. Do you know any more than that?

That expression chest cavity was an odd one, but the garrison surgeon had used it. It implied an empty space, and was an obvious misnomer. Lungs and heart and the great blood-vessels must fill that cavity full.

I believe it may not be in there at all, sir, said Eisenbeiss, clearly taking a plunge.

Indeed? This might be exceedingly important news if it were true. Then why is he so ill?

Now that Eisenbeiss had committed himself he became voluble again. Explanations poured out of him, accompanied by jerky gestures. But the explanations were hard to follow. In this highly technical matter Eisenbeiss had been thinking in his native language even more than usual, and now he was having to translate into technical terms unfamiliar to him and still more unfamiliar to Hornblower, who grasped despairingly at one contorted sentence.

You think that the bullet, after breaking those ribs, may have bounced off again? he asked. At the last moment he substituted the word bounce for ricochet in the hope of retaining clarity.

Yes, sir. Bullets often do that.

And where do you say you think it went then?

Eisenbeiss tried to stretch his left hand far under his right armpit; his body was too bulky to permit it to go far enough to make his demonstration quite complete.

Under the scapula, sir  the  the shoulder-blade.

Land ho! Land on the port bow?

Hornblower heard the cry come down through the skylight from above. That must be Rhodes they had sighted. Here they were heading into Rhodes Channel, and he was down below talking about ribs and scapulas. And yet the one was as important as the other.

I cant stay down here much longer, doctor. Tell me why you think this is the case?

Eisenbeiss fell into explanation again. He talked about the patients fever, and about his comparative well-being the morning after he had been wounded, and about the small amount of blood he had spat up. He was in the full flood of his talk when a knock at the door interrupted him.

Come in, said Hornblower.

It was His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau, with a speech that he had obviously prepared carefully on his way down.

Mr Stills respects, sir, he said. Land in sight on the port bow.

Very well, Mr Prince. Thank you.

It was a pity there was not time to compliment the boy on his rapid acquirement of English. Hornblower turned back to Eisenbeiss.

So I think the bullet went round the back, sir. The skin is  is tough, sir, and the ribs are  are elastic.

Yes? Hornblower had heard of bullets going round the body before this.

And the patient has much muscle. Much.

And you think the bullet has lodged in the muscles of the back?

Yes. Deep against the ribs. Under the lower point of the scapula, sir.

And the fever? The illness?

They could be accounted for, according to Eisenbeisss torrential explanation, by the presence of the foreign body deep inside the tissues, especially if, as was probable, it had carried fragments of clothing in along with it. It all seemed plausible enough.

And you are trying to say that if the bullet is there and not inside the chest you might be able to extract it?

Yes, sir.

Eisenbeiss showed by his manner that he knew that those words had finally committed him.

You think that you can do that? It means using the knife?

As soon as Hornblower finished asking the second question he was aware that it was impolitic to ask two questions at once of a man who had enough trouble answering one. Eisenbeiss had to think a long time over the phrasing of his answers.

It means using the knife, he said at length. It means a difficult operation. I do not know if I can do it.

But you hope you can?

I hope so.

And do you think you will be successful?

I do not think. I hope.

And if you are not successful?

He will die.

But you think he will die in any case if you do not attempt the operation?

That was the point. Eisenbeiss twice opened his mouth and shut it again before he answered.

Yes.

Down through the skylight, as Hornblower sat studying Eisenbeisss expression, came a new cry, faintly borne from the weather main chains.

No bottom! No bottom with this line!

Turner and Still had very properly decided to take a cast of the lead; they were still out of soundings, as was to be expected. Hornblower brought his mind back from the situation of the ship to the decision regarding McCullum. The latter might have some claim to be consulted on the matter, but the claim was specious. His life was his countrys. A seaman was not consulted first when he was carried into the ordeal of battle.

So that is your opinion, doctor. If you operate and fail you will only have shortened the patients life by a few hours?

A few hours. A few days.

A few days might suffice for the salvage operation; but with McCullum as sick as he was he would be no use during those few days. On the other hand there was no knowing at present whether or not he might possibly recover after those few days, without being operated on.

What are the difficulties of the operation? asked Hornblower.

There are several layers of muscle there, explained Eisenbeiss. Infraspinatus. Subscapularis, many of them. In each case the  the threads run in a different direction. That makes it difficult to work quickly and yet without doing great damage. And there is the big artery, the subscapular. The patient is weak already and unable to withstand much shock.

Have you everything you need for this operation if you carry it out?

Eisenbeiss hunched his thick shoulders.

The two attendants  loblolly boys, you call them, sir  are experienced. They have both served in ships in action. I have my instruments. But I should like  

Eisenbeiss clearly wanted something he believed to be difficult to grant.

What?

I should like the ship to be still. At anchor. And a good light.

That turned the scale of the decision.

Before nightfall, said Hornblower, this ship will be at anchor in a landlocked harbour. You can make your preparations for the operation.

Yes, sir. Again a pause before Eisenbeiss asked an important question. And your promise, sir?

Hornblower did not have to think very long about the question as to whether Eisenbeiss would work more efficiently or not if he were faced with the certainty of flogging and hanging if he failed. The man would do all he could out of sheer professional pride. And the thought that his life was at stake might possibly make him nervous.

Ill take my promise back, said Hornblower. Youll suffer no harm, whatever happens.

Thank you, sir.

No bottom! called the leadsman in the chains.

Very well, then. You have until this evening to make what preparations you can.

Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.

With Eisenbeiss out of the cabin Hornblower sat for hardly a moment retracing the grounds of his decision. His ship was entering Rhodes Channel and he must be on deck.

Winds come southerly a point, sir, said Still, touching his hat.

The first thing, of course, that Hornblower had noticed as he came up the companion was that Atropos was still braced up as close to the wind as she would lie. Still and Turner had acted correctly without troubling him about it.

Very well, Mr Still.

Hornblower put his glass to his eye and swept the horizon. A bold, wildly rugged coast on the one hand; on the other a low sandy shore. He bent to study the chart.

Cape Angistro to starboard, sir, said Turner at his side. Cape Kum abaft the port beam.

Thank you.

Everything was as it should be. Hornblower straightened up and turned his glass upon the Turkish coast. It was steep, with bold cliffs, behind which rose a chain of steeply undulating hills.

Theyre only green at this time of year, sir, explained Turner. The rest of the year theyre brown.

Yes.

Hornblower had read all he could about the Eastern Mediterranean, and he knew something of the climatic conditions.

Not many people live there now, sir, went on Turner. Farmers, a few. Shepherds. Little fishing villages in some of the coves. A little coasting trade in caiques from Rhodes  not so much of that now, sir. Theres piracy in all these waters, on account of the feuds between the Greeks and the Turks. Theres a bit of trade in honey an timber, but precious little.

Yes.

It was fortunate the wind had backed southerly, even by so little. It eased one of the myriad complications in his complicated life.

Ruins a-plenty along that coast, though, sir, droned on Turner. Cities  temples  youd be surprised.

Ancient Greek civilization had flourished here. Over there had stood Artemisia and a score of other Greek cities, pulsating with life and beauty.

Yes, said Hornblower.

The villages mostly stand where the old cities were, persisted Turner. Ruins all round em. Half the cottages are built of marble from the temples.

Yes.

In other circumstances Hornblower could have been deeply interested, but as it was Turner was merely distraction. There was not merely the immediate business in hand of taking Atropos up into Marmorice harbour; there was the business of how to deal with the Turkish authorities; of how to set about the problems of salvage; there was the question  the urgent, anxious question  as to whether McCullum would live. There was the routine of the ship; when Hornblower looked round him he could see the hands and the officers clustered along the ships sides gazing out eagerly at the shores. There were Greeks dwelling among the Mohammedans of the mainland  that would be important when it came to a question of keeping liquor from the men. And he would like to fill his water barrels; and there was the matter of obtaining fresh vegetables.

Here was Still with a routine question. Hornblower nodded in agreement.

Up spirits!

The cry went through the little ship, and when they heard it the men had no ears for any siren song from the shore. This was the great moment of the day for most of them, when they would pour their tiny issue of rum-and-water down their eager throats. To deprive a man of his ration was like barring a saint from Paradise. The speculations that went on among the men, their dealings with their rum rations, the exchanging, the buying, the selling, made the South Sea Bubble seem small by comparison. But Hornblower decided he need not vaunt himself above the herd, he need not look down with condescension at the men as if they were Circes hogs swilling at a trough; it was perfectly true that this was the great moment of their day, but it was because they had no other moment at all, for months and for years, confined within the wooden walls of their little ship, often seeing not a shilling of money in all that time, not a fresh face, not a single human problem on which to exercise their wits. Perhaps it was better to be a captain and have too many problems.

The hands went to dinner. Cape Kum went by on the one hand and the Turkish coast on the other, the breeze freshening with the bright sunny day, and Turner droning on as the landmarks went by.

Cape Marmorice, sir, reported Turner.

The coast dipped here, revealing mountains more lofty close behind. Now was the time to take in sail, ready to enter. It was the time when decisive action had to be taken, too; when Atropos changed from a peaceful ship, cruising placidly along outside territorial waters, to a stormy petrel, whose entrance into a foreign harbour might send despatches hastening from embassies, and might cause cabinets to assemble at opposite ends of Europe. Hornblower tried to give his orders as if he had no care for the importance of the moment.

All hands! All hands shorten sail! All hands!

The watch below came running to their posts. The officers, at the call of all hands, went to their stations, the one or two who had been dozing down below coming hastily on deck. Courses and top gallants were got in.

Mr Jones! said Hornblower harshly.

Sir!

Ease that sheet and take the strain off the tack! Where did you learn your seamanship?

Aye aye, sir, answered Jones rather pathetically, but he ran up both clues smartly together.

The reprimand was deserved, but Hornblower wondered if he would have administered it in just that way if he had not been anxious to show that the responsibilities he was carrying could not distract him from any detail of the management of the ship. Then he decided bitterly that it was unnecessary in any event; not one of those hurrying figures on deck gave a single thought to the responsibilities of his captain, or of what international crisis this shortening of sail might be the preliminary.

Red Cliff Point, sir, said Turner. Passage Island. Cape Sari over there. The east passage is better, sir  theres a rock in the middle of the west passage.

Yes, said Hornblower. There was not much detail in the chart, but that much was clear. Well take the east passage. Quartermaster! Port your helm. Steady! Steady as you go!

With the wind on her quarter Atropos headed for the entrance like a stag, even with her sail reduced to topsails and headsails. The entrance became better defined as she approached; two bold points running to meet each other with a lofty island in between. It was obvious why Red Cliff Point was so named; elsewhere there was a dark, straggling growth of pine trees on capes and island, while on the summits could just be seen the rectangular outlines of small forts.

They dont keep those manned, sir, said Turner. Gone to rack and ruin like everything else.

You say the east passage is absolutely clear?

Yes, sir.

Very well.

Atropos headed in, with Hornblower giving his orders to the wheel. There was no flag flying on shore, and until one could be seen there was no question of firing a salute. From point to island the entrance extended a scant half mile, possibly less; now they could see through it, to the wide waters of Marmorice Bay, with high mountains surrounding it on nearly every side, except to the northward.

Theres the town, sir, said Turner. Not much of a place.

A white tower  a minaret  caught the afternoon sun.

You can see the red mound behind the town now, sir.

Where did the Speedwell go down? asked Hornblower.

Over to port, there, sir. Right in line between the red mound and the fort on Passage Island. The fort on Ada bore sou-soueast half south.

Take the bearing now, ordered Hornblower.

They were through the entrance now. The water was smooth, not smooth enough to reflect the blue sky. Turner was calling the bearing of the fort on Capa Ada. With his own eye Hornblower could judge the other cross-bearing. There was no harm in anchoring close to the projected scene of operations; that would attract less attention than to anchor in one place first and to move to another anchorage later. Jones took in fore and main topsails and headsails smartly enough. Atropos glided quietly on.

Hard a-starboard, said Hornblower to the quartermaster. Round came Atropos, the mizzen-topsail helping the turn as Jones clued it up. The ships way died away almost imperceptibly, the tiny waves lapping against her bows.

Let go!

The hawser rumbled out. Atropos swung to her anchor, in Turkish waters. The crossing of the three-mile limit, even the entrance through the Pass, had been actions that might be argued about, disavowed. But that anchor, its flukes solidly buried in the firm sand, was something of which a diplomatic note could take definite notice.

Pass the word for the doctor, said Hornblower.

There were many things to do; it was his duty to make contact with the Turkish authorities if they did not make contact with him. But first of all, without wasting a moment, it was necessary to make arrangements for the operation on McCullum. The mans life hung in the balance, and far more than his life.


CHAPTER XII
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HORNBLOWER SAT WAITING in his cabin. A few minutes had been Eisenbeisss estimate of the time necessary for the operation. It was necessary, Hornblower knew, to work as quickly as possible, so as to minimize the shock to the patient.

In the old Hannibal, sir, said the sickberth attendant whom Hornblower had questioned regarding his experience, we took off eleven legs in half an hour. That was at Algeciras, sir.

But amputations were relatively simple. A full half of all amputation cases survived  Nelson himself had lost an arm, amputated on a dark night in a moderate storm at sea, and he had lived until a musket bullet killed him at Trafalgar. This was not an amputation. It was something which would be worse than useless if Eisenbeisss diagnosis was incorrect and which could easily fail in any case.

The ship was very still and quiet. Hornblower knew that all his crew were taking a morbid interest in the fate of the poor gentleman. They were sentimental about McCullum, lying at deaths door as a result of a bullet wound he need never have received; the fact that he was going to be cut about with a knife had an unholy attraction for them; the fact that in a few minutes he might be dead, might have gone through those mysterious doors they all feared to go through, invested his personality with some special quality in their eyes. Sentries had to be posted to keep out all the sentimental, the inquisitive, and the morbid-minded among the crew, and now Hornblower could tell by the silence that his men were waiting in shuddering silence for the climax, hoping perhaps to hear a scream or a groan, waiting as they would wait to see a condemned criminal turned off the hangmans cart. He could hear the heavy ticking of his watch as he waited.

Now there were distant sounds, but sounds in the little wooden ship were susceptible to so many possible interpretations that he would not at first allow himself to think that they might arise as a result of the ending of the operation. But then there were steps and voices outside his cabin door, the sentry speaking and then Eisenbeiss, and then came a knock.

Come in, said Hornblower, trying to keep his voice indifferent; the first sight of Eisenbeiss as he entered was enough to tell Hornblower that all was as well as could be hoped. There was an obvious lightheartedness about the doctors elephantine movements.

I found the bullet, said Eisenbeiss. It was where I thought  at the inferior angle of the scapula.

Did you get it out? asked Hornblower; the fact that he did not correct Eisenbeiss for omitting the sir was proof  if anyone had been present to notice it  that he was not as calm as he appeared.

Yes, said Eisenbeiss.

He laid something on the table in front of Hornblower, with a gesture positively dramatic. It was the bullet, misshapen, flattened to an irregular disc, with a raw scratch on one surface.

That is where my scalpel cut into it, said Eisenbeiss proudly. I went straight to the right place.

Hornblower picked the thing up gingerly to examine it.

You see, said Eisenbeiss, it was as I said. The bullet struck the ribs, breaking them, and then glanced off, passing back between the bone and the muscle.

Yes, I see, said Hornblower.

And there are these as well, went on Eisenbeiss, laying something else in front of Hornblower with the same sort of conscious pride as a conjuror at a fair bringing the rabbit out of the hat.

Is this the wad? asked Hornblower, puzzled, and making no attempt to pick up the horrid little object.

No, said Eisenbeiss, that is how my forceps brought it out. But see  

Eisenbeisss large fingers plucked the object into successive layers.

I have looked at these through my lens. That is a piece of a blue coat. That is a piece of silk lining. That is a piece of linen shirt. And those are threads of a knitted undershirt.

Eisenbeiss beamed with triumph.

The bullet carried these in with it? asked Hornblower.

Exactly. Of course. Between the bullet and the bone these portions were cut off, as they might be between the blades of scissors, and the bullet carried them on with it. I found them all. No wonder the wound was suppurating.

You address me as sir,  said Hornblower, realizing, now that the tension had eased, that Eisenbeiss had been omitting the honorific. The operation was otherwise successful as well?

Yes  sir, said Eisenbeiss. The removal of these foreign bodies and the draining of the wound brought immediate relief to the patient.

He did not suffer too much?

Not too much. The men who were ready to hold him still had hardly anything to do. He submitted with good spirit, as he promised you he would. It was well that he lay still. I feared further injury to the lung from the broken ribs if he struggled.

You address me as sir,  said Hornblower. That is the last time, doctor, that I shall overlook the omission.

Yes  sir.

And the patient is going on well?

I left him as well as I could hope  sir. I must return to him soon, of course.

Do you think he will live?

Some of the triumph evaporated from Eisenbeisss expression as he concentrated on phrasing his reply.

He is more likely to live now, sir, he said. But with wounds  one cannot be sure.

There was always the likelihood, the unpredictable likelihood, of a wound taking a turn for the worse, festering and killing.

You cannot say more than that?

No, sir. The wound must remain open to drain. When applying the sutures I inserted a bristle  

Very well, said Hornblower, suddenly squeamish. I understand. You had better return to him now. You have my thanks, doctor, for what you have done.

Even with Eisenbeiss gone there was no chance of quietly reviewing the situation. A knock on the door heralded the appearance of Midshipman Smiley.

Mr Jones compliments, sir, and there are boats heading for us from the shore.

Thank you. Ill come up. And if Mr Turners not on deck tell him I want to see him there.

Some of the gaily-painted boats in the distance were under oars, but the nearest one was under a lateen sail, lying very close to the wind. As Hornblower watched her she took in her sail, went about, and reset it on the other tack. The lateen rig had its disadvantages. On the new tack the boat would fetch up alongside Atropos easily enough.

Now listen to me, Mr Turner, said Hornblower, reaching the decision he had had at the back of his mind  overlain until now by a host of other considerations  for the last two days. When you speak to them you are to tell them that we are looking for a French squadron.

Beg pardon, sir?

We are looking for a French squadron. Two sail  that will do. A ship of the line and a frigate, escaped from Corfu three weeks back. The first thing you ask is whether they have touched here.

Aye aye, sir.

Turner was not very clear on the point yet.

Admiral  Admiral Harvey has sent us in for news. Hes cruising off Crete looking for them with four sail of the line. Four will do. Enough force to make them respect us.

I see, sir.

Youre quite sure you do?

Yes, sir.

It was irksome being dependent on Turner to interpret for him. With Spanish authorities, or French, Hornblower could have conducted his own negotiations, but not with Turks.

Remember, thats the first thing you ask, the very first. Have two French ships touched here? Then you can go on to get permission to fill the water casks. Well buy fresh vegetables, too, and a couple of bullocks, if we can.

Yes, sir.

Keep it in your mind all the time that were scouting for Admiral Harvey. Dont forget it for a moment, and then everything will be all right.

Aye aye, sir.

The lateen boat was nearing them fast, making surprising speed with the small evening wind; there was a respectable bubble of foam under her bow. She came running close alongside and hove-to, the lateen sail flapping until they brailed up the upper portion.

Turks, sir, not Greeks, said Turner.

Hornblower could have guessed that without Turners help; the boats crew was dressed in dirty white gowns; they wore on their heads round red hats wreathed in dirty white turbans. The grey-bearded man who stood up in the stern wore a red sash about his waist, from which hung a curved sword. He hailed Atropos in a thin high voice. Turner hailed back; the jargon he spoke was the lingua franca of the Levant, and Hornblower tried to guess at what was being said. Italian, French, English, Arabic, Greek, all contributed to the language, he knew. It was a little strange to hear the words Horatio Hornblower come clearly through the incomprehensible remainder.

Who is this fellow? he asked.

The Mudir, sir. The local Jack-in-office. Harbour master  preventive officer. He is asking about our bill of health, sir.

Dont forget to ask about the French ships, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

The shouted conversation went on; Hornblower caught the word fregata more than once. The grey-beard in the boat extended his hands in a negative gesture and went on to supplement it with a further sentence.

He says there have been no French ships in here for years, sir, said Turner.

Ask him if he has heard about any along the coast or in the islands?

The grey-beard clearly disclaimed all knowledge.

Tell him, said Hornblower, Ill give him five pieces of gold for news of the French.

There was something infectious in the atmosphere, in this Oriental talk  that was the only explanation Hornblower could think of for his using the outlandish expression pieces of gold. There was no reason why he should not have said guineas to Turner. The grey-beard shook his head again; Hornblower, looking keenly at him, fancied that the offer impressed him nevertheless. He asked another question and Turner answered.

Ive told him about the British squadron in the offing, sir, he reported.

Good.

There was no harm in having the Turks believe he had a powerful force to back him up. Now the grey-beard was gesturing with the fingers of one hand outstretched as he answered some question of Turners.

He says he wants five piastres a hogshead for us to fill our water casks, sir, said Turner. Thats a shilling each.

Tell him  tell him Ill give him half.

The conversation continued; the western sky was beginning to redden with the sunset as the sun sank lower. At last the grey-beard waved in farewell, and the boat turned away and unfurled her sail to the dying wind.

Theyve gone back to spread their mats for the evening prayer, sir, said Turner. Ive promised him ten guineas for everything. That gives us the right to land at the jetty over there, to fill our water casks, and to buy in the market that hell open in the morning. Hell take his share of what we pay there, you can be sure, sir.

Very well, Mr Turner. Mr Jones!

Sir!

With the first light in the morning Im going to start sweeping for the wreck. Ill have the sweep prepared now.

Er  aye aye, sir.

A hundred fathoms of one-inch line, if you please, Mr Jones. Two nine-pounder shot. Have a net made for each, and attach them ten fathoms apart at equal distances from the ends of the line. Is that clear?

Not  not quite, sir.

Because he was honest about it Hornblower refrained from remarking on his slowness of comprehension.

Take a hundred fathoms of line and attach one shot forty-five fathoms from one end and another forty-five fathoms from the other end. Is that clear now?

Yes, sir.

You can get the launch and longboat into the water now, ready for the morning. Theyll carry the sweep between them, dragging the bottom for the wreck. Tell off the boats crews for duty. I want to start work at first dawn, as I said. And well need grapnels and buoys to mark what we find. Nothing conspicuous  planks will do, with seventeen fathoms of line to each. You understand all that?

Yes, sir.

Carry on, then, Mr Turner, report in my cabin in fifteen minutes time, if you please. Messenger! My compliments to the doctor, and Id like to see him in my cabin immediately.

Hornblower felt like a juggler at a fair, keeping half a dozen balls in the air at once. He wanted to hear from the doctor how McCullum was progressing after the operation; he wanted to discuss with Turner the question of what local authorities might be likely to be present in Marmorice to interfere with his work there; he wanted to make all preparations for the next morning; he wanted to be ready with his own plans for raising the treasure if McCullum was unable to give advice; and night orders for the care of the ship in this harbour of doubtful neutrality had to be written; it was only late in the evening that he remembered something else  something of which he was reminded only by a suddenly noticed feeling of emptiness inside him. He had eaten nothing since breakfast. He ate biscuit and cold meat, crunching the flinty fragments hurriedly at his cabin table before hurrying on deck again into the darkness.

It was a chilly night, and the young moon had already set. No breath of air now ruffled the black surface of the water of the bay, smooth enough to bear faint reflections of the stars. Black and impenetrable was the water, beneath which lay a quarter of a million pounds sterling. It was as impenetrable as his future, he decided, leaning on the bulwark. An intelligent man, he decided, would go to bed and sleep, having done all that his forethought and ingenuity could devise, and an intelligent man would worry no further for the moment. But he had to be very firm with himself to drive himself to bed and allow his utter weariness of body and mind to sweep him away into unconsciousness.

It was still dark when he was called, dark and cold, but he ordered coffee for himself and sipped it as he dressed. Last night when he had given the time for his being called he had allowed for a leisurely dressing before daylight, but he felt tense and anxious as he got out of bed, much as he had felt on other occasions when he had been roused in the night to take part in a cutting-out expedition or a dawn landing, and he had to restrain himself from putting on his clothes in haphazard fashion and hurrying on deck. He forced himself to shave, although that was an operation which had mostly to be carried out by touch because the hanging lamp gave almost no illumination to the mirror. The shirt he pulled on felt clammy against his ribs; he was struggling with his trousers when a knock at the door brought in Eisenbeiss, reporting in obedience to overnight orders.

The patient is sleeping well, sir, he announced.

Is his condition good?

I thought I should not disturb him, sir. He was sleeping quietly, so I could not tell if he had fever nor could I examine the wound. I can wake him if you wish, sir  

No, dont do that, of course. I suppose its a good symptom that hes sleeping in any case?

A very good one, sir.

Then leave him alone, doctor. Report to me if there is any change.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower buttoned his trousers and thrust his feet into his shoes. His eagerness to be on deck overcame his self-restraint to the extent that he was still buttoning his coat as he went up the companion. On deck as well the atmosphere seemed to be charged with that feeling of impending attack at dawn. There were the dimly-seen figures of the officers, silhouetted against the sky. To the east there was the faintest illumination, a little light reaching half-way up to the zenith, so faint as almost to be unnoticed, and its colour, in its turn, was so faint a shade of pink as hardly to be called that.

Morning, said Hornblower in response to the touched hats of his subordinates.

In the waist he could hear orders being quietly given  just like manning the boats for a cutting-out expedition.

Longboats crew starboard side, said Smileys voice.

Launchs crew port side. That was the Princes voice. He was acquiring a better accent than Eisenbeisss.

Theres some surface mist, sir, reported Jones. But its very patchy.

So I see, replied Hornblower.

Last night we were lying two cables lengths from the wreck as near as makes no matter, sir, said Turner. Weve swung during the night, with the wind dropping, but little enough.

Tell me when its light enough for you to get your bearings.

Aye aye, sir.

In that short time the eastern sky had changed. One might almost have said it had darkened, but perhaps that was because with the tiny increase in the general illumination the contrast was not so marked.

You took a third bearing at the time when Speedwell went down, Mr Turner?

Yes, sir. It was  

No matter.

Turner could be relied upon to manage a simple piece of business of that sort.

I dont expect the wreck has moved an inch, sir, said Turner. Theres no tide here. No scour. The two rivers that run into the Bay dont set up any current you can measure.

And the bottoms firm sand?

Firm sand, sir.

That was something to be thankful for. In mud the wreck might have sunk beyond discovery.

How the devil did Speedwell come to capsize? asked Hornblower.

Sheer bad luck, sir. She was an old ship, and shed been at sea a long time. The weeds and the barnacles were thick along her waterline  she wasnt coppered high enough, sir. So they were heeling her, cleaning her port side, with the guns run out to starboard and all the weights they could shift over to starboard too. It was a still day, baking hot. Then, before you could say Jack Robinson, there came a gust out of the mountains. It caught her square on the port beam and laid her over before she could pay off. The gun ports were open and the water came up over the sills. That laid her over still more  at least, thats what the court of inquiry found, sir  and with her hatchways open the water rose over the coamings and down she went.

Did she right herself as she sank?

No, sir. I looked over at her when I heard the shout, and I saw her keel. Bottom upwards she went. Her topmasts were snapped clean off. They came up soon enough, main and fore topmasts still anchored to the wreck by a shroud or two. That was a help when it came to taking the bearings.

I see, said Hornblower.

Dawn was coming up fast. It actually seemed  an optical illusion, of course  as if great arms of colour were climbing up the sky from the eastern horizon at a pace perceptible to the eye.

Its light enough now, sir, said Turner.

Thank you. Mr Jones! You can carry on.

Hornblower watched them go, Turner leading the way in the gig with his instruments and compass, Still following behind in the launch with Smiley in the longboat attached to the launch by the sweep. Hornblower became acutely aware that despite the cup of coffee he had drunk he wanted his breakfast. It seemed almost against his will that he lingered. This dead still calm at dawn was the ideal time for an operation of this sort; it enabled the gig to take up and maintain a position with the least possible effort. The ripples caused by the boats passage, slow though it was, spread far over the glassy surface of the Bay before dying out at last. He saw the gig stop, and clearly over the water came the sound of Turners voice as he spoke through his speaking trumpet to the other boats. They jockeyed round into position awkwardly, like two beetles tied together with a thread, and then they paid out the sweep between them, manœuvred awkwardly again for a moment as they laid themselves exactly upon the correct bearing, and then the oars began to swing rhythmically, slowly, like the pendulum of Fate, as the boats began to sweep the area ahead of them. Hornblowers heart beat faster despite himself, and he swallowed with excitement. Around him the ship was beginning her normal life. Amid the peculiar patter of bare feet on wooden planking  a sound unlike any other on earth  the watch below were bringing their hammocks to stow in the nettings. Swabs and holystones, buckets and pump; the hands not at work in the boats began the eternal daily routine of washing down the decks. Not for the first time on the voyage Hornblower found himself experiencing a momentary envy of the seamen at their work. Their problems were of the simplest, their doubts were minute. To holystone a portion of planking to the whiteness demanded by a petty officer, to swab it off, to swab it dry, working in amicable companionship with friends of long standing, dabbling their naked feet in the gush of clear water  that was all they had to do, as they had done for an infinity of mornings in the past and would do for an infinity of mornings in the future. He would be glad to exchange with them his loneliness, his responsibility, the complexity of his problems; so he felt for a moment before he laughed at himself, knowing perfectly well he would be horrified if some freak of Fate forced such an exchange on him. He turned away, changing the subject of his thoughts; a generous slice of fat pork, fried to a pale brown  there had been a leg in soak for him for the past two days, and the outside cut would be not too salt now. It would smell delicious  he could almost smell it at this very moment. Holy Jerusalem, unless it was still spluttering on his plate when it was put before him despite the journey from galley to cabin hed make someone wish he had never been born. And he would have biscuit crumbs fried with it, and he would top it off with black treacle smeared on a biscuit, thick. That was a breakfast worth thinking about.


CHAPTER XIII
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HORNBLOWER STOOD WITH his purse in his hand, having taken it from his sea chest where it had lain in the inner compartment. He knew exactly how many guineas there were in it, and he was trying not to wish there were more. If he were a wealthy captain he would be generous towards his ships company, and to the wardroom and gunroom. But as it was  He shook his head. He did not want to appear miserly or mean, but he certainly did not want to be foolish. He walked along to the wardroom door and paused there; Still caught his eye.

Please come in, sir.

The other officers rose from their chairs; there was nowhere for them to sit unless they sat round the table in the tiny wardroom.

I was hoping, said Hornblower to Carslake the purser, that you would be kind enough to make some purchases for me.

Of course, sir. Honoured, Im sure, said Carslake. He could say nothing else, in any case.

A few chickens  half a dozen, say, and some eggs.

Yes, sir.

Is it the intention of the wardroom to buy fresh meat for itself?

Well, sir  

That had been the subject under discussion at his entrance.

At this time of year there might be lambs to sell. I could have one  two young ones, if theyre cheap. But an ox  what am I to do with a whole ox?

Everyone in the wardroom had been up against this problem at some time or other.

If the wardroom decides to buy an ox I would be glad to pay a quarter of the price, said Hornblower, and the wardroom cheered up perceptibly.

A captain who bought a share in an animal would always get the best cuts  that was in the course of nature. And they had all known captains who would pay no more than their share. But with five wardroom officers Hornblowers offer was generous.

Thank you very much, sir, said Carslake. I think I can sell a couple of joints to the gunroom.

On advantageous terms, I trust? said Hornblower, with a grin.

He could remember well enough as a midshipman occasions when wardroom and gunroom had gone shares in an animal.

I expect so, sir, said Carslake and then, changing the subject, Mr Turner says that itll be goat here, mainly. Do you care for goat, sir?

Young kid, stewed with turnips and carrots! said Jones. You can do worse than that, sir.

Joness lantern-jawed face was alight with appetite. These grown men, continuously fed on preserved food, were like children at a gingerbread stall at a fair with the thought of fresh meat.

Do what you can, said Hornblower. Ill eat kid or lamb, or Ill share in an ox, as you find the market provides. You know what youre buying for the crew?

Yes, sir, said Carslake.

The penny-pinching clerks of a penurious government at home would scrutinize those expenditures in time. Nothing very generous could be bought for the hands.

I dont know what vegetables well find, sir, at this time of year, went on Carslake, winter cabbage, I suppose.

Nothing wrong with winter cabbage, interposed Jones.

Carrots and turnips out of winter store, said Carslake. Theyll be pretty stringy, sir.

Better than nothing, said Hornblower. There wont be enough in the market for all we need, nor will there be until the word goes round the countryside. So much the better. Then well have an excuse to linger. Youre going to interpret, Mr Turner?

Yes, sir.

Keep your eyes open. And your ears.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Jones, you will attend to the water casks, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

That was the transition between the social visit and the official issuing of orders.

Carry on.

Hornblower went to the bedside where McCullum lay. Sailcloth pillows supported him in a position half on his side. It was a comfort to see how comparatively well he looked. The fever and its accompanying distortion of thought had left him.

Glad to see you looking so well, Mr McCullum, said Hornblower.

Well enough, answered McCullum.

He croaked a little, but his speech was almost normal.

A full nights sleep, said Eisenbeiss, hovering on the far side of the bed. He had already made his report to Hornblower  the wound showed every sign of healing, the sutures had not at least as yet caused undue inflammation, and the draining where the bristle kept the wound in the back open had been apparently satisfactory.

And weve started a full mornings work, said Hornblower. You have heard that we have located the wreck?

No. I had not heard that.

Its located and buoyed, said Hornblower.

Are you sure it is the wreck? croaked McCullum. Ive known some queer mistakes made.

It is exactly where the bearings were taken when she sank, said Hornblower. It is the right size as far as the sweep can show. And no other obstructions were found by the sweep, either. The bottom here is firm sand, as I expect you know.

It sounds plausible, said McCullum grudgingly. I could have wished Id had the direction of the sweeping, nevertheless.

You must trust me, Mr McCullum, said Hornblower patiently.

Tis little that I know about you and your capabilities, answered McCullum.

Hornblower, swallowing his irritation at that remark, wondered how McCullum had managed to live so long without previously being shot in a duel. But McCullum was the irreplaceable expert, and even if he were not a sick man it would be both foolish and undignified to quarrel with him.

I presume the next thing to do is to send your divers down to report on the condition of the wreck, he said, trying to be both firm and polite.

Undoubtedly that will be the first thing I do as soon as I am allowed out of this bed, said McCullum.

Hornblower thought of all that Eisenbeiss had told him about McCullums wound, about gangrene and suppuration and general blood-poisoning, and he knew there was a fair chance that McCullum would never rise from his bed.

Mr McCullum, he said, this is an urgent matter. Once the Turks get wind of what we want to do, and can assemble sufficient force to stop us, we will never be allowed to conduct salvage operations here. It is of the first importance that we get to work as quickly as we can. I was hoping that you would instruct your divers in their duties so that they could start now, immediately.

So that is what you were thinking, is it? said McCullum.

It took some minutes of patient argument to wear McCullum down, and the grudging agreement that McCullum gave was tempered by an immediate pointing out of the difficulties.

That waters mortal cold, said McCullum.

Im afraid so, answered Hornblower, but we have always expected that.

The Eastern Mediterranean in March is nothing like the Bay of Bengal in summer. My men wont stand it for long.

It was a great advance that McCullum should admit that they might stand it at all.

If they work for short intervals  ? suggested Hornblower.

Aye. Seventeen fathoms beside the wreck?

Seventeen fathoms all round it, said Hornblower.

They cant work for long at that depth in any case. Five dives a day will be all. Then they bleed at the nose and ears. Theyll need lines and weights  nine-pounder shot will serve.

Ill have them got ready, said Hornblower.

Hornblower stood by while McCullum addressed his divers. He could guess at the point of some of the speeches. One of the divers was raising objections; it was clear, when he clasped his arms about his chest and shuddered dramatically with a rolling of his pathetic dark eyes, what he was saying. All three of them talked at once for a space in their twittering language. A sterner note came into McCullums voice when he replied, and he indicated Hornblower with a gesture, directing all eyes to him for a moment. All three clung to each other and shrank away from him like frightened children. McCullum went on speaking, energetically  Eisenbeiss leaned over him and restrained the left hand that gesticulated; the right was strapped into immobility against McCullums chest.

Do not move, said Eisenbeiss. We shall have an inflammation.

McCullum had winced more than once after an incautious movement, and his appearance of well-being changed quickly to one of fatigue.

Theyll start now, he said at length, his head back on his pillow. You can take em. Looney, here  thats what I call him  will be in charge. Ive told em there are no sharks. Generally when one of ems down at the bottom the other two pray against sharks  theyre all three of em shark doctors. A good thing theyve seen men flogged on board here. I promised em youd give em a taste of the cat if there was any nonsense.

Hornblower had seen very plainly what the reactions of these twittering, bird-like creatures had been to that horror.

Take em away, said McCullum, lying back on his pillow.

With longboat and launch over at the far side of the Bay for stores and water only the gig and the tiny jolly boat were available. The gig was uncomfortably crowded but it served, with four hands at the oars, Hornblower and Leadbitter in the stern  Hornblower felt he could not possibly endure not taking part in this first essay  and the Ceylonese crowded into the bows. Hornblower had formed a shrewd notion about the extent of McCullums ability to speak the divers language. He had no doubt that McCullum made no attempt to speak it accurately or with any attempt at inflection. He made his points, Hornblower guessed, with a few nouns and verbs and some energetic gestures. McCullums command of the Ceylonese tongue could not compare with Hornblowers Spanish, nor even with his French. Hornblower felt a sense of grievance about that, as he sat with his hand on the tiller and steered the gig over the dancing water  already the flat calm of dawn had given way to a moderate breeze that ruffled the surface.

They reached the first of the buoys  a plank wallowing among the wavelets at the end of its line  and Hornblower stood to identify the others. A stroke or two of the oars carried the gig into the centre of the area, and Hornblower looked down the boat to where the divers huddled together.

Looney, he said.

Now that he had been paying special attention to them he could distinguish each of the three divers from the others. Until that time they might as well have been triplets as far as his ability went to tell them apart.

Looney, said Hornblower again.

Looney rose to his feet and dropped the grapnel over the side. It went down fast, taking out the coiled-down line rapidly over the gunwale. Slowly Looney took off his clothes until he stood naked. He sat himself on the gunwale and swung his legs over. As his feet felt the cold of the water he cried out, and the other two joined with him in cries of alarm or commiseration.

Shall I give im a shove, sir? asked the hand at the bow oar.

No, said Hornblower.

Looney was sitting systematically inflating and deflating his chest, inhaling as deeply as he could, forcing air into his lungs. Hornblower could see how widely the ribs moved at each breath. One of the other two Ceylonese put a cannonball into Looneys hands, and he clasped it to his naked chest. Then he let himself slip from the gunwale and disappeared below the surface, leaving the gig rocking violently.

Hornblower took out his watch; it had no second-hand  watches with second-hands were far too expensive for him to afford  but he could measure the time roughly. He watched the tip of the minute hand creep from one mark to the next, from there to the next, and into the third minute. He was concentrating so deeply on the task that he did not hear Looney break water; his attention was called by a word from Leadbitter. Looneys head was visible twenty yards astern, his long thick switch of black hair, tied with a string, beside his ear.

Back water! said Hornblower promptly. Pay out that line, there!

The second order was understood clearly enough by the Ceylonese, or at least they knew their business, for as a vigorous stroke or two sent the gig down to Looney one of them attended to the line over the bows. Looney put his hands up to the gunwale and the other two pulled him on board. They talked volubly, but Looney at first sat still on the thwart, his head down by his thighs. Then he lifted his head, the water streaming from his wet hair. Clearly he talked about the cold  that sharp breeze must have been icy upon his wet skin  for the others towelled him and assisted him to cover himself with his clothes.

Hornblower wondered how he would set them to work again, but there was no need for him to interfere. As soon as Looney had his white garments about his shoulders he stood up in the bows of the gig and looked about him, considering. Then he pointed to a spot in the water a few yards away, looking round at Hornblower.

Give way! said Hornblower.

One of the Ceylonese hauled in on the grapnel and let it go again when the boat reached the spot indicated. Now it was his turn to strip, to inflate and deflate his chest, and to take a cannonball into his hands and drop over the side. Cannonballs cost money, thought Hornblower, and a time might come when he would need them to fire at the enemy. It would be better in the future to play in a supply of small rocks gathered on the shore. The diver came up to the surface and scrambled on board, to be received by his companions just as Looney had been. There was some kind of discussion among the divers, which was ended by the third one going down in the same place, apparently to settle the point in dispute. What he discovered led on his return to Looney requesting by signs a further shifting of the gig, and then Looney took off his clothes again to go down.

The divers were working industriously and, as far as Hornblower could see, intelligently. Later on Looney and one of his mates made a simultaneous descent, and it was on this occasion that Hornblower noticed that Looneys legs and feet, when he climbed in, were scratched and bleeding. For a moment Hornblower thought of sharks and similar underwater perils, but he revised his opinion at once. Looney must have been scrambling about on the wreck itself. There were decaying timbers down there, deep in the bright water, overgrown with barnacles and razor-edged sea shells. Hornblower felt confirmed in his opinion when Looney desired to buoy this particular spot. They anchored a plank there by a grapnel, and then dived more than once again in the neighbourhood.

Now the divers were exhausted, lying doubled up and huddled together beside the bow thwart.

Very well, Looney, said Hornblower, and he pointed back to the ship.

Looney gave him a weary nod.

Up anchor, ordered Hornblower, and the gig pulled back towards Atropos.

A mile away were visible the lug sails of longboat and launch also on their return journey, coming down with the freshening wind abeam. It seemed to Hornblower as if things could never happen to him one at a time; he had hardly set foot on the deck of the Atropos before they were running alongside, and as the Ceylonese made their weary way forward to report to McCullum here were Carslake and Turner demanding his attention.

The water casks are refilled, sir, said Carslake. I used the little stream that comes in half a mile from the town. I thought that would be better than those in the town.

Quite right, Mr Carslake, said Hornblower. On account of what he had seen in North Africa, Hornblower agreed with Carslake that a water supply that had not passed through a Turkish town would be preferable.

What stores did you get?

Very little, sir, to-day, Im afraid.

There was only the local market, sir, supplemented Turner. The Mudir has only sent out word to-day. The goods will be coming in for sale to-morrow.

The Mudir? asked Hornblower. That was the word Turner had used before.

The head man, sir, the local governor. The old man with the sword who came out to us in the boat yesterday.

And he is the Mudir?

Yes, sir. The Mudir is under the Kaimakam, and the Kaimakam is under the Vali, and the Vali is under the Grand Vizier, and hes under the Sultan, or at least thats how its supposed to be  all of em try to be independent when they get the chance.

I understand that, said Hornblower.

No one who had given any study at all to the military and naval history of the last few years in the Eastern Mediterranean could be ignorant of the anarchy and disintegration prevailing in the Turkish Empire. What Hornblower wanted to hear about was the effect these were producing locally and to-day. He turned back to Carslake to listen patiently first to his account of what had been bought and what would be available later.

I bought all the eggs there were, sir. Two and a half dozen, said Carslake in the course of his report.

Good, said Hornblower, but without any fervour, and that was clear proof that his mind was not on what Carslake was saying. Normally the thought of eggs, boiled, scrambled, or poached, would have excited him. The untoward events at Malta had prevented his buying any there for himself. He had not even laid in a store of pickled eggs at Deptford.

Carslake droned himself to a stop.

Thank you, Mr Carslake, said Hornblower. Mr Turner, come below and Ill hear what you have to say.

Turner had apparently kept his eyes and ears open, as Hornblower had ordered him to.

The Mudir has no force here at all worth mentioning, sir, said Turner, his wizened old face animated and lively. I doubt if he could raise twenty-five armed men all told. He came down with two guards as old as himself.

You spoke with him?

Yes, sir. I gave him  Mr Carslake and I gave him  ten guineas to open the market for us. Another ten guineas to-morrow, is what weve promised him.

No harm in keeping local authority on his side as long as possible, thought Hornblower.

And was he friendly? he asked.

We-ell, sir. I wouldnt say that, not exactly, sir. Maybe it was because he wanted our money. I wouldnt call him friendly, sir.

He would be reserved and cautious, Hornblower decided, not anxious to commit himself without instructions from superior authority, and yet not averse to pocketing twenty pieces of gold  pickings for an average year, Hornblower guessed  when the opportunity presented itself.

The Valis carried off the local army, sir, went on Turner. That was plain enough from the way the Mudir talked. But I dont know why, sir. Maybe theres trouble with the Greeks again. Theres always trouble in the Archipelago.

Rebellion was endemic among the Greek subjects of Turkey. Fire and sword, massacre and desolation, piracy and revolt, swept islands and mainland periodically. And nowadays with French influence penetrating from the Seven Islands, and Russia taking a suspiciously humanitarian interest in the welfare of Turkeys Orthodox subjects, there were fresh sources of trouble and unrest.

One points clear, anyway, said Hornblower, and that is that the Valis not here at present.

Thats so, sir.

It would take time for a message to reach the Vali, or even the Valis subordinate, the  the Kaimakam, decided Hornblower, fishing the strange title out of his memory with an effort. The political situation was involved beyond any simple disentanglement. Turkey had been Britains enthusiastic ally recently, when Bonaparte had conquered Egypt and invaded Syria and threatened Constantinople. But Russia and Turkey were chronic enemies  they had fought half a dozen wars in the last half century  and now Russia and England were allies, and Russia and France were enemies, even though since Austerlitz there was no way in which they could attack each other. There could be no doubt in the world that the French ambassador in Constantinople was doing his best to incite Turkey to a fresh war with Russia; no doubt at all that Russia since the days of Catherine the Great was casting covetous eyes on Constantinople and the Dardanelles.

The Greek unrest was an established fact. So was the ambition of the local Turkish governors. The tottering Turkish government would seize any opportunity to play off one possible enemy against the other, and would view with the deepest suspicion  there was even the religious factor to be borne in mind  any British activity amid Turkish possessions. With England and France locked in a death struggle the Turks could hardly be blamed if they suspected England of buying Russias continued alliance with a promise of a slice of Turkish territory; luckily France, with a far worse record, was liable to be similarly suspected. When the Sultan heard  if ever he did hear  of the presence of a British ship of war in Marmorice Bay, he would wonder what intrigues were brewing with the Vali, and if Sultan or Vali heard that a quarter of a million in gold and silver lay at the bottom of Marmorice Bay it could be taken for granted that none would be salvaged unless the lions share went into Turkish hands.

There was just no conclusion to be reached after all this debate, except for the one he had reached a week ago, and that was to effect as prompt a recovery of the treasure as possible and to leave the diplomats to argue over a fait accompli. He walked forward to hear from McCullums lips how much had been learned regarding this possibility.

McCullum had just finished hearing what the divers had reported to him. They were squatting round his cot, with all the attention of their big eyes concentrated on his face, and with all their clothes draped about them until they looked something like beehives.

She is there, said McCullum. Apparently he had been quite prepared to find that some gross blunder or other had been committed, either in plotting the original bearings or in the recent sweeping operations.

Im glad to hear it, replied Hornblower, as politely as he could make himself endure these temperamental liberties of an expert and an invalid.

Shes greatly overgrown, except for her copper, but she shows no sign of breaking up at all.

A wooden ship, fastened together with wooden pegs, and untouched by storm or current, might well lie for ever on a sandy bed without disintegration.

Did she right herself? asked Hornblower.

No. Shes nearly bottom up. My men could tell bow from stern.

Thats fortunate, said Hornblower.

Yes. McCullum referred to some pages of written notes that he held in his free hand. The money was in the lower lazarette, aft, abaft the mizzen mast and immediately below the main deck. A ton and a half of coined gold in iron chests and nearly four tons of coined silver in bags.

Ye-es, said Hornblower, trying to look as if that exactly agreed with his own calculations.

The lazarette was given an additional lining of oak to strengthen it before the treasure was put on board, went on McCullum. I expect the moneys still there.

You mean  ? asked Hornblower, quite at a loss.

I mean it will not have fallen through the deck on to the sea bottom, said McCullum, condescending to explain to this ignorant amateur.

Of course, said Hornblower, hastily.

Speedwells main cargo was half the battering train of the army, went on McCullum. Ten long eighteen-pounders. Bronze guns. And the shot for them. Iron shot.

Thats why she went down the way she did, said Hornblower brightly. As he spoke he realized as well the implications of the words bronze and iron which McCullum had accented. Bronze would endure under water longer than iron.

Yes, said McCullum. As soon as she heeled, guns and shot and all would shift. Ill wager on that, from what I know of first mates in these days. With the war, any jumped-up apprentice is a first mate.

Ive seen it myself, said Hornblower, sorrowfully.

But thats neither here nor there, went on McCullum. Looney here says she is still, most of her, above the sand. He could get in under the break of the poop, just.

From McCullums significant glance when he made this announcement Hornblower could guess that it was of great importance, but it was hard to see just why this should be.

Yes? said Hornblower, tentatively.

Do you think they can break in through the ships side with crowbars? asked McCullum testily. Five minutes work on the bottom a day each for three men! Wed be here a year.

Hornblower suddenly remembered the leather fuse-hoses for which McCullum had indented at Malta. He made a hasty guess, despite the fantastic nature of what he had to say.

Youre going to blow up the wreck? he said.

Of course. A powder charge in that angle should open the ship at exactly the right place.

Naturally, said Hornblower. He was dimly aware that it was possible to explode charges under water, but his knowledge of the technical methods to be employed was dimmer still.

Well try the fuse-hoses first, announced McCullum. But Ive little hope of them at that depth. The joints cant resist the pressure.

I suppose not, said Hornblower.

I expect itll mean a flying fuse in the end, said McCullum. These fellows here are always afraid of em. But Ill do it.

The bulky figure of Eisenbeiss loomed up beside the cot. He put one hand on McCullums forehead and the other on his wrist.

Take your hands off me! snarled McCullum. Im busy.

You must not do too much, said Eisenbeiss. Excitement increases the morbid humours.

Morbid humours be damned! exclaimed McCullum. And you be damned, too.

Dont be a fool, man, said Hornblower, his patience exhausted. He saved your life yesterday. Dont you remember how sick you were? It hurts. It hurts. Thats what you were saying.

Hornblower found his voice piping in imitation of McCullums yesterday, and he turned his face feebly from side to side like McCullums on the pillow. He was aware that it was an effective bit of mimicry, and even McCullum was a trifle abashed by it.

Sick I may have been, he said, but Im well enough now.

Hornblower looked across at Eisenbeiss.

Let Mr McCullum have five more minutes, he said. Now, Mr McCullum, you were talking about leather fuse-hoses. Will you please explain how they are used?


CHAPTER XIV
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HORNBLOWER CAME FORWARD to where the gunner and his mates were squatting on the deck at work upon the fuse-hose in accordance with McCullums instructions.

You are making a thorough job of those seams, I hope, Mr Clout, he said.

Aye aye, sir, said Clout.

They had an old sail spread out to sit on, for the purpose of saving the spotless deck from the warm pitch in the iron pot beside them.

Five seconds to the foot, this quick match burns, sir. You said one foot of slow match, sir?

I did.

Hornblower bent to look at the work. The leather hose was in irregular lengths, from three to five feet; it was typical of the cross-grained ways of nature that animals could not provide longer pieces of leather than that. One of the gunners mates was at work with a slender wooden bodkin, dragging the end of a vast length of quick match through a section of hose. When the bodkin emerged he proceeded to slip the hose along the quick match until it joined the preceding section.

Easy with that, now, said Clout. We dont want a break in that match.

The other gunners mate set to work with needle and palm to sew and double sew the new length to its neighbour. The joint completed, Clout proceeded to apply warm pitch liberally over the joint and down the seam of the new section. Eventually there would be a hundred and twenty feet of hose joined and pitched and with quick match threaded all the way through it.

Ive picked a couple of sound kegs, sir, said Clout. Fifty-pound kegs, they are. I have bags of dry sand to fill em up.

Very well, said Hornblower.

Thirty pounds of powder was what McCullum wanted for his explosive charge, no more and no less.

I dont want to shatter the wreck to pieces, McCullum had said. I only want to split her open.

That was a part of McCullums special knowledge; Hornblower could not possibly have guessed how much powder, at a depth of a hundred feet, would achieve this result. In a long nine-pounder, he knew, three pounds of powder would throw the shot a mile and a half, random shooting, but this was something entirely different, and in the incompressible medium of water, too. With a fifty-pound keg and only thirty pounds of powder it was necessary to have some indifferent substance like sand to fill the keg full.

Send me word the moment you are ready, said Hornblower, and turned back aft again.

Here was Turner, newly come from the shore, hovering about to attract his attention.

Well, Mr Turner?

Turner kept his distance, his manner indicating that he had something very private to say. He spoke in a low voice when Hornblower walked over to him.

Please, sir, its the Mudir. He wants to visit you. I cant make him out, but theres something he wants.

What did you tell him?

I said  Im sorry, sir, but I didnt know what else to do  I said youd be delighted. Theres something fishy, I think. He said hed come at once.

He did, did he?

Things were bound to be fishy in these troubled waters, thought Hornblower, with a simultaneous disapproval of the style of that sentiment.

Midshipman of the watch!

Sir!

What do you see over towards the town?

Smiley trained his glass across the Bay.

Boat putting out, sir. Shes the same lateen we saw before.

Any flag?

Yes, sir. Red. Turkish colours, it looks like.

Very well. Mr Jones, were going to have an official visitor. You may pipe the side for him.

Aye aye, sir.

Now, Mr Turner, you dont know what the Mudir wants?

No, sir. He wanted to see you, urgently, it seems like. Il capitano was all hed say when we landed  the market was supposed to be ready for us, but it wasnt. What he wanted was to see the Captain, and so I said youd see him.

He gave no hint?

No, sir. He wouldnt say. But he was agitated, I could see.

Well, well know soon enough, said Hornblower.

The Mudir mounted to the deck with a certain dignity, despite the difficulties the awkward ascent presented to his old legs. He looked keenly about him as he came on board; whether or not he understood the compliment that was being paid him by the bosns mates and the sideboys could not be determined. There was a keen hawk-like face above the white beard, and a pair of lively dark eyes took in the scene about him without revealing whether it was a familiar one or not. Hornblower touched his hat and the Mudir replied with a graceful gesture of his hand to his face.

Ask him if he will come below, said Hornblower. Ill lead the way.

Down in the cabin Hornblower offered a chair, with a bow, and the Mudir seated himself. Hornblower sat opposite him with Turner at his side. The Mudir spoke and Turner translated.

He hopes God has given you the gift of health, sir, said Turner.

Make the correct reply, said Hornblower.

As he spoke he met the glance of the sharp brown eyes and smiled politely.

Now hes asking you if you have had a prosperous voyage, sir, reported Turner.

Say whatever you think fit, answered Hornblower.

The conversation proceeded from one formal politeness to another. This was the way of the Levant, Hornblower knew. It could be neither dignified nor tactful to announce ones business in ones opening sentences.

Should we offer him a drink? asked Hornblower.

Well, sir, its usual over business to offer coffee.

Then dont you think wed better?

You see, sir, its the coffee  itll be different from what he calls coffee.

We can hardly help that. Give the order, if you please.

The conversation continued, still without reaching any point. It was interesting to note how an intelligent and mobile face like the Mudirs could give no hint at all of any emotion behind it. But the coffee brought about a change. The sharp eyes took in the thick mugs, the battered pewter coffee pot, while the face remained impassive, and while the Mudir was going through the ceremony of polite refusal and then grateful acceptance; but the tasting of the coffee effected a transformation. Willy nilly, the Mudir could not prevent an expression of surprise, even though he instantly brought his features under control again. He proceeded to sweeten his coffee to a syrup with sugar, and he did not touch the cup, but raised it to his lips by means of the saucer.

There ought to be little cakes and sweetmeats, too, sir, said Turner. But we couldnt offer him blackstrap and biscuit.

I suppose not, said Hornblower.

The Mudir sipped cautiously at his coffee again, and resumed his speech.

He says you have a very fine ship, sir, said Turner. I think he is coming to the point soon.

Thank him and tell him what a wonderful village he has, if you think thats the right thing, said Hornblower.

The Mudir sat back in his chair  it was plain that he was not accustomed to chairs  studying first Hornblowers face and then Turners. Then he spoke again; his voice was well modulated, well controlled.

Hes asking if Atropos is going to stay long, sir, said Turner.

It was the question Hornblower was expecting.

Say that I have not completed my stores yet, he said.

He was quite sure that the preliminary operations of salvage, sweeping for the wreck, buoying it, and sending down the divers, had escaped observation, or at least would be quite unintelligible from the shore. He did not take his eyes from the Mudirs face as Turner translated and the Mudir replied.

He says he presumes you will be leaving as soon as youve done that, said Turner.

Tell him its likely.

He says this would be a good place to wait for information about French ships, sir. The fishing boats often come in with news.

Tell him I have my orders.

The suspicion began to form in Hornblowers mind that the Mudir did not want Atropos to leave. Perhaps he wanted to keep him here until an ambush could be laid, until the guns at the fort could be manned, until the Vali returned with the local army. This was a good way to carry on a diplomatic conversation. He could watch the Mudir all the time, while any unguarded statement of Turners could be disavowed on the grounds of poor translation if no other way.

We can keep an eye on the Rhodes Channel from here, sir, he says, went on Turner. Its the most likely course for any Frenchy. It looks as if he wants to get his twenty guineas, sir.

Maybe so, said Hornblower, trying to convey by his tone that he saw no need for Turner to contribute to the conversation. Say that my orders give me very little discretion.

With the conversation taking this turn it was obvious that the best tactics would be to display a reluctance that might with great difficulty be overcome. Hornblower hoped that Turners command of lingua franca was equal to this demand upon it.

The Mudir replied with more animation than he had previously shown; it was as if he were about to show his hand.

He wants us to stay here, sir, said Turner. If we do therell be much better supplies coming in from the country.

That was not his real reason, obviously.

No, said Hornblower. If we cant get the supplies well go without them.

Hornblower was having to be careful about the expression on his face; he had to say these things to Turner as if he really meant them  the Mudir was not letting anything escape his notice.

Now hes coming out in the open, sir, said Turner. Hes asking us to stay.

Then ask him why he wants us to.

This time the Mudir spoke for a long time.

So thats it, sir, reported Turner. Now we know. There are pirates about.

Tell me exactly what he said, if you please, Mr Turner.

There are pirates along the coast, sir, explained Turner, accepting the rebuke. A fellow called Michael  Michael the  the Slayer of Turks, sir. Ive heard of him. He raids these coasts. A Greek, of course. He was at Fettech two days back. Thats just along the coast, sir.

And the Mudirs afraid thisll be the next place he raids?

Yes, sir. Ill ask him so as to make sure, sir, added Turner, when Hornblower glanced at him.

The Mudir was quite eloquent now that he had taken the plunge. Turner had to listen for a long time before he could resume his translation.

Michael burns the houses, sir, and takes the women and cattle. Hes the sworn enemy of the Mohammedans. Thats where the Vali is with the local army, sir. He went to head off Michael, but he guessed wrong. He went to Adalia, and thats a weeks march away, sir.

I see.

With Atropos lying in Marmorice Bay a pirate would never venture in, and the Mudir and his people were safe as long as she stayed there. The purpose of the Mudirs visit was plain; he wanted to persuade Hornblower to stay until this Michael was at a safe distance again. It was a remarkable piece of good fortune; it was, thought Hornblower, ample compensation for the freak of fate which had left McCullum wounded in a duel. In the same way that in a long enough session the whist player found that the luck evened itself out, so it was with war. Good luck followed bad  and for Hornblower that was an astonishing admission, although he was ready enough to admit that bad luck followed good. But he must on no account show any pleasure.

Its a stroke of luck for us, sir, said Turner.

Please keep your conclusions to yourself, Mr Turner, said Hornblower bitingly.

The tone of his voice and Turners crestfallen expression puzzled the Mudir, who had not ceased to watch them closely. But he waited patiently for the unbelievers to make the next move.

No, said Hornblower decisively, tell him I cant do it.

At Hornblowers shake of the head the Mudir actually showed a little dismay even before Turner translated. He stroked his white beard and spoke again, choosing his words carefully.

Hes offering to bribe us, sir, said Turner. Five lambs or kids for every day we stay here.

Thats better, said Hornblower. Tell him Id rather have money.

It was the Mudirs turn to shake his head when he heard what Turner had to say. He looked, to Hornblowers searching eye, like a man quite sincere.

He says there isnt any money, sir. The Vali took all there was when he was here last.

He has our twenty guineas, anyway. Tell him I want them back, and six lambs a day  no kids  and Ill stay.

That was how it was decided in the end. With Turner escorting the Mudir back in the launch Hornblower went forward to inspect the gunners work. It was nearly completed. A hundred odd feet of hose, carefully coiled, lay on the deck, and one end disappeared into a powder keg covered over with canvas which the gunner was smearing thickly with pitch. Hornblower stooped to examine what must be the weakest point, where the canvas cover of the keg was sewn round the hose.

Thats as good as I can make it, sir, said the gunner. But its a mighty long length of hose.

At a hundred feet below water the pressures were enormous. A minute, indetectable pinprick anywhere in the fabric and water would be forced in.

We can try it, said Hornblower. The sooner the better. That was how it always was the sooner the better might be found written on a naval officers heart like Queen Marys Calais. Man the gig, see that all necessary equipment was packed into it, herd the divers into the bows after their last-minute instructions from McCullum, and start off without a minute wasted. Drink coffee with a Turkish Mudir at one hour, and dabble in underwater explosives the next. If variety was the spice of life, thought Hornblower, his present existence must be an Oriental curry.

Easy! he ordered, and the gig drifted slowly up to the moored plank which marked the accessible point of the wreck underneath.

Looney knew his business. The canvas-covered powder keg lay beside him; it was bound with line, and Looney took another short length of line, secured one end to the keg, passed the line round the mooring line of the buoy, and secured the other end to the keg again. He checked to see that the free end of the fuse-hose was properly fastened to the empty keg that was to buoy it up, and then gave a piping order to one of his colleagues, who stood up to take off his clothes. Looney laid hold of the powder keg, but it was too heavy for his spindly arms.

Help him, you two, said Hornblower to the two seamen nearest. See that the lines clear and see that the hose is clear, too.

Under Looneys direction the powder keg was lifted up and lowered over the side.

Let go! Handsomely! Handsomely! ordered Hornblower.

It was a tense moment  one more tense moment  to watch the powder keg sink below the choppy surface. By the line attached to it the seamen lowered it slowly down, the fuse-hose uncoiling after it as the keg sank. The loop of line which Looney had passed round the mooring line of the buoy made certain that the keg would sink to the right place.

Bottom, sir, said a seaman, as the lowering line went slack in his hands. Several feet of hose remained in the boat.

The diver was sitting on the opposite gunwale; he carried a sheath knife on a string round his naked waist, and he took in his hands the cannonball that Looney gave him. Then he lowered himself over and vanished under the surface. They waited until he came up; they waited while the next diver went down and came up again, they waited while Looney took his turn too. Dive succeeded dive; apparently it was not too easy an operation to move the powder keg to exactly the right place under the break of the Speedwells poop. But presumably, down below the surface, the thing was achieved in the end. Looney came up from what seemed to be an extra long dive; he had to be helped over the gunwale and he lay gasping in the bows for some time recovering. Then at last he sat up and made to Hornblower the unmistakable gesture of handling flint and steel.

Strike a light, said Hornblower to Leadbitter. In all his life he had never properly acquired the knack of it.

Leadbitter opened the tinderbox, and struck, and struck again. It did not take Leadbitter more than six times before he succeeded. He bent and blew the spark on the tinder into life, took the piece of slow match and caught the fire on it, blew that into life too, and looked to Hornblower for further orders.

Ill do it, said Hornblower.

Leadbitter handed him the glowing match, and Hornblower sat with it in his hand for a second while he checked once more to see that all was ready. He was tingling with excitement.

Stand by with the cask! he said. Leadbitter, have the stopper ready.

There were four or five inches of quick match hanging out of the fuse-hose; Hornblower dabbed the glowing match upon it. A seconds hesitation and it took fire. Hornblower watched the spark run along the quick match and vanish down into the hose.

Stopper it! said Hornblower, and Leadbitter forced the wooden stopper into the end of the hose, grinding down upon the brittle ashes of the match.

At five seconds to the foot the fire was now, he hoped, travelling down the hose, down, down, far below the level of the sea. At the far end, next to the powder keg, there was a foot of slow match. That burned at five minutes to the foot; they had plenty of time  no need for feverish haste, however great the urge to hurry.

Over with it! said Hornblower, and Leadbitter picked up the empty cask and lowered it gently into the water. It floated there, holding up above the surface the stoppered end of the fuse-hose.

Oars! said Hornblower. Give way!

The gig swung away from the floating keg. The spark was still travelling along the quick match, Hornblower presumed; it would be some seconds yet before it even reached the slow match down there by the wreck of the Speedwell. He remembered to take the time by his watch.

Take her back to the ship, he ordered Leadbitter; he looked back to where the empty cask bobbed on the surface.

McCullum had said, I advise you to keep clear of the explosion. Apparently the explosion of a barrel of powder, even far down under the water, created a turmoil on the surface that would endanger the gig. Beside the ship they would be a quarter of a mile away; that should be safe enough. When the bowman hooked on to the main chains of the Atropos, Hornblower looked at his watch again. It was exactly five minutes since he had seen the spark passing into the end of the fuse-hose. The explosion could be expected at any time from now.

Naturally the side of the ship was lined with every idler who could find a place there. The preparation of the charge and the fuse had excited gossip throughout the ship.

Hornblower changed his mind about awaiting the explosion in the gig and mounted to the deck.

Mr Jones! he bellowed. Is this a raree-show? Keep the hands at work, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

He very much wanted to see the explosion himself, but he feared to display curiosity inconsonant with his dignity. And there was the chance  a likely chance, according to McCullum  that there would be no explosion at all. A glance at his watch showed him that it was by now overdue. With an appearance of the utmost indifference he strolled forward to McCullums bedside, where McCullum was listening to the reports of his divers.

Nothing as yet? said McCullum.

Nothing.

I never trust a fuse-hose beyond five fathoms, said McCullum, even when I handle it myself.

Hornblower kept back an irritated answer, and gazed out towards the scene of his recent activities. In the choppy water he could just perceive at intervals the dark spot which was the keg that floated the end of the fuse-hose. He glanced at his watch again.

Long overdue, he said.

Waters in that hose. Youll have to use a flying fuse after all.

The sooner the better, said Hornblower. How do I set about it?

He was glad for the sake of his precious dignity that he had not waited in sight of the men.


CHAPTER XV
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THIS TIME SO many men were wanted for the operation that Hornblower was using the launch instead of the gig. As usual the three Ceylonese divers were huddled in the bows, but next to them in the bottom of the boat stood an iron pot of melted pitch, and beside it squatted a sailmakers mate, and Mr Clout, the gunner, sat amidships with the powder keg between his legs. The canvas covering to the keg was incompletely sewn, gaping wide at the upper end. They dropped the grapnel and the launch rode on the little waves beside the little keg that floated with the end of the useless fuse-hose, a monument to the previous failure.

Carry on, Mr Clout, said Hornblower.

This was something more than exciting. This was dangerous. The divers stripped themselves for their work, and sat up to begin their exercises of inflating and deflating their lungs. There would not be any time to spare later. Clout took the tinderbox and proceeded to strike a spark upon the tinder, crouching low to shelter it from the small breeze which blew over the surface of the Bay. He caught fire upon the slow match, brought it to a glow, and looked over at Hornblower.

Carry on, I said, said Hornblower.

Clout dabbed the slow match upon the fuse that protruded through a hole in the end of the powder keg. Hornblower could hear the faint irregular hissing of the fuse as Clout waited for it to burn down into the hole. Among them now, in the middle of the boat, fire was creeping towards thirty pounds of gunpowder. If there were a few powder grains out of place, if the fuse were the least faulty, there would come a sudden crashing explosion which would blow them and the boat to fragments. There was not a sound in the boat save the hissing of the fuse. The spark crept down into the hole. The powder keg at this upper end had a double head, the result of the most careful work by the ships cooper. In the space between the two heads was coiled the fuse, whose farther end penetrated the inner head to rest amid the powder. Along that coil stapled to the inner head the fire was now moving unseen, creeping round and round on its way to dive down along its final length through the inner head.

Clout took from his pocket the canvas-covered stopper, and dipped it into the warm pitch.

Make sure of it, Mr Clout, said Hornblower.

Clout rammed the stopper into the hole in the outer head. The action cut off the sound of the hissing fuse, but everyone in the boat knew that the fire was still pursuing its inexorable way inside. Clout smeared pitch thickly about the stopper and then moved out of the way.

Now, my hearty, he said to the sailmakers mate.

This last needed no urging. Needle and palm in hand, he took Clouts place and sewed up the canvas cover over the top of the keg.

Keep those stitches small, said Hornblower; the sailmakers mate, crouching over instant death, was not unnaturally nervous. So was Hornblower, but the irritation caused by the previous failure made him anxious that the work should be well done.

The sailmakers mate finished the last stitch, oversewed it, and, whipping out his sheath knife, cut the twine. There could be hardly anything more harmless in appearance than that canvas-covered keg. It looked a stupid, a brainless object, standing there in the boat. Clout was already daubing pitch over the newly-sewn end; the sides and the other end had been thickly pitched before the keg was put into the launch.

Now the line, said Hornblower.

As on the previous occasion a loop of line attached to the keg was passed round the mooring line of the buoy and secured to the keg again.

Hoist it, you two. Lower away. Handsomely.

The keg sank below the surface, dangling on the lowering line as the men let it down hand over hand. There was a sudden relief from tension in the boat, marked by a sudden babble of talk.

Silence! said Hornblower.

Even though the thing was invisible now, sinking down to the bottom of the Bay, it was still deadly  the men did not understand that. One of the divers was already sitting on the gunwale, a cannon-ball in his hands  that was a ridiculous moment for Hornblower to remember that he had not carried out his earlier resolution to get in a store of rocks for that purpose  and his chest expanding and contracting. Hornblower would have liked to tell him to make certain to place the powder keg to the best advantage, but that was impossible owing to the difficulties of language. He had to content himself with a glance, half encouragement and half threat.

Bottom, sir, announced the seaman at the lowering line.

The diver slipped from the gunwale and vanished under the surface. Down there with the powder charge and the glowing fuse he was in worse peril even than before. Theyve seen one of their mates blown to bits using a flying fuse off Cuddalore, McCullum had said. Hornblower wanted nothing like that to happen now. It occurred to him that if it were to happen the launch, with him in it, would be on top of the explosion and turmoil, and he wondered what was the mysterious force that always drove him into voluntarily taking part in dangerous adventures. He thought it must be curiosity, and then he realized that it was a sense of shame as well; and it never occurred to him that a sense of duty had something to do with it too.

The second diver was sitting on the gunwale, cannon-ball in hand and breathing deeply, and the moment the first divers head broke water he let himself slip down and vanished. Ive put the fear of God into em, McCullum had said. Ive told em that if the charge explodes without being properly placed theyll all get two dozen. An Ive said were here to stay. No matter how long we try we get the money up. So you can rely on em. Theyll do their best.

And they certainly were doing their best. Looney was waiting on the gunwale now, and down he went as soon as the second diver appeared. They wanted to waste no time at all. Not for the first time Hornblower peered overside in the attempt to see down through the water, unsuccessfully again. It was clear, and the loveliest deep green, but there was just sufficient lop and commotion on the surface to make it impossible to see down. Hornblower had to take it for granted that deep down below, in semi-darkness at least, and amid paralysing cold, Looney was dragging the powder charge towards the wreck and shoving it under the break of the poop. That powder keg under water could weigh little enough, thanks to the upthrust that Archimedes discovered, twenty centuries ago.

Looney reappeared, and the first diver instantly went down to replace him. This business was for the divers a gamble with life and death, a losing lottery. If the charge were to explode prematurely it would be chance that would dictate who would happen to be down there with it at that moment. But surely it could not take long to move the charge a few yards along the bottom and into the right place. And down there, he hoped, the fire was creeping along the coils of the fuse, sandwiched tight between the two barrel-heads. The philosophers had decided that fuses were able to burn in the absence of air  unlike candles  because the nitre that permeated the cord supplied the same combustible substance that air supplied. It was a discovery that went close to solving the problem of life  a human beings life went out like a candles in the absence of air. It might be reasonably expected soon that the discovery might be made as to how to maintain life without air.

Yet another dive. The fire was hurrying along the fuse. Clout had allowed enough for an hours burning  it must not be too little, obviously, but also it must not be too much, for the longer the keg was exposed to the water pressure the greater the chance of a weak point giving way and water seeping in. But Clout had pointed out that in that confined space between the barrel-heads the heat would not be able to escape; it would grow hotter and hotter in there and the fuse would burn faster  the fire might even jump from one part of the coil to another. The rate of burning, in other words, was unpredictable.

The diver who had just appeared gave a sharp cry, in time to prevent the next one  Looney  from going down. An eager question and answer, and Looney turned to Hornblower with a waving of hands.

Get that man on board, ordered Hornblower. Up anchor!

A few strokes of the oars got the launch under weigh; the Ceylonese in the bows were chattering like sparrows at dawn.

Back to the ship, ordered Hornblower.

He would go straight on board without looking back once; he would not compromise his dignity by awaiting an explosion which might never come. The tiller was put over and the launch began her steady course towards Atropos.

And then it happened, while Hornblowers back was turned to it. A sullen, muffled roar, not very loud, as if a gun had been fired in a distant cave. Hornblower swung round in his seat just in time to see a bulging wave overtake them, heaving up the stern of the launch. The stern sank and bow rose, the launch pitching violently, like a childs toy boat in a tub. The water that surged round them was discoloured and dark. It was only for a few seconds that the violent commotion lasted, and then it passed on, leaving the launch rocking jerkily.

Shes gone up, sir, said Clout, quite unnecessarily.

The hands were chattering as much as the Ceylonese.

Silence in the boat! said Hornblower.

He was angry with himself because the unexpected sound had caused him to leap in his seat. He glowered at the men, and they fell into a hushed silence.

Starboard your helm, growled Hornblower. Give way!

The launch swung round and retraced its course towards the scene of the explosion, marked by a dirty patch of water. Half a dozen big bubbles rose to the surface and burst as he watched. Then something else came up, and something else, dead fish floating up to the surface, their white bellies gleaming under the sky. The launch passed one which was not quite dead; it was making feeble efforts, just perceptible, to right itself and descend again.

Silence! said Hornblower again  the irrepressible chatter had broken out again. Easy!

In silence the launch floated over the scene of the explosion. Dead fish, a stain, and nothing else. Nothing else at all. Hornblower felt a sick feeling of disappointment; there should be fragments from the wreck covering the surface, shattered bits of timber to show that the powder charge had done its work. The fact that there was none was proof that no gap had been blown in the wreck. His mind was racing into the future. Another charge with another flying fuse would have to be used, he supposed, and the most brutal threats would have to be employed towards the divers to make them put it into position. They had escaped the last explosion by not more than thirty seconds, he supposed, and they would be chary of running the risk again.

There was a bit of timber! No, it was the plank which had been used as a marker buoy.

Haul in on that line, said Hornblower to the man pulling stroke oar. There was only ten feet of line attached to the plank  the line had been broken at that point; so the explosion had effected something, at least. It was ironical that that was all  just a marker buoy torn loose.

Put on another grapnel and line, ordered Hornblower. They must still be close enough to the spot for the marker to be better than nothing.

Hornblower caught Looneys eye; he seemed willing enough to all appearance. It would save time if an examination of the scant results were made now.

Looney, said Hornblower, and pointed overside. He had only to point a second time for Looney to nod his agreement and pull off his clothes again. As far as Hornblower could remember Looney had not yet made his daily quota of five dives yet. Looney inflated his chest and slipped in, and the launch lay drifting. The little waves that slapped against her sides had a different quality from usual; they had not even the small amount of system arising from the wind that agitated the surface  they seemed to come from all points at once. Hornblower realized that they were the last dying remnants of the turbulence which the explosion had set up.

Up came Looney, his slender bundle of black hair bobbing beside his face. His white teeth showed in what might almost be thought to be a smile, except that of course he was gasping for breath. He struck out towards the launch, saying something to his colleagues as he did so which set them off twittering volubly. Apparently the explosion which had torn the marker buoy loose had not driven it any distance from its position. They hauled Looney on board into the bows. The chattering went on; now Looney was making his way aft over the thwarts and between the men. He was rubbing something in a portion of his clothing as he came  something which he put into Hornblowers hand with a broad grin. Something disc-shaped and heavy, tarnished, encrusted, and yet  and yet  

God bless my soul, said Hornblower.

It was a shilling; Hornblower could only stare at it, and turn it over in his fingers. Every eye in the boat was directed at it; the men were quick enough to guess even if they could not see it clearly. Someone started a cheer, and the others took it up. Hornblower looked down the boat at the grinning faces. Even Clout was waving his hat and yelling.

Silence! shouted Hornblower. Mr Clout, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.

But the noise did not stop instantly as before; the men were too excited. But it died away at length, and the men waited. Hornblower had to think now about the next move, completely at a loss  this development had taken him by surprise and he had no idea for the moment what to do next. It would have to be anti-climax, he decided at last. For the recovery of the treasure fresh equipment would be necessary; that was certain. The divers had made nearly as many dives that day as they could. Moreover, McCullum must be informed of the results of the explosion and his decision heard regarding further steps. Hornblower even realized that there was no certainty that subsequent operations would be easy. One shilling did not make a quarter of a million sterling. There might be much further work necessary.

Oars! he snapped at the waiting men. The oar-looms clattered into the rowlocks and the men bent forward ready to pull. Give way!

The oar-blades bit into the water and the launch slowly gathered way.

Head for the ship! he growled at the coxswain.

He sat glowering in the stern-sheets. Anyone seeing his face might well have thought that the launch was returning after a complete failure, but it was merely that he was annoyed with himself at not being quick-witted enough to have had the appropriate orders ready at once when that astonishing shilling was put into his hand. The whole boats crew had seen him at a loss. His precious dignity was hurt. When he got on board he was inclined to sulk in his cabin, but common sense made him go forward soon to discuss the situation with McCullum.

Theres a cascade of silver, said McCullum, who had been listening to the reports of the divers. The bags have rotted, and when the treasure room was blown open the silver poured out. I think thats clear enough.

And the gold? asked Hornblower.

Looney cant tell me as yet, said McCullum. If I had been in the launch I daresay I should have acquired more information.

Hornblower bit back an angry retort. Nothing would please McCullum better than a quarrel, and he had no wish to indulge him.

At least the explosion served its purpose, he said pacifically.

Like enough.

Then why, asked Hornblower  the question had been awaiting the asking for a long time if the wreck was blown open why didnt wreckage come to the surface?

You dont know? asked McCullum in reply, clearly gratified at possessing superior knowledge.

No.

Thats one of the elementary facts of science. Timber submerged at great depths soon becomes waterlogged.

Indeed?

Wood only floats  as I presume you know  by virtue of the air contained in the cavities in its substance. Under pressure that air is squeezed out, and, deprived of this upthrust, the residual material has no tendency to rise.

I see, said Hornblower. Thank you, Mr McCullum.

I am accustomed by now, said McCullum, to supplementing the education of Kings officers.

Then I trust, said Hornblower, still keeping his temper, you will continue with mine. What is the next step to take?

McCullum pursed his lips.

If that damned Dutch doctor, he said, would only have the sense to allow me out of this bed I could attend to it all myself.

Hell have the stitches out of you soon, said Hornblower. Meanwhile time is of importance.

It was infuriating that a captain in his own ship should have to endure this sort of insolence. Hornblower thought of the official complaints he could make. He could quarrel with McCullum, abandon the whole attempt, and in his report to Collingwood he would declaim that owing to the complete lack of co-operation on the part of Mr William McCullum, of the Honourable East India Companys Service the expedition had ended in failure. No doubt McCullum would then be rapped on the knuckles officially. But it was better to achieve success, even without receiving any sympathy for the trials he was enduring, than to return with the best of excuses empty-handed. It was just as meritorious to pocket his pride and to coax McCullum into giving clear instructions as it was to head a boarding party on to an enemys deck. Just as meritorious  although less likely to achieve a paragraph in the Gazette. He forced himself to ask the right questions and to listen to McCullums grudging explanations of what should next be done.

And it was pleasant, later, when eating his dinner, to be able to congratulate himself on his duty done, orders given, all prepared. Those words of McCullums, a cascade of silver, ran in his mind as he sat and ate. It called for little imagination to conjure up a mental picture of the wreck down there in the translucent water, with her strong-room torn open and the silver in a frozen stream pouring out of it. Gray could have written a poem about it; and somewhere in that strong-room there was the gold. Life was good, and he was a fortunate man. He slowly consumed his last mouthful of roast lamb, and addressed himself to his lettuce salad, tender young plants, sweet and delicious, the first fruits of the Turkish spring.


CHAPTER XVI
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THE TURKISH SPRING was not going to give way to summer without a last struggle, without calling the vanished winter back to her aid. The wind blew wildly and cold from the north-westward; the skies were grey, and the rain lashed down torrentially. It drummed upon the deck, streaming out through the scuppers; it poured in unexpected streams down from points in the rigging; even though it grudgingly gave to the crew the chance to wash their clothes in fresh water it denied them the opportunity of drying them again. Atropos swung fitfully to her anchor as the gusts blowing down from the surrounding mountains backed and veered, whipping the surface of the Bay into turbulent white-caps. Wind and rain seemed peculiarly searching. Everyone seemed to be colder and wetter than if the ship were battling a storm in mid-Atlantic, with the deck leaking as she worked in a sea way and the waves crashing down upon it; sulkiness and bad temper made their appearance among the ships company along with the cold and wet  lack of exercise and lack of occupation combined with the constant drumming of the rain to bring that about.

Walking upon the quarter-deck with the raindrops rattling upon his oilskin seemed to Hornblower to be a cheerless business, the more so until this gale dropped there would be no chance of continuing the salvage operations. Boxes of gold lay over there under that wind-whipped surface; he hated having to wait through these empty hours before knowing if they could be recovered. He hated the thought of having to rouse himself from his inertia and exert himself to re-establish the good spirits of the ships company, but he knew he must.

Messenger! he said, my compliments to Mr Smiley and Mr Horrocks, and Ill see them at once in my cabin.

Half an hour later both watches were assembled on deck by divisions (Half an hour Ill give you to get it all arranged, Hornblower had said) wearing only their duck trousers in the rain, the cold drops beating on their bare chests and feet. There was plenty of growling at the discomfort, but there was amusement among the topmen because every idler in the ship was there Ill have em all, Hornblower had said, waisters and holders, gunners crew and sailmakers crew. And there was the excitement always attendant upon a race; and there was the compensation of seeing the three senior watch-keeping officers, Jones and Still and Turner, climbing the ratlines to take their places in the cross-trees to see that the racing was fair. Hornblower stood forward by the knightheads with his speaking trumpet so that the wind would carry his voice plainly along the deck.

One to get steady! he shouted. Two to be ready! Three  and youre off!

It was a relay race, up the rigging of each mast in turn and down again, port watch against starboard; it was the inclusion of the men who rarely, if ever, went aloft that gave spice to the proceedings. Soon divisions down on deck were dancing with excitement as they watched the slow ascent and descent of some lumbering gunners mate or ships corporal; until he completed the journey they were not free to dash to the next mast and start again.

Come on, Fatty!

The Pegasus-winged topmen to whom the ascent was a trifle leaped up and down on deck with never a thought for the streaming rain as some rival division, set free by the eventual descent of its last man, rushed joyfully along the deck to the next mast while they were forced to stand and witness the cautious movements of the slowest of their own side.

Up went the men and down, round and across. The Prince of Seitz-Bunau came shrieking round the deck, wild with excitement; Horrocks and Smiley, captains of the two sides, were croaking like crows, their voices failing them with the continual shouting as they organized and encouraged. The cooks mate, who was the last man of the port watch, was already close to the mainmast head when Horrocks, who had reserved himself to be the last of the starboard watch, began the ascent on the other side. Everyone in the ship seemed to be shouting and gesticulating. Up ran Horrocks, the shrouds vibrating with the ape-like speed of his passage. The cooks mate reached the cross-trees and started down again.

Come on, Fatty!

The cooks mate did not even look to see where to put his feet, and he was coming down two ratlines at a time. Horrocks reached the cross-tress and leaped for the back stay. Down he came, sliding at a speed that must burn his hands. Cooks mate and midshipman reached the deck together, but Horrocks had farther to run to reach his place with his division than did the cooks mate. There was a final yell as both of them staggered gasping to their places, but the cooks mate was first by a full yard, and every eye was turned towards Hornblower.

Port watch wins! he announced. Starboard watch provides the entertainment to-morrow night!

The port watch cheered again, but the starboard watch  Hornblower was observing them closely  was not humiliated. He could guess that there were plenty of men among them who were not too displeased at the thought of to-morrow exhibiting their talents to an audience and who were already planning their turns. He put his speaking trumpet to his lips again.

Attention! Mr Horrocks! Mr Smiley! Dismiss your teams.

Aft, beside the wardroom door, as Hornblower was returning to his cabin, there was an unusual figure, walking with slow steps under the supervision of the doctor.

This is a pleasure, Mr McCullum, said Hornblower. Its good to see you out of your bed.

The incision has entirely healed, sir, said Eisenbeiss, proudly. Not only are the sutures removed, but I have judged it safe to remove the bristle from the wound, as the drainage was complete.

Excellent! said Hornblower. Then that arm will come out of its sling soon?

Within a few days. The broken ribs seem to have knitted well.

Still a bit stiff round there, said McCullum, feeling his right armpit with his left hand. He was displaying none of his usual ill temper; but a convalescent, making his first attempt to walk, and with his wound under discussion, could feel so much in the centre of the picture as to be well disposed towards humanity.

Well it might be, said Hornblower. A pistol bullet at twelve paces is not a welcome visitor. We thought we had lost you. At Malta they thought that bullet was in your lungs.

It would have been easier, said Eisenbeiss, if he had not been so muscular. The bullet could not be felt in that mass of muscle.

McCullum fished from his left trouser pocket a small object which he handed to Hornblower.

Dyou see that? asked McCullum. It was the bullet which Eisenbeiss had extracted, flattened and irregular. Hornblower had seen it before, but this was not the moment to say so. He marvelled over it in suitable terms, much to McCullums gratification.

I think, said Hornblower, that this occasion should be observed with a fitting ceremony. I shall invite the wardroom to dine with me, and I can ask you two gentlemen first of all.

Honoured, Im sure, said McCullum, and Eisenbeiss bowed.

Let us say to-morrow, then. We can dine in comfort before the entertainment which the starboard watch is providing.

He retired to his cabin well pleased with himself. He had exercised his crew; he had given them something to think about; he had found a suitable occasion to entertain his officers socially; his salvage expert had returned from the jaws of death and in a better temper than usual  all this, and the Speedwells treasure lay on the Tom Tiddlers Ground of the sandy bottom of the Bay, with gold and silver only waiting to be picked up. His good opinion of himself even enabled him to endure the tedium of the concert given by the starboard watch that night. There were the sentimental songs which a handsome young fore-topman sang; Hornblower found their glutinous sentimentality as wearisome to his soul as the music was to his tone-deaf ear. The Flowers on Mothers Grave and The Empty Cradle  the young seaman squeezed out every lugubrious drop from their funereal substance, and his audience, with the exception of Hornblower, revelled in it. And an elderly bosns mate sang sea songs in a thunderous bass while Hornblower marvelled that a seagoing audience could tolerate the misuse of nautical terms in those songs; if his good sail were to rustle with a following wind, his officer of the watch would hear from him in good round terms, and there was, of course, the usual landsmans confusion between the sheet and the sail, and Dibdin had never bothered to find out that a sheer hulk was still leading a useful existence thanks to its sheers  the term did not imply a complete hulk or anything like it. And of course the song laid stress on the statement that Tom Bowling was dead, like the fore-topmans mythical mother and baby. He had gone aloft and everybody in the ships company, apparently, felt the better for it.

The hornpipes were more agreeable; Hornblower could admire the lightness and grace of the dancers and could manage to ignore the squeaky sweetness of the flute that accompanied them, played by the same cooks mate whose final effort had won the race for the port watch  his services as accompanist were so necessary, apparently, that they were called for even though the port watch were officially the guests at the concert. To Hornblower the most amusing part of the evenings entertainment, in fact, was the difference in attitude between the two watches, the starboard watch as anxious hosts and the port watch as critical guests. He could congratulate himself again at the end of the evening on a successful piece of work. He had a willing and orderly crew, and a satisfied complement of officers.

And next morning came the real triumph, no less satisfactory in that Hornblower stayed on board the ship and allowed McCullum, his arm still in a sling, to go out with launch and longboat and all the new apparatus that had been constructed for the salvage operations. Hornblower stood at the side of the ship, warmed by the newly returned sunshine, as the boats returned. McCullum pointed with his left hand to a vast heap piled between the centre thwarts of the launch, and turned and pointed to another in the longboat. Silver! The divers must have worked fast down in the depths, shovelling the coins with their hands into the lowered buckets.

The boats came alongside, and a working party prepared to hoist the mass of silver on board. A sudden sharp order by McCullum halted the three Ceylonese divers as they were about to make their way forward to their own particular lair. They looked at him a little sheepishly as he gave a further order in their strange tongue, and he repeated it. Then slowly they began to take off their clothes; Hornblower had seen them stripping themselves so often before in the days  they seemed weeks ago  when the salvage operations had begun. The voluminous cotton garments came off one by one.

Ill lay a bet, said McCullum, theyve got fifty pounds between them.

One of the garments gave out a mysterious chink as it was laid on the deck, despite the care of the owner.

Master at arms! said Hornblower, search those clothes!

With a grinning crew looking on the seams and folds of the clothing were emptied of coins, dozens of them.

They never make a dive, said McCullum, without trying this on.

Hornblower could only wonder how a naked man climbing from the sea into a boat could possibly manage to convey silver coins into his clothing unobserved, but anything was possible to human ingenuity.

That would have made them rich for life if they could have taken it back to Jaffra, said McCullum. Reverting to the foreign speech he dismissed the divers, who picked up their clothes again and vanished, while McCullum turned back to Hornblower. It might be quicker to weigh this than to count it. If we get it all up therell be four tons altogether.

Silver by the ton! The sailmaker stitched sacks out of new canvas to hold it, and just as in the lost Speedwell, the lower lazarette was cleared to store it. And Hornblower found there was a profound truth in the story of Midas, who received the gift of the Golden Touch not so very far from where Atropos swung at anchor. Just as Midas lost his happiness at a moment when the world must have deemed him the happiest man on earth, so Hornblower lost his happiness at this moment of success. For as the silver was piled in the lazarette so he came to worry about the coins. He was in no doubt about the ingenuity and persistence and skill of the seamen under his orders; nor was he in doubt about the criminal pasts of many of them, the sweepings of Newgate Gaol. Tales innumerable were told about the remarkable ways in which seamen managed to steal liquor, but the man who stole liquor inevitably revealed himself sooner or later. This was money, English coins, and there was only a frail wooden bulkhead to keep out thieves. So, as in the Speedwell, the bulkheads and decks were reinforced by stout timbers nailed across them; the careful and well-planned arrangement of the stores in the hold had to be altered so that the biggest beef casks, the ones that could only be moved by block and tackle, were ranged outside the bulkheads to hinder thieves from breaking through. And even then Hornblower spent wakeful nights visualizing the situation of the lower lazarette and wondering first how he would set about breaking into it and second how he would defeat such an attempt. These feelings intensified each day as the piles of sacks of silver grew larger; and they grew ten times more intense on the triumphant day when McCullums divers reached the gold.

McCullum knew his work, no doubt about that. One day he told Hornblower of the discovery of one of the chests of gold; the next morning Hornblower watched launch and longboat start off with strongbacks erected in their sterns, and blocks and tackles rigged on them, miles of line coiled in readiness, timbers, buckets, everything that human ingenuity could think of for use in this new task. Hornblower watched through his glass as the boats lay together over the wreck. He saw the divers go down and come up again, time after time. He saw the weighted lines lowered from the tackles; more than once he saw the hands begin to haul in on the falls and then desist while another diver went down, presumably to clear the line. Then at the end he saw the hands haul in again, and stay at work, hauling in, coiling down, until at last, between the two boats, something broke water and a yell of exultation came echoing over to the ship.

It was something quite large which was gingerly swung into the stern of the launch  Hornblower could see the stern of the launch sink and the bows rise as the weight was transferred. His calculations had already told him that a cubic foot of gold weighed half a ton  and gold was at a premium, five guineas in paper or more to the ounce. That was a kings ransom; Hornblower looked at it as the launch came pulling back alongside, a strange object lying in the bottom of the boat, half obscured by weed.

Those must be wrought iron bars on it, said McCullum, standing beside him while Jones fussily supervised the transfer to the ship, and best Sussex iron at that. Steel would have rusted to nothing a year ago, but some of those bars are still whole. The weeds growing from the oak must have been a yard long  my boys had to trim em off before they got the tackles round.

Easy there! Easy! shouted Jones.

Vast heaving at the yardarm! shouted the bosn. Now, you at the stay tackle, walk away with it!

The chest dangled over the deck, balancing on its supporting lines.

Easy! Lower away, yardarm! Easy! Lower away stay tackle! Handsomely!

The chest sank to the deck; there were little dribbles of water still flowing from inside it. The gold that lay concealed inside it would have built, armed, and equipped the whole Atropos, have filled her holds with stores for a year, have provided a months advance pay for the crew, and still have left a handsome balance.

Well, thats one of them, said McCullum. I have a feeling that it wont be so easy to get up the other two. This is the easiest job Ive ever done, so far. Weve been lucky  inexperienced as you are, you will never know how lucky.

But Hornblower knew how lucky he was. Lucky that McCullum had survived a pistol shot in the ribs; lucky that the Ceylonese divers had survived the journey all round Africa from India to Asia Minor; lucky  incredibly lucky  that the Turks had been so complacent, allowing him to carry out the salvage operation in the Bay without guessing what he was doing and without interfering. It was consideration of this good fortune that reconciled him at last to the worry regarding the guarding of the treasure in the lower lazarette. He was the most fortunate man on earth; fortunate (he told himself) and yet at the same time he owed some of his success to his own merits. He had been clever in his handling of the Mudir. It had been a cunning move to accept a bribe to stay here anchored in the Bay, to appear reluctant to do the very thing he wanted most to do. Collingwood would approve, no doubt. He had recovered the silver; he had recovered one-third of the gold already. He would receive a pat on the back from authority even if McCullum should find it impossible to recover the rest.


CHAPTER XVII
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THESE MEDITERRANEAN MORNINGS were beautiful. It was a pleasure to come on deck as the dawn brightened into daylight; usually the night wind had died down, leaving the Bay glassy smooth, reflecting, as the light increased, the intense blue of the sky as the sun climbed up over the mountains of Turkey. There was a refreshing chill in the air  not enough to necessitate wearing a pea-jacket  so that the increasing warmth of the sun brought a sensuous pleasure with it. During a walk on deck with his mind leisurely working out the plans for the day, Hornblower soaked in the beauty and freshness; and right at the back of his mind, flavouring his pleasure as a sauce might give the finishing touch to some perfect dish, was the knowledge that when he went below he could sit down to a plate of fried eggs and a pot of coffee. Beauty all round him, a growing appetite and the immediate prospect of satisfying it  at least they brought the realization that he was a fortunate man.

To-day he was not quite as fortunate as usual, because instead of indulging in solitary thought he had to give some attention to McCullum and his problems.

Well have one more try along the present lines, said McCullum. Ill send the boys down again to-day, and hear what they have to say. But Im afraid that chest is out of reach at present. I came to suspect that yesterday.

Two days ago the second of the three chests of gold had been recovered, but only after an explosive charge had blown a wide entrance into the wreck.

Yes, said Hornblower, that was the substance of your report.

Its not easy to make em go down right in among the wreckage.

I shouldnt think it was, said Hornblower.

In the dimly-lit depths, under the intolerable weight of a hundred feet of water, to hold ones breath, suffocating, and to make ones way in among the tangled timbers, must be a frightful thing to do.

The deck sloped away from the gap in the side, and I fancy the last explosion sent that third chest through and down. The whole wrecks on top of it now, said McCullum.

Then what do you propose to do?

Itll be a couple of weeks work, I expect. Ill use half a dozen charges  with flying fuses, of course  and blow the whole wreck to pieces. But I must inform you officially that the result may still be unsatisfactory.

You mean you may not recover the gold even then?

I may not.

Two-thirds of the gold and nearly all the silver lay already in the lower lazarette of the Atropos  a good second-best, but as unsatisfactory as any other second-best.

Im sure youll do the best you can, Mr McCullum, said Hornblower.

Already the morning breeze was blowing. The first gentle breaths had swung Atropos round from where she lay completely inert upon the water. Now she rode to her anchor again, with a fair breeze coursing along her deck. Hornblower felt it about his ears.

And for the last few seconds something had been troubling him. Subconsciously he had become aware of something, while he had addressed that final sentence to McCullum, like a gnat seen out of the corner of his eye. He looked over at the pine-clad slopes of Ada peninsula, at the square outline of the fort on the summit. The beauty of the morning seemed suddenly to turn harsh and grey; the feeling of intense well-being was suddenly replaced by sharp apprehension.

Give me that glass, he snapped at the masters mate of the watch.

There was really no need for the glass; Hornblowers powers of deduction had already reinforced his naked eye, and the telescope merely revealed what he was sure he would see. There was a flag waving over the fort on the peninsula  the red flag of Turkey, where no flag had flown yesterday, nor ever since his arrival in the Bay of Marmorice. There could be only one conclusion. There was a garrison in that fort now; troops must have come back to Marmorice  they must have manned the guns of the fort. He was a fool, a stupid, insensitive idiot, blinded by his own complacency. Now that the revelation had come to him his mind worked feverishly. He had been utterly deceived; the Mudir with his white beard and his innocent anxiety had played upon him the very trick he thought he was playing himself  had lulled him into self-confidence, gaining time for troops to be gathered while he thought he was gaining time to carry out the salvage operation. With bitter self-contempt it dawned upon him that all the work on the wreck must have been carefully noted from the shore. Even the Turks had telescopes  they must have seen all that was done. They must know of the treasure being recovered, and now they had manned the guns guarding the exit, shutting him in.

From where he stood aft he could not see Passage Island  Red Cliff Point lay in line with it. Without a word to the astonished masters mate he ran forward and threw himself into the foremast shrouds. He ran up them, gasping for breath, as fast as any of the competitors in that foolish relay race; back downward, he went up the futtock shrouds, and then up the fore topmast shrouds to the fore topmast head. There was a flag flying above the fort on Passage Island too; the glass revealed a couple of boats drawn up on the beach in the little cove there, showing how during the night, or at first dawn, the garrison had been conveyed there. The guns on Passage Island could cross their fire with those on Ada and sweep the entrance, and could sweep also the tortuous passage between the island and Kaia Rock. The cork was in the bottle. He and the Atropos were trapped.

Not by guns alone. The easterly sun, shining behind him, was reflected back from far off in the Rhodes Channel by three geometrical shapes close together on the horizon, two rectangles and a triangle  the sails of a big ship, a Turkish ship, obviously. Equally obvious was the fact that it could not be pure coincidence that the hoisting of the flags on the forts occurred at the same moment that those sails appeared. The flags had been hoisted as soon as the lofty fort on Ada had perceived the sails; the despised Turk was perfectly capable of executing a well-planned coup. In an hour  in less  that ship would be stemming the entrance to the Bay. With the wind blowing straight in he could not hope to escape, even discounting the fact that if he tried to beat out of the entrance the guns on Ada would dismast him. Hornblower was sunk in despair as he clung to his lofty perch, glass in hand; to the despair of a man faced by overwhelming odds was added the frightful self-contempt of a man who found himself out-tricked, out-deceived. The memory of his recent self-congratulation was like the echoing laughter of a crowd of scornful spectators, drowning his thoughts and paralysing his mental processes.

It was a bad moment, up there at the fore topmast head, perhaps the worst moment Hornblower had ever known. Self-control came back slowly, even though hope remained quite absent. Looking again through his glass at the approaching sails Hornblower found that the telescope was trembling with the shaking of his hands, the eyepiece blinding him by vibrating against his eyelashes. He could admit to himself that he was a fool  bitter though such an admission might be  but he could not admit to himself that he was a coward, at least that kind of coward. And yet was anything worth the effort? Did it matter if a grain of dust in a whirlwind retained its dignity? The criminal in the cart on the way to Tyburn strove to retain his self-control, strove not to give way to his pitiful human fears and weaknesses, tried to die game for the sake of his own self-respect under the gaze of the heartless crowd, and yet did it profit him when in five minutes he would be dead? There was a horrible moment when Hornblower thought how easy something else would be. He had only to let go his hold, to fall, down, down, to a final crash upon the deck and the end of all this, no need for further effort, the end, oblivion; that would be far easier than to face, trying to appear not to notice, the pity or contempt of his fellow men. He was being tempted to cast himself down, as Christ had been by Satan.

Then he told himself again that he was not that kind of coward. He was calm now; the sweat that had streamed down him lay cold upon his skin. He shut the telescope with a click that sounded clear amid the noise of the wind about his ears. He had no idea what he was going to do, but it was a healing mechanical exercise to set himself to descend the rigging, to lodge first one foot and then the other upon the ratlines, to make sure that despite the weakness he felt he accomplished the descent in safety. And, having set foot on deck, it was further good exercise to try to appear quite unruffled and unperturbed, the grain of dust unchanging in the whirlwind, even though he had a feeling that his cheeks were pale under their sunburn. Habit was a useful thing too; to put back his head and bellow an order could set his mechanism working again, as the stopped clock would start to tick again and would go on ticking after a single shake.

Mr McCullum! Belay those arrangements, if you please. Officer of the watch! Pipe all hands. Get the launch hoisted in. Leave the longboat for the present.

A surprised Jones came hurrying on deck at the call of all hands.

Mr Jones! Get a hawser passed out through a stern port. I want a spring on the cable.

A spring, sir? Aye aye, sir.

It was a minute compensation for his own misery to see how a glance called forth the last three words after the astonished utterance of the first three. Men who went to sea, and ten times more so men who went to sea in a fighting ship, must be ready for the execution of the most unexpected orders, at any moment, even the shattering of the routine of a peaceful morning by an order to put a spring on the cable  a hawser passed out through a stern port and made fast to the anchor cable, so that by hauling in on the spring with the capstan the ship could be swung even though she was stationary, and her guns trained to sweep a different arc at will. It happened to be very nearly the only exercise in which Hornblower had not drilled his ships company so far.

Youre too slow, Mr Jones! Master-at-arms, take the names of those three men there!

Midshipman Smiley went off with the hawser end in the longboat; Jones, running forward, bellowed himself hoarse through his speaking trumpet with instructions to Smiley, to the man beside him at the capstan, to the man aft with the hawser. Cable was taken in; cable was paid out.

Springs ready, sir.

Very well, Mr Jones. Hoist in the longboat and clear for action.

Er  aye aye, sir. Pipe hands to quarters. Clear for action. Drummer! Beat to quarters.

There was no marine detachment in a little ship like Atropos. The ships boy who had been appointed drummer set his sticks rolling on his drumhead. That warlike sound  there was nothing quite as martial as the rolling of a drum  would drift over the water and would bear a message of defiance to the shore. The longboat came swaying down on the chocks; excited men, with the drum echoing in their ears, braced the lines about her and secured her; already the pump crew were directing a stream of water into her to fill her up  a necessary precaution against her catching fire while providing a convenient reservoir of water to fight other fires. The hands at the tackles broke off and went racing away to their other duties.

Guns loaded and run out, if you please, Mr Jones!

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Jones was startled again. In a mere exercise of clearing for action it was usual merely to simulate the loading of the guns; otherwise when the exercise ended there was the difficulty and waste of drawing wads and charges. At the cry the powder boys went scurrying to bring up from below the cartridges that Mr Clout was laying out in the magazine. Some gun captain gave a yell as he flung his weight on the tackle to run out his gun.

Silence!

The men were well enough behaved; despite the excitement of the moment they had worked in silence save for that one yell. Much drill and relentless discipline showed their effects.

Cleared for action, sir! reported Jones.

Rig the boarding nettings, if you please.

That was a harassing, irritating exercise. The nettings had to be roused out, laid in position along the ships sides, and their lower edges made fast in the chains all round. Then lines from the yardarms and bowsprit end had to be rove through the upper edges. Then with steady hauling on the falls of the tackles the nettings rose into position, sloping up and out from the ships sides from bow to stern, making it impossible for boarders to come in over the ships side.

Belay! ordered Jones as the tricing lines came taut.

Too taut, Mr Jones! I told you that before. Slack away on those falls!

Taut boarding nettings, triced up trimly as far as they would go, might look seaman-like, but were not as effective when their function as obstacles was considered. A loose, sagging netting was far more difficult to climb or to cut. Hornblower watched the netting sag down again into lubberly festoons.

Belay!

That was better. These nettings were not intended to pass an admirals inspection, but to keep out boarders.

Boarding nettings rigged, sir, reported Jones, after a moments interval, to call his captains attention to the fact that the ships company was awaiting further orders; Hornblower had given the last one himself.

Thank you, Mr Jones.

Hornblower spoke a trifle absently; his gaze was not towards Jones, but was directed far away. Automatically Jones followed his glance.

Good God! said Jones.

A big ship was rounding Red Cliff Point, entering into the Bay. Everyone else saw her at the same moment, and a babble of exclamation arose.

Silence, there!

A big ship, gaudily painted in red and yellow, coming in under topsails, a broad pendant at her mainmast head and the flag of the Prophet at her peak. She was a great clumsy craft, old-fashioned in the extreme, carrying two tiers of guns so that her sides were unnaturally high for her length; and her beam was unnaturally wide, and her bowsprit steved higher than present fashions in European navies dictated. But the feature which first caught the eye was the lateen rig on the mizzen mast; it was more than thirty years since the last lateen mizzen in the Royal Navy had been replaced by the square mizzen-topsail. When Hornblower had first seen her through his glass the triangular peak of her mizzen beside her two square topsails had revealed her nationality unmistakably to him. She looked like something in an old print; without her flag she could have taken her place in the fighting line in Blakes navy or Van Tromps without exciting comment. She must be almost the last survivor of the small clumsy ships of the line that had now been replaced by the stately 74; small, clumsy, but all the same with a weight of metal that could lay the tiny Atropos into a splintered wreck at one broadside.

Thats a broad pendant, Mr Jones, said Hornblower. Salute her.

He spoke out of the side of his mouth, for he had his glass trained on her. Her gun ports were closed; on her lofty forecastle he could see men scurrying like ants making ready to anchor. She was crowded with men; as she took in sail it was strange to see men balanced across the sloping mizzen yard  Hornblower had never expected to see a sight like that in his life, especially as the men wore long loose shirts like gowns which flapped round them as they hung over the yard.

The nine-pounder forward gave its sharp bang  some powder boy must have run fast below to bring up the one-pound saluting charges  and a puff of smoke, followed by a report, showed that the Turkish ship was replying. She had goose-winged her main topsail  another outlandish sight in these circumstances  and was slowly coming into the Bay towards them.

Mr Turner! Come here please, to interpret. Mr Jones, send some hands to the capstan, if you please. Take in on the spring if necessary so that the guns bear.

The Turkish ship glided on.

Hail her, said Hornblower to Turner.

A shout came back from her.

Shes the Mejidieh, sir, reported Turner. Ive seen her before.

Tell her to keep her distance.

Turner hailed through his speaking trumpet, but the Mejidieh still came on.

Tell her to keep off. Mr Jones! Take in on the spring. Stand by at the guns, there!

Closer and closer came the Mejidieh, and as she did so the Atropos swung round, keeping her guns pointed at her. Hornblower picked up the speaking trumpet.

Keep off, or Ill fire into you!

She altered course almost imperceptibly and glided by, close enough for Hornblower to see the faces that lined the side, faces with moustaches and faces with beards; mahogany-coloured faces, almost chocolate-coloured faces. Hornblower watched her go by. She rounded-to, with the goose-winged main topsail close-hauled, held her new course for a few seconds, and then took in her sail, came to the wind and anchored, a quarter of a mile away. The excitement of action ebbed away in Hornblower, and the old depression returned. A buzz of talk went up from the men clustered at the guns  it was quite irrepressible by now, with this remarkable new arrival.

The lateeners heading this way, sir, reported Horrocks.

From the promptitude with which she appeared she must have been awaiting the Mejidiehs arrival. Hornblower saw her pass close under the Mejidiehs stern; he could almost hear the words that she exchanged with the ship, and then she came briskly up close alongside the Atropos. There in the stern was the white-bearded Mudir, hailing them.

He wants to come on board, sir, reported Turner.

Let him come, said Hornblower. Unlace that netting just enough for him to get through.

Down in the cabin the Mudir looked just the same as before. His lean face was as impassive as ever; at least he showed no signs of triumph. He could play a winning game like a gentleman; Hornblower, without a single trump card in his hand, was determined to show that he could play a losing game like a gentleman, too.

Explain to him, he said to Turner, that I regret there is no coffee to offer him. No fires when the ships cleared for action.

The Mudir was gracious about the absence of coffee, as he indicated by a gesture. There was a polite interchange of compliments which Turner hardly troubled to translate, before he approached the business in hand.

He says the Vali is in Marmorice with his army, reported Turner. He says the forts at the mouth are manned and the guns loaded.

Tell him I know that.

He says that ships the Mejidieh, sir, with fifty-six guns and a thousand men.

Tell him I know that too.

The Mudir stroked his beard before taking the next step.

He says the Vali was very angry when he heard wed been taking treasure from the bottom of the Bay.

Tell him it is British treasure.

He says it was lying in the Sultans waters, and all wrecks belong to the Sultan.

In England all wrecks belonged to the King.

Tell him the Sultan and King George are friends.

The Mudirs reply to that was lengthy.

No good, sir, said Turner. He says Turkeys at peace with France now and so is neutral. He said  he said that we have no more rights here than if we were Neapolitans, sir.

There could not be any greater expression of contempt anywhere in the Levant.

Ask him if he has ever seen a Neapolitan with guns run out and matches burning.

It was a losing game that Hornblower was playing, but he was not going to throw in his cards and yield all the tricks without a struggle, even though he could see no possibility of winning even one. The Mudir stroked his beard again; with his expressionless eyes he looked straight at Hornblower, and straight through him, as he spoke.

He must have been watching everything through a telescope from shore, sir, commented Turner, or it may have been those fishing boats. At any rate, he knows about the gold and the silver, and its my belief, sir, that theyve known there was treasure in the wreck for years. That secret wasnt as well kept as they thought it was in London.

I can draw my own conclusions, Mr Turner, thank you.

Whatever the Mudir knew or guessed, Hornblower was not going to admit anything.

Tell him we have been delighted with the pleasure of his company.

The Mudir, when that was translated to him, allowed a flicker of a change of expression to pass over his face. But when he spoke it was with the same flatness of tone.

He says that if we hand over all we have recovered so far the Vali will allow us to remain here and keep whatever else we find, reported Turner.

Turner displayed some small concern as he translated, but yet in his old mans face the most noticeable expression was one of curiosity; he bore no responsibility, and he could allow himself the luxury  the pleasure  of wondering how his captain was going to receive this demand. Even in that horrid moment Hornblower found himself remembering Rochefoucaulds cynical epigram about the pleasure we derive from the contemplation of our friends troubles.

Tell him, said Hornblower, that my master King George will be angry when he hears that such a thing has been said to me, his servant, and that his friend the Sultan will be angry when he hears what his servant has said.

But the Mudir was unmoved by any suggestion of international complications. It would take a long, long time for a complaint to travel from Marmorice to London and then back to Constantinople. And Hornblower could guess that a very small proportion of a quarter of a million sterling, laid out in the proper quarter, would buy the support of the Vizier for the Vali. The Mudirs face was quite unrelenting  a frightened child might have a nightmare about a face as heartless as that.

Damn it, said Hornblower, I wont do it.

There was nothing he wanted more in this world than to break through the iron serenity of the Mudir.

Tell him, said Hornblower, Ill drop the gold back into the Bay sooner than hand it over. By God, I will. Ill drop it down to the bottom and they can fish for it themselves, which they cant do. Tell him I swear that, by  by the Koran or the beard of the Prophet, or whatever they swear by.

Turner nodded in surprised approval; that was a move he had not thought of, and he addressed himself eagerly to the task of translation. The Mudir listened with his eternal patience.

No, its no good, sir, said Turner, after the Mudir had replied. You cant frighten him that way. He says  

Turner was interrupted by a fresh sentence from the Mudir.

He says that after this ship has been seized the idolaters  thats the Ceylonese divers, sir  will work for him just as they work for us.

Hornblower, desperate, thought wildly of cutting the divers throats after throwing the treasure overboard; that would be consonant with this Oriental atmosphere, but before he could put the frightful thought into words the Mudir spoke again, and at considerable length.

He says wouldnt it be better to go back with some treasure, sir  whatever more we can recover  than to lose everything? He says  he says  I beg your pardon, sir, but he says that if this ship is seized for breaking the law your name would not be held in respect by King George.

That was phrasing it elegantly. Hornblower could well imagine what their Lordships of the Admiralty would say. Even at the best, even if he fought it out to the last man, London would not look with favour on the man who had precipitated an international crisis and whose behaviour necessitated sending a squadron and an army into the Levant to restore British prestige at a moment when every ship and man was needed to fight Bonaparte. And at worst  Hornblower could picture his little ship suddenly overwhelmed by a thousand boarders, seized, emptied of the treasure, and then dismissed with contemptuous indulgence for him to take back to Malta with a tale possibly of outrage but certainly of failure.

It took every ounce of his moral strength to conceal his despair and dismay  from Turner as well as from the Mudir  and as it was he sat silent for a while, shaken, like a boxer in the ring trying to rally after a blow had slipped through his guard. Like a boxer, he needed time to recover.

Very well, he said at length, tell him I must think over all this. Tell him it is too important for me to make up my mind now.

He says, translated Turner when the Mudir replied, he says he will come to-morrow morning to receive the treasure.


CHAPTER XVIII
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IN THE OLD days, long ago, Hornblower as a midshipman had served in the Indefatigable on cutting-out expeditions more numerous than he could remember. The frigate would find a coaster anchored under the protection of shore batteries, or would chase one into some small harbour; then at night  or even in broad day  the boats would be manned and sent in. The coaster would take all the precautions she could; she could load her guns, rig her boarding nettings, keep her crew on the alert, row guard round the ship, but to no avail. The boarders would fight their way on board, clear the decks, set sail, and carry off the prize under the nose of the defences. Often and often had Hornblower seen it close, had taken part. He had noted with small enough sympathy the pitiful precautions taken by the victim.

Now the boot was on the other leg; now it was even worse, because Atropos lay in the broad Bay of Marmorice without even the protection of shore batteries and with ten thousand enemies around her. To-morrow, the Mudir had said, he would come for the treasure, but there was no trusting the Turks. That might be one more move to lull the Atropos into security. She might be rushed in the night. The Mejidieh, over there, could put into her boats more men than Atropos could boast altogether, and they could be supplemented with soldiers crammed into fishing boats from the shore. If she were attacked by twenty boats at once, from all sides, by a thousand Moslem fanatics, what could she do to defend herself?

She could rig her boarding nettings  they were already rigged. She could load her guns  they were already loaded, grape on top of round shot, depressed so as to sweep the surface of the Bay at close range round the ship. She could keep anxious watch  Hornblower was going round the ship himself, to see that the lookouts were all awake, the guns crews dozing no more deeply than the hard decks would allow as they lay at their posts, the remainder of the hands stationed round the bulwarks with pike and cutlass within easy reach.

It was a novel experience to be the mouse instead of the cat, to be on the defensive instead of the offensive, to wait anxiously for the moon to rise instead of hurrying to the attack while darkness endured. It might be counted as another lesson in war, to know how the waiting victim thought and felt  some day in the future Hornblower might put that lesson to use, and, paralleling the thought of the ship he was going to attack, contrive to circumvent the precautions she was taking.

That was one more proof of the levity and inconstancy of his mind, said Hornblower to himself, bitterness and despair returning in overwhelming force. Here he was thinking about the future, about some other command he might hold, when there was no future. No future. To-morrow would see the end. He did not know for certain yet what he would do; vaguely in his mind he had the plan that at dawn he would empty the ship of her crew  non-swimmers in the boats, swimmers sent to seek refuge in the Mejidieh  while he went down below to the magazine, with a loaded pistol, to blow the ship and the treasure, himself with his dead ambitions, his love for his children and his wife, to blow it all to fragments. But would that be better than bargaining? Would it be better than returning not only with Atropos intact but with whatever further treasure McCullum could retrieve? It was his duty to save his ship if he could, and he could. Seventy thousand pounds was far less than a quarter of a million, but it would be a godsend to an England at her wits ends for gold. A Captain in the Navy should have no personal feelings; he had a duty to do.

That might be so, but all the same he was convulsed with anguish. This deep, dark sorrow which was rending him was something beyond his control. He looked across at the dark shape of the Mejidieh, and sorrow was joined to an intense hatred, like some ugly pattern of red and black before his minds eye. The vague shape of the Mejidieh was drawing back abaft the Atropos quarter  the soft night wind was backing round, as might be expected at this hour, and swinging the ships at their anchors. Overhead there were stars, here and there obscured by patches of cloud whose presence could just be guessed at, moving very slowly over the zenith. And over there, beyond the Mejidieh, the sky was a trifle paler; the moon must be rising above the horizon beyond the mountains. The loveliest night imaginable with the gentle breeze  this gentle breeze! Hornblower glowered round in the darkness as if he feared someone might prematurely guess the thought that was forming in his mind.

I am going below for a few minutes, Mr Jones, he said, softly.

Aye aye, sir.

Turner, of course, had been talking. He had told the wardroom all about the quandary in which their captain found himself. One could hear curiosity in the tone of even those three words of Joness. Resolution came to lacquer over the pattern of red and black.

Down in the cabin the two candles he sent for lit the whole little space, save for a solid shadow here and there. But the chart that he laid out between them was brightly illuminated. He stooped over it, peering at the tiny figures that marked the soundings. He knew them already, as soon as he came to think about them; there was really no need to refresh his memory. Red Cliff Point, Passage Island, Kaia Rock; Point Sari beyond Kaia Rock  he knew them all. He could weather Kaia Rock with this breeze if it should hold. God, there was need for haste! He blew out the candles and felt his way out of the cabin.

Mr Jones! I want two reliable bosns mates. Quietly, if you please.

That breeze was still blowing, ever so gently, a little more fitful than might be desired, and the moon had not cleared the mountains yet.

Now, you two, pay attention. Go quietly round the ship and see that every man is awake. Not a sound  you hear me? Topmen are to assemble silently at the foot of the masts. Silently.

Aye aye, sir, was the whispered reply.

Carry on. Now, Mr Jones  

The gentle patter of bare feet on the deck as the men assembled acted as accompaniment to the whispered orders Hornblower was giving to Jones. Over there was the vast bulk of the Mejidieh; two thousand ears which might catch the slightest unusual noise  an axe being laid ready on the deck, for instance, or capstan bars being gently eased into their sockets. The boatswain came aft again to rejoin the little group of officers round Hornblower and to make his report in a whisper that accorded ill with his bulk and power.

The capstan pawls thrown out, sir.

Very good. Yours is the first move. Go back, count a hundred, and take up on the spring. Six turns, and hold it. Understand?

Aye aye, sir.

Then off you go. You others are clear about your duties? Mr Carslake, with the axe at the cable. Ill attend to the axe at the spring. Mr Smiley, fore topsl sheets. Mr Hunt, main topsl sheets. Go to your stations.

The little ship lay there quietly. A tiny rim of the moon came up over the mountains, and broadened momentarily, revealing her lying peacefully at anchor. She seemed inert, incapable of action. Silent men had swarmed up the rigging and were waiting for the signal. There was a gentle creaking as the spring to the cable tightened, but there was no clank from the capstan, for the pawl had been thrown out from the ratchet; the men at the capstan bars walked silently round, and when their six turns had been completed they stood, breasts against the bars, feet braced on the deck, holding the ship steady. Under the pull of the spring she lay at an angle to the breeze, so that when sail should be set not a moment would be wasted gathering stern way and paying off. She would be under command at once.

The moon had cleared the mountains; the seconds went slowly by.

Ting-ting went the ships bell  two bells; the signal.

Feet pattered in unison. Sheaves squealed in blocks, but even as the ear caught that sound topsail yards and forestay had blossomed into sail. Forward and aft came brief sullen thumpings as axe blades cut through cable and spring  with the sudden end of the resistance of the spring the capstan spun round, precipitating the men at the bars to the deck. There were bruises and grazes, but nobody paid attention to the injuries; Atropos was under way. In five seconds, without giving any warning at all, she had transformed herself from something stationary and inert to a living thing, gliding through the water towards the entrance to the Bay. She was clear of the peril of the Mejidiehs broadside, for the Mejidieh had no spring on her cable to swing her round. She would have to weigh her anchor, or cut or slip her cable; she would have to set sail enough to give her steerage way, and then she would have to yaw round before she could fire. With an alert crew, awake and ready for the summons, it would be at least several minutes before she could turn her broadside upon Atropos, and then it would be at a range of half a mile or more.

As it was Atropos had gathered speed, and was already more than clear before Mejidieh gave her first sign of life. The deep booming of a drum came sounding over the water; not the high-pitched rattle of the Atropos side-drum, but the far deeper and slower tone of a bass drum monotonously beaten.

Mr Jones! said Hornblower. Rig in those boarding nettings, if you please.

The moon was shining brightly, lighting the water ahead of them.

Starboard a point, said Hornblower to the helmsman.

Starboard a point, came the automatic reply.

Youre taking the west pass, sir? asked Turner.

As sailing master and navigator his station in action was on the quarter-deck beside his captain, and the question he asked was strictly within his province.

I dont think so, said Hornblower.

The booming of the Mejidiehs drum was still audible; if the sound reached the batteries the guns crews there would be on the alert. And when he reached that conclusion there was an orange flash from far astern, as if momentarily a furnace door had been opened and then closed. Seconds later came the heavy report; the Mejidieh had fired a gun. There was no sound of the passage of the shot  but if it had even been a blank charge it would serve to warn the batteries.

Im going under Sari Point, said Hornblower.

Sari Point, sir!

Yes.

It was surprise and not discipline that limited Turners protests to that single exclamation. Thirty years of service in the merchant navy had trained Turners mind so that nothing could induce him to contemplate subjecting his ship voluntarily to navigational hazards; his years of service as sailing master in the Royal Navy had done little to change that mental attitude. It was his duty to keep the ship safe from shoal and storm and let the captain worry about cannon-balls. He would never have thought for a moment of trying to take Atropos through the narrow channel between Sari Point and Kaia Rock, not even by daylight, and ten times never by night, and the fact that he had not thought of it left him without words.

Another orange flash showed astern; another report reached their ears.

Take a night glass and go forrard, said Hornblower. Look out for the surf.

Aye aye, sir.

Take a speaking trumpet as well. Make sure I hear you.

Aye aye, sir.

The gunfire from Mejidieh would have warned the garrisons of the batteries; there would be plenty of time for the men to rouse themselves to wakefulness at their guns, to get their linstocks well alight, so as to sweep the channels with their salvos. Turkish gunners might not be efficient, but the crossfire at East Pass could hardly miss. The West Pass, between Kaia Rock and Passage Island, would not be so efficiently swept; but on the other hand the range was negligible, and with the double turn that had to be made (Atropos would be like a sitting duck) there would be no chance of coming through uninjured. Dismasted, or even only crippled, Atropos would fall an easy prey to Mejidieh coming down through East Pass at her leisure. And, crippled and out of control, Atropos might run aground; and she was only a little ship, her scantlings were frail  a salvo from the huge stone cannon-balls that the Turks favoured, plunging from a height, could tear her to pieces, tear open her bottom and sink her in a minute. He would have to take her under Sari Point; that would double, treble the range from the guns on Passage Island; it would be a surprise move; and very likely the guns there would be trained upon Kaia Rock, to sweep the narrowest passage  their aim would have to be hurriedly changed and for a moment at least he would have the rock itself to shelter him. It was his best chance.

Starboard a point, he said to the quartermaster. That was the moment, like playing his King as third player to the first trick in a hand of whist; it was the best thing to do, taking all chances into consideration, and so, the decision taken, there was no room for second thoughts.

The moderate breeze was holding; that meant not merely that he had Atropos under full command, but also that wavelets would be breaking at the foot of Kaia Rock and Sari Point, reflecting back the moonlight visibly to Turners night glass. He could see Ada Peninsula plainly enough. At this angle it looked as if there was no exit at all from the Bay; Atropos seemed to be gliding down, unhurried, as though to immolate herself upon an unbroken coast.

Mr Jones, hands to the braces and head sail sheets, if you please.

The gunners on Ada would be able to see the ship plainly enough now, silhouetted against the moon; they would be waiting for her to turn. Passage Island and Sari Point were still blended together. He held on.

Breakers on the port bow!

That was Turner hailing from forward.

Breakers ahead! A long pause, and then Turners high, thin voice again, sharpened with anxiety. Breakers ahead!

Mr Jones, well be wearing ship soon.

He could see well enough. He carried the chart before his mental eyes, and could superimpose it upon the shadowy landscape before him.

Breakers ahead!

The closer he came the better. That shore was steep-to.

Now, Mr Jones. Quartermaster  hard a-starboard.

She was coming round on her heel like a dancer. Too fast!

Meet her! Steady!

He must hold on for a moment; and it would be as well, too, for then Atropos could regain the way and handiness of which the sharp turn had deprived her.

Breakers ahead! Breakers on the starboard bow! Breakers to port!

A chain of long, bright flashes over port quarter; a thunder-roll of reports, echoing again from the hills.

Hard a-starboard. Brace her up, Mr Jones. Full and by!

Coming round now, with Sari Point close alongside; not merely alongside but right ahead with the hollow curve of it.

Keep your luff!

Sir  sir  

The quartermaster at the wheel was croaking with anxiety; she would be in irons in a moment. The headsails were flapping. From the feel of her she was losing her way, sagging off to leeward; she would be aground before long.

Port a little.

That would keep her going for a moment. The black bulk of Kaia was plainly visible to port. Sari was ahead and to starboard, and the wind was in their teeth. They were creeping forward to destruction. But there must be  there must be  a back lash of wind from Sari Point. It could not be otherwise with that land formation. The headsails flapped again as the quartermaster at the wheel vacillated between going aground and being taken aback.

Keep her going.

Sir  !

It would be close under the land that that air would be found if at all. Ah! Hornblower could feel the transition with the acute sensitivity of the seaman; the cessation of wind and then the tiny gentle breath on the other cheek. The headsails flapped again, but in a different mood from before; before Hornblower could speak the quartermaster was turning the wheel in agonized relief. It would only be a second or two that would be granted them, small enough time in which to gather steerage way to get the ship under command again, to gain distance from the cliffs.

Stand by to go about!

Steerage way so that the rudder would bite; that was what was wanted now. A flash and a roar from Passage Island  Kaia Rock nearly intercepted the flash; perhaps the shot was intercepted as well. That would be the first gun to be reloaded. The others would undoubtedly follow soon. Another flash, another roar, but no time to think about them, for Hornblowers perceptions told him of the fresh alteration in the feel of the ship. They were passing out into the wind again.

Headsail sheets!

One moment more. Now!

Hard a-starboard!

He could feel the rudder bite. She was coming round. She would not miss stays. As she emerged into the wind she was on her new tack.

Breakers right ahead!

That was Kaia Rock, of course. But they must gather way again.

Stand by to go about!

They must hold on until the bowsprit was almost touching. Wait. Now!

Hard over!

The wheel spun. She was sluggish. Yes  no  yes. The fore staysail was drawing. She was coming round. The yards turned as the hands came aft with the lee-braces. One moments hesitation, and then she gathered way on the fresh tack, leaving Kaia close beside them, Sari Point ahead; no chance of weathering it on this tack.

Stand by to go about!

Hold on as far as possible; this would be the last tack that would be necessary. A howl close overhead. That was a cannon-ball from Passage Island.

Stand by! Hard over!

Round she came, the rocks at the foot of Sari Point clearly visible as she wheeled away from them. A flaw, an eddy in the wind again, but only a seconds hesitation as she caught the true breeze. Hold on for safety a moment more, with Kaia close abeam. Now all was safe.

Mr Jones! Course South by East.

Course South by East, sir!

They were heading into the open sea, with Rhodes to starboard and Turkey left behind, and with a Kings ransom in the lazarette. They were leaving behind a princes ransom, so to speak, but Hornblower could think of that with hardly a twinge.


CHAPTER XIX
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HIS MAJESTYS SLOOP of war Atropos, admittedly, was the smallest ship in the British Navy. There were brigs of war smaller then she was, and schooners and cutters smaller still, but she was the smallest ship in the technical sense, with three masts and a captain in command, that King George owned, yet Hornblower was well content with her. There were times when he looked at the captains list, and saw below his name those of the fifty captains junior to him, and when he noted above his name the slowly dwindling number of captains senior to him  as captains died or attained flag rank  and it occurred to him that some day, with good fortune, he might be posted to a frigate or even a ship of the line, yet at the moment he was content.

He had completed a mission and was entering upon another one. He had discharged at Gibraltar two hundred thousand pounds sterling in gold and silver coin, and he had left there the unpleasant Mr McCullum and his Ceylonese divers. The money was to await shipment to London, where it would constitute some part of the British gold that sustained the fainting spirits of Englands allies and against which Bonaparte raved so violently in his bulletins; McCullum and his men would wait for an opportunity to travel in the opposite direction, round Africa back to India. And Atropos was running before a heavy westerly gale in a third direction, back up the Mediterranean to rejoin Collingwood and the Mediterranean Fleet.

She seemed to be lightheartedly free of her encumbrances as she heaved and pitched on the quartering sea; after six months afloat, with hardly six hours on land, Hornblowers seasickness was no longer apparent and he was lighthearted on that account too, along with his ship. Collingwood had seen fit to approve of his report on his proceedings at Marmorice before sending him on to Gibraltar with the treasure, and had given him, for his return journey, orders that an adventurous young captain would approve of. He was to scour the Mediterranean coast of southern Spain, disorganize the Spanish coasting trade, gather up any information he could by personal observation of the harbours, and then look in at Corsica before rejoining the Fleet off the Italian coast, where it was damming back, at the waters edge, Bonapartes new flood of conquest. Naples had fallen, but Sicily was held intact; Bonapartes monstrous power ended when the salt water reached the saddle-girths of his horse. His armies could march where they would, but his ships cowered in port, or only ventured forth on furtive raids, while the little Atropos, with her twenty-two tiny guns, had twice sailed the whole length of the Mediterranean, from Gibraltar to Marmorice and back again, without once seeing the tricolor flag.

No wonder Hornblower felt pleased with himself, standing on the plunging deck without a qualm, looking over at the serrated skyline which, in the clear Mediterranean air, indicated the mountains of Spain. He had sailed boldly in within gunshot of the harbours and roadsteads of the coast; he had looked into Malaga and Motril and Almeria; fishing boats and coasters had fled before him like minnows before a pike. He had rounded Cape de Gata and had clawed his way back to the coast again so as to look into Cartagena. Malaga and Almeria had sheltered no ships of war. That was negative information, but even negative information could be of value to Collingwood as he directed the activities of his enormous fleet, covering the ramifications of British commerce over two thousand miles of sea, with his finger on the pulse of a score of international enmities and alliances. Cartagena was the principal Spanish naval base. An examination of it would reveal whether the bankrupt Spanish government had made any effort to reconstitute the fleet shattered at Trafalgar. Perhaps a French ship or two would be sheltering there, on one stage of some adventurous cruise planned by Bonaparte to enable them to strike at British convoys.

Hornblower looked up at the straining rigging, felt the heave and plunge of the ship under his feet. There were two reefs in the topsails already  it was more than half a gale that was blowing. He considered, and then dismissed, the notion of a third reef. Atropos could carry that amount of canvas safely enough. Cape Cope lay on the port beam; his glass revealed that a little cluster of coasters had taken refuge in the shallows under its lee, and he looked at them longingly. But there were batteries to protect them, and this wind made any attempt on them quite impracticable  he could not send in boats in the teeth of half a gale. He gave an order to the helmsman and the Atropos went hurtling on towards Cartagena. It was exhilarating to stand here by the taffrail with the wind screaming round him and a creamy wake emerging from under the stern beneath his feet. He smiled to watch Mr Turners navigation class at work; Turner had the midshipmen and masters mates around him giving them instruction in coastwise navigation. He was trying to ballast their feather-brains with good solid mathematics about the running fix and doubling the angle on the bow and the four-point bearing, but it was a difficult task to retain their attention in these stimulating surroundings, with the wind setting the chart fluttering wildly in Turners hand and even making it hard for the young men to hold their slates steady as it caught their inclined surfaces.

Mr Turner, said Hornblower. Report any case of inattention to me at once and I will deal with it as it deserves.

That steadied the young men to a noticeable extent and made them restrain their animal spirits. Smiley checked himself in the midst of a wink at the young Prince, and the Princes embryo guffaw was stillborn as a guilty grin. That boy was perfectly human now  it was a far cry from the stuffy German court into which he had been born to the windy deck of the Atropos. If ever he were restored to the throne of his fathers he would be free of the thraldom of a sextant, but perhaps he might remember these breezy days with regret. The great-nephew of King George  Hornblower looked at him pretending to study the equilateral triangle scrawled on his slate, and smiled to himself again, remembering Dr Eisenbeisss horror at the suggestion that perhaps corporal punishment might come the way of a reigning Prince. It had not so far, but it might.

Four bells sounded, the sand glass was turned, the wheel was relieved, and Turner dismissed his class.

Mr Smiley! Mr Horrocks!

The released midshipmen turned to their captain.

I want you at the mastheads now with your glasses.

Sharp young eyes would be best for looking into Cartagena. Hornblower noticed the appeal in the Princes expression.

Very well, Mr Prince. You can go too. Fore topmast head with Mr Smiley.

It was a frequent punishment to send a young officer up to the discomforts of the masthead, but it was no punishment to-day, not with an enemys harbour to be examined, and reports made on the shipping inside. Cartagena was fast coming into sight; the castle and the towers of the churches were visible now beyond the sheltering island of La Escombrera. With this westerly wind it was simple enough to stand right in so that from the masthead a view could be had of the inner harbour.

Deck, there! Captain, sir  

Smiley was hailing down from the fore topmast head. Hornblower had to walk forward to hear what he had to say, for the wind was sweeping away his words.

Theres a ship of war in the outer bay, sir! Spanish, she looks like. One of their big frigates. Shes got her yards across.

That was likely to be the Castilla, one of the survivors of Trafalgar.

Theres seven sail of coasters anchored close in, sir.

They were safe enough from the Atropos in these conditions.

What about the inner harbour?

Four  no five ships moored there, sir. And two hulks.

What dyou make of them?

Four of the line, sir, and a frigate. No yards across. Laid up in ordinary, I should say, sir.

In past years the Spanish government had built fine ships, but under the corruption and inefficiency of Godoy they were allowed to rot at their moorings for want of crews and stores. Four of the line and a frigate laid up at Cartagena was what had last been reported there, so there was no change; negative information for Collingwood again, but useful.

Shes setting sail!

That was the Princes voice, high-pitched and excited, screaming down. A moment later Horrocks and Smiley were supplementing the warning.

The frigate, sir! Shes getting sail on her!

I can see her cross, sir!

Spanish ships of war had the habit of hoisting huge wooden crosses at the mizzen peak when action seemed likely. The frigate must be intending to make a sortie, to chase away this inquisitive visitor. It was high time to beat a retreat. A big Spanish frigate such as the Castilla carried forty-four guns, just twice as many as Atropos, and with three times their weight of metal. If only over the horizon Atropos had a colleague to whom she could lure the Castilla! That was something to bear in mind and to suggest to Collingwood in any case; this Spanish captain was enterprising and energetic, and might be rash  he might be smouldering with shame after Trafalgar, and he might be lured out to his destruction.

Shes under way, sir!

Fore topsl set! Main topsl set, sir!

No sense in courting danger, even though with this wind Atropos had a clear run to safety.

Keep her away a point, said Hornblower to the helmsman, and Atropos turned a little to show a clean pair of heels to the Spaniard.

Shes coming out, sir! reported Horrocks from the main topmast head. Reefed topsls. Two reefs, I think, sir.

Hornblower trained his glass over the quarter. There it was, the white oblong just showing above the horizon as Atropos lifted  the reefed fore topsail of the Castilla.

Shes pointing straight at us now, sir, reported Smiley.

In a stern chase like this Atropos had nothing to fear, newly coppered as she was and with a pretty turn of speed. The high wind and the rough sea would favour the bigger ship, of course. The Castilla might contrive to keep the Atropos in sight even though she had no chance of overtaking her. It would be a useful object lesson to officers and men to see Atropos making the best use of her potentiality for speed. Hornblower looked up again at sails and rigging. Certainly now there could be no question of taking in a third reef. He must carry all possible sail, just as the Castilla was doing.

Mr Still, as officer of the watch, was touching his hat to Hornblower with a routine question.

Carry on, Mr Still.

Up spirits!

With a powerful enemy plunging along behind her the life of the Atropos went on quite normally; the men had their grog and went to their dinners, the watch changed, the wheel was relieved. Palos Point disappeared over the port quarter as Atropos went flying on into the open Mediterranean, and still that white oblong kept its position on the horizon astern. The Castilla was doing well for a Spanish frigate.

Call me the moment there is any change, Mr Jones, said Hornblower, shutting his glass.

Jones was nervous  he might be imagining himself in a Spanish prison already. It would do him no harm to be left on deck with the responsibility, even though, down in his cabin, Hornblower found himself getting up from his dinner table to peer aft through the scuttle to make sure the Castilla was not gaining on them. In fact, Hornblower was not sorry when, with his dinner not yet finished, a knock at the door brought a messenger from the quarter-deck.

Mr Joness respects, sir, and the wind is moderating a little, he thinks, sir.

Im coming, said Hornblower, laying down his knife and fork.

In a moderate breeze Atropos ought to be able to run Castilla topsails-under in an hour or two, and any reduction in the wind was to the advantage of Atropos as long as she spread all the canvas she could carry. But it would call for judgment to shake out the reefs at the right time, without imperilling spars on the one hand or losing distance on the other. When Hornblower arrived on deck a glance told him that it was time.

You are quite right, Mr Jones, he said  no harm in giving him a pat on the back well shake out a reef.

The order sped along the deck.

Hands make sail!

Hornblower looked aft through his glass; as Atropos lifted her stern he could get the Castillas fore topsail right in the centre of the field. The most painstaking thought could not bring a decision as to whether or not it was any nearer. She must be exactly maintaining her distance. Then as the topsail hung dizzily in the lens he saw  he was nearly sure he saw  the oblong broaden into a square. He rested his eye and looked again. No doubt about it. Castilla had decided that was the moment to shake out a reef too.

Hornblower looked up at the Atropos main topsail yard. The topmen, bent over the yard at that dizzy height, had completed the untying of the reef points. Now they came running in from the yard. Smiley had the starboard yardarm, and His Serene Highness the Prince of Seitz-Bunau the port. They were having their usual race, flinging themselves on to the backstays and sliding down without a thought for their necks. Hornblower was glad that boy had found his feet  of course he was wild with the excitement of the flight and pursuit; Hornblower was glad that Smiley had adopted that amused paternal attitude towards him.

With the letting out of the reef Atropos increased her speed again; Hornblower could feel the renewed thrust of the sail upon the fabric of the ship under his feet; he could feel the more frantic leap of the vessel on the wave crests. He directed a wary glance aloft. This would not be the moment to have anything carry away, not with Castilla tearing along in pursuit. Jones was standing by the wheel. The wind was just over the starboard quarter, and the little ship was answering well to her rudder, but it was as important to keep an eye on the helmsman as it was to see that they did not split a topsail. It called for some little resolution to leave Jones in charge again and go below to try to finish his dinner.

When the message came down again that the wind was moderating it was like that uncanny feeling which Hornblower had once or twice experienced of something happening again even though it had not happened before  the circumstances were so exactly similar.

Mr Joness respects, sir, and the wind is moderating a little, he thinks, sir.

Hornblower had to compel himself to vary his reply.

My compliments to Mr Jones, and I am coming on deck.

Just as before, he could feel that the ship was not giving her utmost. Just as before, he gave the order for a reef to be shaken out. Just as before, he swung round to train his glass on the Castillas topsail. And just as before he turned back as the men prepared to come in from the yard. But that was the moment when everything took a different course, when the desperate emergency arose that always at sea lies just over the horizon of the future.

Excitement had stimulated the Prince into folly. Hornblower looked up to see the boy standing on the port yardarm, not merely standing but dancing, taking a clumsy step or two to dare Smiley at the starboard yardarm to imitate him, one hand on his hip, the other over his head. Hornblower was going to shout a reprimand; he opened his mouth and inflated his chest, but before he could utter a sound the Princes foot slipped. Hornblower saw him totter, strive to regain his balance, and then fall, heavily through the air, and turning a complete circle as he fell.

Later on Hornblower, out of curiosity, made a calculation. The Prince fell from a height of a little over seventy feet, and without the resistance of the air and had he not bounced off the shrouds he would have reached the surface of the sea in something over two seconds. But the resistance of the air could have been by no means negligible  it must have got under his jacket and slowed his fall considerably, for the boy was not killed and was in fact only momentarily knocked unconscious by the impact. Probably it took as much as four seconds for the Prince to fall into the sea. Hornblower was led to make the calculation when brooding over the incident later, for he could remember clearly all the thoughts that passed through his mind during those four seconds. Momentary exasperation came first and then anxiety, and then followed a hasty summing up of the situation. If he hove-to to pick up the boy the Castilla would have all the time needed to overhaul them. If he went on the boy would drown. And if he went on he would have to report to Collingwood that he had left the Kings great-nephew without lifting a finger to help him. He had to choose quickly  quickly. He had no right to risk his ship to save one single life. But  but  if the boy had been killed in battle by a broadside sweeping the deck it would be different. To abandon him was another matter again. On the heels of that conclusion came another thought, the beginnings of another thought, sprouting from a seed that had been sown outside Cartagena. It did not have time to develop in those four seconds; it was as if Hornblower acted the moment the green shoot from the seed showed above ground, to reach its full growth later.

By the time the boy had reached the sea Hornblower had torn the emergency lifebuoy from the taffrail; he flung it over the port quarter as the speed of the ship brought the boy nearly opposite him, and it smacked into the sea close beside him. At the same moment the air which Hornblower had drawn into his lungs to reprimand the Prince was expelled in a salvo of bellowed orders.

Mizzen braces! Back the mizzen-topsail! Quarter boat away!

Maybe  Hornblower could not be sure later  everyone was shouting at once, but everyone at least responded to orders with the rapidity that was the result of months of drill. Atropos flew up into the wind, her way checked instantly. It was Smiley  Heaven only knew how he had made the descent from the starboard main topsail yardarm in that brief space  who got the jolly boat over the side, with four men at the oars, and dashed off to effect the rescue, the tiny boat soaring up and swooping down as the waves passed under her. And even before Atropos was hove-to Hornblower was putting the next part of the plan into action.

Mr Horrocks! Signal Enemy in sight to windward. 

Horrocks stood and gaped, and Hornblower was about to blare out with Blast you, do what I tell you, but he restrained himself. Horrocks was not a man of the quickest thought in the world, and he had failed entirely to see any purpose in signalling to a vacant horizon. To swear at him now would simply paralyse him with nervousness and lead to a further delay.

Mr Horrocks, kindly send up the signal as quickly as you can. Enemy in sight to windward. Quickly, please.

The signal rating beside Horrocks was luckily quicker witted  he was one of the dozen men of the crew who could read and write, naturally  and was already at the halliards with the flag-locker open, and his example shook Horrocks out of his amazement. The flags went soaring up to the main topmast yardarm, flying out wildly in the wind. Hornblower made a mental note that that rating, even though he was no seaman as yet  lately a City apprentice who had come hurriedly aboard at Deptford to avoid something worse in civilian life  was deserving of promotion.

Now another signal, Mr Horrocks. Enemy is a frigate distant seven miles bearing west course east. 

It was the sensible thing to do to send up the very signals he would have hoisted if there really were help in sight  the Castilla might be able to read them or might make at least a fair guess at their meaning. If there had been a friendly ship in sight down to leeward (Hornblower remembered the suggestion he had been going to make to Collingwood) he would never have hove-to, of course, but would have gone on tearing down to lure the Castilla as near as possible, but the captain of the Castilla was not to know that.

Keep that signal flying. Now send up an affirmative, Mr Horrocks. Very good. Haul it down again. Mr Jones! Lay the ship on the starboard tack, a good full.

A powerful English ship down there to leeward would certainly order Atropos to close on Castilla as quickly as possible. He must act as if that were the case. It was only when Jones  almost as helpless with astonishment as Horrocks had been  had plunged into the business of getting Atropos under way again that Hornblower had time to use his telescope. He trained it on the distant topsail again; not so distant now. Coming up fast, and Hornblower felt a sick feeling of disappointment and apprehension. And then as he watched he saw the square of the topsail narrow into a vertical oblong, and two other oblongs appear beside it. At the same moment the masthead lookout gave a hail.

Deck there! The enemys hauled his wind, sir!

Of course he would do so  the disappointment and apprehension vanished instantly. A Spanish frigate captain once he had put his bowsprit outside the safety of a defended port would ever be a prey to fear. Always there would be the probability in his mind that just over the horizon lay a British squadron ready to pounce on him. He would chase a little sloop of war eagerly enough, but as soon as he saw that sloop sending up signals and swinging boldly round on a course that challenged action he would bethink him of the fact that he was already far to leeward of safety; he would imagine hostile ships only just out of sight cracking on all sail to cut him off from his base, and once his mind was made up he would not lose a single additional mile or minute before turning to beat back to safety. For two minutes the Spaniard had been a prey to indecision after Atropos hove-to, but the final bold move had made up his mind for him. If he had held on for a short time longer he might have caught sight of the jolly boat pulling over the waves and then would have guessed what Atropos was doing, but as it was, time was gained and the Spaniard, close-hauled, was clawing back to safety in flight from a non-existent enemy.

Masthead! What do you see of the boat?

Shes still pulling, sir, right in the winds eye!

Do you see anything of Mr Prince?

No, sir, cant say as I do.

Not much chance in that tossing sea of seeing a floating man two miles away, not even from the masthead.

Mr Jones, tack the ship.

It would be best to keep Atropos as nearly straight down wind from the boat as possible, allowing it an easy run to leeward when its mission was accomplished. Castilla would not be able to make anything of the manœuvre.

Deck there! The boats stopped pulling, sir. I think theyre picking up Mr Prince, sir.

Thank God for that. It was only now that Hornblower could realize what a bad ten minutes it had been.

Deck there! Yes, sir, theyre waving a shirt. Theyre pulling back to us now.

Heave-to, Mr Jones, if you please. Doctor Eisenbeiss, have everything ready in case Mr Prince needs treatment.

The Mediterranean at midsummer was warm enough; most likely the boy had taken no harm. The jolly boat came dancing back over the waves and turned under Atropos stern into the little lee afforded by her quarter as she rode with her starboard bow to the waves. Here came His Serene Highness, wet and bedraggled but not in the least hurt, meeting the concentrated gaze of all on deck with a smile half sheepish and half defiant. Eisenbeiss came forward fussily, talking voluble German, and then turned to Hornblower to explain.

I have a hot blanket ready for him, sir.

It was at that moment that the dam of Hornblowers even temper burst.

A hot blanket! I know whatll warm him quicker than that. Bosns mate! My compliments to the bosn, and ask him to be kind enough to lend you his cane for a few minutes. Shut your mouth, doctor, if you know whats good for you. Now, young man  

Humanitarians had much to say against corporal punishment, but in their arguments, while pointing out the harm it might do to the one punished, they omitted to allow for the satisfaction other people derived from it. And it was some further training for the Blood Royal to display his acquired British imperturbability, to bite off the howl that a well-applied cane tended to draw forth, and to stand straight afterwards with hardly a skip to betray his discomfort, with hardly a rub at the smarting royal posterior, and with the tears blinked manfully back. Satisfaction or not, Hornblower was a little sorry afterwards.


CHAPTER XX
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THERE WAS EVERYTHING to be said in favour of keeping Castilla under observation for a while at least, and almost nothing to be said against it. The recent flight and pursuit had proved that Atropos had the heels of her even under reefed topsails, so that it could be taken for granted that she was safe from her in any lesser wind  and the wind was moderating. The Castilla was now a full thirty miles dead to leeward of Cartagena; it would be useful to know  Collingwood would certainly want to know  whether she intended to beat back there again or would fetch some easier Spanish port. Close-hauled she could make Alicante to the north or perhaps Almeria to the south; she was close-hauled on the starboard tack, heading south, at this moment. And there was the possibility to be borne in mind that she did not intend to return to Spain as yet, that her captain might decide to range through the Mediterranean for a while to see what prizes he could snap up. On her present course she could easily stretch over to the Barbary coast and pick up a victualler or two with grain and cattle intended for the Fleet.

Hornblowers orders were that he should rejoin Collingwood in Sicilian waters after looking into Malaga and Cartagena; he was not the bearer of urgent despatches, nor, Heaven knew, was Atropos likely to be an important addition to the strength of the Fleet; while on the other hand it was the duty of every English captain, having once made contact with a ship of the enemy in open water, to maintain that contact as long as was possible. Atropos could not hope to face Castilla in battle, but she could keep her under observation, she might warn merchant shipping of danger, and she might with good fortune meet some big British ship of war  in actual fact, not make-believe  to whom she could indicate the enemy.

Mr Jones, said Hornblower. Lay her on the starboard tack again, if you please. Full and by.

Aye aye, sir.

Jones, of course, showed some surprise at the reversal of the roles, at the pursued becoming the pursuer, and that was one more proof that he was incapable of strategic thought. But he had to engage himself on carrying out his orders, and Atropos steadied on a southerly course, running parallel to Castillas, far to windward; Hornblower trained his glass on the topsails just visible over the horizon. He fixed the shape of them firmly in his memory; a slight alteration in the proportion of length to breadth would indicate any change of course on the part of the Castilla.

Masthead! he hailed. Keep your eye on the enemy. Report anything you see.

Aye aye, sir.

Atropos was like a terrier now, yapping at the heels of a bull in a field  not a very dignified role  and the bull might turn and charge at any moment. Eventually the captain of the Castilla would make up his mind that a trick had been played on him, that Atropos had been signalling to non-existent friends, and there was no guessing what he might decide to do then, when he grew certain that there was no help following Atropos up just beyond the horizon. Meanwhile the wind was still moderating, and Atropos could set more canvas. When beating to windward she behaved best under all the sail she could carry, and he might as well keep as close to the enemy as the wind allowed.

Try setting the mainsail, Mr Jones, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

The main course was a big sail, and the little Atropos seemed to take wings under the tremendous pressure of it when it was sheeted home, with the tack hauled forward to the chess-trees by the united strength of half a watch. Now she was thrusting along bravely in the summer evening, lying over to the wind, and shouldering off the hungry waves with her starboard bow in great fountains of spray, through which the setting sun gleamed in fleeting rainbows of fiery beauty, and leaving behind her a seething wake dazzling white against the blue. It was a moment when it was good to be alive, driving hard to windward like this, and with all the potentiality of adventure at hand in the near unknown. War at sea was a dreary business usually, with boredom and discomfort to be endured day and night, watch and watch, but it had moments of high exaltation like this, just as it had its moments of black despair, of fear, of shame.

You may dismiss the watch below, Mr Jones.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower glanced round the deck. Still would have the watch.

Call me if theres any change, Mr Still. I want to set more sail if the wind moderates further.

Aye aye, sir.

A moment of exaltation, come and gone. He had been on his feet nearly all day, since dawn, and his legs were weary, and if he stayed on deck they would grow wearier still. Down below there were the two books he had bought at Gibraltar for a badly needed guinea  Lord Hodges Statement of the Present Political Condition of Italy, and Barbers New Methods of Determining Longitude, with some Remarks on Discrepancies in Recent Charts. He wanted to inform himself on both subjects, and it was better to do so now than to stay up on deck growing more and more weary while the hours passed.

At sunset he emerged again; Castilla was still holding the same course, with Atropos head-reaching upon her very slightly. He looked at those distant topsails; he read the slate that recorded the days run, and he waited while the log was hove again. Surely if Castilla intended to put back into Cartagena she would have gone about by now. She had made a very long reach to the southward, and any backing of the wind round to the north  a very likely occurrence at this season  would nullify much of her progress so far. If she did not come about by the time darkness set in it would be a strong indication that she had something else in mind. He waited as the sunset faded from the western sky, and until the first stars began to appear overhead; that was when his aching eye, straining through the glass, could see no more of Castilla. But at the last sight of her she was still standing to the southward. All the more reason to keep her under observation.

It was the end of the second dogwatch and the hands were being called.

Ill have the main-course taken in, Mr Turner, he said.

He wrote his night orders by the faint light of the binnacle; the ship to be kept close-hauled on the starboard tack; he was to be called if the wind shifted more than two points, and in any event he was to be called immediately before moonrise in the middle watch. The gloomy little cabin when he retired into it was like a wild beasts lair with its dark corners where the light of the lamp did not penetrate. He lay down fully clothed, endeavouring to keep his tired mind from continuing to try to solve the problem of what the Castilla intended to do. He had shortened sail, as she would probably do. If she did not, he had the heels of her and might overtake her in daylight. If she did anything else, if she tacked or wore, he was doing what was probably best to find her again next day. His eyes closed with fatigue, and did not open again until they came to tell him the middle watch had been called.

The west wind, dying away though it was, had brought a slight overcast with it, enough to obscure the stars and deprive the small moon, almost in its last quarter, of most of its light. Atropos, still close-hauled, was now, in the lessening wind, only flirting with the waves that came on to her starboard bow, meeting them elegantly like a stage beauty extending her hand to a stage lover. The dark water all around seemed to fall in with the mood and to murmur pretty conventionalities. There seemed no imminence of blazing death. The minutes passed in warm idleness.

Deck there! That was the masthead lookout hailing. I think I can see something, sir. Right away on the starboard bow.

Get aloft with the night glass, youngster, said Turner, who had the watch, to the masters mate beside him.

A minute passed, two minutes.

Yes, sir, came the new voice from the masthead. Its the loom of a ship. Three miles  four miles  fine on the starboard bow.

The night glasses trained round more forward.

Maybe, said Turner.

There was a tiny patch of something darker than the surrounding night; Hornblowers night glass could tell him no more than that. He watched it painstakingly. The bearing of it seemed to be altering.

Steer small! he growled at the helmsman.

For a moment he wondered if the patch was really there; it might be something his mind suggested to his eye  a whole ships company could sometimes imagine the same thing if the idea was once put in their heads. No, it was undoubtedly there, and drawing across Atropos bows, more than could be accounted for by any wavering of her course with bad steering. It must be Castilla; she must have swung round at midnight and come hurrying down wind in the hope of pouncing on her prey by surprise. If he had not shortened sail she would be right on him. The Spanish lookouts were not up to their work, for she was holding on her course.

Heave-to, Mr Turner, he said, and walked across to the port side to keep the Castilla under observation as Atropos came up into the wind. Castilla had already lost most of the advantage of the weather gage, and in a few minutes would lose it all. The slowly-moving clouds overhead were parting; there was a faint gleam of light through a thin patch, further darkness, and then the moon shone through a gap. Yes, that was a ship; that was the Castilla, already far down to leeward.

Deck, there! I can see her plainly now, sir. On the port quarter. Captain, sir! Shes wearing round!

So she was. Her sails gleamed momentarily bright in the moonlight as they swung round. She had failed in her attempt to surprise her enemy, and was making a fresh one.

Lay her on the port tack, Mr Turner.

The little Atropos could play catch-as-catch-can with any big frigate in this sort of weather. She swung round and headed into the wind, her stern to her pursuer again.

Masthead! What sail has the enemy set?

Shes setting her royals, sir. All plain sail to the royals.

Call all hands, Mr Turner. Set all plain sail.

There was still enough wind for the addition of courses and royals to lay Atropos over and send her flying once more. Hornblower looked back at Castillas topsails and royals, silhouetted now against clear sky below the moon. It did not take very long to determine that now Atropos was gaining fast. He was pondering a decision regarding shortening sail when he was saved the trouble. The silhouettes narrowed again abruptly.

Deck there! hailed the masthead. Enemys hauled her wind, sir.

Very well! Mr Turner, wear ship, if you please. Point our bows right at her, and take in the fore course.

The terrier had evaded the bulls charge and was now yapping at its heels again. It was easy to follow the Castilla for the rest of the night, keeping a sharp lookout during the periods of darkness lest she should play on them the same trick as Atropos had played once. Dawn, rising ahead, revealed the Castillas royals and topsails an inky black before they changed to ivory white against the blue sky. Hornblower could imagine the rage of the Spanish captain at the sight of his pertinacious pursuer, dogging him in this fashion with insolent impunity. Seven miles separated the ships, but as far as the Castillas big eighteen-pounders mattered it might as well be seventy, and moreover the invisible wind, blowing direct from Atropos to Castilla, was an additional protection, guarding her from her enemy like the mysterious glass shield that turned the heros sword in one of the Italian epics. Atropos, seven miles to windward, was as safe and yet as visible as the Saracen magician.

Hornblower was conscious of weariness again. He had been on his feet since midnight, after less than four hours rest. He wanted, passionately, to rest his legs; he wanted, hardly less, to close his aching eyes. The hammocks had been brought up, the decks swabbed, and it only remained now to cling to Castillas heels, but when any moment might bring the need for a quick decision he dared not leave the deck  odd that now he was safely to windward the situation was more dynamic than yesterday when he had been to leeward, but it was true. Castilla might come to the wind at any unforeseen moment, and moreover the two ships were driving into the blue Mediterranean where any surprise might be over the horizon.

Ill have a mattress up here, said Hornblower.

They brought one up and laid it aft beside the weather scuppers. He eased his aching joints down on to it, settled his head on his pillow, and closed his eyes. The lift and send of the ship were soporific, and so was the sound of the sea under the Atropos counter. The light played backward and forward over his face as the shadows of sails and rigging followed the movement of the ship. He could sleep  he could sleep, heavily and dreamlessly, while the ships flew on up the Mediterranean, while they called the watch, while they hove the log, even while they trimmed the yards as the wind came a little northerly, moving round ahead of the sun.

It was afternoon when he woke. He shaved with the aid of a mirror stuck in the hammock nettings; he took his bath under the washdeck pump and put on the clean shirt that he sent for; he sat on the deck and ate cold beef and the last of the goodly soft bread taken on board at Gibraltar, somewhat stale now but infinitely better than ships biscuit; and the fresh butter from the same source, kept cool so far in an earthenware crock was quite delicious. It struck seven bells as he finished his last mouthful.

Deck there! Enemys altering course.

He was on his feet in a flash, his plate sliding into the scuppers, the telescope in his hand without conscious volition on his part. No doubt about it. Castilla had altered to a more northerly course, with the wind abeam. It was not very surprising for they had run a full two hundred miles from Cartagena; unless the Castilla was prepared to go right up the Mediterranean far to leeward of all Spanish bases, it was time for her to head north to fetch Minorca. He would follow her there, the terrier harassing the bull, and he would give a final yap at the bulls heels outside Port Mahon. Besides, the Castillas alteration of course might not portend a mere flight to Minorca. They were right on the track of convoys beating up the Mediterranean from Sicily and Malta.

Port your helm, Mr Still, if you please. Maintain a parallel course.

It was only sensible to stay up to windward of Castilla as much as possible. The intense feeling of wellbeing of five minutes ago was replaced now by excitement, a slight tingling under the skin. Ten to one the Castillas alteration of course meant nothing at all, but there was the tenth chance. Eight bells; hands mustered for the first dogwatch.

Deck there! Theres a sail ahead of the enemy, sir!

That was it, then.

Get aloft with you, Mr Smiley. You can go too, Mr Prince.

That would show His Serene Highness that a punishment cleared the record in the Navy, and that he was being trusted not to risk any more monkey tricks. It was a detail that had to be borne in mind despite the flood of excitement following the masthead report. There was no knowing what that sail over there, invisible from the deck, might imply. But there was a chance that it was a British ship of war, fair in Castillas path.

Two sail! Three sail! Captain, sir, it looks like a convoy, dead to leeward.

A convoy could only be a British convoy, and a convoy meant the presence of a British ship of war ahead there in Castillas path.

Up helm and bear down on the enemy. Call all hands, Mr Still, if you please. Clear for action.

During all the long flight and pursuit he had not cleared for action. He had not wanted action with the vastly superior Castilla, and had been determined on avoiding it. Now he hoped for it  hoped for it with that tremor of doubt that made him hate himself, all the more so as the repeating of the order brought a cheer from the men, the watch below pouring on deck for duty with expectant grins and schoolboy excitement. Mr Jones came bustling up on deck buttoning his coat; apparently he had been dozing comfortably through the afternoon watch. To Jones would fall the command of the Atropos if any accident should befall him, if a shot should take off his leg or dash him into bloody fragments. Odd that the thought of Jones becoming responsible for handling Atropos was as disturbing as the rest of it. But all the same Jones must be brought up to date on the situation and told what should be done. He did it in three sharp sentences.

I see, sir, said Jones, pulling at his long chin. Hornblower was not so sure that he did see, but there was no more time to spare for Jones.

Masthead! What of the convoy?

One sail has tacked, sir. Shes standing towards us.

What dyou make of her?

She looks like a ship of war, sir. I can only see her royals, sir.

Mr Horrocks, make the private signal and our number.

A ship standing towards Castilla could only be a ship of war, the escorting vessel. Hornblower could only hope she would be one of the larger frigates, able to meet the big Castilla on something like equal terms. But he knew most of the frigates Collingwood had  Sirius, Naiad, Hermione  thirty-two gun twelve-pounder frigates most of them, hardly a match for Castillas forty-four eighteen-pounders unless well handled, and unless Castilla fought badly, and unless he himself had a chance to intervene. He strained his eyesight staring forward through his glass, but the British ship was not yet in sight from the deck, and Castilla was still running boldly down before the wind. Clearing for action was nearly completed; they were casting loose the guns.

Signal, sir!

Horrocks was ready with the book as the masthead reported the flags.

Private signal correctly answered, sir. And her number. Shes Nightingale, sir, 28, Captain Ford, sir.

Almost the smallest of the frigates, with only nine-pounders on her maindeck. Please God Ford would have the sense not to close with Castilla. He must out-manœuvre her, keep her in play, and then when Atropos came up there could be some pretty tactics until they could shoot away some of Castillas spars and take her at a disadvantage. Then they could rake her and weaken her before closing in for the kill. The captain of the Castilla was showing proof of having grasped the essentials of the situation; caught between two hostile ships so that he could not avoid action if it were forced on him he was plunging down at his best speed to the attack on the one most accessible to him; he was still carrying all sail to bring him most quickly into action before Atropos could intervene. He could well hope to batter Nightingale into a wreck and then turn on Atropos. If he succeeded  oh, if he succeeded!  it would be a terrible problem for Atropos, to decide whether or not to accept action.

Ship cleared for action, sir, reported Jones.

Very well.

Now his glass picked her up; the distant sail, far beyond Castilla. As he looked, as the top gallants appeared below the royals, the royals disappeared. Nightingale was shortening down to fighting sails ready for action. Hornblower knew a little about Ford. He had the reputation of a good fighting captain. Please God he had discretion as well. Ford was far his senior in the Navy list; there was no possibility of giving him orders to keep clear.

Castilla was still hurtling down upon Nightingale.

Signal, sir. Number 72. Engage the enemy more closely! 

Acknowledge.

Hornblower was conscious of Joness and Turners eyes upon him. There might be an implied rebuke in that signal, a hint that he was not doing his best to get into action. On the other hand it might be a mere signal that action was imminent. Nightingales topsails were over the horizon now; close-hauled, she was doing her best to come to meet Castilla. If only Ford would hold off for half an hour  Atropos was steadily gaining on Castilla. No, he was still hurrying to the encounter before Atropos could arrive; he was playing Castillas game for her. Now Castilla was clewing up her courses; she was taking in her royals, ready for the clash. The two ships were hastening together; white sails on a blue sea under a blue sky. They were right in line from where Hornblower stood staring at them through his glass; right in line so that it was hard to judge the distance between them. Now they were turning, Nightingale paying off before the wind as Castilla approached. All the masts seemed blended together. Ford must keep clear and try to shoot away a spar.

A sudden billowing of smoke round the ships; the first broadsides were being fired. It looked as if the ships were already close-locked in action  surely it could not be. Not time yet to take in courses and royals; the sooner they got down into action the better. Now, heavily over the blue water, came the sound of those first broadsides, like the rumbling of thunder. The smoke was blowing clear of the fight, drifting away from the ships in a long bank. More smoke billowing up; the guns had been reloaded and were firing away, and still the masts were close together  had Ford been fool enough to lock yardarms? Again the long rumble of the guns. The ships were swinging round in the smoke cloud; he could see the masts above it changing their bearing, but he could not distinguish ship from ship. There was a mast falling, yards, sails and all; it must be Nightingales main topmast, hideous though the thought was. This seemed like a lifetime, waiting to get into action. Cannon smoke and cannon thunder. He did not want to believe the glass was really revealing the truth to him as he looked, the details becoming clearer as he approached. The two ships were locked together, no doubt about it. And that was Nightingale, main topmast gone. She was lying at an angle to Castillas side, bows towards her. The wind was still turning the two ships, and it was turning them as if they were one. Nightingale must be locked against Castilla, bowsprit or possibly anchor hooked into Castillas fore chains. All Castillas guns could bear, practically raking Nightingale with every broadside, and Nightingales fire must be almost ineffectual. Could she tear herself loose? There went her foremast, everything, over the side; almost impossible to tear herself loose now.

The men at the guns were yelling at the sight.

Silence! Mr Jones, get the courses in.

What was he to do? He ought to cross Castillas bows or stern and rake her, come about and rake her again. Not so easy to fire into Castillas bows without hitting Nightingale; not so easy to cross her stern; that would put him to leeward and there would be delay in getting back into action again. And the two ships were still swinging considerably, not only with the wind but with the recoil of their guns. Supposing that as he took Atropos to lie a little clear they swung so that Nightingale intercepted his fire and he had to work back again to windward to get back into action? That would be shameful, and other captains hearing the story would think he had deliberately stayed out of fire. He could lay his ship alongside Castilla on her unoccupied side, but her slender scantlings would bear little of Castillas ponderous broadside; his ship would be a wreck in a few minutes. And yet Nightingale was already a wreck. He must bring her instant, immediate relief.

Now they were only a mile from the locked ships and running down fast. Years of experience at sea told him how rapidly those last few minutes passed when ships needed each other.

Muster the port side guns crews, he said. Every man, gun captains and all. Arm them for boarding. Arm every idler in the ship. But leave the hands at the mizzen braces.

Aye aye, sir.

Pikes, pistols and cutlasses, lads, said Hornblower to the eager men thronging round the arms chests. Mr Smiley, muster your topmen forrard by No. 1 gun. Starboard side. Stand by for a rush.

Young Smiley was the best fighting man of them all, better than the nervous Jones or the stupid Still or the aged Turner. It was best to give him the command at the other end of the ship. Aft here he would have things under his own eye. And he realized he was still unarmed himself. His sword  the sword he had worn at the court of his King  was a cheap one. He could guess its temper was unreliable; he had never been able to afford a good sword. He stepped to the arms chest and took a cutlass for himself, drawing it and dropping the scabbard discarded on the deck; looping the knot over his wrist he stood with the naked blade in his hand and the sunlight beating down in his face.

Now they were closing on Castilla; only a cables length apart and it looked closer. It called for accurate judgment to come close alongside.

Starboard a point, he said to the helmsman.

Starboard a point, came the repetition of the order.

Discipline kept the helmsman entirely attentive to his particular duty, even though Castillas port side gun ports were opening, even though at that close range the gun muzzles were glaring straight at them, and the faces of the gunners could be seen through the ports looking along the guns. Oh God, it was just coming!

Now, starboard slowly. Bring her gently round.

Like the end of the world that broadside came, ripping and smashing into the ship; there were screams, there were frightful crashes, the sunlight was full of dust particles flung up by the hurtling cannon-balls as the splinters whizzed through the air, and then the ship sidled into the powder smoke jutting forth from the gun muzzles. But he must think about only one thing at this moment.

Now! Hard a-port. Braces there! Back the mizzen topsl!

There was a tiny gap between the sides of the two ships, closing by inches. If she struck violently she might rebound and open the gap again; if her forward way was not checked she might scrape forward and swing. In the loftier sides of the Castilla the gun ports were above the level of those of the Atropos. The dish-shaped Atropos had no tumble-home to her sides. Her bulwarks would make contact  he had been counting on that.

Starboard side! Fire!

The infernal crash of the broadside; the smoke whirling round, the orange-painted side of Castilla torn by the carronade balls; but not a moment to think about it.

Come on!

Up over Castillas side in the eddying smoke pierced by sunbeams; up over the side, cutlass in hand, wild with fighting madness. A distorted face looking up at him. Strike, swinging the heavy blade like an axe. Wrench the blade free, and strike again at this new face. Plunge forward. Gold lace here, a lean brown face gashed by a black moustache, a slender blade lunging at him; beat it aside and strike and strike and strike with every ounce of strength, with all the speed possible to him; beat down the feeble guard and strike again without pity. Trip over something and recover again. The terrified eyes of the men at the wheel looking round at him before they ran from his fury. A uniformed soldier with white cross-belts extending his arms in surrender; a pike appearing from nowhere beside him and plunging into the soldiers unprotected breast. The quarter-deck cleared but no time to breathe; shout Come on and plunge down on to the maindeck.

Something hit his cutlass blade and sent a numbing shock up his arm  a pistol bullet, most likely. There was a crowd of men massed round the mainmast, but before he could reach it a surge of pikes from the side broke it up into fleeing fragments. Now a sudden rally on the part of the enemy, pistols banging, and then suddenly opposition ceased and Hornblower found himself glaring into a pair of wild eyes and realized that it was an English uniform, an English face although unknown to him  a midshipman from Nightingale, leading the boarding party which had stormed into the Castilla along Nightingales bowsprit.

He could stand there now amid the wreckage and the dead with the madness ebbing out of him, sweat running into his eyes and blinding him; and yet once more he had to clear his mind and brace himself. He had to stop the killing that was still going on, he had to organize the disarming of the prisoners and the herding of them against the ships side. He had to remember to say a word of thanks to Smiley, covered with blood and smoke, when he met him on the gangway forward. Here was the huge hulk of Eisenbeiss, chest heaving, the bloody cutlass like a toy in his vast hand. The sight roused his wrath.

What the hell are you doing here, doctor? Get back on board and attend to the wounded. Youve no business to neglect them.

A smile for the Prince, and then his attention was demanded by a thin-nosed, long-faced rat of a man.

Captain Hornblower? My names Ford.

He was going to shake the proffered hand, but discovered that first he must slip the cutlass lanyard from his wrist and transfer the weapon to his other hand.

Alls well that ends well, said Ford. You arrived in time, but only just in time, captain.

It was no use trying to point out to a senior the seniors errors. They shook hands there, standing on the gangway of the captured Castilla, looking round at the three ships clinging together, battered and shattered. Far down to leeward, drifting over the blue sea, the long trail of powder smoke was slowly dissipating under the blue heaven.


CHAPTER XXI
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THE CHURCH BELLS of Palermo were ringing, as always, in the drowsy heat of the morning. The sound of them drifted over the water of the bay, the Conca dOro, the golden shell which holds the pearl of Palermo in its embrace. Hornblower could hear them as he brought Atropos in, echoing round from Monte Pellegrino to Zaffarano, and of all musical noises that was the one that annoyed him most. He looked over at the senior ship, impatient for her to start firing her salute to shatter this maddening sound. If it were not for the church bells this would be almost a happy moment, dramatic enough in all conscience. Nightingale under her jury rig, the clear water gushing out of her as the pumps barely kept her afloat, Atropos with the raw plugs in the shot holes in her sides, and then Castilla, battered and shot-torn, too, and with the White Ensign proudly flying over the red and gold of Spain. Surely even the Sicilians must be struck by the drama of this entrance, and for additional pleasure, there were a trio of English ships of war at anchor over there; their crews at least would gape at the proud procession; they at least would be sensitive to all that the appearance of the newcomers implied; they would know of the din and the fury, the agony of the wounded and the distressing ceremony of the burial of the dead.

Palermo looked out idly as the ships came to anchor, and as the boats (even the boats were patched-up fabrics, hurriedly repaired after being shattered by shot) were swung out and began new activities. The wounded had to be carried ashore to hospital, boat-load after boat-load of them, moaning or silent with pain; then the prisoners under guard  there was pathos in those boat-loads of men, too, of a proud nation, going into captivity within four gloomy walls, under all the stigma of defeat. Then there was other ferrying to be done; the forty men that Atropos had lent to Nightingale had to be replaced by another forty. The ones that came back were gaunt and hollow-cheeked, bearded and dirty. They fell asleep sitting on the thwarts, and they fell asleep again the moment they climbed on board, falling like dead men between the guns, for they had laboured for eleven days and nights bringing the shattered Nightingale in after the victory.

There was so much to do that it was not until evening that Hornblower had leisure to open the two private letters that were awaiting him. The second one was only six weeks old, having made a quick passage out from England and not having waited long for Atropos to come in to Palermo, the new base of the Mediterranean Fleet. Maria was well, and so were the children. Little Horatio was running everywhere now, she said, as lively as a cricket, and little Maria was as good as gold, hardly crying at all even though it seemed likely that she was about to cut a tooth, a most remarkable feat at five months old. And Maria was happy enough in the Southsea house with her mother, although she was lonely for her husband, and although her mother tended to spoil the children in a way that Maria feared would not be approved by her very dearest.

Letters from home; letters about little children and domestic squabbles; they were the momentary lifting of a curtain to reveal another world, utterly unlike this world of peril and hardship and intolerable strain. Little Horatio was running everywhere on busy little legs, and little Maria was cutting her first tooth, while here a tyrants armies had swept through the whole length of Italy and were massed at the Straits of Messina for an opportunity to make another spring and effect another conquest in Sicily, where only a mile of water  and the Navy  opposed their progress. England was fighting for her life against all Europe combined under a single tyrant of frightful energy and cunning.

No, not quite all Europe, for England still had allies  Portugal under an insane queen, Sweden under a mad king, and Sicily, here, under a worthless king. Ferdinand, King of Naples and Sicily  King of the Two Sicilies  bad, cruel, selfish; brother of the King of Spain, who was Bonapartes closest ally; Ferdinand, a tyrant more bloodthirsty and more tyrannical than Bonaparte himself, faithless and untrustworthy, who had lost one of his two thrones and was only held on the other by British naval might and who yet would betray his allies for a moments gratification of his senses, and whose gaols were choked with political prisoners and whose gallows creaked under the weight of dead suspects. Good men, and brave men, were suffering and dying in every part of the world while Ferdinand hunted in his Sicilian preserves and his wicked queen lied and intrigued and betrayed, and while Maria wrote simple little letters about the babies.

It was better to think about his duties than to brood over these insoluble anomalies. Here was a note from Lord William Bentinck, the British Minister in Palermo. The latest advices from the Vice-Admiral Commanding in the Mediterranean are to the effect that he may be expected very shortly in Palermo with his flagship. His Excellency therefore begs to inform Captain Horatio Hornblower that in His Excellencys opinion it would be best if Captain Horatio Hornblower were to begin the necessary repairs to Atropos immediately. His Excellency will request His Sicilian Majestys naval establishment to afford Captain Horatio Hornblower all the facilities he may require.

Lord William might be  undoubtedly was  a man of estimable character and liberal opinions unusual in a son of a Duke, but he knew little enough about the workings of a Sicilian dockyard. In the three days that followed Hornblower succeeded in achieving nothing at all with the help of Sicilian authorities. Turner was voluble to them in lingua franca, and Hornblower laid aside his dignity to plead with them in French with os and as added to the words in the hope that in that manner he might convey his meaning in Italian, but even when the requests were intelligible they were not granted. Canvas? Cordage? Sheet lead for shot holes? They might never have heard of them. After those three days Hornblower warped Atropos out into the harbour again and set about his repairs with his own resources and with his own men, keeping them labouring under the sun, and deriving some little satisfaction from the fact that Captain Fords troubles  he had Nightingale over at the careenage  were even worse than his own. Ford, with his ship heeled over while he patched her bottom, had to put sentries over the stores he had taken out of her, to prevent the Sicilians from stealing them, even while his men vanished into the alleys of Palermo to pawn their clothing in exchange for the heady Sicilian wine.

It was with relief that Hornblower saw Ocean come proudly into Palermo, vice-admirals flag at the fore; he felt confident that when he made his report that his ship would be ready for sea in all respects in one days time he would be ordered out to join the Fleet. It could not happen too quickly.

And sure enough the orders came that evening, after he had gone on board to give a verbal account of his doings and to hand in his written reports. Collingwood listened to all he had to say, gave in return a very pleasant word of congratulation, saw him off the ship with his invariable courtesy, and of course kept his promise regarding the orders. Hornblower read them in the privacy of his cabin when the Oceans gig delivered them; they were commendably short. He was requested and required, the day after to-morrow, the 17th instant, to make the best of his way to the island of Ischia, there to report to Commodore Harris and join the squadron blockading Naples.

So all next day the ships company of Atropos toiled to complete their ship for sea. Hornblower was hardly conscious of the activity going on around Ocean  it was what might be expected in the flagship of the Commander-in-Chief in his allys capital. He regretted the interruption to his mens work when the admirals barge came pulling by, and still more when the royal barge, with the Sicilian colours and the Bourbon lilies displayed, came pulling by to visit Ocean. But that was only to be expected. When the flaming afternoon began to die away into the lovely evening he found time to exercise his men in accordance with the new station and quarter bills  so many had been the casualties that all the organization had to be revised. He stood there in the glowing sunset watching the men come running down from aloft after setting topsails.

Signal from the flag, sir, said Smiley, breaking in on his concentrated thought.  Flag to Atropos. Come on board! 

Call my gig, said Hornblower. Mr Jones, you will take command.

A desperate rush to change into his better uniform, and then he hurled himself down the ships side to where his gig awaited him. Collingwood received him in the well-remembered cabin; the silver lamps were alight now, and in the boxes under the great stern windows were strange flowers whose names he did not know. And on Collingwoods face was a strange expression; there was a hint of distress in it, and of sympathy, as well as something of irritation. Hornblower stopped short at the sight of him, with a sudden pounding of the heart. He could hardly remember to make his bow properly. It flashed through his mind that perhaps Ford had reported adversely on his behaviour in the recent action. He might be facing court martial and ruin.

At Collingwoods shoulder stood a large elegant gentleman in full dress, with the ribbon and star of an order.

My lord, said Collingwood, this is Captain Horatio Hornblower, I believe you have already had correspondence with His Excellency, Captain. Lord William Bentinck.

Hornblower made his bow again, his feverish mind telling him that at least this could not be anything to do with the action with the Castilla  that would not be the Ministers business; on the other hand, in fact, Collingwood would keep strangers out of any scandal in the Service.

How dye do, sir? asked Lord William.

Very well, thank you, my Lord.

The two Lords went on looking at Hornblower, and Hornblower looked back at them, trying to appear calm during those endless seconds.

Theres bad news for you, Hornblower, I fear, said Collingwood at last, sadly.

Hornblower restrained himself from asking What is it? He pulled himself up stiffer than ever, and tried to meet Collingwoods eyes without wavering.

His Sicilian Majesty, went on Collingwood, needs a ship.

Yes, my lord?

Hornblower was none the wiser.

When Bonaparte conquered the mainland he laid hands on the Sicilian Navy. Negligence  desertion  you can understand. There is no ship now at the disposal of His Majesty.

No, my Lord. Hornblower could guess now what was coming.

While coming out to visit Ocean this morning His Majesty happened to notice Atropos, with her paint all fresh. You made an excellent business of your refitting, Captain, as I noticed.

Thank you, my Lord.

His Majesty does not think it right that, as an island King, he should be without a ship.

I see, my Lord.

Here Bentinck broke in, speaking harshly.

The fact of the matter, Hornblower, is that the King has asked for your ship to be transferred to his flag.

Yes, my Lord.

Nothing mattered now. Nothing was of any value.

And I have advised His Lordship, went on Bentinck, indicating Collingwood, that for the highest reasons of state it would be advisable to agree to the transfer.

The imbecile monarch coveting the newly-painted toy. Hornblower could not keep back his protest.

I find it hard to believe it necessary, my Lord, he said.

For a moment His Excellency looked down in astonishment at the abysmal junior captain who questioned his judgment, but His Excellency kept his temper admirably all the same, and condescended to explain.

I have six thousand British troops in the island, he said in his harsh voice. At least, they call them British, but half of em are Corsican Rangers and Chasseurs Brittaniques  French deserters in British uniforms. I can hold the Straits against Bonaparte with them, all the same, as long as I have the goodwill of the King. Without it  if the Sicilian army turns against us  were lost.

You must have heard about the King, Captain, interposed Collingwood, gently.

A little, my Lord.

Hed ruin everything for a whim, said Bentinck. Now Bonaparte finds he cant cross the Straits hed be willing to reach an agreement with Ferdinand. Hed promise him his throne here in exchange for an alliance. Ferdinand is capable of agreeing, too. Hed as lief have French troops in occupation as British, and be a satellite  or so he thinks at present  if it would mean paying off a score against us.

I see, my Lord, said Hornblower.

When I have more troops Ill talk to him in a different fashion, said Bentinck. But at present  

Atropos is the smallest ship I have in the Mediterranean, said Collingwood.

And I am the most junior captain, said Hornblower. He could not restrain himself from the bitter comment. He even forgot to say my Lord.

That is true as well, said Collingwood.

In a disciplined service an officer was only a fool if he complained about treatment received on account of being junior. And it was clear that Collingwood disliked the present situation intensely.

I understand, my Lord, said Hornblower.

Lord William has some suggestions to make which may soften the blow, said Collingwood, and Hornblower shifted his glance.

You can be retained in command of Atropos, said Bentinck  what a moment of joy, just one fleeting moment! if you transfer to the Sicilian service. His Majesty will appoint you Commodore, and you can hoist a broad pendant. I am sure he will also confer upon you an order of high distinction as well.

No, said Hornblower. That was the only thing he could possibly say.

I thought that would be your answer, said Collingwood. And if a letter from me to the Admiralty carries any weight you can hope, on your return to England, to be appointed to the frigate to which your present seniority entitles you.

Thank you, my Lord. So I am to return to England?

He would have a glimpse of Maria and the children then.

I see no alternative, Captain, I am afraid, as of course you understand. But if Their Lordships see fit to send you back here with your new command, no one would be more delighted than I.

What sort of a man is your first lieutenant? demanded Bentinck.

Well, my Lord   Hornblower looked from Bentinck to Collingwood. It was hard to make a public condemnation even of the abject Jones. He is a worthy enough man. The fact that he is John Jones the Ninth in the lieutenants list may have held him back from promotion.

A wintry twinkle appeared in Bentincks eye.

I fancy he would be John Jones the First in the Sicilian Navy List.

I expect so indeed, my Lord.

Do you think he would take service as captain under the King of the Two Sicilies?

I should be surprised if he did not.

That would be Joness only chance of ever becoming a captain, and most likely Jones was aware of it, however he might excuse himself for it in his own thoughts.

Collingwood entered the conversation again at this point.

Joseph Bonaparte over in Naples has just proclaimed himself King of the Two Sicilies as well, he remarked. That makes four Sicilies.

Now they were all smiling together, and it was a moment before Hornblowers unhappiness returned to him, when he remembered that he had to give up the ship he had brought to perfection and the crew he had trained so carefully, and his Mediterranean station of honour. He turned to Collingwood.

What are your orders, my Lord?

You will receive them in writing, of course. But verbally you are under orders not to move until you are officially informed of the transfer of your ship to the Sicilian flag. Ill distribute your ships company through the Fleet  I can use them.

No doubt about that; probably every ship under Collingwoods command was undermanned and would welcome a contingent of prime seamen.

Aye aye, my Lord.

Ill take the Prince into my flagship here  theres a vacancy.

The Prince had had seven months in a sloop of war; probably he had learned as much in that time as he would learn in seven years in an Admirals flagship.

Aye aye, my Lord. Hornblower waited for a moment; it was hard to go on. And your orders for me personally?

The Aquila  shes an empty troop transport  sails for Portsmouth immediately without convoy, because shes a fast ship. The monthly convoy is assembling, but its far from complete as yet. As you know, I am only responsible for their escort as far as Gibraltar, so that if you choose to go in a Kings ship you will have to transfer there. Penelope will be the escorting vessel, as far as I can tell at present. And when I can spare her  God knows when that will be  I shall send the old Temeraire to England direct.

Yes, my Lord.

I would be glad if you would choose for yourself, Captain. Ill frame my orders in accordance with your wishes. You can sail in Aquila, or Penelope, or wait for Temeraire, whichever you prefer. . .

Aquila was sailing for Portsmouth immediately, and she was a fast ship, sailing alone. In a month, even in less with fair winds, he could be setting foot on shore half an hours walk from where Maria was living with the children. In a month he might be making his request to the Admiralty for further employment. He might be posted to that frigate that Collingwood had mentioned  he did not want to miss any opportunity. The sooner the better, as always. And he would see Maria and the children.

I would like orders for Aquila, if you would be so kind, my Lord.

I expected you would say that.

So that was the news that Hornblower brought back to his ship. The dreary little cabin which he had never had time to fit out properly seemed sadly homelike when he sat in it again; the sailcloth pillow supported once more a sleepless head, as so often before, when at last he could force himself to go to bed. It was strangely painful to say good-bye to the officers and crew, good characters and bad, even though he felt a little spurt of amusement at sight of Jones, gorgeous in the uniform of a captain in the Sicilian Navy, and another at sight of the twenty volunteers from the ships company whom Jones had been permitted to recruit into the Sicilian service. They were the bad characters, of course, laughed at by the others for exchanging the grog and hardtack of old England for the pasta and the daily quart of wine of Sicily. But even to the bad characters it was hard to say good-bye  a sentimental fool, Hornblower called himself.

It was a dreary two days that Hornblower waited for Aquila to make ready to sail. Bentinck had advised him to see the Palace chapel, to take a carriage out to Monreale and see the mosaics there, but like a sulky child he would not. The dreamlike city of Palermo turns its back upon the sea, and Hornblower turned his back upon Palermo, until Aquila was working her way out round Monte Pellegrino, and then he stood aft, by the taffrail, looking back at Atropos lying there, and Nightingale at the careenage, and the palaces of Palermo beyond. He was forlorn and lonely, a negligible passenger amid all the bustle of getting under way.

By your leave, sir, said a seaman, hastening to the peak halliards  a little more, and he would have been elbowed out of the way.

Good morning, sir, said the captain of the ship, and instantly turned to shout orders to the men at the main topsail halliards; the captain of a hired transport did not want to offer any encouragement to a Kings captain to comment on the handling of the ship. Kings officers would only grudgingly admit that even admirals came between them and God.

Aquila dipped her colours to the flagship, and Ocean returned the compliment, the White Ensign slowly descending and rising again. That was the last memory Hornblower was to have of Palermo and of his voyage in the Atropos. Aquila braced round her sails and caught the first of the land breeze, heading boldly northward out to sea, and Sicily began to fade into the distance, while Hornblower tried to displace his unaccountable sadness by telling himself that he was on his way to Maria and the children. He tried to stimulate himself into excitement over the thought that a new command awaited him, and new adventures. Collingwoods flag lieutenant had passed on to him the gossip that the Admiralty was still commissioning ships as fast as they could be made ready for sea; there was a frigate, the Lydia, making ready, which would be an appropriate command for a captain of his seniority. But it was only slowly that he was able to overcome his sense of loss and frustration, as slowly as the captain of the Aquila made him welcome when he was taking his noon sights, as slowly as the days passed while Aquila beat her way to the Straits and out into the Atlantic.

Autumn was waiting for them beyond the Straits, with the roaring westerly gales of the equinox, gale after gale, when fortunately they had made westing enough to keep them safe from the coast of Portugal while they lay hove-to for long hours in the latitude of Lisbon, in the latitude of Oporto, and then in the Bay of Biscay. It was on the tail of the last of the gales that they drove wildly up the Channel, storm-battered and leaky, with pumps going and topsails treble reefed. And there was England, dimly seen, but well remembered, the vague outline to be gazed at with a catch in the breath. The Start, and at last St Catharines, and the hour of uncertainty as to whether they could get into the lee of the Wight or would have to submit to being blown all the way up-channel. A fortunate slant of wind gave them their opportunity, and they attained the more sheltered waters of Spithead, with the unbelievable green of the Isle of Wight on their left hand, and so they attained to Portsmouth, to drop anchor where the quiet and calm made it seem as if all the turmoil outside had been merely imagined.

A shore boat took Hornblower to the Sally Port, and he set foot on English soil again, with a surge of genuine emotion, mounting the steps and looking round him at the familiar buildings of Portsmouth. A shore loafer  an old, bent man  hurried away on twisted legs to fetch his barrow while Hornblower looked round him; when he returned Hornblower had to help him lift his chests on to the barrow.

Thankee, capn, thankee, said the old man. He used the title automatically, without knowing Hornblowers rank.

No one in England knew as yet  Maria did not know  that Hornblower was in England. For that matter no one in England knew as yet about the last exploit of the Atropos and the capture of Castilla. Copies of Fords and Hornblowers reports to Collingwood were on board Aquila, in the sealed mailbag in the captains charge, to be sent on to the Secretary of the Admiralty for the information of Their Lordships. In a day or two they might be in the Gazette, and they might even be copied to appear in the Naval Chronicle and the daily newspapers. Most of the honour and glory, of course, would go to Ford, but a few crumbs might come Hornblowers way; there was enough chance of that to put Hornblower in a good temper as he walked along with the wooden wheels of the barrow thumping and squeaking over the cobbles behind him.

The sadness and distress he had suffered when he parted from Atropos had largely died away by now. He was back in England, walking as fast as the old mans legs would allow towards Maria and the children, free for the moment from all demands upon his patience or his endurance, free to be happy for a while, free to indulge in ambitious dreams of the frigate Their Lordships might give him, free to relax in Marias happy and indifferent chatter, with little Horatio running round the room, and with little Maria making valiant efforts to crawl at his feet. The thumping of the barrow wheels beat out a pleasant rhythm to accompany his dreams.

Here was the house and the well-remembered door. He could hear the echo within as he let the knocker fall, and he turned to help the old man lift off the chests. He put a shilling into the shaky hand and turned back quickly as he heard the door open. Maria was there with a child in her arms. She stood beside the door looking at him without recognition for a long second, and when at last she spoke it was as if she were dazed.

Horry! she said. Horry!

There was no smile on her bewildered face.

Ive come home, dearest, said Hornblower.

I  I thought you were the apothecary, said Maria, speaking slowly, the  the babies arent so well.

She offered the child in her arms for his inspection. It must be little Maria, although he did not know the flushed, feverish face. The closed eyes opened, and then shut again with the pain of the light, and the little head turned away fretfully but wearily, and the mouth opened to emit a low cry.

Sh  sh, said Maria, folding the child to her breast again, bowing her head over the wailing bundle. Then she looked up at Hornblower again.

You must come in, she said. The  the cold. It will strike the fever inward.

The remembered hall; the room at the side where he had asked Maria to marry him; the staircase to the bedroom. Mrs Mason was there, her grey hair untidy even in the curtained twilight of the room.

The apothecary? she asked from where she bent over the bed.

No, mother. Its Horry come back again.

Horry? Horatio?

Mrs Mason looked up to confirm what her daughter said, and Hornblower came towards the bedside. A tiny little figure lay there, half on its side, one hand outside the bedclothes holding Mrs Masons finger.

Hes sick, said Mrs Mason. Poor little man. Hes so sick.

Hornblower knelt beside the bed and bent over his son. He put out his hand and touched the feverish cheek. He tried to soothe his sons forehead as the head turned on the pillow. That forehead; it felt strange; like small shot felt through velvet. And Hornblower knew what that meant. He knew it well, and he had to admit the certainty to himself before telling the women what it meant. Smallpox.

Before he rose to his feet he had reached another conclusion, too. There was still duty to be done, his duty to his King and Country and to the Service and to Maria. Maria must be comforted. He must always comfort her, as long as life lasted.
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REAR ADMIRAL LORD Hornblower, for all his proud appointment as Commander-in-Chief of His Majestys Ships and Vessels in the West Indies, paid his official visit to New Orleans in HM schooner Crab only mounting two six-pounders and with a crew of no more than sixteen men, not counting supernumeraries.

His Britannic Majestys Consul-General at New Orleans, Mr Cloudesley Sharpe, remarked on the fact.

I hardly expected to see Your Lordship in so diminutive a craft, he said, looking round him. He had driven down in his carriage to the pier against which Crab was lying, and had sent his liveried footman to the gangway to announce him, and it had been something of an anticlimax to be received by the trilling of the only two bosuns calls that Crab could muster, and to find on the quarterdeck to receive him, besides the Admiral and his flag lieutenant, a mere lieutenant in command.

The exigencies of the service, sir, explained Hornblower. But if I may lead the way below I can offer you whatever hospitality this temporary flagship of mine affords.

Mr Sharpe  surely there never was a name that accorded so ill with its possessors figure, for he was a fat man, a mountain of puffy flesh  squeezed himself into a chair at the table in the pleasant little cabin, and replied to Hornblowers suggestion of breakfast with the statement that he had already broken his fast. He obviously had the gravest doubts as to the quality of any breakfast that could be served in this little ship. Gerard, the flag lieutenant, made himself inconspicuous in a corner of the cabin, notebook and pencil on his knee, while Hornblower reopened the conversation.

Phoebe was struck by lightning off Morant Cape, said Hornblower. She was the ship I had planned to come in. Clorinda was already in dock, refitting. And Roebucks off Curaçao, keeping an eye on the Dutchmen  theres a brisk trade in arms with Venezuela at present.

Well I know that, said Sharpe.

Those are my three frigates, said Hornblower. With the arrangements all made I judged it better to come in this schooner rather than not to come at all.

How are the mighty fallen! was Mr Sharpes comment. Your Lordship, a commander-in-chief, with no more than three frigates and half a dozen sloops and schooners.

Fourteen sloops and schooners, sir, corrected Hornblower. They are very desirable craft for the duties I have to perform.

No doubt, my lord, said Sharpe. But I can remember the days when the commander-in-chief on the West India Station disposed of a squadron of ships of the line.

That was in time of war, sir, explained Hornblower, recalling the verbal comments of the First Sea Lord in the interview when he had been offered this command. The House of Commons would sooner allow the Royal Navy to rot at its moorings than reimpose the income tax.

At any rate, Your Lordship has arrived, said Sharpe. Your Lordship exchanged salutes with Fort St Philip?

Gun for gun, as your dispatch informed me had been arranged.

Excellent! said Sharpe.

It had been a strange little formality; all hands on board Crab had lined the rail, very properly, during the salute, and the officers had stood at attention on the quarterdeck, but all hands amounted to very little with four men manning the saluting gun, and one at the signal halliards and one at the helm. It had poured with rain, too; Hornblowers glittering uniform had clung damply around him.

Your Lordship made use of the services of a steam tug?

Yes, by George! exclaimed Hornblower.

A remarkable experience for Your Lordship, apparently?

Indeed, yes, said Hornblower. I 

He held himself back from giving utterance to all his thoughts on that subject; they would lead to too many exciting irrelevancies. But a steam tug had brought Crab against the hundred miles of current from the sea to New Orleans between dawn and dusk, arriving at the very minute the tug captain had predicted. And here was New Orleans, crowded not merely with ocean-going sailing ships, but also with a fleet of long, narrow steamers, manœuvring out into the stream and against piers with a facility (thanks to their two paddle-wheels) that even Crab with her handy fore-and-aft rig could not attempt to emulate. And with a thresh of those paddle-wheels they would go flying upstream with a rapidity almost unbelievable.

Steam has laid open a continent, my lord, said Sharpe, echoing Hornblowers thoughts. A veritable empire. Thousands and thousands of miles of navigable waterways. The population of the Mississippi valley will be counted in millions within a few years.

Hornblower remembered discussions at home, when he was a half-pay officer awaiting his promotion to flag rank, when the steam kettles had been mentioned. Even the possibility of ocean-going ships propelled by steam had been suggested, and had been properly laughed to scorn  it would mean the ruin of good seamanship. Hornblower had not been quite so sure on either point, but he had been careful to keep his opinions to himself, having no desire to be regarded as a dangerous crank. He did not want to be drawn into any similar discussions now, not even with a mere civilian.

What intelligence do you have for me, sir? he asked.

A considerable amount, my lord.

Mr Sharpe produced a fold of papers from his tail pocket.

Here are the latest advices from New Granada  more recent I expect than anything you have had. The insurgents 

Mr Sharpe entered into a rapid exposition of the military and political situation in Central America. The Spanish colonies were entering into the final stage of their struggle for independence.

It cannot be long before His Majestys Government recognizes that independence, said Sharpe. And our Minister in Washington informs me that the Government of the United States meditates a similar recognition. It remains to be seen what the Holy Alliance will have to say on that score, my lord.

Europe under the rule of absolute monarchy would turn a jaundiced eye upon the establishment of a whole new series of republics, no doubt. But it hardly mattered what Europe had to say, as long as the Royal Navy  even the depleted peacetime navy  controlled the seas, and the two English-speaking governments continued in amity.

Cuba shows small signs of restlessness, went on Sharpe, and I have information of the issue of further letters of marque by the Spanish Government to vessels sailing from Havana 

Letters of marque were one of the principal sources of Hornblowers troubles. They were being issued by insurgent and nationalist governments alike, to prey upon ships flying the old flags and the new, and the bearers of letters of marque turned pirates in the twinkling of an eye in the absence of legitimate prizes and efficient prize courts. Thirteen of Hornblowers fourteen small craft were scattered over the Caribbean keeping an eye on the activities of the privateers.

I have prepared duplicates of my reports for Your Lordships information, concluded Sharpe. I have them here to give to Your Lordship, along with copies of the complaints of the master-mariners concerned.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower, while Gerard took the papers into his charge.

Now for the slave trade, with Your Lordships permission, went on Sharpe, opening a fresh series of papers.

The slave trade was as acute a question as piracy, even more acute in some ways, because the Anti-Slavery Society in England commanded a great deal of powerful and vocal support in both Houses of Parliament, and would raise an even more violent to-do about a cargo of slaves run into Havana or Rio de Janeiro than a shipping company pestered by privateers.

At this moment, my lord, said Sharpe, a raw hand newly brought from the Slave Coast is selling for eighty pounds in the Havana baracoons  and he costs no more than a pound in trade goods at Whydah. Those profits are tempting, my lord.

Naturally, said Hornblower.

I have reason to believe that ships of both British and American registry are engaged in the traffic, my lord.

So have I.

The First Sea Lord had tapped ominously on the table in that interview when touching on this part of his instructions to Hornblower. Under the new law British subjects who engaged in the slave trade could be hanged, and the ships seized. But care would be necessary in dealing with ships flying American colours. If they refused to heave-to on the high seas for examination the utmost tact would have to be employed. To shoot away an American spar or to kill an American citizen would mean trouble. America had gone to war with England only nine years before over matters very similar.

We want no trouble, my lord, said Sharpe. He had a pair of hard, intelligent, grey eyes deep-set in his puffy face.

I am aware of that, sir.

And in this connection, my lord, I must employ special emphasis in calling Your Lordships attention to a vessel making ready for sea here in New Orleans.

Which ship is this?

She is visible from the deck, my lord. In fact  Sharpe struggled out of his chair and walked to the cabin window.  yes, there she is. What do you make of her, my lord?

Hornblower looked out from beside Sharpe. He saw a beautiful ship of eight hundred tons or more. Her fine lines, the lofty rake of her masts, the wide spread of her yards, were all clear indications of speed, for which some sacrifice of cargo-carrying capacity had been made. She was flush-decked, with six painted gun ports along each side. American shipbuilders had always evinced a tendency towards building fast ships, but this was an advanced example of the type.

Are there guns behind those ports? asked Hornblower.

Twelve-pounders, my lord.

Even in these days of peace it was not unusual for merchant vessels to carry guns, whether for voyages in the West Indies or the East, but this was a heavier armament than usual.

She was built as a privateer, said Hornblower.

Quite right, my lord. Shes the Daring; she was built during the war and made one voyage and took six prizes from us before the Treaty of Ghent. And now, my lord?

She could be a slaver.

Your Lordship is right again, of course.

That heavy armament would be desirable in a slaver anchoring up a West African river liable to a treacherous attack; she could easily have a slave deck with that flush build; her speed would minimize deaths among the slaves during the Middle Passage; her lack of capacity for bulk cargo would be unimportant in a slaver.

Is she a slaver? asked Hornblower.

Apparently not, my lord, despite her appearance. She is being chartered to carry a great many men, all the same.

I would like you to explain further, if you please, Mr Sharpe.

I can only tell Your Lordship the facts as disclosed to me. She is under charter to a French general, Count Cambronne.

Cambronne? Cambronne? The man who commanded the Imperial Guard at Waterloo?

Thats the man, my lord.

The man who said, The Old Guard dies but does not surrender?

Yes, my lord, although report says he actually used a ruder expression. He was wounded and taken prisoner, but he did not die.

So I have heard. But what does he want with this ship?

It is all open and above board, apparently. After the war, Boneys Old Guard formed an organization for mutual aid. In 1816 they decided to become colonists  Your Lordship must have heard something about the project?

Hardly anything.

They came out and seized an area of land on the coast of Texas, the province of Mexico adjacent to this State of Louisiana.

I have heard about it, but that is the extent of my knowledge.

It was easy enough to start, with Mexico in the throes of her revolt against Spain. There was no opposition to them, as you understand, my lord. But it was not so easy to continue. I cannot imagine that soldiers of the Old Guard would ever make good agriculturists. And on that pestilential coast  It is a series of dreary lagoons, with hardly an inhabitant.

The scheme failed?

As Your Lordship might expect. Half of them died of malaria and yellow fever, and half of the rest simply starved. Cambronne has come out from France to carry the survivors home, five hundred of them. The Government of the United States never liked the project, as Your Lordship can imagine, and now the insurgent government is strong enough to take exception to the presence on the shores of Mexico of a large body of trained soldiers, however peaceable their intentions. Your Lordship can see Cambronnes story could be perfectly true.

Yes.

An eight-hundred-ton ship, equipped as a slaver, could pack five hundred soldiers on board and feed them during a long passage.

Cambronne is stocking her largely with rice and water  slave rations, my lord, but the best adapted to the purpose for that very reason.

The slave trade had had long experience of how to keep alive a close-packed body of men.

If Cambronne is going to take them back to France I should do nothing to hinder him, said Hornblower. Rather on the contrary.

Exactly, my lord.

Sharpes grey eyes met Hornblowers in an expressionless stare. The presence of five hundred trained soldiers afloat in the Gulf of Mexico was very much the concern of the British admiral commanding in chief, when the shores of the Gulf and of the Caribbean were in as much of a turmoil as at present. Bolivar and the other Spanish-American insurgents would pay a high price for their services in the present war. Or someone might be meditating the conquest of Haiti, or a piratical descent upon Havana. Any sort of filibustering expedition was possible. The actual Bourbon Government in France might be looking for a pie in which to put a finger, for that matter, a chance to snap up a colony and confront the English-speaking powers with a fait accompli.

Ill keep my eye on them until they are safely out of the way, said Hornblower.

I have called Your Lordships attention officially to the matter, said Sharpe.

It would be one more drain upon Hornblowers limited resources for the policing of the Caribbean; he already was wondering which of his few craft he could detach to observe the Gulf Coast.

And now, my lord, said Sharpe, it is my duty to discuss the details of Your Lordships stay here in New Orleans. I have arranged a programme of official calls for Your Lordship. Does Your Lordship speak French?

Yes, said Hornblower, fighting down the urge to say, My Lordship does.

That is excellent, because French is commonly spoken among good society here. Your Lordship will, of course, be calling upon the naval authorities here, and upon the Governor. There is an evening reception planned for Your Lordship. My carriage is, of course, at Your Lordships disposition.

That is extremely kind of you, sir.

No kindness at all, my lord. It is a great pleasure to me to assist in making Your Lordships visit to New Orleans as enjoyable as possible. I have here a list of the prominent people Your Lordship will meet, along with brief notes regarding them. Perhaps it might be as well if I explain it to Your Lordships flag lieutenant?

Certainly, said Hornblower; he was able now to relax his attention a little; Gerard was a good flag lieutenant and had supported his Commander-in-Chief very satisfactorily during the ten months that Hornblower had held command. He supplied some of the social flair that Hornblower was too indifferent to acquire. The business was rapidly settled.

Very well, then, my lord, said Sharpe. Now I can take my leave. I will have the pleasure of seeing Your Lordship again at the Governors house.

I am deeply obliged to you, sir.

This city of New Orleans was an enchanting place. Hornblower was bubbling internally with excitement at the prospect of exploring it. Nor was he the only one, as appeared as soon as Sharpe had taken his leave, when Lieutenant Harcourt, captain of the Crab, intercepted Hornblower on the quarterdeck.

Pardon, my lord, he said, saluting. Are there any orders for me?

There could be no doubt about what Harcourt had in mind. Forward of the mainmast most of the crew of Crab were congregated together looking eagerly aft  in a tiny ship like this everyone was aware of everyone elses business, and discipline ran on lines different from those in a big ship.

Can you trust your men to be steady on shore, Mr Harcourt? asked Hornblower.

Yes, my lord.

Hornblower looked forward again. The hands looked remarkably smart  they had been labouring on making new clothes for themselves all the way from Kingston, from the moment when it was announced that Crab would have the astonishing distinction of flying the Admirals flag. They were wearing neat blue frock-jumpers and white ducks and shady straw hats;

Hornblower saw their self-conscious poses as he glanced towards them  they knew perfectly well what was being discussed. These were peacetime sailors, voluntarily enlisted: Hornblower had had twenty years of wartime service with pressed crews who could never be trusted not to desert, and even now he had consciously to adjust his mind to the change.

If you could give me notice of when you intend to sail, sir  I mean my lord, said Harcourt.

Until dawn tomorrow in any case, said Hornblower coming to a sudden decision; his day was full until then.

Aye aye, my lord.

Would the grogshops of New Orleans waterfront be any different from the grogshops of Kingston or Port of Spain?

Now perhaps I can have my breakfast, Mr Gerard, said Hornblower. Unless you have any objection?

Aye aye, my lord, answered Gerard, carefully ignoring the sarcasm. He had long learned that his Admiral objected to nothing in the world as much as having to be active before breakfast.

It was after breakfast that a coloured man, trotting bare-footed along the pier, came bearing on his head a basket of fruit which he handed in at the gangway at the moment when Hornblower was about to start off on his official round of calls.

Theres a note with it, my lord, said Gerard. Shall I open it?

Yes.

It is from Mr Sharpe, reported Gerard, after breaking the seal, and then some seconds later, I think you had better read this yourself, my lord.

Hornblower took the thing impatiently.



My lord (read the note),

I have imposed upon myself the pleasure of sending some fruit to Your Lordship.

It is my duty to inform Your Lordship that I have just received information that the freight which Count Cambronne brought out here from France, and which has been lying in bond in charge of the United States Customs Services, will shortly be transferred by lighter through the agency of a bonded carrier to the Daring. As Your Lordship will, of course, understand, this is an indication that the Daring will be sailing soon. My information is that the amount of bonded freight is very considerable, and I am endeavouring to discover in what it consists. Perhaps Your Lordship might, from Your Lordships coign of vantage, find an opportunity of observing the nature of this freight.

I am, with great respect,

Your Lordships humble and obedient servant,

Cloudesley Sharpe,

HBMs Consul-General at New Orleans.



Now what could Cambronne have possibly brought from France in large amount that could be legitimately needed for the purpose he had avowed when he chartered the Daring? Not personal effects, certainly. Not food or liquor  he could pick those up cheaply in New Orleans. Then what? Warm-weather clothing would be a possible explanation. Those Guardsmen might well need it when returning to France from the Gulf of Mexico. It was possible. But a French general, with five hundred men of the Imperial Guard at his disposal, would bear the closest watching when the Caribbean was in such a turmoil. It would be a great help to know what kind of freight he was shipping.

Mr Harcourt!

Sir  my lord!

I would like your company in the cabin for a moment, if you please.

The young lieutenant stood at attention in the cabin a little apprehensively waiting to hear what his Admiral had to say.

This isnt a reprimand, Mr Harcourt, said Hornblower testily. Not even an admonition.

Thank you, my lord, said Harcourt, relaxing.

Hornblower took him to the cabin window and pointed out through it, just as Sharpe had done previously.

Thats the Daring, he said. An ex-privateer, now under charter to a French general.

Harcourt looked his astonishment.

That is the case, went on Hornblower. And today she will be taking on some cargo out of bond. It will be brought round to her out of bond by lighter.

Yes, my lord.

I want to know as much about that cargo as possible.

Yes, my lord.

Naturally, I do not want the world to know that I am interested. I want nobody to know unnecessarily.

Yes, my lord. I could use a telescope from here and see a good deal, with luck.

Very true. You can take note of whether it is bales or boxes or bags. How many there are of each. From the tackle employed you can guess at the weights. You can do all that.

Aye aye, my lord.

Make careful note of all you see.

Aye aye, my lord.

Hornblower fixed his eyes on his youthful flag captains face, trying to estimate his discretion. He remembered so well the emphatic words of the First Sea Lord regarding the necessity for the utmost tenderness regarding American susceptibilities. Hornblower decided the young man could be trusted.

Now, Mr Harcourt, he said, pay special attention to what I have to say. The more I know about that cargo the better. But dont go at it like a bull at a gate. Should an opportunity present itself for finding out what it is, you must seize upon it. I cant imagine what that opportunity may be, but opportunities come to those who are ready for them.

Long, long ago, Barbara had said to him that good fortune is the portion of those who merit it.

I understand, my lord.

If the slightest hint of this gets out  if the Americans or the French get to know what you are doing  you will be sorry you were ever born, Mr Harcourt.

Yes, my lord.

Ive no use for a dashing young officer in this connection, Mr Harcourt. I want someone with ingenuity, someone with cunning. You are sure you understand?

Yes, my lord.

Hornblower at last took his eyes from Harcourts face. He himself had been a dashing young officer once. Now he had far more sympathy than ever before with the older men who had entrusted him with enterprises. A senior officer had perforce to trust his juniors, while still carrying the ultimate responsibility. If Harcourt should blunder, if he should be guilty of some indiscretion leading to a diplomatic protest, it would certainly be true that he might wish he had never been born  Hornblower would see to that. But Hornblower would be wishing he himself had never been born, too. But there was no useful purpose to be served in pointing that out.

That is all, then, Mr Harcourt.

Aye aye, sir.

Come on, Mr Gerard. Were late already.

The upholstery of Mr Sharpes carriage was of green satin, and the carriage was admirably sprung, so that although it lurched and swayed over the uneven street surfaces, it did not jolt or jerk. Yet after five minutes of lurching and swaying  the carriage had been standing for some time in the hot May sun  Hornblower felt himself turning as green as the upholstery. The Rue Royale, the Place dArmes, the Cathedral, received hardly a glance from him. He welcomed the halts despite the fact that each halt meant a formal meeting with strangers, the kind of meeting he disliked most heartily. He stood and gulped in the humid air during the blessed moments between descending from the carriage and entering in under the ornate porticoes that stood to welcome him. It had never occurred to him before that an admirals full dress uniform might with advantage be made of something thinner than broadcloth, and he had worn his broad red ribbon and his glittering star far too often by now to feel the slightest pleasure in displaying it.

At the Naval Headquarters he drank an excellent Madeira; the General gave him a heavy Marsala; at the Governors mansion he was given a tall drink which had been iced (presumably with ice sent down during the winter from New England and preserved in an ice-house until nearly at midsummer it was more precious than gold) extraordinarily to the point where actual frost was visible on the tumbler. The delicious cold contents of that tumbler disappeared rapidly, and the tumbler was as rapidly refilled. He checked himself abruptly when he found himself talking a little too loudly and dogmatically regarding some point of trivial importance. He was glad to catch Gerards eye and withdraw as gracefully as he could; he was also glad that Gerard seemed perfectly cool and sober and had charge of the card-case, dropping the necessary number of cards into the silver trays that the coloured butlers held out to receive them. By the time he reached Sharpes house he was glad to see a friendly face  friendly even though it was only that morning that he had first set eyes on it.

It is an hour before the guests are due to arrive, my lord, said Sharpe. Would Your Lordship care for a short rest?

I would indeed, said Hornblower.

Mr Sharpes house had a contrivance which merited much attention. It was a douche bath  Hornblower only knew the French name for it. It was in a corner of the bathroom, floored and walled with the most excellent teak; from the ceiling hung an apparatus of perforated zinc, and from this hung a bronze chain. When Hornblower stood under this apparatus and pulled the chain a deluge of delicious cold water came streaming down on him from some unseen reservoir above. It was as refreshing as ever it had been to stand under the wash-deck pump on the deck of a ship at sea, with the additional advantage of employing fresh water  and in his present condition, after his experiences of the day, it was doubly refreshing. Hornblower stood under the raining water for a long time, reviving with every second. He made a mental note to install a similar contrivance at Smallbridge House if ever he found himself at home again.

A coloured valet in livery stood by with towels to save him from the reheating exertion of drying himself, and while he was being dabbed a knock at the door heralded Gerards entrance.

I sent to the ship for a fresh shirt for you, my lord, he said.

Gerard was really displaying intelligence; Hornblower put on the fresh shirt with gratitude, but it was with distaste that he tightened his stook and pulled on his heavy uniform coat again. He hung the red ribbon over his shoulder, adjusted his star, and was ready to face the next situation. The darkness of evening was descending, but it had not brought much relief from the heat; on the contrary, the drawing room of Mr Sharpes house was brightly lit with wax candles that made it feel like an oven. Sharpe was awaiting him, wearing a black coat; his ruffled shirt made his bulky form appear larger than ever. Mrs Sharpe, sweeping in in turquoise blue, was of much the same size; she curtseyed deeply in response to Hornblowers bow when Sharpe presented him, and made him welcome to the house in a French whose soft tang rang pleasantly on Hornblowers ears.

A little refreshment, my lord? asked Sharpe.

Not at present, thank you, sir, said Hornblower hastily.

We are expecting twenty-eight guests besides Your Lordship and Mr Gerard, said Sharpe. Some of them Your Lordship already met during Your Lordships official calls today. In addition there are 

Hornblower did his best to keep the list of names in his mind with mental labels attached. Gerard, who came in and found himself a secluded chair, listened intently.

And there will be Cambronne, of course, said Sharpe.

Indeed?

I could hardly give a dinner party of this magnitude without inviting the most distinguished foreign visitor, after Your Lordship, present in this city.

Of course not, agreed Hornblower.

Yet six years of peace had hardly stilled the prejudices established during twenty years of war, there was something a little unnatural about the prospect of meeting a French general on friendly terms, especially the late Commander-in-Chief of Bonapartes Imperial Guard, and the meeting might be a little strained because Bonaparte was under lock and key in St Helena and complaining bitterly about it.

The French Consul-General will accompany him, said Sharpe. And there will be the Dutch Consul-General, the Swedish 

The list seemed interminable; there was only just time to complete it before the first of the guests was announced. Substantial citizens and their substantial wives; the naval and military officers whom he had already met, and their ladies; the diplomatic officers; soon even that vast drawing room was crowded, men bowing and women curtseying. Hornblower straightened up from a bow to find Sharpe at his elbow again.

I have the honour of making two distinguished figures acquainted with each other, he said, in French.

Son Excellence Rear Admiral Milord Hornblower, Chevalier de lOrdre Militaire du Bain. Son Excellence le Lieutenant-General le Comte de Cambronne, Grand Cordon de la Legion dHonneur.

Hornblower could not help being impressed, even at this moment, at the neat way in which Sharpe had evaded the thorny question of whom to introduce to whom, a French general and count and an English admiral and peer. Cambronne was an immensely tall bean-pole of a man. Across one lean cheek and the beaky nose ran a purple scar  perhaps the wound he had received at Waterloo; perhaps a wound received at Austerlitz or Jena or any other of the battles in which the French Army had overthrown nations. He was wearing a blue uniform covered with gold lace, girt about with the watered red silk ribbon of the Legion of Honour, a vast plaque of gold on his left breast.

Enchanted to make your acquaintance, sir, said Hornblower in his best French.

No more enchanted than I am to make yours, milord, replied Cambronne. He had a cold, greeny-grey eye with a twinkle in it; a grey cats-whisker moustache adorned his upper lip.

The Baroness de Vautour, said Sharpe. The Baron de Vautour, His Most Christian Majestys Consul-General.

Hornblower bowed and said again that he was enchanted. His Most Christian Majesty was Louis XVIII of France, using the Papal title conferred on his house centuries earlier.

The Count is being mischievous, said Vautour. He indicated Cambronnes star. He is wearing the Grand Eagle, given him during the last régime. Officially the Grand Cordon has been substituted, as our host very properly said.

Vautour called attention to his own star, a more modest affair. Cambronnes displayed an immense eagle of gold, the badge of the now defunct French Empire.

I won this on the field of battle, said Cambronne.

Don Alphonso de Versage, said Sharpe. His Most Catholic Majestys Consul-General.

This was the representative of Spain, then. A word or two with him regarding this pending cession of Florida might be informative, but Hornblower had hardly time to exchange formal courtesies before another presentation was being made. It was some time before Hornblower had a breathing space, and could look round the pretty scene in the candlelight, with the uniforms and the broadcloth coats, the bare arms and shoulders of the women in their bright gowns and flashing jewellery, and the two Sharpes moving unobtrusively through the throng marshalling their guests in order of precedence. The entrance of the Governor and his lady was the signal for the announcement of dinner.

The dining room was as vast as the drawing room; the table with covers for thirty-two stood comfortably in it with ample room all round for the numerous footmen. The candlelight was more subdued here, but it glittered impressively on the silver which crowded the long table. Hornblower, seated between the Governors lady and Mrs Sharpe, reminded himself that he must be alert and careful regarding his table manners; it was the more necessary to be alert because he had to speak French on one side of him and English on the other. He looked dubiously at the six different wine glasses that stood at each place  the sherry was already being poured into the first of the glasses. He could see Cambronne seated between two pretty girls and obviously making himself pleasant to both of them. He did not look as if he had a care in the world; if he were meditating a filibustering expedition it did not weigh very heavily on his mind.

A steaming plate of turtle soup, thick with gobbets of green fat. This was to be a dinner served in the Continental fashion which had come in after Waterloo, with no hodge-podge of dishes set out on the table for the guests to help themselves. He spooned cautiously at the hot soup, and applied himself to making small talk with his dinner partners. Dish succeeded dish, and soon he had to face in the hot room the delicate question of etiquette as to whether it was more ungentlemanly to mop the sweat from his face or to leave it there, flowing and visible; his discomfort decided him in the end to mop, furtively. Now Sharpe was catching his eye, and he had to rise to his feet, striving to make his stupefied brain work while the buzz of conversation died down. He raised his glass.

The President of the United States, he said; he had been about to continue, idiotically, Long may he reign. He checked himself with a jerk and went on, Long may the great nation of which he is President enjoy prosperity and the international amity of which this gathering is symbolic.

The toast was drunk with acclaim, with nothing said about the fact that over half the continent Spaniards and Spanish-Americans were busy killing each other. He sat down and mopped again. Now Cambronne was on his feet.

His Britannic Majesty George the Fourth, King of Great Britain and Ireland.

The toast was drunk and now it was Hornblowers turn again, as evidenced by Sharpes glance. He stood up, glass in hand, and began the long list.

His Most Christian Majesty. His Most Catholic Majesty. His Most Faithful Majesty. That disposed of France and Spain and Portugal. His Majesty the King of the Netherlands.

For the life of him he could not remember who came next. But Gerard caught his despairing eye and gave a significant jerk of his thumb.

His Majesty the King of Sweden, gulped Hornblower. His Majesty the King of Prussia.

A reassuring nod from Gerard told him that he had now included all the nations represented, and he plucked the rest of his speech out of the whirlpool of his mind.

Long may Their Majesties reign, in increasing honour and glory.

Well, that was over, and he could sit down again. But now the Governor was on his feet, speaking in rhetorical phrases, and it broke in upon Hornblowers dulled intelligence that his own health was the next to be drunk. He tried to listen. He was aware of keen glances shot at him from around the table when the Governor alluded to the defence of this city of New Orleans from the misguided hordes who had assailed it in vain  the allusion was perhaps inevitable even though it was over six years since the battle  and he tried to force a smile. At long last the Governor reached his end.

His Lordship Admiral Hornblower, and I couple with his name a toast to the British Navy.

Hornblower climbed back upon his feet as the approving murmur of the company died down.

Thank you for this unexpected honour, he said, and gulped as he sought for further words. And to have my name coupled with that of the great navy in which it has been my privilege to serve so long is an additional honour for which to thank you.

The ladies were all rising, now that he had sat down, and he stood again while they withdrew. The highly trained footmen swept the table clear of its accessories in a trice, and the men gathered to one end of the table as the decanter was put into circulation. The glasses were filled as Sharpe brought one of the merchants present into the conversation with a question about the cotton crop. It was safe ground from which to make brief and cautious sorties upon the much more debatable ground of world conditions. But only a few minutes later the butler came in and murmured something to Sharpe, who turned to convey the news he brought to the French Consul-General. Vautour rose to his feet with an expression of dismay.

Perhaps you will accept my excuses, sir, he said. I much regret the necessity.

No more than I regret it, Baron, said Sharpe. I trust it is only a slight indisposition.

I trust so, said Vautour.

The Baroness finds herself indisposed, explained Sharpe to the company. I am sure you gentlemen will all join me in hoping, as I said, that the indisposition is slight, and regretting that it involves the loss to us of the Barons charming company.

There was a sympathetic murmur, and Vautour turned to Cambronne.

Shall I send back the carriage for you, Count? he asked.

Cambronne pulled at his cats-whisker moustache.

Perhaps it might be better if I came with you, he said. Much as I regret leaving this delightful assembly.

The two Frenchmen took their leave, after polite farewells.

It is a great pleasure having made your acquaintance, milord, said Cambronne, bowing to Hornblower. The stiffness of his bow was mitigated by the twinkle in his eye.

It has been a profound experience to meet so distinguished a soldier of the late Empire, replied Hornblower.

The Frenchmen were escorted out of the room by Sharpe, voluble in his regrets.

Your glasses need refilling, gentlemen, said Sharpe on his return.

There was nothing Hornblower disliked more than drinking large glasses of port in a hot and humid room, even though he now found himself free to discuss the Florida question with the Spanish Consul-General. He was glad when Sharpe made the move to rejoin the ladies. Somewhere within earshot of the drawing room a string orchestra was playing, but luckily in a subdued manner, so that Hornblower was spared much of the irritation that he usually suffered when he was compelled to listen to music with his tone-deaf ear. He found himself sitting next to one of the pretty young women beside whom Cambronne had been sitting at dinner. In reply to her questions he was forced to admit that on this, his first day, he had seen almost nothing of the city of New Orleans, but the admission led to a discussion of other places he had visited. Two cups of coffee, poured for him by a footman passing round the drawing room, cleared his head a little; the young woman was attentive and listened well, and nodded sympathetically when the conversation revealed that Hornblower had left behind, at the call of duty, a wife and a ten-year-old son in England.

Gradually the night wore on, and at last the Governor and his lady rose to their feet and the party was over. There were the last few weary minutes of awkward conversation as the carriages were announced one by one, and then Sharpe returned to the drawing room after escorting the last of the guests to the door.

A successful evening, I fancy. I trust Your Lordship agrees with me, he said, and turned to his wife. But I must ask you, my dear, to remember to reprimand Grover about the soufflé.

The entry of the butler with another murmured message prevented Mrs Sharpes reply.

Your Lordships pardon for a moment, said Sharpe. He wore an expression of dismay and hastened out of the room, leaving Hornblower and Gerard to begin polite words of thanks to his hostess for his pleasant evening.

Cambronnes stolen a march on us! exclaimed Sharpe, returning with a rapid waddle. Daring left her mooring three hours ago! Cambronne must have gone on board her the moment he left here.

He swung round on his wife.

Was the Baroness really ill? he demanded of her.

She seemed decidedly faint, replied Mrs Sharpe.

It must have been all a plant, said Sharpe. She was acting. Cambronne put the Vautours up to it because he wanted a chance to get clear away.

What do you think he means to do? asked Hornblower.

God knows. But I expect he was disconcerted by the arrival of a Kings ship here. His leaving in this fashion means hes up to no good. San Domingo  Cartagena  wherell he take that Imperial Guard of his?

Ill get after him in any case, said Hornblower, rising to his feet.

Youll find it hard to overtake him, said Sharpe  the fact that he said you and not Your Lordship was a proof of his agitation. He has taken two tugs  the Lightning and the Star  and with the new lighthouses on the river a galloping horse wouldnt overtake him before he reaches the Pass. Hell be clear out to sea by daylight. I dont know if we can find a tug for you tonight in any case, my lord.

Ill start after him, all the same, said Hornblower.

Ive ordered the carriage round, my lord, said Sharpe. Forgive us, my dear, if we leave without ceremony.

Mrs Sharpe received the hasty bows of the three men; the butler was waiting with their hats; the carriage stood at the door, and they scrambled in.

Cambronnes bonded freight went on board at nightfall, said Sharpe. My man is meeting me at your ship with his report.

That may help us make up our minds, said Hornblower.

The carriage lurched in along the pitch-dark streets.

May I make a suggestion, my lord? asked Gerard.

Yes. What is it?

Whatever scheme Cambronne has in mind, my lord, Vautour is party to it. And he is a servant of the French Government.

Youre right. The Bourbons want a finger in every pie, agreed Sharpe, thoughtfully. They take every opportunity to assert themselves. Anyone would think it was them that we beat at Waterloo, and not Boney.

The sound of the horses hoofs changed suddenly as the carriage reached the pier. They stopped, and Sharpe had the door open before the footman could leap down from the box, but as the three men scrambled out he stood beside the door, hat in hand, his dark face illuminated by the carriage lamps.

Wait! snapped Sharpe.

They almost ran along the pier to where the glimmer of a lamp revealed the gangway; the two hands of the anchor watch stood at attention in the darkness as they hastened on board.

Mr Harcourt! shouted Hornblower as soon as his foot touched the deck; this was no time to stand on ceremony. There was a light in the companion and Harcourt was there.

Here, my lord.

Hornblower pushed his way into the after cabin; a lighted lantern dangled from the deck-beam, and Gerard brought in another one.

Whats your report, Mr Harcourt?

The Daring sailed at five bells in the first watch, my lord, said Harcourt. She had two tugs with her.

I know. What else?

The lighter with the freight came alongside her early in the second dogwatch. Just after dark, my lord.

A short, dark man came unobtrusively into the cabin as he spoke, and remained in the background.

Well?

This gentleman whom Mr Sharpe sent kept watch as well as me on what they took on board, my lord.

What was it?

I kept count as they swayed it up, my lord. They had lights in the mizzen-stay.

Well?

Harcourt had a piece of paper in his hand, and he proceeded to read from it.

There were twenty-five wooden cases, my lord. Harcourt went on just in time to forestall an exasperated exclamation from Hornblower. I recognized those cases, my lord. They are the usual ones in which muskets are shipped, twenty-four stand of arms in each case.

Six hundred muskets and bayonets, put in Gerard, calculating rapidly.

I guessed as much, said Sharpe.

What else? demanded Hornblower.

There were twelve large bales, my lord. Oblong ones, and twenty other bales, long, narrow ones.

Couldnt you guess 

Would you hear the report of the hand I sent, my lord?

Very well.

Come down here, Jones, yelled Harcourt up the companion, and then turned back to Hornblower. Jones is a good swimmer, my lord. I sent him and another hand off in the quarter-boat, and Jones swam to the lighter. Tell His Lordship what you found, Jones.

Jones was a skinny, stunted young man, who came in blinking at the lights, ill at ease in this distinguished company. When he opened his mouth he spoke with the accent of Seven Dials.

Uniforms, they was, in them big bales, sir.

How do you know?

I swum to the side of the lighter, sir. I could reach over an feel em, sir.

Did anyone see you? This was from Sharpe.

No, sir. No one didnt see me at all, sir. They was all busy swayin up the cases. Uniforms, they was, in the bales, like I said, sir. What I could feel through the sacking was buttons, sir. Not flat buttons, sir, like yours, sir. Round buttons, like bullets, sir, rows of em, on each coat. An I thought I could feel hembroidery, too, gold lace, praps, sir. Uniforms, they was, sir, Im sure of it.

The dark man came forward at this moment; in his hands was a limp something that looked like a drowned black cat. Jones pointed to the object before he went on.

I couldnt guess for the life of me what was in the other bales, sir, the long ones. So I outs with my knife 

Youre sure no one saw you?

Certain sure, sir. I outs with my knife an cuts the stitching at the end. Theyll think it come apart in the handlin, sir. An I takes the end one out an I swims with it back to the quarter-boat, sir.

The dark man held it forward for inspection, and Hornblower took it gingerly, a black, soggy, wet mass of hair, but his fingers encountered metal as he turned it in his hands.

Heagles, sir, said Jones.

There was a brass chain and a big brass badge  the same displayed eagle as he had seen that evening on Cambronnes chest. What he held in his hands was a bearskin uniform cap, soaked with its recent immersion, and adorned with the brass finery.

Is that what the Imperial Guard wore, my lord? suggested Gerard.

Yes, said Hornblower.

He had seen prints for sale often enough purporting to illustrate the last stand of the Guard at Waterloo. In London now the Guards sported bearskin caps not unlike this that he held in his hand; they had been awarded to the Guards in recognition of their overthrow of the Imperial Guard at the crisis of the battle.

Then we know all we need to know, said Sharpe.

I must try and catch him, said Hornblower. Call all hands, Mr Harcourt.

Aye aye, my lord.

After the automatic reply Harcourt opened his mouth again to speak, but he could make no sound come from it.

I remember, said Hornblower, his cup of unhappiness filling to the brim. I said I would not need the hands before morning.

Yes, my lord. But theyll not be far. Ill send along the waterfront and find em. Ill have em back here in an hour.

Thank you, Mr Harcourt. Do your best. Mr Sharpe, we shall need to be towed as far as the Pass. Will you send and order a steam tug for us?

Sharpe looked over at the dark man who had brought in the bearskin cap.

Doubt if therell be one before noon, said the dark man. Daring took two  and I know now why she did. The President Madisons laid up. Toueurs gone up to Baton Rouge with flat boats. Ecrevisse  the one that brought this ship up  went down again in the afternoon. I think Temeraires on her way up. We might be able to get her to turn round as soon as she arrives. And thats all there are.

Noon, said Hornblower. Thirteen hours start. Daringll be at sea before we leave here.

And shes one of the fastest ships built, said Sharpe. She logged fifteen knots when she was being chased by Tenedos during the war.

Whats the Mexican port where shell take the soldiers on board?

Its only a village on a lagoon, Corpus Christi, my lord. Five hundred miles and a fair wind.

Hornblower could picture the Daring, with her beautiful lines and enormous spread of canvas, booming along before the trade wind. The little Crab in whose cabin he stood was not intended for fast ocean runs. She had been built and rigged small and handy, to work in and out of obscure inlets, doing the police work of the West Indian archipelago. On the run to Corpus Christi Daring would certainly gain several hours, a day or more, perhaps, to add to the twelve hours lead she already enjoyed. It would not take long to march or to ferry five hundred disciplined men on board, and then she would sail again. Where? Hornblowers weary brain baulked at the contemplation of the immensely complex political situation in the lands within easy run of Corpus Christi. If he could guess, he might be able to anticipate Darings arrival at the danger point; if he merely pursued her to Corpus Christi he would almost certainly arrive there to find her already gone, soldiers and all, having vanished out into the trackless sea on whatever errand of mischief she meditated.

Darings an American ship, my lord, said Sharpe, to add to his troubles.

That was an important point, a very important point. Daring had an ostensibly legal errand, and she flew the Stars and Stripes. He could think of no excuse for taking her into port for examination. His instructions had been very strict regarding his treatment of the American flag. No more than nine years ago America had gone boldly to war against the greatest maritime power in the world on account of the Royal Navys attitude towards the American mercantile marine.

Shes armed, and shell be full of men, my lord, said Gerard.

That was another important point, and a very positive point at that. With her twelve-pounders and five hundred disciplined soldiers  and her large American crew as well  she could laugh at anything Crab could threaten with her six-pounders and her crew of sixteen. Daring would be within her rights to refuse to obey any signals from Crab, and Crab could do nothing to compel obedience. Shoot away a spar? Not so easy with a six-pounder, and even if no one were to be killed by accident there would be a terrible diplomatic storm if he were to fire on the Stars and Stripes. Could he shadow her, so at least to be on hand when her real purpose was revealed? No; impossible. Anywhere out at sea Daring had only to spread her wings to a fair wind to leave Crab below the horizon in an afternoon, and then Daring could resume her true course unpursued.

Sweating in the stifling night, Hornblower felt like a lassoed wild animal. At every moment some fresh coil was being wound about him to render him more helpless. He was tempted, like a wild animal, to lose all self control, to lapse into mad panic, to fling away all his strength in an explosion of rage. He had sometimes seen, during his long professional career, senior officers giving vent to explosions of that sort. But it would not help. He looked round at the circle of faces in the lamplight; the faces wore the sober expressions of men who were witnessing a failure, men who were aware that they were in the presence of an Admiral who had made a woeful hash of the first important business he had encountered. That in itself could drive him insane with fury.

Pride came to help him. He would not sink to human weaknesses in the sight of these men.

I shall sail in any case, he said, coldly, as soon as I have a crew and a steam tug.

May I ask what Your Lordship intends to do? asked Sharpe.

Hornblower had to think quickly to make a reasonable answer to this question; he had no idea. All he knew was that he was not going to give up without a struggle; no crisis was ever alleviated by wasting time.

I shall employ what time I have here in the composition of orders for my squadron, he said. My flag lieutenant will write them at my dictation, and I shall ask you, Mr Sharpe, to undertake the distribution of them by all the means you find available.

Very good, my lord.

Hornblower remembered at that moment something he should have done already. It was not too late; this part of his duty he must still carry out. And it would at least disguise the anguish he felt.

Mr Harcourt, he said. I have to commend you greatly on the excellent way in which you executed my orders. You carried out the task of observing Daring in most exemplary fashion. You can be sure I shall call the attention of Their Lordships to your behaviour.

Thank you, my lord.

And this man Jones, went on Hornblower. No seaman could have acted with more intelligence. You made a good selection, Mr Harcourt, and Jones justified it. I have it in mind to reward him. I can give him an acting rating and confirm it as soon as possible.

Thank you, my lord. He has been rated before and disrated.

Drink? Is that why he was denied shore leave?

Im afraid so, my lord.

Then what do you recommend?

Harcourt was at a loss.

You could say to his face what youve already said to me, my lord. You could shake his hand 

Hornblower laughed.

And be known through the Navy as the meanest admiral who ever flew a flag? No. A golden guinea at least. Two guineas. Ill give them to him myself, and I shall request you to give him three days leave as soon as we see Kingston again. Let him have his debauch, if that is the only way in which we can reward him. I have to consider the feelings of the whole squadron.

Aye aye, my lord.

Now, Mr Gerard, Ill begin the writing of those orders.

It was indeed noon before Crab cast off and was taken in tow by the tug Temeraire; it was significant of Hornblowers state of mind that he never gave a thought to the implication of that glorious name. The interval before sailing, all the long, stifling morning, was taken up by the dictation of orders, to be dispersed to every ship of his squadron. An infinity of copies was necessary. Sharpe would send them under seal by every British ship leaving New Orleans for the West Indies, in the hope that should one of them encounter a Kings ship his orders would be passed on without the delay of being sent to Kingston and then transmitted through official channels. Every ship of the West India squadron was to keep a sharp lookout for the American ship Daring. Every ship was to enquire her business, and was to ascertain, if possible, whether Daring had troops on board; but (Hornblower sweated more feverishly than ever as he worded this) captains of HMs vessels were reminded of that passage in the Commander-in-Chiefs original instructions regarding behaviour towards the American flag. If troops were not on board an effort was to be made to ascertain where they had been landed; if they were, Daring was to be kept in sight until they should be landed. Captains were to exercise a wide discretion regarding any interference with Darings operations.

Seeing that these orders would not leave New Orleans until tomorrow, and would travel by slow merchant ship, it was hardly likely that they would reach any ship of the squadron before Daring had done whatever she planned to do. Yet it was necessary to take every possible precaution.

Hornblower signed twenty copies of his orders with a sweating hand, saw them sealed, and handed them over to Sharpe. They shook hands before Sharpe went down the gangway.

Cambronne will head for Port au Prince or Havana, in my opinion, my lord, said Sharpe.

The two places were not more than a thousand miles apart.

Might it not be Cartagena or La Guayra? asked Hornblower with elaborate irony. Those places were about a thousand miles apart as well, and more than a thousand miles from Havana.

It well might be, said Sharpe, the irony quite wasted on him. Yet it could not be said that he was unsympathetic regarding Hornblowers difficulties, for he went on  The very best of good fortune, my lord, in any case. I am certain Your Lordship will command success.

Crab cast off, and Temeraire had her in tow, smoke and sparks belching from her chimneys, much to Harcourts indignation. He was afraid not only of fire but of stains on his spotless deck; he had the hands at work pumping up water from overside continuously soaking deck and rigging.

Breakfast, my lord? said Gerard at Hornblowers elbow.

Breakfast? It was one oclock in the afternoon. He had not been to bed. He had drunk far too much last night, and he had had a busy morning, an anxious morning, and he was as desperately anxious at this moment. His first reaction was to say no; then he remembered how he had complained yesterday (only yesterday? It seemed more like a week ago) about his delayed breakfast. He would not allow his agitation to be so obvious.

Of course. It could have been served more promptly, Mr Gerard, he said, hoping he was displaying the irascibility of a man who had not broken his fast.

Aye aye, my lord, said Gerard. He had been Hornblowers flag lieutenant for several months now, and knew nearly as much about Hornblowers moods as a wife might have done. He knew, too, of Hornblowers kindly interior. He had received his appointment as the son of an old friend, at a moment when admirals sons and dukes sons had yearned to serve as flag lieutenant to the fabulous Hornblower.

Hornblower forced himself to eat his fruit and his boiled eggs, to drink his coffee despite the heat. He whiled away a considerable time before he came on deck again, and during that period he had actually contrived to forget his problems  at least nearly to forget them. But they returned in full force as soon as he came on deck again. So harassing were they that he could feel no interest in this still unusual method of navigating a river, no interest in the low banks that were going by so fast alongside. This hurried departure from New Orleans was only a gesture of despair, after all. He could not hope to catch the Daring. She would bring off whatever coup she had in mind almost under his very nose and leave him the laughing stock of the world  of his world, at least. This would be the last command he would ever hold. Hornblower looked back over the years of half-pay he had endured since Waterloo. They had been dignified and happy years, one would think, with a seat in the Lords and a position of influence in the County, a loving wife and a growing son, but he had not been living the right life, even so. The five years after Waterloo until at last the course of nature brought his promotion to flag rank had been fretful years; he had only realized it when he knew the intense joy of his appointment to the West Indies. Now all the years to come until he went down into the grave would be as dreary as those five, more dreary, because they would be unrelieved by the hope of future employment at sea.

Here he was, pitying himself, he said to himself bitterly, when what he should be doing was working out the problems set him. What was it Cambronne had in mind? If he could head him off, arrive triumphantly at the place where Cambronne intended to strike his blow, he could retrieve his reputation. He might be able with great good fortune to intervene decisively. But there was turmoil everywhere through Spanish America, and through the West Indies as well, save for the British colonies. One place was as likely as another; in any case it would be extremely doubtful if he would have any excuse to interfere  Cambronne probably held a commission from Bolivar or some other leader; but on the other hand the precautions Cambronne had taken seemed to imply that he would at least prefer that the Royal Navy would not have a chance to intervene. Intervene? With a crew of sixteen not counting supernumeraries, and with nothing larger than a six-pounder? Rubbish. He was a fool. But he must think, think, think.

It will be sunset before we sight St Philip, my lord, reported Harcourt, saluting.

Very well, Mr Harcourt.

There would be no salutes fired, then. He would make his departure from the United States with his tail between his legs, so to speak. There could hardly fail to be comment about the briefness of his visit. Sharpe might do his best to explain why he had left so hurriedly, but any explanation would be unsatisfactory. In every way this command for which he had yearned was turning out to be a ridiculous fiasco.

Even this visit, to which he had looked forward so eagerly, was a disappointment. He had seen almost nothing of New Orleans, of America or of the Americans. He could take no interest in this vast Mississippi. His problems deprived him of interest in his surroundings and his surroundings distracted him from a proper attention to his problems. This fantastic method of progression, for instance  Crab was going through the water at a good five knots, and there was the current as well. Quite a breeze was blowing past him in consequence; it was extraordinary to be going ahead with the wind dead foul, without a heel or a pitch, with the standing rigging uttering a faint note and yet not a creak from the running rigging.

Your dinner is served, my lord, said Gerard, appearing on deck again.

Darkness was closing in round the Crab as Hornblower went below, but the cabin was hot and stuffy.

Scotch broth, my lord, said Giles, putting a steaming plate before him.

Hornblower dipped his spoon perfunctorily into the plate, tried to swallow a few mouthfuls, and laid his spoon down again. Giles poured him a glass of wine; he wanted neither wine nor soup, yet he must not display human weaknesses. He forced himself to take a little more of the soup, enough to preserve appearances.

Chicken Marengo, my lord, said Giles, putting another plate before him.

Appearances were more easily preserved with chicken; Hornblower haggled the joints apart, ate a couple of mouthfuls, and laid down his knife and fork. They would report to him from the deck if the miracle had happened, if Darings two steam tugs had broken down, or if Daring had run aground, and they were passing her triumphantly. Absurd hope. He was a fool.

Giles cleared the table, reset it with cheese dish and cheese plate, and poured a glass of port. A sliver of cheese, a sip of port, and dinner might be considered over. Giles set out the silver spirit lamp, the silver coffee pot, the porcelain cup  Barbaras last present to him. Somehow there was comfort in coffee despite his misery; the only comfort in a black world.

On deck again it was quite dark. On the starboard bow gleamed a light, moving steadily aft to the starboard beam; that must be one of the lighthouses installed by the Americans to make the navigation of the Mississippi as convenient by night as by day. It was one more proof of the importance of this developing commerce  the fact that as many as six steam tugs were being constantly employed was a further proof.

If you please, my lord, said Harcourt in the darkness beside him. We are approaching the Pass. What orders, my lord?

What could he do? He could only play a losing game out to the bitter end. He could only follow Daring, far, far astern of her, in the hope of a miracle, a fortunate accident. The odds were a hundred to one that by the time he reached Corpus Christi the bird would be flown, completely vanished. Yet perhaps the Mexican authorities, if there were any, or local gossip, if he could pick up any, might afford him some indication of the next destination of the Imperial Guard.

As soon as we are at sea, set a course for Corpus Christi, if you please, Mr Harcourt.

Aye aye, my lord. Corpus Christi.

Study your Sailing Directions for the Gulf of Mexico, Mr Harcourt, for the pass into the lagoon there.

Aye aye, my lord.

That was done, then the decision was taken. Yet he stayed up on deck, trying to wrestle with the problem in all its vague and maddening complexity.

He felt rain on his face and soon it was falling in torrents, roaring on the deck, soaking his best uniform. His cocked hat weighed on his head like lead with the accumulation of water in the brim. He was about to take shelter below when his mind began to follow an old train of thought, and he stayed. Gerard loomed up in the darkness with his souwester and oilskins, but he paid no attention to him. Was it possible that all this was a false alarm? That Cambronne had nothing else in mind than to take back the Guard to France? No, of course not. He would not have taken six hundred muskets on board in that case, nor bales of uniforms, and there would have been no need for a hurried and clandestine departure.

If you please, my lord, said Gerard, standing insistently by with his oilskins.

Hornblower remembered how, before he left England, Barbara had taken Gerard to one side and had talked to him long and earnestly. No doubt she had been telling him of the need to see he did not get wet and that he had his meals regularly.

Too late now, Mr Gerard, he said, with a grin. Im soaked through.

Then please, my lord, go below and shift your clothes.

There was genuine anxiety in Gerards voice, a real concern. The rain was roaring on Gerards oilskins in the darkness like the nitre-crusher of a powder-mill.

Oh, very well, said Hornblower.

He made his way down the little companion, Gerard following him.

Giles! called Gerard sharply; Hornblowers servant appeared at once. Put out dry clothes for His Lordship.

Giles began to bustle round the little cabin, kneeling on the deck to fish a fresh shirt out of the chest. Half a gallon of water cascaded down beside him as Hornblower took off his hat.

See that His Lordships things are properly dried, ordered Gerard.

Aye aye, sir, said Giles, with sufficient restrained patience in his tone to make Gerard aware that it was an unnecessary order. Hornblower knew that these men were both fond of him. So far their affection had survived his failure  for how long?

Very well, he said in momentary irritation. I can look after myself now.

He stood alone in the cabin, stooping under the deck-beams. Unbuttoning his soaking uniform coat he realized he was still wearing his ribbon and star; the ribbon, as he passed it over his head, was soaking wet too. Ribbon and star mocked at his failure, just at the very moment when he was sneering at himself for hoping again that Daring might have gone aground somewhere during her passage down the river.

A tap at the door brought Gerard back into the cabin.

I said I could look after myself, snapped Hornblower.

Message from Mr Harcourt, my lord, said Gerard unabashed. The tug will be casting off soon. The wind is fair, a strong breeze, east by north.

Very well.

A strong breeze, a fair wind, would be all in Darings favour. Crab might have stood a chance of overhauling her in fluky, contrary airs. Fate had done everything possible to load the dice against him.

Giles had taken the opportunity to slip back into the cabin. He took the wet coat from Hornblowers hand.

Didnt I tell you to get out? blared Hornblower, cruelly.

Aye aye, my lord, replied Giles imperturbably. What about this  this cap, my lord?

He had picked up the bearskin cap of the Imperial Guard which was still lying in the locker.

Oh, take it away! roared Hornblower.

He had kicked off his shoes and was beginning to peel off his stockings when the thought struck him; he remained stooping to consider it.

A bearskin cap  bales and bales of bearskin caps. Why? Muskets and bayonets he could understand. Uniforms, too, perhaps. But who in their sane senses would outfit a regiment for service in tropical America with bearskin caps? He straightened up slowly, and stood still again, thinking deeply. Even uniform coats with buttons and embroidery would be out of place among the ragged ranks of Bolivars hordes; bearskin caps would be quite absurd.

Giles! he roared, and when Giles appeared round the door, Bring that cap back to me!

He took it into his hands again; within him surged the feeling that he held in his hands the clue to the mystery. There was the heavy chain of lacquered brass, the brazen Imperial eagle. Cambronne was a fighting soldier of twenty years experience in the field; he would never expect men wearing things like this to wage war in the pestilential swamps of Central America or the stifling canebrakes of the West Indies. Then ? The Imperial Guard in their uniforms and bearskins, already historic, would be associated in everyones mind with the Bonapartist tradition, even now making itself felt as a political force. A Bonapartist movement? In Mexico? Impossible. In France, then?

Within his wet clothes Hornblower felt a sudden surge of warmth as his blood ran hot with the knowledge that he had guessed the solution. St Helena! Bonaparte was there, a prisoner, an exile in one of the loneliest islands in the world. Five hundred disciplined troops arriving by surprise out of a ship flying American colours would set him free. And then? There were few ships in the world faster than the Daring. Sailing for France she would arrive there before any warning could reach the civilized world. Bonaparte would land with his Guard  oh, the purpose of the uniforms and bearskins was quite plain. Everyone would remember the glories of the Empire. The French Army would flock to his standard as it had done once before when he returned from Elba. The Bourbons had already outworn their welcome  Sharpe had remarked how they were acting as international busybodies in the hope of dazzling the people with a successful foreign policy. Bonaparte would march again to Paris without opposition. Then the world would be in a turmoil once more. Europe would experience again the bloody cycle of defeat and victory.

After Elba a campaign of a hundred days had been needed to overthrow Bonaparte at Waterloo, but a hundred thousand men had died during those hundred days, millions and millions of money had been expended. This time it might not even be as easy as that. Bonaparte might find allies in the disturbed state of Europe. There might be twenty more years of war, leaving Europe in ruins. Hornblower had fought through twenty years of war; he felt physically sick at the thought of their repetition. The prospect was so monstrous that he went back through the deductions he had been making, but he could not avoid reaching the same conclusion.

Cambronne was a Bonapartist; no man who had been Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial Guard could be anything else. It was even indicated by a trifle  he had worn the Bonapartist Grand Eagle of the Legion of Honour instead of the Bourbon Grand Cordon which had been substituted for it. He had done that with Vautours knowledge and agreement. Vautour was a servant of the Bourbons, but he must be a traitorous one; the whole business of chartering the Daring and sending her fatal freight on board could only have been carried out with the connivance of the French authorities  presumably France was riddled with a fresh Bonapartist conspiracy. The Baronesss behaviour was further proof.

Central America and the West Indies might be in a turmoil, but there was no particular strategic point there (as he well knew after so much pondering about it) inviting an invasion by the Imperial Guard in uniforms and bearskins. It must be St Helena, and then France. He could have no doubt about it now. Now the lives of millions, the peace of the whole world, depended on the decisions he had to make at this moment.

There was a rush of feet on the deck just above his head. He heard ropes slapping down upon it, orders being given, loud creakings. The cabin suddenly leaned over sideways with the setting of sail, catching him completely unaware, so that he staggered and dropped the bearskin cap, which lay unnoticed at his feet. Crab rose to an even keel again. The deck under his feet felt suddenly lively, as if the breath of life had been breathed into it. They were at sea; they were heading for Corpus Christi. With the wind east by north Crab would be running wing-and-wing, possibly. Now he had to think fast, with every second of value. He could not afford to run to leeward in this fashion if he were going to change his plans.

And he knew he was going to change them. He had yearned so desperately for a chance to guess whither Daring would head after calling at Corpus Christi. Now he could intervene. Now he had a chance to preserve the peace of the world. With his eyes, unseeing, focused upon an infinite distance, he stood in the swaying cabin calling up into his mental sight the charts of the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. The North-East Trades blew across them, not quite as reliably at this time of year as during the winter, but constantly enough to be a calculable factor. A ship bound for the South Atlantic  for St Helena  from Corpus Christi would be bound to take the Yucatan Channel. Then  especially if her business were such as not to invite attention  she would head for the shoulder of South America, down the centre of the Caribbean, with scores of miles of open sea on either beam. But she would have to pass through the chain of the Antilles before breaking through into the Atlantic.

There were a hundred passages available, but only one obvious one, only one route that would be considered for a moment by a captain bound for St Helena and with the trade winds to contend with. He would round Galera Point, the northernmost extremity of Trinidad. He would give it as wide a berth as possible, but he could not give it a very wide berth because to the northward of Galera Point lay the island of Tobago, and the Tobago Channel between the two was no more than  Hornblower could not be sure exactly  certainly no more than fifty miles wide. In favourable conditions a single ship could patrol that channel and make certain that nothing passed through unsighted. It was a typical example of maritime strategy on a tiny scale. Sea power made its influence felt all over the wide oceans, but it was in the narrow seas, at the focal points, that the decisive moments occurred. The Yucatan Channel would not be nearly as suitable as the Tobago Channel, for the former was more than a hundred miles wide. Crab would get there first; that could be taken for granted seeing that Daring would have two sides of a triangle to cover, calling at Corpus Christi, and with a long beat to windward as a result. It would be best to employ the advantage so gained to hasten to the Tobago Channel. There would be just time to anticipate Daring there  just time  and there was a substantial chance that on the way he might meet some ship of his squadron, to take her along with him. A frigate, now. That would give him all the force he needed. He made his resolve at that moment, conscious as he did so of his quickened heartbeat.

Giles! shouted Hornblower.

Giles reappeared, and within the wide discretion of a spoiled servant displayed shocked disapproval at the sight of him still in his wet shirt and ducks.

My compliments to Mr Harcourt, and I would be glad to see him here as quickly as is convenient to him.

That was very quickly, naturally, when an admiral needed the presence of a lieutenant.

Mr Harcourt, I have decided on a change of plan. There is no time to be lost. Kindly set a course for Cape San Antonio.

Cape San Antonio. Aye aye, sir.

Harcourt was a good officer. There was neither surprise nor doubt in his voice as he heard the surprising order.

When we are on the new course I will explain what I intend to do, if you will have the goodness to report to me with the charts, Mr Harcourt. Bring Mr Gerard with you.

Aye aye, sir.

Now he could take off his wet shirt and trousers, and dab himself dry with a towel. Somehow the little cabin did not seem so oppressively hot; perhaps because they were out at sea, perhaps because he had reached a decision. He was putting on his trousers at the moment when Harcourt had the helm put down. Crab came round like a top, with lusty arms hauling in on the sheets. She lay far over to starboard, with the wind abeam, and Hornblower, one leg in his trousers, after a frantic hop, trying to preserve his balance, fell on his nose across his cot with his legs in the air. He struggled to his feet again; Crab still heeled over to starboard, farther and then less, as each roller of the beam sea passed under her, each roll taking Hornblower by surprise as he tried to put his other leg into his trousers so that he sat down twice, abruptly, on his cot before he managed it. It was as well that Harcourt and Gerard re-entered the cabin only after he had succeeded. They listened soberly while Hornblower told them of his deductions regarding Darings plans and of his intention to intercept her at the Tobago Channel; Harcourt took his dividers and measured off the distances, and nodded when he had finished.

We can gain four days on her to San Antonio, my lord, he said. That means well be three days ahead of her there.

Three days should be just enough start for Crab in the long, long race down the length of the Caribbean.

Could we call at Kingston on our way, my lord? asked Gerard.

It was tempting to consider it, but Hornblower shook his head. It would be no use calling at headquarters, telling the news, possibly picking up reinforcements, if Daring slipped past them as they were doing so.

It would take too long to work in, he said. Even if we had the sea breeze. And there would be delay while we were there. Weve nothing to spare as it is.

I suppose not, my lord, agreed Gerard, grudgingly. He was playing the part of the staff officer, whose duty it was to be critical of any suggested plan. Then what do we do when we meet her?

Hornblower met Gerards eyes with a steady glance; Gerard was asking the question that had been already asked and left unanswered.

I am forming plans to meet that situation, said Hornblower, and there was a rasping tone in his voice which forbade Gerard to press the matter.

Theres not more than twenty miles of navigable water in the Tobago Channel, my lord, said Harcourt, still busy with his dividers.

Then she can hardly pass us unobserved even by night, said Hornblower. I think, gentlemen, that we are acting on the best possible plan. Perhaps the only possible plan.

Yes, my lord, said Harcourt; his imagination was hard at work. If Boney once gets loose again 

He could not go on. He could not face that appalling possibility.

We have to see to it that he does not, gentlemen. And now that we have done all that we can it would be sensible if we took some rest. I dont think any one of us has had any sleep for a considerable time.

That was true. Now that he had made up his mind upon a course of action, now that he was committed to it, for good or ill, Hornblower felt his eyelids drooping and sleep overcoming him. He lay down on his cot after his officers had left him. With the wind on the port beam and the cot against the bulkhead to starboard he could relax completely with no fear of rolling out. He closed his eyes. Already he had begun to form the answer to the question Gerard had asked. The answer was a hideous one, something horrible to contemplate. But it seemed to be inevitable. He had his duty to do, and now he could be sure that he was doing it to the best of his ability. With his conscience clear, with a reassuring certainty that he was using the best of his judgement, the inevitability of the rest of the future reinforced his need for sleep. He slept until dawn; he even dozed for a few minutes after that, before he began to think clearly enough again in the daylight for that horrible thought to begin to nag at him again.

That was how the Crab began her historic race to the Tobago Channel, over a distance nearly as great as the Atlantic is wide, with the brave trade wind laying her over as she thrashed along. All hands on board knew that she was engaged in a race, for in a little ship like Crab nothing could be kept secret; and all hands entered into the spirit of the race with the enthusiasm to be expected of them. Sympathetic eyes were turned towards the lonely figure of the Admiral standing braced on the tiny quarterdeck with the wind singing round him. Everyone knew the chances he was taking; everyone thought that he deserved to win, and no one could guess at his real torment over the certainty that was crystallizing in his mind that this was the end of his career, whether he should win the race or lose it.

No one on board begrudged the constant labour involved in getting every yard of speed out of Crab, the continual hauling in and letting out of the sheets as the sails were trimmed to the least variation of the wind, the lightening and urgent shortening of canvas at the last possible moment as squalls came hurtling down upon them, the instant resetting as the squalls passed on their way. All hands constituted themselves as unofficial lookouts; there was really no need for the Admiral to have offered a golden guinea to the man who should first sight Daring  there was always the chance of an encounter even before reaching the Tobago Channel. Nobody minded wet shirts and wet beds as the spray burst over Crabs bows in dazzling rainbows and found its way below through the deck as the over-driven schooner worked her seams open in the heavy swell. The hourly casting of the log, the daily calculation of the ships run, were eagerly anticipated by men who usually displayed all the fatalistic indifference towards these matters of the hardened sailor.

I am shortening the water allowance, my lord, said Harcourt to Hornblower the first morning out.

To how much? Hornblower asked the question trying to appear as if he were really interested in the answer, so that his misery over something else should not be apparent.

To half a gallon, my lord.

Two quarts of fresh water a day per man  that would be hardship for men labouring hard in the tropics.

You are quite right, Mr Harcourt, said Hornblower.

Every possible precaution must be taken. It was impossible to predict how long the voyage would last, nor how long they would have to remain on patrol without refilling their water casks; it would be absurd if they were driven prematurely into port as a result of thoughtless extravagance.

Ill instruct Giles, went on Hornblower, to draw the same ration for me.

Harcourt blinked a little at that; his small experience with admirals led him to think they led a life of maximum luxury. He had not thought sufficiently far into the problem to realize that if Giles had a free hand as regards drinking water for his Admiral, Giles, and perhaps all Giless friends, would also have all the drinking water they needed. And there was no smile on Hornblowers face as he spoke; Hornblower wore the same bleak and friendless expression that he had displayed towards everyone since reaching his decision when they went to sea.

They sighted Cape San Antonio one afternoon, and knew they were through the Yucatan Channel; not only did this give them a fresh departure, but they knew that from now on it would not be extremely unlikely for them to sight Daring at any moment; they were pursuing very much the same course as she would be taking, from this point onwards. Two nights later they passed Grand Cayman; they did not sight it but they heard the roar of the surf on one of the outlying reefs. That was a proof of how closely Harcourt was cutting his corners; Hornblower felt that he would have given Grand Cayman a wider berth than that  it was a moment when he chafed more than usual at the convention which prohibited an admiral from interfering in the management of his flagship. The following night they picked up soundings on the Pedro Bank, and knew that Jamaica and Kingston were a scant hundred miles to windward of them. From this new departure Harcourt could set a fresh course, direct for the Tobago Channel, but he could not hold it. The trade wind took it into its head to veer round south of east, as was not surprising with midsummer approaching, and it blew dead foul. Harcourt laid Crab on the starboard tack  never voluntarily would any captain worth his salt yield a yard to the southward in the Caribbean  and clawed his way as close to the wind as Crab would lie.

I see youve taken in the topsls, Mr Harcourt, remarked Hornblower, venturing on ticklish ground.

Yes, my lord. In response to his Admirals continued enquiring glance Harcourt condescended to explain further. A beamy schooner like this isnt intended to sail on her side, my lord. We make less leeway under moderate sail like this, my lord, as long as were close-hauled with a strong breeze.

You know your own ship best, of course, Mr Harcourt, said Hornblower, grudgingly.

It was hard to believe that Crab was making better progress without her magnificent square topsails spread to the breeze. He could be sure that Daring would have every stitch of canvas spread  perhaps a single reef. Crab thrashed on her way, once or twice shipping it green over her starboard bow; those were the moments when it was necessary for every man to grab and hold on. At dawn next morning there was land right ahead, a blue line on the horizon  the mountains of Haiti. Harcourt held on until noon, raising them farther and farther out of the water, and then he went about. Hornblower approved  in an hour or two the land breeze might set in and there was Beata Point to weather. It was maddening that on this tack they would actually be losing a little ground, for it was perfectly possible that Daring, wherever she was, might have the wind a point or two more in her favour and could be able to hold her course direct. And it was quite remarkable to see the foremast hands raising wetted fingers to test the wind, and studying the windward horizon, and criticizing the way the quartermaster at the tiller struggled to gain every yard to windward that he could.

For a day and a half the wind blew foul; in the middle of the second night Hornblower, lying sleepless in his cot, was roused by the call for all hands. He sat up and reached for his dressing gown while feet came running above his head. Crab was leaping madly.

All hands shorten sail!

Three reefs in the mainsl! Harcourts voice was pealing out as Hornblower reached the deck.

The wind blew the tails of Hornblowers dressing gown and nightshirt up round him as he stood out of the way by the taffrail; darkness was roaring all round him. A midsummer squall had come hurtling at them in the night, but someone had had a weather eye lifting and had been prepared for it. Out of the southward had come the squall.

Let her pay off! shouted Harcourt. Hands to the sheets!

Crab came round in a welter of confused water, plunged and then steadied. Now she was flying along in the darkness, belying her unlovely name. She was gaining precious distance to the northward; an invaluable squall this was, as long as it permitted them to hold this course. The roaring night was hurrying by; Hornblowers dressing gown was whipping about his legs. It was impossible not to feel exhilarated to stand thus, compelling the elements to work in their favour, cheating the wind that thought to take them by surprise.

Well done, Mr Harcourt, shouted Hornblower into the wind as Harcourt came and stood beside him in the darkness.

Thank you, sir  my lord. Two hours of this is what we need.

Fate granted them an hour and a half at any rate, before the squall died away and the trade wind pigheadedly resumed its former direction of east by south. But next morning at breakfast Giles was able to report good news.

Winds backing to the norrard, my lord, he said  Giles was as interested as everyone else in the vessels progress.

Excellent, said Hornblower; it was only some seconds later that the dull pain grew up again inside him. That wind would bear him more swiftly to his fate.

As the day wore on the trade wind displayed some of its midsummer freakishness. It died away, died away more and more, until it blew only in fitful puffs, so that there were intervals when Crab drifted idly over the glassy blue sea, turning her head to all points of the compass in turn, while the vertical sun blazed down upon a deck in whose seams the pitch melted. Flying fish left fleeting dark tracks upon the enamel surface of the sea. No one cared; every eye was scanning the horizon for the first hint of the next cats-paw of wind creeping towards them. Perhaps, not too far away in this moody Caribbean, Daring was holding her course with all sail set and drawing. The day ended and the night went by, and still the trade wind did not blow; only occasionally would a puff send Crab ghosting along momentarily towards the Tobago Channel. The sun blazed down, and men limited to two quarts of water a day were thirsty, thirsty all the time.

They had seen very few sail, and the ones they saw were of no use in furthering Hornblowers plans. An island schooner bound to Belize. A Dutchman homeward bound from Curaçao, no one with whom Hornblower could entrust a letter, and no ship of his own squadron  that was something almost beyond the bounds of possibility. Hornblower could only wait, as the days went by, in grim, bleak patience. At last the freakish wind blew again, from one point north of east, and they were able to hold their course, with topsails set again, heading steadily for the Antilles, reeling off as much as six knots hour after hour. Now as they approached the islands they saw more sails, but they were only inter-island sloops trading between the Leeward Islands and Trinidad. A square rigger seen on the horizon roused momentary excitement, but she was not the Daring. She flew the red and gold of Spain  a Spanish frigate heading for the Venezuelan coast, presumably to deal with the insurgents. The voyage was nearly completed; Hornblower heard the cry of land from the masthead lookout, and it was only a moment before Gerard came into the cabin.

Grenada in sight, my lord.

Very well.

Now they were entering the waters where they could really expect to meet Daring; now the direction of the wind was of more importance than ever. It was blowing from the north-east, now, and that was helpful. It extinguished the very faint possibility that Daring might pass to the northward of Tobago instead of through the Tobago Channel.

Darings bound to make the same landfall, my lord, said Gerard, and by daylight if she can.

We can hope for it, at least, said Hornblower.

If Daring had been as long out of sight of land as had Crab, in the fluky winds and unpredictable currents of the Caribbean, her captain would certainly take all precautions in his approach.

I think, Mr Harcourt, said Hornblower, that we can safely hold our course for Point Galera.

Aye aye, my lord.

Now was the worst period of waiting, of wondering whether the whole voyage might not prove to be a fools errand, patrolling, beating up to within sight of Trinidad and then going about and reaching past Tobago again towards Grenada. Waiting was bad; if the voyage should not turn out to be a fools errand it meant something that Hornblower, and Hornblower alone, knew to be worse. Gerard raised the question again.

How do you propose to stop him, my lord?

There may be means, answered Hornblower, trying to keep the harshness out of his voice that would betray his anxiety.

It was on a blue and gold, blazing day, with Crab ghosting along before only the faintest breeze, that the masthead lookout hailed the deck with the news of the sighting.

Sail ho! Dead to looard, sir!

A sail might be anything, but at long intervals, as Crab crept closer, the successive reports made it more and more likely that the strange sail was Daring. Three masts  even that first supplementary report made it reasonably sure, for not many big ships plied out into the South Atlantic from the Caribbean. All sail set, even skysails, and stunsls to the royals. That did not mean quite so much.

She looks like an American, sir!

The skysails had already hinted strongly in the same direction. Then Harcourt went up to the mainmasthead with his own glass, and came down again with his eyes shining with excitement.

Thats Daring, my lord. Im sure of it.

Ten miles apart they lay, on the brilliant blue of the sea with the brilliant blue of the sky above them, and on the far horizon a smudge of land. Crab had won her race by twenty-five hours. Daring was boxing the compass, swinging idly in all directions under her pyramids of sails in the absence of all wind; Crab carried her way for a while longer, and then she, too, fell motionless under the blazing sun. All eyes turned on the Admiral standing stiffly with his hands locked behind him gazing at the distant white rectangles that indicated where lay his fate. The schooners big mainsail flapped idly, flapped again, and then the boom began to swing over.

Hands to the sheets! yelled Harcourt.

The air was so light that they could not even feel it on their sweating faces, but it sufficed to push the booms out, and a moment later the helmsman could feel the rudder take hold just enough to give him control. With Crabs bowsprit pointed straight at Daring the breath of wind was coming in over the starboard quarter, almost dead astern, almost dead foul for Daring if ever it should reach her, but she was still becalmed. The breath of wind increased until they could feel it, until they could hear under the bows the music of the schooners progress through the water, and then it died away abruptly, leaving Crab to wallow on the swell. Then it breathed again, over the port quarter this time, and then it drew further aft, so that the topsails were braced square and the foresail could be hauled over to the port side and Crab ran wing-and-wing for ten blessed minutes until the wind dropped again, to a dead, flaming calm. Then they could see Daring catch a wind, see her trim her sails, but only momentarily, only long enough to reveal her intentions before she lay once more helpless. Despite her vast sail area her greater dead weight made her less susceptible to these very faint airs.

Thank God for that, said Gerard, glass to his eye, as he watched her swing idly again. I think she aims to pass us beyond cannon shot, my lord.

I shouldnt be surprised at that, agreed Hornblower.

Another breath, another slight closing of the gap, another dead calm.

Mr Harcourt, perhaps it would be best if you let the men have their dinners now.

Aye aye, my lord.

Salt beef and pease pudding under a noonday sun in the tropics  who could have any appetite for that, especially with the excitement of watching for a wind? And in the middle of dinner hands were sent again to the sheets and braces to take advantage of another breath of wind.

At what time will you have your dinner, my lord? asked Giles.

Not now, was all the answer Hornblower would give him, glass to eye.

Hes hoisted his colours, my lord, pointed out Gerard. American colours.

The Stars and Stripes, regarding which he had been expressly ordered to be particularly tender. But he could be nothing else in any case, seeing that Daring mounted twelve-pounders and was full of men.

Now both vessels had a wind, but Crab was creeping bravely along at a full two knots, and Daring, trying to head to the southward close-hauled, was hardly moving; now she was not moving at all, turning aimlessly in a breeze too faint to give her steerage way.

I can see very few people on her deck, my lord, said Harcourt; the eye with which he had been staring through his glass was watering with the glare of sun and sea.

Shed keep em below out of sight, said Gerard.

That was so likely as to be certain. Whatever Daring, and Cambronne, thought of Crabs intentions, it would be safest to conceal the fact that she had five hundred men on board while heading for the South Atlantic.

And between her and that South Atlantic lay Crab, the frailest barrier imaginable. Let Daring once pass through the channel out into the open sea and nothing could be done to stop her. No ship could hope to overtake her. She would reach St Helena to strike her blow there, and no possible warning could be given. It was now or never, and it was Hornblowers fault that matters had reached such a pass. He had been utterly fooled in New Orleans. He had allowed Cambronne to steal a march on him. Now he had to make any sacrifice that circumstances demanded of him, any sacrifice whatever, to redeem the peace of the world. Crab could do nothing to stop Daring. It could only be done by his own personal exertions.

Mr Harcourt, said Hornblower, in his harsh, expressionless monotone. Ill have the quarter-boat cleared away ready to lower, if you please. Have a full boats crew told off, to double bank the oars.

Aye aye, my lord.

Wholl go in her, my lord? asked Gerard.

I will, said Hornblower.

The mainsail flapped, the boom came creaking inboard, swung out again, swung in. The breeze was dying away again. For a few minutes more Crab held her course, and then the bowsprit began to turn away from Daring.

Cant keep her on her course, sir, reported the quartermaster.

Hornblower swept his gaze round the horizon in the blazing afternoon. There was no sign of a further breeze. The decisive moment had come, and he snapped his telescope shut.

Ill take that boat now, Mr Harcourt.

Let me come too, my lord, said Gerard, a note of protest in his voice.

No, said Hornblower.

In case a breeze should get up during the next half-hour, he wanted no useless weight in the boat while crossing the two-mile gap.

Put your backs into it, said Hornblower to the boats crew as they shoved off. The oar-blades dipped in the blue, blue water, shining gold against the blue. The boat rounded Crabs stern, with anxious eyes looking down on them; Hornblower brought the tiller over and pointed straight for Daring. They soared up a gentle swell, and down again, up again and down again; with each rise and fall Crab was perceptibly smaller and Daring perceptibly larger, lovely in the afternoon light, during what Hornblower told himself were the last hours of his professional life. They drew nearer and nearer to Daring, until at last a hail came borne by the heated air.

Boat ahoy!

Coming aboard! hailed Hornblower back again. He stood up in the sternsheets so that his gold-laced admirals uniform was in plain sight.

Keep off! hailed the voice, but Hornblower held his course.

There could be no international incident made out of this, an unarmed boats crew taking an admiral alone on board a becalmed ship. He directed the boat towards the mizzen-chains.

Keep off! hailed the voice, an American voice.

Hornblower swung the boat in.

In oars! he ordered.

With the way she carried the boat surged towards the ship; Hornblower timed his movements to the best of his ability, knowing his own clumsiness. He leaped for the chains, got one shoe full of water, but held on and dragged himself up.

Lie off and wait for me! he ordered the boats crew, and then turned to swing himself over on to the deck of the ship.

The tall, thin man with a cigar in his mouth must be the American captain; the burly fellow beside him one of the mates. The guns were cast off, although not run out, and the American seamen were standing round them ready to open fire.

Did you hear me say keep off, mister? asked the captain.

I must apologize for this intrusion, sir, said Hornblower. I am Rear Admiral Lord Hornblower of His Britannic Majestys Service, and I have the most urgent business with Count Cambronne.

For a moment on the sunlit deck they stood and looked at each other, and then Hornblower saw Cambronne approaching.

Ah, Count, said Hornblower, and then made himself speak French. It is a pleasure to meet Monsieur le Comte again.

He took off his cocked hat and held it over his breast and doubled himself in a bow which he knew to be ungainly.

And to what do I owe this pleasure, milord? asked Cambronne. He was standing very stiff and straight, his cats-whisker moustache bristling out on either side.

I have come to bring you the very worst of news, I regret to say, said Hornblower. Through many sleepless nights he had rehearsed these speeches to himself. Now he was forcing himself to make them naturally. And I have come also to do you a service, Count.

What do you wish to say, milord?

Bad news.

Well?

It is with the deepest regret, Count, that I have to inform you of the death of your Emperor.

No!

The Emperor Napoleon died at St Helena last month. I offer you my sympathy, Count.

Hornblower told the lie with every effort to appear like a man speaking the truth.

It cannot be true!

I assure you that it is, Count.

A muscle in the Counts cheek twitched restlessly beside the purple scar. His hard, slightly protruding eyes bored into Hornblowers like gimlets.

I received the news two days back in Port of Spain, said Hornblower. In consequence I cancelled the arrangements I had made for the arrest of this ship.

Cambronne could not guess that Crab had not made as quick a passage as he indicated.

I do not believe you, said Cambronne, nevertheless. It was just the sort of tale that might be told to halt Daring in her passage.

Sir! said Hornblower, haughtily. He drew himself up even stiffer, acting as well as he could the part of the man of honour whose word was being impugned. The pose was almost successful.

You must understand the importance of what you are saying, milord, said Cambronne, with the faintest hint of apology in his voice. But then he said the fatal dreaded words that Hornblower had been expecting. Milord, do you give me your word of honour as a gentleman that what you say is true?

My word of honour as a gentleman, said Hornblower.

He had anticipated this moment in misery for days and days. He was ready for it. He compelled himself to make his answer in the manner of a man of honour. He made himself say it steadily and sincerely, as if it did not break his heart to say it. He had been sure that Cambronne would ask him for his word of honour.

It was the last sacrifice he could make. In twenty years of war he had freely risked his life for his country. He had endured danger, anxiety, hardship. He had never until now been asked to give his honour. This was the further price he had to pay. It was through his own fault that the peace of the world was in peril. It was fitting that he should pay the price. And the honour of one man was a small price to pay for the peace of the world, to save his country from the renewal of the deadly perils she had so narrowly survived for twenty years. In those happy years of the past, returning to his country after an arduous campaign, he had looked about him and he had breathed English air and he had told himself with fatuous patriotism that England was worth fighting for, was worth dying for. England was worth a mans honour, too. Oh, it was true. But it was heart-rending, it was far, far worse than death that it should be his honour that had to be sacrificed.

A little group of officers had appeared on deck and were standing grouped on either side of Cambronne listening to every word; to one side stood the American captain and his mate. Facing them, alone, his gaudy uniform flashing in the sun, stood Hornblower, waiting. The officer on Cambronnes right spoke next. He was some kind of adjutant or staff officer, clearly, of the breed that Hornblower hated. Of course, he had to repeat the question, to turn the iron in the wound.

Your word of honour, milord?

My word of honour, repeated Hornblower, still steadily, still like a man of honour.

No one could disbelieve the word of honour of a British admiral, of a man who had held His Majestys commission for more than twenty years. He went on now with the arguments he had rehearsed.

This exploit of yours can be forgotten now, Count, he said. With the Emperors death all hope of reconstituting the Empire is at an end. No one need know of what you had intended. You, and these gentlemen, and the Imperial Guard below decks, can remain uncompromised with the régime that rules France. You can carry them all home as you had said you would do, and on the way you can drop your warlike stores quietly overboard. It is for this reason that I have visited you like this, alone. My country, your country, do not desire any new incident to imperil the amity of the world. No one need know; this incident can remain a secret between us.

Cambronne heard what he said, and listened to it, but the first news he had heard was of such moving importance that he could speak of nothing else.

The Emperor is dead! he said.

I have already assured you of my sympathy, Count, said Hornblower. I offer it to these gentlemen as well. My very deepest sympathy.

The American captain broke into the murmurs of Cambronnes staff.

Theres a cats-paw of wind coming towards us, he said. Well be under way again in five minutes. Are you coming with us, mister, or are you going over the side?

Wait, said Cambronne; he seemingly had some English. He turned to his staff, and they plunged into debate. When they all spoke at once Hornblowers French was inadequate to follow the conversation in detail. But he could see they were all convinced. He might have been pleased, if there had been any pleasure left in the world for him. Someone walked across the deck and shouted down the hatchway, and next moment the Imperial Guard began to pour up on deck. The Old Guard, Bonapartes Old Guard; they were all in full uniform, apparently in readiness for battle if Crab had been foolish enough to risk one. There were five hundred of them in their plumes and bearskins, muskets in hand. A shouted order formed them up on deck, line behind line, gaunt, whiskered men who had marched into every capital in Europe save London alone. They carried their muskets and stood at rigid attention; only a few of them did not look straight to their front, but darted curious glances at the British Admiral. The tears were running down Cambronnes scarred cheeks as he turned and spoke to them. He told them the news in broken sentences, for he could hardly speak for sorrow. They growled like beasts as he spoke. They were thinking of their Emperor dying in his island prison under the harsh treatment of his English jailers; the looks that were turned upon Hornblower now showed hatred instead of curiosity, but Cambronne caught their attention again as he went on to speak of the future. He spoke of France and peace.

The Emperor is dead! he said again, as if he were saying that the world had come to an end.

The ranks were ragged now; emotion had broken down even the iron discipline of the Old Guard. Cambronne drew his sword, raising the hilt to his lips in the beautiful gesture of the salute; the steel flashed in the light of the sinking sun.

I drew this sword for the Emperor, said Cambronne. I shall never draw it again.

He took the blade in both hands close to the hilt, and put it across his lifted knee. With a convulsive effort of his lean, powerful body he snapped the blade across, and, turning, he flung the fragments into the sea. The sound that came from the Old Guard was like a long drawn moan. One man took his musket by the muzzle, swung the butt over his head, and brought it crashing down on the deck, breaking the weapon at the small of the butt. Others followed his example. The muskets rained overside.

The American captain was regarding the scene apparently unmoved, as if nothing more would ever surprise him, but the unlit cigar in his mouth was now much shorter, and he must have chewed off the end. He approached Hornblower obviously to ask the explanation of the scene, but the French adjutant interposed.

France, said the adjutant. We go to France.

France? repeated the captain. Not ?

He did not say the words St Helena, but they were implicit in his expression.

France, repeated the adjutant, heavily.

Cambronne came towards them, stiffer and straighter than ever as he mastered his emotion.

I will intrude no further on your sorrow, Count, said Hornblower. Remember always you have the sympathy of an Englishman.

Cambronne would remember those words later, when he found he had been tricked by a dishonourable Englishman, but they had to be said at this moment, all the same.

I will remember, said Cambronne. He was forcing himself to observe the necessary formalities. I must thank you, milord, for your courtesy and consideration.

I have done my duty towards the world, said Hornblower.

He would not hold out his hand; Cambronne later would feel contaminated if he touched him. He came stiffly to attention and raised his hand instead in salute.

Goodbye, Count, he said. I hope we shall meet again in happier circumstances.

Goodbye, milord, said Cambronne, heavily.

Hornblower climbed into the mizzen-chains and the boat pulled in to him, and he fell, rather than climbed, into the sternsheets.

Give way, he said. No one could feel as utterly exhausted as he felt. No one could feel as utterly unhappy.

They were waiting for him eagerly on board Crab, Harcourt and Gerard and the others. He still had to preserve an unmoved countenance as he went on board. He still had duties to do.

You can let Daring go past, Mr Harcourt, he said. It is all arranged.

Arranged, my lord? This was from Gerard.

Cambronne has given up the attempt. They are going quietly to France.

France? To France? My lord ?

You heard what I said.

They looked across the strip of sea, purple now in the dying day; Daring was bracing round her yards to catch the faint breeze that was blowing.

Your orders are to let them pass, my lord? persisted Gerard.

Yes, damn you, said Hornblower, and instantly regretted the flash of rage and bad language. He turned to the other. Mr Harcourt, we can now proceed into Port of Spain. I presume that even if the wind is fair you will prefer not to risk the Dragons Mouth by night. You have my permission to wait until daylight.

Aye aye, my lord.

Even then they would not leave him in peace as he turned to go below.

Dinner, my lord? asked Gerard. Ill give orders for it at once.

Hopeless to snarl back that he wanted no dinner; the discussion that would have ensued would have been worse than going through the form of eating dinner. Even so it meant that on entering his cabin he could not do as he wanted and fall on his cot with his face in his hands and abandon himself to his misery. He had to sit up stiff and square while Giles laid and served and cleared away, while the tropical sunset flamed in the sky and black night swooped down upon the little ship on the purple sea. Only then, after Giless last Goodnight, my lord could he think again, and work back through all the horror of his thoughts.

He had ceased to be a gentleman. He was disgraced. Everything was at an end. He would have to resign his command  he would have to resign his commission. How would he ever face Barbara? When little Richard grew up and could understand what had happened how would he ever be able to meet his eyes? And Barbaras aristocratic family would sneer knowingly to each other. And never again would he walk a quarterdeck, and never again step on board with his hand to his hat and the bosuns calls shrilling in salute. Never again; his professional life was at an end  everything was at an end. He had made the sacrifice deliberately and cold-bloodedly, but that did not make it any less horrible.

His thoughts moved into the other half of the circle. He could have done nothing else. If he had turned aside to Kingston or Port of Spain Daring would have slipped past him, as her time of arrival off Tobago proved, and any additional strength he might have brought with him  if any, as was not likely  would have been useless. If he had stayed at Kingston and sent a dispatch to London? If he had done that he might at least have covered himself with the authorities. But it would have been unavailing. How much time would elapse between the arrival of his letter in London and the arrival of Daring on the coast of France with Bonaparte on board? Two weeks? Very likely less than that. The clerks at the Admiralty would have treated his dispatch at first as coming from a madman. There would be delay in its reaching the First Lords hands, delay in its being laid before the Cabinet, delay while action was being debated, delay while the French ambassador was informed, delay while joint action was being agreed upon.

And what action, if any  if the Cabinet did not dismiss his letter as that of an unbalanced alarmist? The peacetime navy of England could never have been got to sea in time and in sufficient numbers to cover the whole coast of France so as to make it impossible for Daring to land her deadly cargo. And the mere inevitable leakage of the news that Bonaparte was at sea and expected to land would throw France into immediate revolution  no doubt about that, and Italy was in a turmoil too. By writing to London he would have covered himself, as he had already decided, from the censure of the Government. But it was not the measure of a mans duty to avoid blame. He had a positive duty to do, and he had done it, in the only way possible. Nothing else would have stopped Cambronne. Nothing else. He had seen where his duty lay. He had seen what the price would be, and now he was paying it. He had bought the peace of the world at the price of his own honour. He had ceased to be a gentleman  his thoughts completed the other half of the circle.

His mind plunged on, struggling desperately, like a man in utter darkness waist-deep in a slough. It would not be long before the world knew of his dishonour. Cambronne would talk, and so would the other Frenchmen. The world would hear soon of a British admiral giving his plighted word in the certain knowledge that he was telling a lie. Before then he would have left the Service, resigned his command and his commission. That must be done at once; his contaminated flag must fly no longer; he must give no further orders to gentlemen. In Port of Spain there was the Governor of Trinidad. Tomorrow he would tell him that the West India squadron no longer had a commander-in-chief. The Governor could take all the necessary official action, in circularising the squadron and informing the Government  just as if yellow fever or apoplexy had taken off the Commander-in-Chief. In this way anarchy would be reduced to a minimum, and a change of command arranged as simply as possible; that was the last service he could perform for his country, the very last. The Governor would think he was mad, of course  he might be in a strait-jacket tomorrow unless he confessed his shame. And then the Governor would pity him; the first of the pity, the first of the contempt, he would have to face for the rest of his life. Barbara  Richard  the lost soul plunged on through the stinking slough, through the dark night.

At the end of that dark night a knock at the door brought in Gerard. The message he was bearing died on his lips as he looked at Hornblowers face, white under the tan, and at his hollow eyes.

Are you quite well, my lord? he asked, anxiously.

Quite well. What is it?

Mr Harcourts respects, my lord, and we are off the Dragons Mouth. The wind is fair at nor-nor-east and we can make the passage as soon as day breaks, in half an hour, my lord. Well drop anchor in Port of Spain by two bells in the forenoon watch, my lord.

Thank you, Mr Gerard. The words came slowly and coldly as he forced himself to utter them. My compliments to Mr Harcourt and that will do very well.

Aye aye, my lord. This will be the first appearance of your flag in Port of Spain, and a salute will be fired.

Very well.

The Governor, by virtue of his appointment, takes precedence of you, my lord. Your Lordship must therefore pay the first call. Shall I make a signal to that effect?

Thank you, Mr Gerard. I would be obliged if you would.

The horror still had to be gone through and endured. He had to make himself spick and span; he could not appear on deck unshaven and dirty and untidy. He had to shave and endure Giles conversation.

Fresh water, my lord, said Giles, bringing in a steaming can. Capns given permission, seeing that well be watering today.

There might once have been sheer sensuous pleasure in shaving in fresh water, but now there was none. There might have been pleasure in standing on deck watching Crab make the passage of the Dragons Mouth, in looking about him at new lands, in entering a new port, but now there was none. There might have been pleasure once in fresh linen, even in a crisp new neckcloth, even in his ribbon and star and gold-hilted sword. There might have been pleasure in hearing the thirteen guns of his salute fired and answered, but there was none now  there was only the agony of knowing that never again would a salute be fired for him, never again would the whole ship stand at attention for him as he went over the side. He had to hold himself stiff and straight so as not to droop like a weakling in his misery. He even had to blink hard to keep the tears from overflowing down his cheeks as if he were a sentimental Frenchman. The blazing blue sky overhead might have been black for all he knew.

The Governor was a ponderous Major-General, with a red ribbon and a star, too. He went rigidly through the formalities of the reception, and then unbent as soon as they were alone together.

Delighted to have this visit from you, my lord, he said. Please sit down. I think you will find that chair comfortable. I have some sherry which I think you will find tolerable. May I pour Your Lordship a glass?

He did not wait for an answer, but busied himself with the decanter and glasses.

By the way, my lord, have you heard the news? Boneys dead.

Hornblower had not sat down. He had intended to refuse the sherry; the Governor would not care to drink with a man who had lost his honour. Now he sat down with a jerk, and automatically took the glass offered him. The sound he made in reply to the Governors news was only a croak.

Yes, went on the Governor. He died three weeks back in St Helena. Theyve buried him there, and thats the last of him. Well  are you quite well, my lord?

Quite well, thank you, said Hornblower.

The cool twilit room was swimming round him. As he came back to sanity he thought of St Elizabeth of Hungary. She, disobeying her husbands commands, had been carrying food to the poor  an apron full of bread  when her husband saw her.

What have you in your apron? he demanded.

Roses, lied St Elizabeth.

Show me, said her husband.

St Elizabeth showed him  and her apron was full of roses.

Life could begin anew, thought Hornblower.


THE STAR OF THE SOUTH
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HERE WHERE THE trade winds blew at their freshest, just within the tropics, in the wide unbroken Atlantic, was, as Hornblower decided at that moment, the finest stretch of water for a yachting excursion to be found anywhere on the globe. This was nothing more than a yachting excursion, to his mind. Only recently he had emerged from a profound spiritual experience during which the peace of the whole world had depended on his judgement; by comparison it seemed now as if the responsibilities of being Commander-in-Chief on the West India Station were mere nothings. He stood on the quarterdeck of His Britannic Majestys frigate Clorinda, balancing easily as she reached to windward under moderate sail, and allowed the morning sunshine to stream down on him and the trade wind to blow round his ears. With the pitch and the roll as Clorinda shouldered against the sea the shadows of the weather-rigging swooped back and forth over the deck; when she took a roll to windward, towards the nearly level morning sun, the shadows of the ratlines of the mizzen-shrouds flicked across his eyes in rapid succession, hypnotically adding to his feeling of well-being. To be a commander-in-chief, with nothing more to worry about than the suppression of the slave trade, the hunting down of piracy, and the policing of the Caribbean, was an experience more pleasant than any emperor, or even any poet, could ever know. The barelegged seamen washing down the decks were laughing and joking; the level sun was calling up dazzling rainbows in the spray flung up by the weather bow; and he could have breakfast at any moment that he wanted it  standing here on the quarterdeck he was finding additional pleasure in anticipation and wantonly postponing that moment.

The appearance of Captain Sir Thomas Fell on the quarterdeck took something away from the feeling of well-being. Sir Thomas was a gloomy, lantern-jawed individual who would feel it his bounden duty to come and be polite to his Admiral, and who would never have the sensitivity to be aware when his presence was undesired.

Good morning, my lord, said the captain, touching his hat.

Good morning, Sir Thomas, replied Hornblower, returning the salute.

A fine fresh morning, my lord.

Yes, indeed.

Sir Thomas was looking over his ship with a captains eye, along the decks, up aloft, and then turning aft to observe where, right astern, a smudgy line on the horizon marked the position of the hills of Puerto Rico. Hornblower suddenly realized that he wanted his breakfast more than anything on earth; and simultaneously he realized that he now could not gratify that desire as instantaneously as a commander-in-chief should be able to. There were limitations of politeness that constrained even a commander-in-chief  or that constrained him at least. He could not turn away and go below without exchanging a few more sentences with Fell.

Maybe well catch something today, my lord, said Fell; instinctively with the words the eyes of both men turned aloft to where a lookout sat perched up at the dizzy height of the maintopgallant masthead.

Lets hope we do, said Hornblower, and, because he had never succeeded in liking Fell, and because the last thing he wanted to do was to enter into a technical discussion before breakfast, he blundered on so as to conceal these feelings. Its likely enough.

The Spaniards will want to run every cargo they can before the conventions signed, said Fell.

So we decided, agreed Hornblower. Rehashing old decisions before breakfast was not to his taste, but it was typical of Fell to do that.

And this is the landfall theyd make, went on Fell, remorselessly, glancing astern again at Puerto Rico on the horizon.

Yes, said Hornblower. Another minute or two of this pointless conversation and he would be free to escape below.

Fell took the speaking-trumpet and directed it upwards.

Masthead, there! Keep a good lookout or Ill know the reason why!

Aye aye, sir! came the reply.

Head money, my lord, said Fell, in apologetic explanation.

We all find it useful, answered Hornblower, politely.

Head money was paid by the British Government for slaves freed on the high seas, to the Royal Naval ships concerned in the capture of the slaves, and divided among the ships company like any other prize money. It was a small fund compared with the gigantic sums acquired during the great wars, but at five pounds a head a big capture could bring in a substantial sum to the ship making the capture. And of that substantial sum one-quarter went to the captain. On the other hand, one-eighth went to the admiral commanding, wherever he happened to be. Hornblower, with twenty ships at sea under his command, was entitled to one-eighth of all their head money. It was a system of division which explained how during the great wars the admirals commanding the Channel Fleet or in the Mediterranean became millionaires, like Lord Keith.

No one could find it more useful than I, my lord, said Fell.

Maybe, said Hornblower.

Hornblower knew vaguely that Fell was in difficulties about money. He had had many years of half-pay since Waterloo, and even now as captain of a fifth-rate his pay and allowances were less than twenty pounds a month  lucky though he was, in peacetime, to have command even of a fifth-rate. He had had experience himself of being a poor captain, of wearing cotton stockings instead of silk, and brass epaulettes instead of gold. But he had no desire whatever to discuss the Tables of Personal Pay before breakfast.

Lady Fell, my lord, went on Fell, persistently, has a position to maintain in the world.

She was an extravagant woman, so Hornblower had heard.

Lets hope we have some luck today, then, said Hornblower, still thinking about breakfast.

It was a melodramatic coincidence that at that very moment a hail came down from the masthead.

Sail ho! Sail right to windard!

Perhaps thats what were waiting for, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower.

As likely as not, my lord. Masthead, there! Hows the sail heading? Mr Sefton, bring the ship to the wind.

Hornblower backed away to the weather-rail. He felt he could never grow used to his situation as admiral, and having to stand by and be no more than an interested spectator while the ship he was in was being handled at decisive moments. It was quite painful to be a spectator, but it would be more painful still to go below and remain in ignorance of what was going on  and much more painful than to postpone breakfast again.

Deck, there! Shes a two-master. Heading straight down for us. All sail to the royals. Captain, sir, shes a schooner! A big schooner, sir. Still running down for us.

Young Gerard, the flag lieutenant, had come running on deck at the first hail from the masthead, to his place beside his Admiral.

A topsl schooner, he said. A big one. She could be what were looking for, my lord.

Plenty of other things she could be, said Hornblower, doing his best to conceal his absurd excitement.

Gerard had his telescope pointing to windward.

There she is! Coming down fast, right enough. Look at the rake of those masts! Look at the cut of those topsls! My lord, shes no Island schooner.

It would not be a very remarkable coincidence if she should be a slaver; he had brought Clorinda here to the windward of San Juan in the full expectation that slave cargoes would be hurrying here. Spain was meditating joining in the suppression of the slave trade, and every slaver would be tempted to run cargoes and take advantage of enhanced prices before the prohibition should take effect. The main slave market for the Spanish colonies was at Havana, a thousand miles to leeward, but it could be looked upon as certain that Spanish slavers, making their passage from the Slave Coast, would touch first at Puerto Rico to refill with water if not to dispose of part of their cargo. It had only been logical to station Clorinda to intercept them.

Hornblower took the telescope and trained it on the fast-nearing schooner. He saw what Gerard had spoken about. Hull up now, he could see how heavily sparred she was, and how built for speed. With those fine lines it would only pay for her to carry highly perishable cargo  human cargo. As he looked he saw the rectangles of her square sails narrow vertically; the small distance between her masts widened greatly. She was wheeling away from the waiting Clorinda  a final proof, if any was needed, that she was what she appeared to be. Laying herself on the starboard tack, she proceeded to keep at a safe distance, and to increase that distance as fast as possible.

Mr Sefton! shouted Fell. Fill the maintopsl! After her, on the starboard tack! Set the royals!

In an orderly and disciplined rush some of the hands hurried to the braces while others scurried aloft to set more sail. It was only a matter of moments before Clorinda, as close-hauled as she would lie, was thrashing to windward in pursuit. With everything braced up sharp, and carrying every inch of sail that the brisk trade wind would allow, she lay steeply over, plunging through the sea, each wave in turn bursting on her weather bow with the spray flying aft in sheets, and the taut weather-rigging shrieking in the wind. It was a remarkable transition from the quiet that had reigned not so long ago.

Hoist the colours, ordered Fell. Lets see what she says she is.

Through the telescope Hornblower watched the schooner hoist her colours in reply  the red and yellow of Spain.

You see, my lord? asked Fell.

Pardon, Capn, interposed Sefton, the officer of the watch, I know who she is. I saw her twice last commission. Shes the Estrella.

The Australia? exclaimed Fell, mishearing Seftons Spanish pronunciation.

The Estrella, sir. The Estrella del Sur  the Star of the South, sir.

I know about her, then, said Hornblower. Her captains Gomez  runs four hundred slaves every passage, if he doesnt lose too many.

Four hundred! repeated Fell.

Hornblower saw a momentary calculating look pass over Fells face. Five pounds a head meant two thousand pounds; a quarter of that was five hundred pounds. Two years pay at one swoop. Fell darted glances aloft and overside.

Keep your luff, there! he shouted at the helmsman. Mr Sefton! Hands to the bowlines there, forrard.

Shes weathering on us, said Gerard, the glass to his eye.

It was really only to be expected that a well-designed schooner would work to windward more efficiently than even the best of square-rigged frigates.

Shes fore-reaching on us, too, said Hornblower, gauging the distances and angles. She was not only lying closer to the wind but travelling faster through the water. Very little faster, it was true  a knot or perhaps two knots  but enough to render her safe from Clorindas pursuit.

Ill have her yet! said Fell. Mr Sefton! Call all hands! Run out the guns on the weather side. Mr James! Find Mr Noakes. Tell him to start the water. Hands to the pumps, Mr Sefton! Pump her dry.

Hands came pouring up through the hatchways. With the gun ports opened the guns crews flung their weight on the gun tackles, inch by inch dragging the guns on the weather side up the steep slope presented by the heeling deck. The rumble of the wooden wheels over the seams of the planking made a stirring sound; it had been the preliminary of many a desperate fight in the old days. Now the guns were merely being run out in order to keep the ship on a slightly more even keel, giving her a better grip on the water and minimizing leeway. Hornblower watched the pumps being manned; the hands threw their weight on the handles with a will, the rapid clank-clank proving how hard they were at work, pumping overside the twenty tons of drinking water which might be thought of as the life-blood of a cruising ship. But the slight reduction of draught that would result might, combined with the running out of the weather guns, add a few yards to her speed.

The call for all hands had brought Mr Erasmus Spendlove on deck, Hornblowers secretary. He looked round him at the organized confusion on deck with that air of Olympian superiority which always delighted Hornblower. Spendlove cultivated a pose of unruffled calm that exasperated some and amused others. Yet he was a most efficient secretary, and Hornblower had never once regretted acting on the recommendation of Lord Exmouth and appointing him to his position.

You see the vulgar herd all hard at work, Mr Spendlove, said Hornblower.

Truly they appear to be, my lord. He looked to windward at the Estrella. I trust their labours will not be in vain.

Fell came bustling by, still looking up at the rigging and overside at the Estrella.

Mr Sefton! Call the carpenter. Ill have the wedges of the mainmast knocked loose. More play there may give us more speed.

Hornblower caught a change of expression on Spendloves face, and their eyes met. Spendlove was a profound student of the theory of ship design, and Hornblower was a man with a lifetime of experience, and the glance they exchanged, brief as it was, was enough for each to know that the other thought the new plan unwise. Hornblower watched the main shrouds on the weather side taking the additional strain. It was as well that Clorinda was newly refitted.

Cant say were doing any better, my lord, said Gerard from behind his telescope.

The Estrella was perceptibly farther ahead and more to windward. If she wished, she would run Clorinda practically out of sight by noon. Hornblower observed an odd expression on Spendloves face. He was testing the air with his nose, sniffing curiously at the wind as it blew past him. It occurred to Hornblower that once or twice he had been aware, without drawing any conclusions from the phenomenon, that the clean trade wind had momentarily been tainted with a hint of a horrible stench. He himself tried the air again, and caught another musky whiff. He knew what it was  twenty years ago he had smelt the same stench when a Spanish galley crowded with galley slaves had passed to windward. The trade wind, blowing straight from the Estrella to the Clorinda, was bearing with it the reek from the crowded slave ship, tainting the air over the clean blue sea far to leeward of her.

We can be sure shes carrying a full cargo, he said.

Fell was still endeavouring to improve Clorindas sailing qualities.

Mr Sefton! Set the hands to work carrying shot up to windard.

Shes altering course! Half a dozen voices made the announcement at the same moment.

Belay that order, Mr Sefton!

Fells telescope, like all the others, was trained on the Estrella. She had put her helm up a little, and was boldly turning to cross Clorindas bows.

Damned insolence! exclaimed Fell.

Everyone watched anxiously as the two ships proceeded headlong on converging courses.

Shell pass us out of range, decided Gerard; the certainty became more apparent with every second of delay.

Hands to the braces! roared Fell. Quartermaster! Starboard your helm! Handsomely! Handsomely! Steady as you go!

Two points off the wind, said Hornblower. We stand more chance now.

Clorindas bows were now pointed to intercept the Estrella at a far distant point, several miles ahead. Moreover, lying a little off the wind as both ships now were, it seemed probable that Estrellas fore-and-aft rig and fine lines might not convey so great an advantage.

Take a bearing, Gerard, ordered Hornblower.

Gerard went to the binnacle and read the bearing carefully.

My impression, said Spendlove, gazing over the blue, blue water, is that shes still fore-reaching on us.

If thats the case, said Hornblower, then all we can hope for is that she carries something away.

We can at least hope for it, my lord, said Spendlove. The glance he directed upwards was indicative of his fear that it would be the Clorinda whose gear would give way. Clorinda now had wind and sea very nearly abeam. She was lying over very steeply under every inch of canvas she could carry, and lifting unwillingly to the seas which came rolling in upon her, swirling in through her open gun ports. Hornblower realized that he had not a dry stitch of clothing on him, and probably no one else on board had, either.

My lord, said Gerard, youve had no breakfast as yet.

Hornblower tried to conceal the discomfiture he felt at this reminder. He had forgotten all about breakfast, despite the cheerful anticipation with which he had once been looking forward to it.

Quite right, Mr Gerard, he said, jocular, but only clumsily so, thanks to being taken by surprise. And what of it?

Its my duty to remind you, my lord, said Gerard. Her Ladyship 

Her Ladyship told you to see that I took my meals regularly, replied Hornblower. I am aware of that. But Her Ladyship, owing to her inexperience, made no allowance for encounters with fast-sailing slavers just at meal-times.

But cant I persuade you, my lord?

The thought of breakfast, now that it had been re-implanted in his mind, was more attractive than ever. But it was hard to go below with a pursuit being so hotly conducted.

Take that bearing again before I decide, he temporized.

Gerard walked to the binnacle again.

Bearings opening steadily, my lord, he reported. She must be drawing ahead fast.

Clearly so, said Spendlove, telescope trained out towards the Estrella. And it looks  it looks as if shes hauling in on her sheets. Maybe 

Hornblower had whipped his telescope to his eye on the instant.

Shes gibing over! he pronounced. See how she comes round, by George!

Estrella must have a bold captain and a well-trained crew. They had hauled in on her sheets and had stood ready at her topsail braces. Then, with the helm hard over, she had spun round on her heel. Her whole beautiful profile was now presented to Hornblowers telescope. She was headed to cross Clorindas bows from starboard to port, and not too far ahead, either.

Damned insolence! said Hornblower, but full of admiration for the daring and skill displayed.

Fell was standing close by, staring at the impertinent schooner. He was rigid, even though the wind was flapping his coat-tails round him. For a few seconds it seemed as if the two vessels were heading towards a common point, where they must meet. But the impression soon passed. Even without taking a compass bearing it became apparent that Estrella must pass comfortably ahead of the frigate.

Run the guns in! bellowed Fell. Stand by to wear ship! Clear away the bow chasers, there!

It might be just possible that the schooner would pass within range of the bow chasers, but to take a shot at her, at long range and on that heaving sea, would be a chancy business. Should they score a hit, it might as likely take effect in the hull, among the wretched slaves, as on the spars or rigging. Hornblower was prepared to restrain Fell from firing.

The guns were run in, and after another minutes examination of the situation Fell ordered the helm to be put a-starboard and the ship laid right before the wind. Hornblower through his telescope could see the schooner lying right over with the wind abeam, so far over that she, as she heaved, presented a streak of copper to his view, pinkish against the blue of the sea. Clearly she was drawing across the frigates bows, as Fell tacitly acknowledged when he ordered a further turn of two points to port. Thanks to her two knots superiority in speed, and thanks also to her superior handiness and weatherliness, the Estrella was literally making a circle round the Clorinda.

Shes built for speed, my lord, said Spendlove from behind his telescope.

So was Clorinda, but with a difference. Clorinda was a fighting ship, built to carry seventy tons of artillery, with forty tons of powder and shot in her magazines. It was no shame to her that she should be outsailed and outmanœuvred by such a vessel as the Estrella.

I fancy shell make for San Juan, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower.

Fells face bore an expression of helpless fury as he turned to his Admiral; it was with an obvious effort that he restrained himself from pouring out his rage, presumably in a torrent of blasphemy.

Its  its  he spluttered.

Its enough to madden a saint, said Hornblower.

Clorinda had been ideally stationed, twenty miles to windward of San Juan; Estrella had run practically into her arms, so to speak, and had yet dodged neatly round her and had won for herself a clear run to the port.

Ill see him damned, my lord! said Fell. Quartermaster!

There was now the long run ahead to San Juan, one point off the wind, in what was practically a race with an even start. Fell laid a course for San Juan; it was obvious that Estrella, comfortably out of range on the starboard beam, was heading for the same point. Both ships had the wind practically abeam; this long run would be a final test of the sailing qualities of the two ships, as though they were a couple of yachts completing a triangular course in a race in the Solent. Hornblower reminded himself that earlier this morning he had compared the present voyage with a yachting excursion. But the expression in Fells face showed that his flag captain by no means looked on it in the same light. Fell was in the deadliest earnest, and not from any philanthropic feelings about slavery, either. It was the head money he wanted.

About that breakfast, my lord? said Gerard.

An officer was touching his hat to Fell with the request that it might be considered noon.

Make it so, said Fell. The welcome cry of Up spirits rang through the ship.

Breakfast, my lord? asked Gerard again.

Lets wait and see how we do on this course, said Hornblower. He saw something of dismay in Gerards face and laughed. Its a question of your breakfast, I fancy, as well as mine. Youve had nothing this morning?

No, my lord.

I starve my young men, I see, said Hornblower, looking from Gerard to Spendlove; but the latters expression was peculiarly unchanging, and Hornblower remembered all he knew about him. Ill wager a guinea that Spendlove hasnt spent the morning fasting.

The suggestion was answered by a wide grin.

I am no sailor, my lord, said Spendlove. But I have learned one thing while I have been at sea, and that is to snatch at any meal that makes its appearance. Fairy gold vanishes no faster than the opportunity of eating food at sea.

So, while your Admiral has been starving, you have been walking this deck with a full belly? Shame on you.

I feel that shame as deeply as the situation merits, my lord.

Spendlove obviously had all the tact that an admirals secretary needed to have.

Hands to the mainbrace, bellowed Fell.

Clorinda was hurtling along over the blue sea with the wind abeam; it was her best point of sailing, and Fell was doing all he could to get the very best out of her. Hornblower looked over at Estrella.

I fancy were falling behind, he said.

I think so, too, my lord, said Gerard after a glance in the same direction. He walked over and took a bearing, and Fell glared at him with irritation before turning to Hornblower.

I hope you will agree, my lord, he said, that Clorinda has done all a ship can do?

Certainly, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower. Fell really meant to say that no fault could be found with his handling of the ship; and Hornblower, while convinced that he himself could have handled her better, had no doubt that in any case Estrella would have evaded capture.

That schooner sails like a witch, said Fell. Look at her now, my lord.

Estrellas lovely lines and magnificent sail plan were obvious even at this distance.

Shes a beautiful vessel, agreed Hornblower.

Shes head-reaching on us for sure, announced Gerard from the binnacle. And I think shes weathering on us, too.

And there goes five hundred pounds, said Fell, bitterly. Assuredly he was in need of money. Quartermaster! Bear up a point. Hands to the braces!

He brought Clorinda a little closer to the wind and studied her behaviour before turning back to Hornblower.

Ill not give up the chase until Im compelled, my lord, he said.

Quite right, agreed Hornblower.

There was something of resignation, something of despair, in Fells expression. It was not only the thought of the lost money that troubled him, Hornblower realized. The report that Fell had tried to capture the Estrella, and had failed, almost ludicrously, would reach their Lordships of the Admiralty, of course. Even if Hornblowers own report minimized the failure it would still be a failure. That meant that Fell would never be employed again after his present two years appointment had expired. For every captain with a command in the Royal Navy now there were twenty at least hungry for commands. The slightest lapse would be seized upon as reason for ending a mans career; it could not be otherwise. Fell was now looking forward apprehensively to spending the rest of his life on half-pay. And Lady Fell was an expensive and ambitious woman. No wonder that Fells usually red cheeks had a grey tinge.

The slight alteration of course Fell had ordered was really a final admission of defeat. Clorinda was retaining her windward position only at the cost of seeing Estrella draw more rapidly ahead.

But I fear shell beat us easily into San Juan, went on Fell with admirable stoicism. Right ahead the purple smear on the horizon that marked the hills of Puerto Rico was growing loftier and more defined. What orders have you for me in that case, my lord?

What water have you left on board? asked Hornblower in return.

Five tons, my lord. Say six days at short allowance.

Six days, repeated Hornblower, mostly to himself. It was a tiresome complication. The nearest British territory was a hundred miles to windward.

I had to try the effect of lightening the ship, my lord, said Fell, self-exculpatory.

I know, I know. Hornblower always felt testy when someone tried to excuse himself. Well, well follow Estrella in if we dont catch her first.

It will be an official visit, my lord? asked Gerard quickly.

It can hardly be anything else with my flag flying, said Hornblower. He took no pleasure in official visits. We may as well kill two birds with one stone. Its time I called on the Spanish authorities, and we can fill up with water at the same time.

Aye aye, my lord.

A visit of ceremony in a foreign port meant many calls on the activity of his staff  but not as many as on him, he told himself with irritation.

Ill have my breakfast before anything else comes to postpone it, he said. The perfect good humour of the morning had quite evaporated now. He would be in a bad temper now if he allowed himself to indulge in the weaknesses of humanity.

When he came on deck again the failure to intercept Estrella was painfully obvious. The schooner was a full three miles ahead, and had weathered upon Clorinda until the latter lay almost in her wake. The coast of Puerto Rico was very well defined now. Estrella was entering into territorial waters and was perfectly safe. All hands were hard at work in every part of the ship bringing everything into that condition of perfection  really no more perfect than invariably prevailed  which a British ship must display when entering a foreign port and submitting herself to the jealous inspection of strangers. The deck had been brought to a whiteness quite dazzling in the tropical sun; the metalwork was equally dazzling  painful when the eye received a direct reflection; gleaming cutlasses and pikes were ranged in decorative patterns on the bulkhead aft; white cotton lines were being rove everywhere, with elaborate Turks heads.

Very good, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower approvingly.

Authority in San Juan is represented by a captain-general, my lord, said Spendlove.

Yes. I shall have to call upon him, agreed Hornblower. Sir Thomas, I shall be obliged if you will accompany me.

Aye aye, my lord.

Ribbons and stars, I fear, Sir Thomas.

Aye aye, my lord.

Fell had received his knighthood of the Bath after a desperate frigate action back in 1813. It had been a tribute to his courage if not to his professional abilities.

Schooners taking a pilot on board! hailed the masthead lookout.

Very well!

Our turn shortly, said Hornblower. Time to array ourselves for our hosts. They will be grateful, I hope, that our arrival will take place after the hour of the siesta.

It was also the hour when the sea breeze was beginning to blow. The pilot they took on  a big, handsome quadroon  took the ship in without a moments difficulty, although, naturally, Fell stood beside him consumed with anxiety. Hornblower, free from any such responsibility, was able to go forward to the gangway and examine the approaches to the city; it was a time of peace, but Spain had been an enemy before and might perhaps be an enemy again, and at least nothing would be lost if he knew as much as possible about the defences first-hand. It did not take very long to perceive why San Juan had never been attacked, not to speak of captured, by the numerous enemies of Spain during the long life of the city. It was ringed by a lofty wall, of stout masonry, with ditches and bastions, moats and drawbridges. On the lofty bluff overlooking the entrance Morro Castle covered the approaches with artillery; there was another fortress  which must be San Cristobal  and battery succeeded battery along the waterfront, with heavy guns visible in the embrasures. Nothing less than a formal siege, with powerful army and a battering train, could make any impression on San Juan as long as it was defended by an adequate garrison.

The sea breeze brought them up the entrance passage; there was the usual momentary anxiety about whether the Spaniards were prepared to salute his flag, but the anxiety was speedily allayed as the guns in the Morro began to bang out their reply. Hornblower held himself stiffly to attention as the ship glided in, the forecastle saluting carronade firing at admirably regular intervals. The hands took in the canvas with a rapidity that did them credit  Hornblower was watching unobtrusively from under the brim of his cocked hat  and then Clorinda rounded-to and the anchor cable rumbled through the hawse-hole. A deeply sunburned officer in a fine uniform came up the side and announced himself, in passable English, as the port medical officer, and received Fells declaration that Clorinda had experienced no infectious disease during the past twenty-one days.

Now that they were in the harbour, where the sea breeze circulated with difficulty, and the ship was stationary, they were aware of the crushing heat; Hornblower felt instantly the sweat trickling down inside his shirt under his heavy uniform coat, and he turned his head uncomfortably from side to side, feeling the constriction of his starched neckcloth. A brief gesture from Gerard beside him pointed out what he had already observed  the Estrella del Sur in her gleaming white paint lying at the pier close beside them. It seemed as if the reek of her still reached his nostrils from her open hatchways. A file of soldiers, in blue coats with white cross-belts, was drawn up on the pier, standing somewhat negligently under command of a sergeant. From within the hold of the schooner came a most lamentable noise  prolonged and doleful wailings. As they watched they saw a string of naked Negroes come climbing with difficulty up through the hatchway. They could hardly walk  in fact some of them could not walk at all, but fell to their hands and knees and crawled in that fashion over the deck and on to the pier.

Theyre landing their cargo, said Gerard.

Some of it at least, replied Hornblower. In nearly a year of study he had learned much about the slave trade. The demand for slaves here in Puerto Rico was small compared with that at Havana. During the Middle Passage the slaves he saw had been confined on the slave decks, packed tight spoon fashion, lying on their sides with their knees bent up into the bend of the knees of the next man. It was only to be expected that the captain of the Estrella would take this opportunity of giving his perishable cargo a thorough airing.

A hail from overside distracted them. A boat with the Spanish flag at the bow was approaching; sitting in the sternsheets was an officer in a brilliant gold-laced uniform that reflected back the setting sun.

Here comes Authority, said Hornblower.

The side was manned and the officer came aboard to the trilling of the pipes of the bosuns mates, very correctly raising his hand in salute. Hornblower walked over to join Fell in receiving him. He spoke in Spanish, and Hornblower was aware that Fell had none of that language.

Major Mendez-Castillo, the officer announced himself. First and Principal Aide-de-Camp to His Excellency the Captain-General of Puerto Rico.

He was tall and slender, with a thin moustache that might have been put on with grease paint; he looked cautiously, without committing himself, at the two officers in their red ribbons and stars, and glittering epaulettes, who were receiving him.

Welcome, Major, said Hornblower. I am Rear Admiral Lord Hornblower, Commander-in-Chief of His Britannic Majestys ships and vessels in West Indian waters. May I present Captain Sir Thomas Fell, commanding His Britannic Majestys ship Clorinda.

Mendez-Castillo bowed to each of them, his relief at knowing which was which faintly apparent.

Welcome to Puerto Rico, Your Excellency, he said. We had, of course, heard that the famous Lord Hornblower was now commander-in-chief here, and we had long hoped for the honour of a visit from him.

Many thanks, said Hornblower.

And welcome to you and to your ship, Captain, added Mendez-Castillo hastily, nervous in case it should be too apparent that he had been so engrossed in his meeting with the fabulous Hornblower that he had paid insufficient attention to a mere captain. Fell bowed awkwardly in reply  interpretation was unnecessary.

I am instructed by His Excellency, went on Mendez-Castillo, to enquire if there is any way in which His Excellency can be of service to Your Excellency on the notable occasion of this visit?

In Spanish, the phrasing of the pompous sentence was even more difficult than in English. And as Mendez-Castillo spoke his glance wavered momentarily towards the Estrella; obviously all the details of the Clorindas attempted interception were already known  much of the unavailing pursuit must have been visible from the Morro. Something in the Majors attitude conveyed the impression that the subject of the Estrella was not open to discussion.

We intend to make only a brief stay, Major. Captain Fell is anxious to renew the water supply of his ship, said Hornblower, and Mendez-Castillos expression softened at once.

Of course, he said, hastily. Nothing could be easier. I will give instructions to the Captain of the Port to afford Captain Fell every facility.

You are too kind, Major, said Hornblower. Bows were exchanged again, Fell joining in although unaware of what had been said.

His Excellency has also instructed me, said Mendez-Castillo, that he hopes for the honour of a visit from Your Excellency.

I had hoped that His Excellency would be kind enough to invite me.

His Excellency will be charmed to hear it. Perhaps Your Excellency would be kind enough to visit His Excellency this evening. His Excellency would be charmed to receive Your Excellency at eight oclock, along with the members of Your Excellencys staff, at La Fortaleza, the Palace of Santa Catalina.

His Excellency is too good. We shall be delighted, naturally.

I shall inform His Excellency. Perhaps Your Excellency would find it convenient if I were to come on board at that time to escort Your Excellency and Your Excellencys party?

We shall be most grateful, Major.

The Major took his leave after a final reference to the Captain of the Port and the watering of the ship. Hornblower explained briefly to Fell.

Aye aye, my lord.

Here came another visitor, up the port side of the ship, a squat, heavily built man in dazzling white linen, wearing a broad-brimmed hat which he took off with scrupulous politeness as he reached the quarterdeck. Hornblower watched him address himself to the midshipman of the watch, and saw the latter hesitate and look round him while trying to make up his mind as to whether he should grant the request.

Very well, midshipman, said Hornblower. What does the gentleman want?

He could guess very easily what the gentleman wanted. This might be an opportunity of making contact with the shore other than through official channels  something always desirable, and peculiarly so at this moment. The visitor came forward; a pair of bright, quizzical blue eyes studied Hornblower closely as he did so.

My lord? he said. He at least could recognize an admirals uniform when he saw it.

Yes. I am Admiral Lord Hornblower.

I fear to trouble you with my business, my lord. He spoke English like an Englishman, like a Tynesider, perhaps, but obviously as if he had not spoken it for years.

What is it?

I came on board to address myself to your steward, my lord, and to the president of the wardroom mess, and to the purser. The principal ship chandler of the port. Beef cattle, my lord, chickens, eggs, fresh bread, fruits, vegetables.

What is your name?

Eduardo StuartEdward Stuart, my lord. Second mate of the brig Columbine, out of London. Captured back in 1806, my lord, and brought in here as a prisoner. I made friends here, and when the Dons changed sides in 1808 I set up as ship chandler, and here Ive been ever since.

Hornblower studied the speaker as keenly as the speaker was studying him. He could guess at much of what was left unsaid. He could guess at a fortunate marriage, and probably at a change of religion  unless Stuart had been born a Catholic, as was possible enough.

And I am at your service, my lord, went on Stuart, meeting his gaze without flinching.

In a moment Ill let you speak to the purser, said Hornblower. But tell me first, what impression has our arrival made here?

Stuarts face crinkled into a grin.

The whole town was out watching your chase of the Estrella del Sur, my lord.

I guessed as much.

They all rejoiced when they saw her escape you. And then when they saw you coming in they manned the batteries.

Indeed?

The Royal Navys reputation for prompt action, both daring and high-handed, must still be very much alive, if there could be even a momentary fear that a single frigate would attempt to snatch a prize from out of the shelter of a port as well guarded as San Juan.

In ten minutes your name was being spoken in all the streets, my lord.

Hornblowers keen glance reassured him that he was not being paid an idle compliment.

And what is the Estrella going to do now?

She has only come in to land a few sickly slaves and renew with water, my lord. Its a poor market for slaves here. She sails for Havana at once, as soon as she can be sure of your movements, my lord.

At once?

Shell sail with the land breeze at dawn tomorrow, my lord, unless you are lying outside the port.

I dont expect I shall be, said Hornblower.

Then shell sail without a doubt, my lord. Shell want to get her cargo landed and sold in Havana before Spain signs the Convention.

I understand, said Hornblower.

Now what was this? Here were the old symptoms, as recognizable as ever, the quickened heartbeat, the feeling of warmth under the skin, the general restlessness. There was something just below the horizon of his mind, some stirring of an idea. And within a second the idea was up over the horizon, vague at present, like a hazy landfall, but as certain and as reassuring as any landfall. And beyond, still over the horizon, were other ideas, only to be guessed at. He could not help glancing over at the Estrella, sizing up the tactical situation, seeking further inspiration there, testing what he already had in mind.

It was all he could do to thank Stuart politely for his information, without betraying the excitement he felt, and without terminating the interview with suspicious abruptness. A word to Fell made certain that Stuart would receive the business of supplying the Clorinda, and Hornblower waved away Stuarts thanks. Hornblower turned away with as great an appearance of nonchalance as he could manage.

There was plenty of bustle over there by the Estrella, just as there was round the Clorinda, with preparations being made for filling the water casks. It was hard to think in the heat and the noise. It was hard to face the cluttered deck. And darkness was approaching, and then would come eight oclock, when he would be making his call upon the Captain-General, and obviously everything must be thought out before that. And there were complications. Successive ideas were arising, one out of another, like Chinese boxes, and each one in turn had to be examined for flaws. The sun was down into the hills, leaving a flaming sky behind, when he came to his final resolution.

Spendlove! he snapped; excitement made him curt. Come below with me.

Down in the big stern cabin it was oppressively hot. The red sky was reflected in the water of the harbour, shining up through the stern windows; the magnificent effect was dissipated with the lighting of the lamps. Hornblower threw himself into his chair; Spendlove stood looking at him keenly, as Hornblower was well aware. Spendlove could be in no doubt that his temperamental Commander-in-Chief had much on his mind. Yet even Spendlove was surprised at the scheme that was sketched out to him, and at the orders he received. He even ventured to protest.

My lord  he said.

Carry out your orders, Mr Spendlove. Not another word.

Aye aye, my lord.

Spendlove left the cabin, with Hornblower sitting there alone, waiting. The minutes passed slowly  precious minutes; there were few to spare  before the knock came on the door that he expected. It was Fell, entering with every appearance of nervousness.

My lord, have you a few minutes to spare?

Always a pleasure to receive you, Sir Thomas.

But this is unusual, I fear, my lord. I have a suggestion to make  an unusual suggestion.

Suggestions are always welcome too, Sir Thomas. Please sit down and tell me. We have an hour at least before we go ashore. I am most interested.

Fell sat bolt upright in his chair, his hands clutching the arms. He swallowed twice. It gave Hornblower no pleasure to see a man who had faced steel and lead and imminent death apprehensive before him; it made him uncomfortable.

My lord  began Fell, and swallowed again.

You have all my attention, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, gently.

It has occurred to me, said Fell, growing more fluent with each word until at last he spoke in a rush, that we still might have a chance at the Estrella.

Really, Sir Thomas? Nothing could give me greater pleasure, if it were possible. I would like to hear what you suggest.

Well, my lord. Shell sail tomorrow. Most likely at dawn, with the land breeze. Tonight we might  we might fix some kind of drogue to her bottom. Perhaps to her rudder. Shes no more than a knot or two faster than we are. We could follow her out and catch her at sea 

This is brilliant, Sir Thomas. Really ingenious  but nothing more than could be expected of a seaman of your reputation, let me add.

You are too kind, my lord. There was a struggle only too perceptible in Fells expression, and he hesitated before he went on at last  It was your secretary, Spendlove, who put the idea in my mind, my lord.

Spendlove? I can hardly believe it.

He was too timid to make the suggestion to you, my lord, and so he came to me with it.

Im sure he did no more than set the wheels of your thought turning, Sir Thomas. In any case, since you have assumed the responsibility the credit must be yours, of course, if credit is to be awarded. Let us hope there will be a great deal.

Thank you, my lord.

Now about this drogue. What do you suggest, Sir Thomas?

It need be no more than a large sea-anchor. A bolt of No. 1 canvas, sewn into a funnel, one end larger than the other.

It would have to be reinforced even so. Not even No. 1 canvas could stand the strain with Estrella going at twelve knots.

Yes, my lord, I was sure of that. Bolt-ropes sewn in in plenty. That would be easy enough, of course. We have a spare bobstay chain on board. That could be sewn round the mouth of the drogue 

And could be attached to the Estrella to take the main strain.

Yes, my lord. That was what I thought.

It would serve to keep the drogue under water out of sight as well.

Yes, my lord.

Fell found Hornblowers quickness in grasping the technical points vastly encouraging. His nervousness was now replaced by enthusiasm.

And where would you propose to attach this drogue, Sir Thomas?

I was thinking  Spendlove suggested, my lord  that it might be passed over one of the lower pintles of the rudder.

It would be likely to tear the rudder clean away when exerting its full force.

That would serve our purpose equally well, my lord.

Of course, I understand.

Fell walked across the cabin to where the great cabin window stood open wide.

You cant see her from here as we lie now, my lord, he said. But you can hear her.

And smell her, said Hornblower, standing beside him.

Yes, my lord. Theyre hosing her out at present. But you can hear her, as I said.

Over the water came very plainly to them, along with the miasma of her stench, the continued wailing of the wretched slaves; Hornblower fancied he could even hear the clanking of the leg irons.

Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, I think it would be very desirable if you would put a boat overside to row guard round the ship tonight.

Row guard, my lord? Fell was not very quick in the uptake. In the peacetime Navy it was unnecessary to take elaborate precautions against desertion.

Oh, yes, most certainly. Half these men would be overside swimming for the shore as soon as night falls. Surely you understand that, Sir Thomas. We must restrain their passion to desert from this brutal service. And in any case a guard-boat will prevent the sale of liquor through the gun ports.

Er  yes, I suppose so, my lord. But Fell clearly had not grasped the implications of the suggestion, and Hornblower had to elaborate.

Let us set a boat-rowing guard now, before nightfall. I can explain to the authorities why it is necessary. Then when the time comes 

Well have a boat ready in the water! Enlightenment had broken in on Fell at last.

Attracting no attention, supplemented Hornblower.

Of course!

The red sunset showed Fells face lit up with animation.

It would be best if you gave that order soon, Sir Thomas. But meanwhile theres little time to spare. We must have this drogue in the making before we go ashore.

Shall I give the orders, my lord?

Spendlove has figures at his fingertips. He can work out the measurements. Would you be kind enough to send for him, Sir Thomas?

The cabin was soon crowded with people as the work was put in hand. Spendlove came first; after him Gerard was sent for, and then Sefton, the first lieutenant. Next came the sailmaker, the armourer, the carpenter, and the boatswain. The sailmaker was an elderly Swede who had been forced into the British Navy twenty years ago in some conscienceless action of the press gang, and who had remained in the service ever since. His wrinkled face broke into a grin, like a shattered window, as the beauties of the scheme dawned upon him when he was told about it. He just managed to restrain himself from slapping his thigh with glee when he remembered he was in the august presence of his Admiral and his captain. Spendlove was busy sketching out with pencil and paper a drawing of the drogue, with Gerard looking over his shoulder.

Perhaps even I might make a contribution to this scheme, said Hornblower, and everyone turned to look at him; he met Spendloves eye with a glassy stare that forbade Spendlove to breathe a word to the effect that the whole scheme was his original idea.

Yes, my lord? said Fell.

A length of spun yarn, said Hornblower, made fast to the tail of the drogue and led forrard and the other end secured to the chain. Just a single strand, to keep it tail end forward while Estrella gets under way. Then when she sets all sail and the strain comes 

The yarn will part! said Spendlove. Youre right, my lord. Then the drogue will take the water 

And shell be ours, lets hope, concluded Hornblower.

Excellent, my lord, said Fell.

Was there perhaps a mild condescension, a tiny hint of patronage, in what he said? Hornblower felt that there was, and was momentarily nettled at it. Already Fell was quite convinced that the whole scheme was his own  despite his handsome earlier admission that Spendlove had contributed  and he was generously allowing Hornblower to add a trifling suggestion. Hornblower allayed his irritation with cynical amusement at the weaknesses of human nature.

In this stimulating atmosphere of ideas, he said, modestly, one can hardly help but be infected.

Y-yes, my lord, said Gerard, eyeing him curiously. Gerard was too sharp altogether, and knew him too well. He had caught the echo of mock-modesty in Hornblowers tone, and was on the verge of guessing the truth.

No need for you to put your oar in, Mr Gerard, snapped Hornblower. Do I have to recall you to your duty? Wheres my dinner, Mr Gerard? Do I always have to starve while Im under your care? What will Lady Barbara say when she hears you allow me to go hungry?

I beg pardon, my lord, spluttered Gerard, entirely taken aback. Id quite forgotten  youve been so busy, my lord 

His embarrassment was intense; he turned this way and that in the crowded cabin as if looking about him for the missing dinner.

No time now, Mr Gerard, said Hornblower. Until the need for distracting Gerards attention had arisen he had been equally forgetful of the need for dinner. Lets hope His Excellency will offer us some small collation.

I really must beg your pardon, my lord, said Fell, equally embarrassed.

Oh, no matter, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, waving the apologies aside testily. You and I are in the same condition. Let me see that drawing, Mr Spendlove.

He was continually being led into playing the part of a peppery old gentleman, when he knew himself to be nothing of the sort. He was able to mellow again as they went once more through the details of the construction of the drogue, and he gave his approval.

I believe, Sir Thomas, he said, that you have decided to entrust the work to Mr Sefton during our absence ashore?

Fell bowed his agreement.

Mr Spendlove will remain under your orders, Mr Sefton. Mr Gerard will accompany Sir Thomas and me. I dont know what you have decided, Sir Thomas, but I would suggest that you bring a lieutenant and a midshipman with you to His Excellencys reception.

Aye aye, my lord.

Mr Sefton, I am sure I can trust you to have this work completed by the time of our return, early in the middle watch, I fancy?

Yes, my lord.

So there it was all settled, except for the dreary interval of waiting. This was just like wartime, standing by with a crisis looming in the near future.

Dinner, my lord? suggested Gerard, eagerly.

He wanted no dinner. He was weary now that all was settled and the tension easing.

Ill call for Giles if I want some, he said, looking round the crowded cabin. He wanted to dismiss the horde of people, and sought words to do so politely.

Then Ill attend to my other duties, my lord, said Fell, suddenly and surprisingly tactful.

Very well, Sir Thomas, thank you.

The cabin emptied itself rapidly; Hornblower was able by a mere look to put an end to Gerards tendency to linger. Then he could sink back into his chair and relax, sturdily ignoring Giles when he came in with another lighted lamp for the darkening cabin. The ship was full of the sound of the business of watering, sheaves squealing in blocks, pumps clanking, hoarse orders; the noise was sufficiently distracting to prevent his thoughts maintaining any regular course. He was in half a doze when a knock on the door preceded the arrival of a midshipman.

Capns respects, my lord, and the shore boat is approaching.

My compliments to the captain, and Ill be on deck at once.

The shore boat was bright with a lantern hanging over the sternsheets in the midst of the darkness of the harbour. It lit up Mendez-Castillos resplendent uniform. Down the side they went, midshipman, lieutenants, captain, admiral, in the reversed order of naval precedence, and powerful strokes of the oars carried them over the black water towards the city, where a few lights gleamed. They passed close by the Estrella; there was a light hanging in her rigging, but apparently she had completed her watering, for there was no activity about her.

Nevertheless, there came a continuous faint wailing from up her open hatchways. Perhaps the slaves there were mourning the departure of those of them who had been taken from them; perhaps they were voicing their apprehension at what the future held in store for them. It occurred to Hornblower that these unfortunate people, snatched from their homes, packed into a ship whose like they had never seen before, guarded by white men (and white faces must be as extraordinary to them as emerald green ones would be to a European) could have no idea at all of what lay in store for them, any more than he himself would have if he were to be abducted to another planet.

His Excellency, said Mendez-Castillo beside him, has had pleasure in deciding to receive Your Excellency with full ceremonial.

That is most kind of His Excellency, replied Hornblower, recalling himself to his present duties with an effort, and expressing himself in Spanish with even more effort.

The tiller was put over and the boat turned abruptly round a corner, revealing a brightly lit jetty, with a massive gateway beyond. The boat ran alongside and half a dozen uniformed figures stood to attention as the party climbed on shore.

This way, Your Excellency, murmured Mendez-Castillo.

They passed through the gateway into a courtyard lit by scores of lanterns, which shone on ranks of soldiers drawn up in two treble lines. As Hornblower emerged into the courtyard a shouted order brought the muskets to the present, and at the same moment a band burst into music. Hornblowers tone-deaf ear heard the jerky braying, and he halted at attention with his hand to the brim of his cocked hat, his fellow officers beside him, until the deafening noise  echoed and multiplied by the surrounding walls  came to an end.

A fine military appearance, Major, said Hornblower, looking down the rigid lines of white cross-belts.

Your Excellency is too kind. Would Your Excellency please proceed to the door in front?

An imposing flight of steps, lined on either side with more uniforms; beyond that an open doorway and a vast room. A prolonged whispered conference between Mendez-Castillo and an official beside the door, and then their names blared out in resounding Spanish  Hornblower had long given up hope of ever hearing his name pronounced intelligibly by a foreign tongue.

The central figure in the room rose from his chair  which was almost a throne  to receive the British Commander-in-Chief standing. He was a much younger man than Hornblower had expected, in his thirties, dark complexioned, with a thin, mobile face and a humorous expression at odds with his arrogant hooked nose. His uniform gleamed with gold lace, with the Order of the Golden Fleece on his breast.

Mendez-Castillo made the presentations; the Englishmen bowed deeply to the representative of His Most Catholic Majesty and each received a polite inclination in return. Mendez-Castillo ventured so far as to murmur their hosts titles  probably a breach of etiquette, thought Hornblower, for it should be assumed that visitors were fully aware of them.

His Excellency the Marques de Ayora, Captain-General of His Most Catholic Majestys dominion of Puerto Rico.

Ayora smiled in welcome.

I know you speak Spanish, Your Excellency, he said. I have already had the pleasure of hearing you do so.

Indeed, Your Excellency?

I was a major of migueletes under Claros at the time of the attack on Rosas. I had the honour of serving beside Your Excellency  I remember Your Excellency well. Your Excellency would naturally not remember me.

It would have been too flagrant to pretend he did, and Hornblower was for once at a loss for a word, and could only bow again.

Your Excellency, went on Ayora, has changed very little since that day, if I may venture to say so. It is eleven years ago.

Your Excellency is too kind. That was one of the most useful phrases in polite language.

Ayora had a word for Fell  a compliment on the appearance of his ship  and a supplementary smile for the junior officers. Then, as if it were a moment for which he had been waiting, Mendez-Castillo turned to them.

Perhaps you gentlemen would care to be presented to the ladies of the company? he said; his glance passed over Hornblower and Fell and took in only the lieutenants and the midshipmen. Hornblower translated, and saw them depart a little nervously under Mendez-Castillos escort.

Ayora, etiquette and Spanish training notwithstanding, wasted no time in coming to the point the moment he found himself alone with Hornblower and Fell.

I watched your pursuit of the Estrella del Sur today through my telescope, he said, and Hornblower once more found himself at a loss for a word; a bow and a smile also seemed out of place in this connection. He could only look blank.

It is an anomalous situation, said Ayora. Under the preliminary convention between our governments the British Navy has the right to capture on the high seas Spanish ships laden with slaves. But once within Spanish territorial waters those ships are safe. When the new convention for the suppression of the slave trade is signed then those ships will be forfeit to His Most Catholic Majestys Government, but until that time it is my duty to give them every protection in my power.

Your Excellency is perfectly correct, of course, said Hornblower. Fell was looking perfectly blank, not understanding a word of what was said, but Hornblower felt that the effort of translating was beyond him.

And I fully intend to carry out my duty, said Ayora, firmly.

Naturally, said Hornblower.

So perhaps it would be best to come to a clear understanding regarding future events.

There is nothing I would like better, Your Excellency.

It is clearly understood, then, that I will tolerate no interference with the Estrella del Sur while she is in waters under my jurisdiction?

Of course I understand that, Your Excellency, said Hornblower.

The Estrella wishes to sail at the first light of morning tomorrow.

That is what I expected, Your Excellency.

And for the sake of the amity between our governments it would be best if your ship were to remain in this harbour until after she sails.

Ayoras eyes met Hornblowers in a steady stare. His face was perfectly expressionless; there was no hint of a threat in that glance. But a threat was implied, the ultimate hint of superior strength was there. At Ayoras command a hundred thirty-two-pounders could sweep the waters of the harbour. Hornblower was reminded of the Roman who agreed with his Emperor because it was ill arguing with the master of thirty legions. He adopted the same pose as far as his acting ability allowed. He smiled the smile of a good loser.

We have had our chance and lost it, Your Excellency, he said. We can hardly complain.

If Ayora felt any relief at his acquiescence it showed no more plainly than his previous hint of force.

Your Excellency is most understanding, he said.

Naturally we are desirous of taking advantage of the land breeze to leave tomorrow morning, said Hornblower, deferentially. Now that we have refilled with water  for the opportunity of doing so I have to thank Your Excellency  we would not like to trespass too far upon Your Excellencys hospitality.

Hornblower did his best to maintain an appearance of innocence under Ayoras searching stare.

Perhaps we might hear what Captain Gomez has to say, said Ayora, turning aside to summon someone close at hand. He was a young man, strikingly handsome, dressed in plain but elegant blue clothes with a silver-hilted sword at his side.

May I present, said Ayora, Don Miguel Gomez y Gonzalez, Captain of the Estrella del Sur?

Bows were exchanged.

May I felicitate you on the sailing qualities of your ship, Captain? said Hornblower.

Many thanks, señor.

Clorinda is a fast frigate, but your ship is superior at all points of sailing. Hornblower was not too sure about how to render that technical expression into Spanish, but apparently he contrived to make himself understood.

Many thanks again, señor.

And I could even venture  Hornblower spread his hands deprecatingly  to congratulate her captain on the brilliance with which he managed her.

Captain Gomez bowed, and Hornblower suddenly checked himself. These high-flown Spanish compliments were all very well, but they could be overdone. He did not want to give the impression of a man too anxious to please. But he was reassured by a glance at the expression on Gomezs face. He was actually simpering; that was the only word for it. Hornblower mentally classified him as a young man of great ability and well pleased with himself. Another compliment would not be one too many.

I shall suggest to my government, he went on, that they request permission to take off the lines of the Star of the South, and study the plan of her sails, in order to build a similar vessel. She would be ideal for the work of the Navy in these waters. But, of course, it would be hard to find a suitable captain.

Gomez bowed once more. It was hard not to be self-satisfied when complimented by a seaman with the legendary reputation of Hornblower.

His Excellency, put in Ayora, is desirous of leaving the harbour tomorrow morning.

So we understood, said Gomez.

Even Ayora looked a trifle disconcerted at the admission. Hornblower could see it plainly. Stuart, so helpful with his information, had not hesitated to help both sides, as Hornblower had expected he would. He had gone straight to the Spanish authorities with the intelligence Hornblower had supplied him with. But Hornblower had no desire to allow a jarring note to creep into the present conversation.

You can understand, Captain, he said, that I would be glad to leave on the same tide and with the same land breeze that takes you out. After our experiences today I fear you need be under no apprehension.

None at all, said Gomez. There was something of condescension in his smile. That agreement was all that Hornblower wanted. He was at pains to conceal his relief.

It will be my duty to pursue you if you are still in sight when I leave, he said, apologetically; by his glance he made it clear that the remark was addressed to the Captain-General as well as to Gomez, but it was Gomez who answered.

I have no fear, he said.

In that case, Your Excellency, said Hornblower, clinching the matter, I can inform Your Excellency officially that His Majestys Ship in which my flag is being flown will leave harbour tomorrow morning as early as suits Captain Gomezs convenience.

That is understood, agreed Ayora. I regret greatly that Your Excellencys visit should be so brief.

In the life of a sailor, said Hornblower, duty seems invariably to interfere with inclination. But at least during this brief visit I have had the pleasure of making the acquaintance of Your Excellency, and of Captain Gomez.

There are numerous other gentlemen here also desirous of making Your Excellencys acquaintance, said Ayora. May I be permitted to present them to Your Excellency?

The real business of the evening had been transacted, and now it was only necessary to go through the other formalities. The rest of the reception was as dreary as Hornblower had expected and feared; the Puerto Rican magnates who were led up in turn to meet him were as dull. At midnight Hornblower caught the eye of Gerard and gathered his flock together. Ayora noted the gesture and gave, in courteous terms, the leave to depart which, as His Catholic Majestys representative, he had to give unless his guests were to be guilty of discourtesy.

Your Excellency has doubtless need to rest in readiness for your early start tomorrow, he said. I will not attempt to detain Your Excellency in consequence, much as Your Excellencys presence here has been appreciated.

The goodbyes were said, and Mendez-Castillo undertook to escort the party back to the Clorinda. It was something of a shock to Hornblower to find that the band and the guard of honour were still in the courtyard to offer the official compliments on his departure. He stood at the salute while the band played some jerky tune or other; then they went down into the waiting boat.

The harbour was pitch dark as they rowed out into it, the few lights visible doing almost nothing to alleviate the blackness. They rounded the corner and passed astern of the Estrella again. There was a single lantern hanging in her main rigging, and she was quiet by now  no; in the still night, at one moment, Hornblower heard the faint rattle of leg-irons as some one of the slaves in her hold indicated that he was still awake and restless. That was good. Farther along, a quiet challenge came over the inky water, issuing from a nucleus of darkness even more solid than the darkness surrounding it.

Flag, answered the midshipman. Clorinda.

The two brief words were all that were needed to inform the guard-boat that an admiral and a captain were approaching.

You see, Major, said Hornblower, that Captain Fell deemed it necessary to row guard round the ship during the night.

I understood that to be the case, Your Excellency, answered Mendez-Castillo.

Our seamen will go to great lengths to indulge themselves in the pleasures of the shore.

Naturally, Your Excellency, said Mendez-Castillo.

The boat ran alongside the Clorinda; standing awkwardly in the sternsheets Hornblower said his last goodbyes, and uttered his last words of thanks, to the representative of his host before going up the side. From the entry port he watched the boat shove off again and disappear into the darkness.

Now, he said, we can make better use of our time.

On the maindeck, just visible in the light from the lantern hanging from the mainstay, was a Thing; that was the only way to describe it, something of canvas and cordage, with a length of chain attached to it. Sefton was standing beside it.

I see youve finished it, Mr Sefton.

Yes, my lord. A full hour ago. The sailmaker and his mates worked admirably.

Hornblower turned to Fell.

I fancy, Sir Thomas, he said, that you have in mind the necessary orders to give. Perhaps you would be kind enough to tell me about them before you issue them?

Aye aye, my lord.

That eternal Navy answer was the only one Fell could make in the circumstances, even if Fell had not yet given full thought to the next problems. Down in the cabin alone with his Admiral, Fells unreadiness was a little apparent.

I suppose, prompted Hornblower, that you will tell off the necessary personnel for the expedition. Which officer can you trust fully to exercise discretion?

Little by little the details were settled. Powerful swimmers who could work under water; an armourers mate who could be relied upon to put the final shackle in the chain in the darkness; the boats crew was decided upon, summoned, and instructed in all the details of the plan. When the guard-boat came in for the relief of its crew there was another crew standing by all ready, who went down overside rapidly and quietly although encumbered with the Thing and the necessary gear.

It pushed off again into the darkness, and Hornblower stood on the quarterdeck to watch it go. There might be an international incident arising out of this, or he might be made to appear a fool in the eyes of the world, which would be just as bad. He strained his ears for any sounds in the darkness which would tell him how the work was progressing, but he could hear nothing. The land breeze had just begun to blow, gently, but strongly enough to swing Clorinda to her anchor; it would carry any sounds away from him, he realized  but it would also serve to obscure any suspicious noises if anyone in the Estrella was awake enough to hear them. She had a full counter, with, as was only to be expected, plenty of rake. A swimmer who reached her stern unobserved would be able to work at her rudder unobserved, certainly.

My lord, said Gerards voice quietly beside him. Would not this be a suitable time to rest?

You are quite right, Mr Gerard. A most suitable time, answered Hornblower, continuing to lean against the rail.

Well, then, my lord ?

I have agreed with you, Mr Gerard. Surely you can be content with that?

But Gerards voice went on, remorseless as the voice of conscience.

There is cold beef laid out in the cabin, my lord. Fresh bread and a bottle of Bordeaux.

That was a different story. Hornblower suddenly realized how hungry he was; during the past thirty hours he had eaten one meagre meal, because the cold collation he had expected at the reception had failed to materialize. And he could still pretend to be superior to the weaknesses of the flesh.

You would have made an excellent wet-nurse, Mr Gerard, he said, if nature had treated you more generously. But I suppose my life will be unbearable until I yield to your importunity.

On the way to the companion they passed Fell; he was striding up and down the quarterdeck in the darkness, and they could hear his hard breathing. It pleased Hornblower to know that even these muscular heroes could feel anxiety. It might be polite, even kind, to invite Fell to join them at this cold supper, but Hornblower dismissed the idea. He had had as much of Fells company already as he could bear.

Down below, Spendlove was waiting in the lighted cabin.

The vultures are gathered together, said Hornblower. It was amusing to see Spendlove was pale and tense too. I hope you gentlemen will join me.

The younger men were silent as they ate. Hornblower put his nose to his glass of wine and sipped thoughtfully.

Six months in the tropics has done this Bordeaux no good, he commented; it was inevitable that as host, and Admiral, and older man, his opinion should be received with deference. Spendlove broke the next silence.

That length of spun yard, my lord, he said. The breaking strain 

Mr Spendlove, said Hornblower. All the discussion in the world wont change it now. We shall know in good time. Meanwhile, lets not spoil our dinner with technical discussions.

Your pardon, my lord, said Spendlove, abashed. Was it by mere coincidence or through telepathy that Hornblower had been thinking at that very moment about the breaking strain of that length of spun yarn in the drogue; but he would not dream of admitting that he had been thinking about it. The dinner continued.

Well, said Hornblower, raising his glass, we can admit the existence of mundane affairs long enough to allow of a toast. Heres to head money.

As they drank they heard unmistakable sounds on deck and overside. The guard-boat had returned from its mission. Spendlove and Gerard exchanged glances, and poised themselves ready to stand up. Hornblower forced himself to lean back and shake his head sadly, his glass still in his hand.

Too bad about this Bordeaux, gentlemen, he said.

Then came the knock on the door and the expected message.

Capns respects, my lord, and the boat has returned.

My compliments to the captain, and Ill be glad to see him and the lieutenant here as soon as is convenient.

One glance at Fell as he entered the cabin was sufficient to indicate that the expedition had been successful, so far, at least.

All well, my lord, he said, his florid face suffused with excitement.

Excellent. The lieutenant was a grizzled veteran older than Hornblower; and Hornblower could not help but think to himself that had he not enjoyed great good fortune on several occasions he would be only a lieutenant, too. Will you sit down, gentlemen? A glass of wine? Mr Gerard, order fresh glasses, if you please. Sir Thomas, would you mind if I hear Mr Fields story from his own lips?

Field had no fluency of speech. His story had to be drawn from him by questions. Everything had gone well. Two strong swimmers, their faces blackened, had slipped overside from the guard-boat and had swum unseen to the Estrella. Working with their knives, they had been able to prise off the copper from the second rudder-brace below the waterline. With an auger they had made a space large enough to pass a line through. The most ticklish part of the work had been approaching near enough in the guard-boat and putting the drogue overside after it had been attached to the line, but Field reported that no hail had come from the Estrella. The chain had followed the line and had been securely shackled. Now the drogue hung at Estrellas stern, safely out of sight below the surface, ready to exert its full force on her rudder when  and if  the spun yarn which held the drogue reversed should part.

Excellent, said Hornblower again, when Fields last halting sentence was uttered. Youve done very well, Mr Field, thank you.

Thank you, my lord.

When Field had left, Hornblower could address himself to Fell.

Your plan has worked out admirably, Sir Thomas. Now it only remains to catch the Estrella. I would strongly recommend you to make all preparations for getting under way at daylight. The sooner we leave after the Estrella has sailed the better, dont you think?

Aye aye, my lord.

The ships bell overhead anticipated the next question Hornblower was about to ask.

Three hours to daylight, he said. Ill say goodnight to you gentlemen, then.

It had been a busy day, of ceaseless activity, mental if not physical, since dawn. After a long, hot evening it seemed to Hornblower that his feet had swollen to twice their ordinary size and that his gold-buckled shoes had made no allowance for this expansion  he could hardly pry them off. He took off ribbon and star and gold-laced coat, and reluctantly reminded himself that he would have to put them on again for his ceremonial departure in three hours time. He sponged himself down with water from his wash-basin, and sank down sighing with relief on his cot in the night cabin.

He woke automatically when the watch was called; the cabin was still quite dark and he was at a loss, for a couple of seconds, about why there should be this feeling of urgency within him. Then he remembered, and was wide awake at once, shouting to the sentry at the door to pass the word for Giles. He shaved by lamplight in feverish haste, and then, once more in the hated full-dress uniform, he sped up the ladder to the quarterdeck. It was still pitch dark; no, perhaps there was the slightest glimmering of daylight. Perhaps the sky was the smallest trifle brighter over the Morro. Perhaps. The quarterdeck was crowded with shadowy figures, more even than would be found there with the ships company at stations for getting under way. At sight of them he nearly turned back, having no wish to reveal that he shared the same weaknesses as the rest of them, but Fell had caught sight of him.

Good morning, my lord.

Morning, Sir Thomas.

Land breeze blowing full, my lord.

No doubt about that; Hornblower could feel it breathing round him, delightful after the sweltering stuffiness of the cabin. In these midsummer tropics it would be of short duration; it would be cut off short as soon as the sun, lifting over the horizon, should get to work in its brassy strength upon the land.

Estrellas making ready for sea, my lord.

There was no doubt about that either; the sounds of it made their way over the water through the twilight.

I dont have to ask if you are ready, Sir Thomas.

All ready, my lord. Hands standing by at the capstan.

Very well.

Undoubtedly it was lighter already; the figures on the quarterdeck  now much more clearly defined  had all moved over to the starboard side, lining the rail. Half a dozen telescopes were being extended and pointed towards the Estrella.

Sir Thomas, put an end to that, if you please. Send that crowd below.

Theyre anxious to see 

I know what they want to see. Send them below immediately.

Aye aye, my lord.

Everyone, of course, was desperately anxious to see if anything was visible at the Estrellas waterline aft, which might reveal what had been done at night. But there could be no surer way of calling the attention of the Estrellas captain to something suspicious under his stern than by pointing telescopes at it.

Officer of the watch!

My lord?

See to it that no one points a telescope for one moment towards the Estrella.

Aye aye, my lord.

When theres enough light to see clearly, you can sweep round the harbour as you might be expected to do. Not more than five seconds for the Estrella, but make sure you see all there is to see.

Aye aye, my lord.

The eastern sky was now displaying faint greens and yellows, against which the Morro silhouetted itself magnificently though faintly, but in its shadow all was still dark. Even before breakfast it was a romantic moment. It occurred to Hornblower that the presence of an admiral in full dress on the quarterdeck so early might itself be a suspicious circumstance.

Im going below, Sir Thomas. Please keep me informed.

Aye aye, my lord.

In the day cabin Gerard and Spendlove sprang to their feet as he entered; presumably they had been among those driven below by Fells order.

Mr Spendlove, I am profiting by your admirable example of yesterday. I shall make sure of my breakfast while I may. Would you please order breakfast, Mr Gerard? I presume you gentlemen will favour me with your company.

He threw himself negligently into a chair and watched the preparations. Halfway through them a knock at the door brought in Fell himself.

Estrellas clearly in sight now, my lord. And theres nothing visible under her stern.

Thank you, Sir Thomas.

A cup of coffee was welcome at this time in the morning. Hornblower did not have to pretend eagerness to drink it. Daylight was creeping in through the cabin windows, making the lamplight garish and unnecessary. Another knock brought in a midshipman.

Capns respects, my lord, and Estrellas casting off.

Very well.

Soon she would be under way, and their device would be put to the test. Hornblower made himself bite and masticate another mouthful of toast.

Cant you young men sit still for even a moment? he snapped. Pour me some more coffee, Gerard.

Estrellas warping out into the channel, my lord, reported the midshipman again.

Very well, said Hornblower, sipping fastidiously at his coffee, and hoping that no one could guess how much his pulse rate had accelerated. The minutes dragged by.

Estrellas preparing to make sail, my lord.

Very well. Hornblower put down his coffee cup, slowly, and as slowly as he could manage it rose from his chair, the eyes of the two young men never leaving him.

I think, he said, dragging out his words, we might now go on deck.

Pacing as slowly as when he had been a mourner at Nelsons funeral he walked out past the sentry and up the ladder; behind him the young men had to curb their impatience. It was dazzling bright on deck; the sun was just over the Morro. In the centre of the fairway at less than a cables length distance lay the Estrella, gleaming in her white paint. As Hornblowers eyes rested on her her jib extended itself upwards, to catch the wind and swing her round. Next moment her mainsail took the wind, and she steadied herself, gathering way; in a few seconds she was moving forward past the Clorinda. This was the moment. Fell was standing staring at her and muttering to himself; he was blaspheming in his excitement. Estrella dipped her colours; on her deck Hornblower was able to recognize the figure of Gomez, standing directing the handling of the schooner. Gomez caught sight of him at the same moment, and bowed, holding his hat across his chest, and Hornblower returned the compliment.

Shes not making two knots through the water, said Hornblower.

Thank God for that, said Fell.

Estrella glided on towards the entrance, preparatory to making the dog-legged turn out to sea; Gomez was handling her beautifully under her very easy sail.

Shall I follow her now, my lord?

I think its time, Sir Thomas.

Hands to the capstan, there! Headsail sheets, Mr Field!

Even at two knots there would be some strain on that length of spun yarn. It must not part  it must not  before Estrella was well out to sea. Lusty arms and sturdy backs were heaving Clorindas cable short.

Clear away the saluting carronade, there!

Estrella had made the turn; the last of her mainsail was vanishing round the corner. Fell was giving his orders to get Clorinda under way steadily and clearly, despite his excitement. Hornblower was watching him narrowly; this was not a bad test of how he would behave in action, of how he would take his ship down into the smoke and fury of a battle.

Maintopsl braces!

Fell was bringing the big frigate round in as neat a fashion as Gomez had handled Estrella. Clorinda steadied herself and gathered way, moving down the channel.

Man the rail!

Whatever was going on round the corner, whatever was happening to the Estrella out of sight, the compliments must be paid. Nine-tenths of Clorindas crew on deck could be spared for the purpose; with the ship creeping forward before the land breeze the other one-tenth sufficed to keep her under control. Hornblower drew himself up and faced the Spanish flag flying over the Morro, his hand to his hat brim, Fell beside him, the other officers in rank behind, while the salute banged out and was returned, the flags dipping respectfully.

Carry on!

They were approaching the turn. It was possible that at any moment one of those grinning cannons up there would pitch a warning shot at them  a shot warning them that a hundred other guns were ready to pound them into a wreck; that would be if the drogue had begun to take obvious effect on the Estrella.

Maintopsl braces! came Fells order again.

Already the big Atlantic rollers were making their effect felt; Hornblower could feel Clorindas bows lift momentarily to a dying surge.

Hard a-starboard! Clorinda turned steadily. Meet her! Steady as you go.

She had hardly settled on her new course when Estrella came in sight again a mile farther out to sea, her bows pointed in almost the opposite direction; she was still under very easy canvas, thank God, steadying herself for the final turn from the channel out into the ocean. Clorindas maintopsail shivered briefly as the Morro height intercepted the land breeze, but drew again instantly. Estrella was turning again now. She was hardly within cannon shot of the Morro.

Port! came Fells order. Steady!

The land breeze was right aft now, but dying away, partly with their increased distance from land and partly with the growing heat of the sun.

Set the mainsl.

Fell was quite right; there was need to hasten, lest the ship be delayed in the belt of doldrums between the land breeze and the trade wind. The enormous sail area of the main course carried Clorinda forward boldly, and once more the sound of the ships way through the water became audible. Estrella was clear of the channel now; Hornblower, watching anxiously, saw her set foresail and staysails and jibs, all her fore-and-aft canvas in fact. She was holding her course northward, close-hauled, directly away from the land; she must have caught the trade wind and was making northing, very sensibly, because she would have to weather Haiti before next morning on her course to the Old Bahama Channel and Havana. They were far enough from the Morro now, and from Estrella, to incur no suspicion by staring through telescopes at her. Hornblower looked long and carefully. He could detect nothing unusual about her appearance. It suddenly occurred to him that perhaps Gomez had detected the drogue under his stern and had removed it. He might even now be exploding with laughter, along with his officers, looking back at the British frigate hopefully following them.

Port! came Fells order again, and Clorinda took the final turn.

Leading marks in line, sir! reported the master, looking aft at the land with his telescope to his eye.

Very well. Steady as you go.

Now the waves they were encountering were true Atlantic rollers, heaving up Clorindas starboard bow, and passing aft as the bows dipped to heave up the port quarter. Estrella right ahead was still close-hauled on a northerly course under fore-and-aft canvas.

Shell be making six knots, estimated Gerard, standing with Spendlove a yard from Hornblower.

That spun yarn should hold at six knots, said Spendlove, meditatively.

No bottom with this line! reported the leadsman in the chains.

All hands make sail!

The order was being piped through the ship. Topgallants and royals were being spread; it was not long before Clorinda had every stitch of canvas set.

Yet the land breeze was dying fast. Clorinda was hardly making steerage way. Once, twice, the sails flapped like thunder, but she still held her course, creeping forward over the blue and white sea, with the sun blazing down upon her from a blue sky with hardly a fleck of cloud.

Cant keep her on her course, sir, reported the quartermaster.

Clorinda was yawing sluggishly as the rollers came at her. Far ahead the Estrella was almost hull down. Now came a breath of a different air, the tiniest breath; Hornblower felt it, nearly imperceptible, on his sweating face long before Clorinda made response. It was a different air indeed, not the heated air of the land breeze, but the fresher air of the trade wind, clean with its passage over three thousand miles of ocean. The sails flapped and shivered; Clorinda swung more meaningly.

Here it comes! exclaimed Fell. Full and by!

A stronger puff came, so that the rudder could bite. A lull, another puff, another lull, another puff, yet each puff was stronger yet. The next puff did not die away. It endured, heeling Clorinda over. A roller burst against her starboard bow in a dazzling rainbow. Now they had caught the trade wind; now they could thrust their way northwards close-hauled in the trail of the Estrella. With the clean, fresh wind blowing, and the sensation of successful striving with it, a new animation came over the ship. There were smiles to be seen.

She hasnt set her topsls yet, my lord, said Gerard, his telescope still to his eye.

I doubt if she will while she makes her northing, replied Hornblower.

On a wind she can weather and head-reach on us, said Spendlove. Just as she did yesterday.

Yesterday? Was it only yesterday? It could have been a month ago, so much had happened since yesterdays chase.

Do you think that drogue ought to have any effect? asked Fell, approaching them.

None, sir, practically speaking, answered Spendlove. Not while that spun yarn keeps it tail forward.

Fell had one huge hand clasped in the other, grinding his knuckles into his palm.

For me, said Hornblower, and every eye turned to him, I am going to say farewell to gold lace. A cooler coat and a looser neckcloth.

Let Fell display worry and nervousness; he himself was going below as if he had no interest whatever in the outcome of the affair. Down in the hot cabin it was a relief to throw off his full-dress uniform  ten pounds of broadcloth and gold  and to have Giles get out a clean shirt and white duck trousers.

Ill take my bath, said Hornblower, meditatively.

He knew perfectly well that Fell thought it undignified and dangerous to discipline that an admiral should disport himself under the wash-deck pump, hosed down by grinning seamen, and he neither agreed nor cared. No miserable sponging down could take the place of his bath. The seamen pumped vigorously, and Hornblower pranced with middle-aged abandon under the stinging impact of the water. Now the clean shirt and trousers were doubly delightful; he felt a new man as he came on deck again, and his unconcern was not all pretence when Fell nervously approached him.

Shes running clean away from us again, my lord, he said.

We know she can, Sir Thomas. We can only wait until she puts her helm up and sets her topsls.

As long as we can keep her in sight  said Fell.

Clorinda was lying right over, fighting her way to the northward.

I can see that were doing all we can, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, soothingly.

The morning was wearing on. Up spirits! was piped, and Fell agreed with the sailing master that it was noon, and the hands were sent to dinner. Now it was only when Clorinda lifted to a wave that a telescope, trained over the starboard bow from the quarterdeck, could detect the gleam of Estrellas sails over the horizon. She still had no topsails set; Gomez was acting on the knowledge that close-hauled his schooner behaved better without her square sails  unless he was merely playing with his pursuers. The hills of Puerto Rico had sunk out of sight below the horizon far, far astern. And the roast beef at dinner, roast fresh beef, had been most disappointing, tough and stringy and without any taste whatever.

Stuart said hed send me the best sirloin the island could produce, my lord, said Gerard, in answer to Hornblowers expostulations.

I wish I had him here, said Hornblower. Id make him eat it, every bit, without salt. Sir Thomas, please accept my apologies.

Er  yes, my lord, said Fell, who had been invited to his Admirals table and who had been recalled from his own private thoughts by Hornblowers apologies. That drogue 

Having said those words  that special word, rather  he was unable to say more. He looked across the table at Hornblower. His lantern-jawed face  the brick-red cheeks always looked odd in that conformation  showed his anxiety, which was accentuated by the look in his eyes.

If we dont know all about it today, said Hornblower, well hear all about it at some later date.

It was the truth, even though it was not the kindest thing to say.

Well be the laughing-stock of the Islands, said Fell.

No one in the world could look more miserable than he did at that moment. Hornblower himself was inclined to give up hope, but the sight of that despair roused his contrary nature.

Theres all the difference in the world between six knots, which shes making now close-hauled, and twelve knots, which shell make when she puts up her helm, he said. Mr Spendlove here will tell you that the water resistance is a function of the square of the speed. Isnt that so, Mr Spendlove?

Perhaps a function of the cube or even one of the higher powers, my lord.

So we can still hope, Sir Thomas. That spun yarn will have eight times the pull upon it when she alters course.

Itll be chafing now, as well, my lord, added Spendlove.

If they didnt see the thing last night and cast it off, said Fell, still gloomy.

When they reached the deck again the sun was inclining towards the west.

Masthead, there! hailed Fell. Is the chase still in sight?

Yes, sir. Hull down from here, sir, but plain in sight. Two points or thereabouts on the weather bow.

Shes made all the northing she needs, grumbled Fell. Why doesnt she alter course?

There was nothing to do except wait, to try and extract some pleasure from the clean wind and the blue and white sea; but the pleasure was only faint now, the sea did not seem so blue. Nothing to do except wait, with the minutes dragging like hours. Then it happened.

Deck, there! Chase is altering course to port. Shes running right before the wind.

Very well.

Fell looked round at all the faces of the crowd on the quarterdeck. His own was as tense as anyone elses.

Mr Sefton, alter course four points to port.

He was going to play the game out to the bitter end, even though yesterdays experience, closely parallel to the present, had shown that Clorinda stood no chance in normal circumstances of intercepting.

Deck, there! Shes settin her topsls. Tgarnsls, too, sir!

Very well.

Well soon know now, said Spendlove. With the drogue in action she must lose speed. She must.

Deck, there! Capn, sir! The lookouts voice had risen to a scream of excitement. Shes flown up into the wind! Shes all aback! Foretopmasts gone, sir!

So have her rudder pintles, said Hornblower, grimly.

Fell was leaping on the deck, actually dancing with joy, his face radiant. But he recollected himself with all speed.

Come two points to starboard, he ordered. Mr James, get aloft with you and tell me how she bears.

Shes taking in her mainsl! shouted the lookout.

Trying to get before the wind again, commented Gerard.

Capn, sir! This was James voice from the masthead. Youre heading a point to looard of her.

Very well.

Shes coming before the wind  no, shes all aback again, sir!

The Thing still had her by the tail, then; her struggles would be as unavailing as those of a deer in the claws of a lion.

Steer small, you  said Fell, using a horrible word to the helmsman.

Everyone was excited, everyone seemed to be obsessed with the fear that Estrella would clear away the wreck and make her escape after all.

With her rudder gone shell never be able to hold a course, said Hornblower. And shes lost her foretopmast, too.

Another wait, but of a very different nature now. Clorinda, thrashing along, seemed to have caught the excitement and to have put on a spurt as she hurled herself at her quarry, racing forward to triumph.

There she is! said Gerard, telescope trained forward. All aback still.

As the next wave lifted Clorinda they all caught sight of her; they were approaching her fast. A sorry, pitiful sight she looked, her foretopmast broken off clean at the cap, her sails shivering in the wind.

Clear away the bow chaser, ordered Fell. Fire a shot across her bow.

The shot was fired. Something rose to the schooners main peak, and broke out into the red and gold of Spain. It hung there for a moment and then came slowly down again.

Congratulations on the success of your plans, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower.

Thank you, my lord, answered Fell. He was beaming with pleasure. I could have done nothing without Your Lordships acceptance of my suggestions.

That is very good of you, Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, turning back to look at the prize.

The Estrella was a pitiful sight, the more pitiful as they approached her, and could see more clearly the raffle of wreckage dangling forward, and the rudder torn loose aft. The sudden tug of the drogue when it took effect, using enormous force and leverage, had broken or pulled straight the stout bronze pintles on which the rudder had hung suspended. The drogue itself, weighted by its chain, still hung out of sight below the dangling rudder. Gomez, brought triumphantly aboard, had still no idea of the cause of the disaster, and had not guessed at the reason for the loss of his rudder. He had been young and handsome and dignified in the face of undeserved misfortune when he arrived on Clorindas deck. There was no pleasure in observing the change in him when he was told the truth. No pleasure at all. The sight even took away the feeling of pleasure over a professional triumph, to see him wilting under the eyes of his captors. But still, more than three hundred slaves had been set free.

Hornblower was dictating his dispatch to Their Lordships, and Spendlove, who numbered this newfangled shorthand among his surprising accomplishments, was slashing down the letter at a speed that made light of Hornblowers stumbling sentences  Hornblower had not yet acquired the art of dictation.

In conclusion, said Hornblower, it gives me particular pleasure to call Their Lordships attention to the ingenuity and activity of Captain Sir Thomas Fell, which made this exemplary capture possible.

Spendlove looked up from his pad and stared at him. Spendlove knew the truth; but the unblinking stare which answered him defied him to utter a word.

Add the usual official ending, said Hornblower.

It was not for him to explain his motives to his secretary. Nor could he have explained them if he had tried. He liked Fell no better now than before.

Now a letter to my agent, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, my lord, said Spendlove, turning a page.

Hornblower began to assemble in his mind the sentences composing this next letter. He wanted to say that because the capture was due to Sir Thomass suggestions he did not wish to apply for his share of head money for himself. It was his desire that the share of the Flag should be allocated to Sir Thomas.

No, said Hornblower. Belay that. I wont write after all.

Aye aye, my lord, said Spendlove.

It was possible to pass on to another man distinction and honour, but one could not pass on money. There was something obvious, something suspicious, about that. Sir Thomas might guess, and Sir Thomas feelings might be hurt, and he would not risk it. But he wished he liked Sir Thomas better, all the same.


THE BEWILDERED PIRATES
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Oh, the dames of France are fo-ond a-and free

And Flemish li-ips a-are willing.

That was young Spendlove singing lustily only two rooms away from Hornblowers at Admiralty House, and he might as well be in the same room, as all the windows were open to let in the Jamaican sea breeze.

And sweet the maids of I-Ita-aly 

That was Gerard joining in.

My compliments to Mr Gerard and Mr Spendlove, growled Hornblower to Giles, who was helping him dress, and that caterwauling is to stop. Repeat that to make sure you have the words right.

His Lordships compliments, gentlemen, and that caterwauling is to stop, repeated Giles, dutifully.

Very well, run and say it.

Giles ran, and Hornblower was gratified to hear the noise cease abruptly. The fact that those two young men were singing  and still more the fact that they had forgotten he was within earshot  was proof that they were feeling light-hearted, as might be expected, seeing they were dressing for a ball. Yet it was no excuse, for they knew well enough that their tone-deaf Commander-in-Chief detested music, and they should also have realized that he would be more testy than usual, on account of that very ball, because it meant that he would be forced to spend a long evening listening to those dreary sounds, cloying and irritating at the same moment. There would certainly be a table or two of whist  Mr Hough would be aware of his principal guests tastes  but it was too much to hope for that all sound of music would be excluded from the card-room. The prospect of a ball was by no means as exhilarating to Hornblower as to his flag lieutenant and to his secretary.

Hornblower tied his white neckcloth and painfully adjusted it to geometrical symmetry, and Giles helped him into his black dress coat. Hornblower regarded the result in the mirror, by the light of the candles round its frame. At least tolerable, he said to himself. The growing peacetime convention whereby naval and military men appeared in civilian clothes had a good deal to recommend it; so had the other increasing fad for men to wear black dress coats. Barbara had helped him select this one, and had supervised its fitting by the tailor. The cut was excellent, Hornblower decided, turning back and forth before the mirror, and black and white suited him. Only gentlemen can wear black and white, Barbara had said, and that was very gratifying.

Giles handed him his tall hat and he studied the additional effect. Then he took up his white gloves, remembered to remove his hat again, and stepped out through the door which Giles opened for him and entered the corridor where Gerard and Spendlove, in their best uniforms, were waiting for him.

I must apologize on behalf of Spendlove and myself for the singing, my lord, said Gerard.

The softening effect of the black dress coat was evident when Hornblower refrained from a rasping reprimand.

What would Miss Lucy say, Spendlove, if she heard you singing about the dames of France? he asked.

Spendloves answering grin was very attractive.

I must ask Your Lordships further indulgence not to tell her about it, he said.

Ill make that conditional upon your further good behaviour, said Hornblower.

The open carriage was waiting outside the front door of Admiralty House; four seamen stood by with lanterns to add to the light thrown by the lamps on the porch. Hornblower climbed in and seated himself. Etiquette was different here on land; Hornblower missed the shrilling of the pipes that he felt should accompany this ceremonial, as it would if it were a boat he was entering, and in a carriage the senior officer entered first, so that after he was seated Spendlove and Gerard had to run round and enter by the other door. Gerard sat beside him and Spendlove sat opposite, his back to the horses. As the door shut the carriage moved forward, between the lanterns at the gate, and out to the pitch dark Jamaican night. Hornblower breathed the warm, tropical air and grudgingly admitted to himself that after all it was no great hardship to attend a ball.

Perhaps you have a rich marriage in mind, Spendlove? he asked. I understand Miss Lucy will inherit it all. But I advise you to make certain before committing yourself that there are no nephews on the fathers side.

A rich marriage might be desirable, my lord, replied Spendloves voice out of the darkness, but I must remind you that in affairs of the heart I have been handicapped from birth  or at least from my baptism.

From your baptism? repeated Hornblower, puzzled.

Yes, my lord. You remember my name, perhaps?

Erasmus, said Hornblower.

Exactly, my lord. It is not adapted to endearments. Could any woman fall in love with an Erasmus? Could any woman bring herself to breathe the words Razzy, darling?

I fancy it could happen, said Hornblower.

May I live long enough to hear it, said Spendlove.

It was remarkably agreeable to be driving thus through the Jamaican night behind two good horses and with two pleasant young men; especially, as he told himself smugly, because he had done work satisfactory enough to justify relaxation. His command was in good order, the policing of the Caribbean was proceeding satisfactorily, and smuggling and piracy were being reduced to small proportions. Tonight he had no responsibilities. He was in no danger at all, not any. Danger was far away, over the horizons both of time and space. He could lean back, relaxed, against the leather cushions of the carriage, taking only moderate care not to crease his black dress coat or crumple the careful pleats of his shirt.

Naturally, his reception at the Houghs house was somewhat overpowering. There was a good deal of My lord and His Lordship. Hough was a substantial planter, a man of considerable wealth, with enough of dislike for English winters not to be the usual West Indian absentee landlord. Yet for all his wealth he was greatly impressed by the fact that he was entertaining, in one and the same person, a Peer and an Admiral and a Commander-in-Chief  and someone whose influence might at any moment be of great importance to him. The warmth of his greeting, and of Mrs Houghs, was so great that it even overflowed round Gerard and Spendlove as well. Perhaps the Houghs felt that if they wished to be sure of standing well with the Commander-in-Chief it might be as well to cultivate good relations with his flag lieutenant and secretary, too.

Lucy Hough was a pretty enough girl of some seventeen or eighteen years of age whom Hornblower had already met on a few occasions. Hornblower told himself he could feel no interest in a child straight from the schoolroom  almost straight from the nursery  however pretty. He smiled at her and she dropped her eyes, looked up at him again, and once more looked away. It was interesting that she was not nearly so timid when she met the glances and acknowledged the bows of the young men who were far more likely to be of interest to her.

Your Lordship does not dance, I understand? said Hough.

It is painful to be reminded of what I am missing in the presence of so much beauty, replied Hornblower with another smile at Mrs Hough and at Lucy.

Perhaps a rubber of whist, then, my lord? suggested Hough.

The Goddess of Chance instead of the Muse of Music, said Hornblower  he always tried to talk about music as if it meant something to him  I will woo the one instead of the other.

From what I know about Your Lordships skill at whist, said Hough, I would say that as regards Your Lordship the Goddess of Chance has but small need for wooing.

The ball had been in progress, apparently, for some time before Hornblowers arrival. There were two score young people on the floor of the great room, a dozen dowagers on chairs round the wall, an orchestra in the corner. Hough led the way to another room; Hornblower dismissed his two young men with a nod, and settled down to whist with Hough and a couple of formidable old ladies. The closing of the heavy door shut out, luckily, nearly all the exasperating din of the orchestra; the old ladies played a sound game, and a pleasant hour enough went by. It was terminated by the entrance of Mrs Hough.

It is time for the Polonaise before supper, she announced. I really must beg you to leave your cards and come and witness it.

Would Your Lordship ? asked Hough apologetically.

Mrs Houghs wish is my command, said Hornblower.

The ballroom was, of course, stifling hot. Faces were flushed and shiny, but there was no lack of energy apparent as the double line formed up for the Polonaise while the orchestra grated out its mysterious noises to encourage the young people. Spendlove was leading Lucy by the hand and they were exchanging happy glances. Hornblower, from the weary age of forty-six, could look with condescension at these young men and women in their immature teens and twenties, tolerant of their youth and enthusiasm. The noises the orchestra made became more jerky and confusing, but the young people could find some sense in them. They capered round the room, skirts swaying and coat-tails flapping, everyone smiling and light-hearted; the double lines became rings, melted into lines again, turned and reformed, until in the end with a final hideous crash from the orchestra the women sank low in curtsies and the men bent themselves double before them  a pretty sight once the music had ceased. There was a burst of laughter and applause before the lines broke up. The women, with sidelong looks at each other, gathered into groups which edged out of the room. They were retiring to repair the damages sustained in the heat of action.

Hornblower met Lucys eyes again, and once more she looked away and then back at him. Shy? Eager? It was hard to tell with these mere children; but it was not the sort of glance she had bestowed on Spendlove.

Ten minutes at least before the supper march, my lord, said Hough. Your Lordship will be kind enough to take in Mrs Hough?

Delighted, of course, replied Hornblower.

Spendlove approached. He was mopping his face with his handkerchief.

I would enjoy a breath of cooler air, my lord, he said. Perhaps 

Ill come with you, said Hornblower, not sorry to have an excuse to be rid of Houghs ponderous company.

They stepped out into the dark garden; so bright had been the candles in the ballroom that they had to tread cautiously at first.

I trust you are enjoying yourself, said Hornblower.

Very much indeed, thank you, my lord.

And your suit is making progress?

Of that I am not so sure, my lord.

You have my best wishes in any case.

Thank you, my lord.

Hornblowers eyes were more accustomed now to the darkness. He could see the stars now when he looked up. Sirius was visible, resuming once more his eternal chase of Orion across the night sky. The air was warm and still with the cessation of the sea breeze.

Then it happened. Hornblower heard a movement behind him, a rustling of foliage, but before he could pay attention to it hands gripped his arms, a hand came over his mouth. He began to struggle. A sharp, burning pain under his right shoulder blade made him jump.

Quiet, said a voice, a thick, heavy voice. Or this.

He felt the pain again. It was a knife point in his back, and he held himself still. The unseen hands began to hustle him away; there were at least three men round him. His nose told him they were sweating  with excitement, perhaps.

Spendlove? he said.

Quiet, said the voice again.

He was being hustled down the long garden. A momentary sharp cry, instantly stifled, presumably came from Spendlove behind him. Hornblower had difficulty in preserving his balance as he was hurried along, but the arms that held him sustained him; when he stumbled he could feel the pressure of the knife point against his back sharpen into pain as it pierced his clothes. At the far end of the garden they emerged into a narrow path where a darkness loomed up in the night. Hornblower bumped into something that snorted and moved  a mule, apparently.

Get on, said the voice beside him.

Hornblower hesitated, and felt the knife against his ribs.

Get on, said the voice; someone else was wheeling the mule round again for him to mount.

There were neither stirrups nor saddle. Hornblower put his hands on the withers and hauled himself up astride the mule. He could find no reins, although he heard the chink of a bit. He buried his fingers in the scanty mane. All round him he could hear a bustle as the other mules were mounted. His own mule started with something of a jerk that made him cling wildly to the mane. Someone had mounted the mule ahead and was riding forward with a leading rein attached to his mule. There seemed to be four mules altogether, and some eight men. The mules began to trot, and Hornblower felt himself tossed about precariously on the slippery back of the mule, but there was a man running on each side of him helping to keep him on his perch. A second or two later they slowed down again as the leading mule turned a difficult corner.

Who are you? demanded Hornblower, with the first breath that the motion had not shaken out of his body.

The man by his right knee waved something at him, something bright enough to shine in the starlight. It was a cutlass  the machete of the West Indies.

Quiet, he said, or I cut off your leg.

The next moment the mule broke into a trot again, and Hornblower could have said no more even if he were inclined to do so. Mules and men hurried along a path between great fields of cane, with Hornblower bounding about on the mules back. He tried to look up at the stars to see which way they were going, but it was difficult, and they altered course repeatedly, winding about over the countryside. They left the cane behind, and seemed to emerge into open savannah. Then there were trees; then they slowed down for a sharp ascent, broke into a trot again down the other side  the men on foot running tirelessly beside the mules  and climbed again, the mules slipping and plunging on what appeared to be an insecure surface. Twice Hornblower nearly fell off, to be heaved back again by the man beside him. Soon he was atrociously saddle-sore  if the word could be considered appropriate when he was riding bareback  and the ridge of the mules spine caused him agony. He was drenched with sweat, his mouth was parched, and he was desperately weary. He grew stupefied with misery, despite the pain he suffered. More than once they splashed across small streams roaring down from the mountains; again they made their way through a belt of trees. Several times they seemed to be threading narrow passes.

Hornblower had no idea how long they had been travelling when they found themselves beside a small river, seemingly placid as it reflected the stars. On the far side faint in the darkness towered a lofty cliff. Here the party halted, and the man beside him tugged at his knee in an obvious invitation to dismount. Hornblower slid down the mules side  he had to lean against the animal for a moment when his legs refused to hold him up. When he was able to stand upright and look about him he saw a white face among the dark ones that surrounded him. He could just make out Spendlove, his knees sagging and his head lolling as he stood supported on either side.

Spendlove! he said.

There was an agonizing moment of waiting before the drooping figure said, My lord? The voice was thick and unnatural.

Spendlove! Are you wounded?

Im  well  my lord.

Someone pushed Hornblower in the back.

Come. Swim, said a voice.

Spendlove!

Several hands turned Hornblower away and thrust him stumbling down to the waters edge. It was hopeless to resist; Hornblower could only guess that Spendlove had been stunned by a blow and was only now recovering, his unconscious body having been carried so far by mule.

Swim, said the voice, and a hand pressed him forward to the water.

No! croaked Hornblower.

The water seemed immeasurably wide and dark. Even while Hornblower struggled at the waters edge he had a horrible realization of the indignity he was undergoing, as a commander-in-chief, acting like a child in the hands of these people. Somebody led a mule slowly down into the water beside him.

Hold his tail, said the voice, and there was the knife in his back again.

He took hold of the mules tail and despairingly let himself flop into the water, spreadeagled. For a moment the mule floundered and then struck out; the water, as it closed round Hornblower, seemed hardly colder than the warm air. It was no more than a moment, it seemed, before the mule was plunging up the other bank, and Hornblower found the bottom under his feet and waded out after him, the water streaming from his clothes, the rest of the gang and the animals splashing after him. The hand was back on his shoulder, turning him to one side and urging him along. He heard an odd creaking in front of him and a swaying object struck him on the chest. His hands felt smooth bamboo and some sort of creeper, liana, knotted to it  it was a makeshift rope ladder dangling in front of him.

Up! said the voice. Up!

He could not  he would not  and there was the knife point at his back again. He stretched his arms up and grasped a rung, feeling desperately with his feet for another.

Up!

He began the climb, with the ladder writhing under his feet in the animal fashion rope ladders always display. It was horrible in the darkness, feeling with his feet for each elusive rung in turn, clutching desperately with his hands. His sodden shoes tended to slip on the smooth bamboo. Nor did his hands feel secure on the creeper. Someone else was climbing close after him, and the ladder twined about unpredictably. He knew himself to be swaying pendulum-fashion in the darkness. Up he went, one rung at a time, his hands gripping so convulsively that it was only by a conscious effort that he was able to make each one unclasp in turn and seek a fresh hold. Then the gyrations and swinging grew less. His upward-stretching hand touched earth, or rock. The next moment was not easy; he was unsure of his handhold and he hesitated. He knew himself to be a prodigious height up in the air. Just below him on the ladder he heard a sharp command issued by the man following him, and then a hand above him grasped his wrist and pulled. His feet found the next rung, and there he was, lying gasping on his belly on solid earth. The hand dragged at him again and he crawled on all fours forward to make room for the man behind him. He was almost sobbing; there was no trace left now of the haughty and self-satisfied human who had admired himself in the mirror not so many hours ago.

Other people trod past him.

My lord! My lord!

That was Spendlove asking for him.

Spendlove! he answered, sitting up.

Are you all right, my lord? asked Spendlove, stooping over him.

Was it sense of humour or sense of the ridiculous, was it natural pride or force of habit, which made him take a grip on himself?

As right as I might expect to be, thank you, after these rather remarkable experiences, he said. But you  what happened to you?

They hit me on the head, replied Spendlove, simply.

Dont stand there. Sit down, said Hornblower, and Spendlove collapsed beside him.

Do you know where we are, my lord? he asked.

Somewhere at the top of a cliff, as far as I can estimate, said Hornblower.

But where, my lord?

Somewhere in His Majestys loyal colony of Jamaica. More than that I cant say.

It will be dawn soon, I suppose, said Spendlove, weakly.

Soon enough.

Nobody about them was paying them any attention. There was a great deal of chatter going on, in marked contrast with the silence  the almost disciplined silence  which had been preserved during their dash across country. The chatter mingled with the sound of a small waterfall, which he realized he had been hearing ever since his climb. The conversations were in a thick English which Hornblower could hardly understand, but he could be sure that their captors were expressing exultation. He could hear womens voices, too, while figures paced about, too excited to sit down despite the fatigues of the night.

I doubt if were at the top of the cliff, my lord, if youll pardon me, said Spendlove.

He pointed upwards. The sky was growing pale, and the stars were fading; vertically over their heads they could see the cliff above them, overhanging them. Looking up, Hornblower could see foliage silhouetted against the sky.

Strange, he said. We must be on some sort of shelf.

On his right hand the sky was showing a hint of light, of the palest pink, even while on his left it was still dark.

Facing north-norwest, said Spendlove.

The light increased perceptibly; when Hornblower looked to the east again the pink had turned to orange, and there was a hint of green. They seemed immeasurably high up; almost at their feet, it seemed, as they sat, the shelf ended abruptly, and far down below them the shadowy world was taking form, concealed at the moment by a light mist. Hornblower was suddenly conscious of his wet clothes, and shivered.

That might be the sea, said Spendlove, pointing.

The sea it was, blue and lovely in the far distance; a broad belt of land, some miles across, extended between the cliff on which they were perched and the edge of the sea; the mist still obscured it. Hornblower rose to his feet, took a step forward, leaning over a low, crude parapet of piled rock; he shrank back before nerving himself to look again. Under his feet there was nothing. They were indeed on a shelf in the face of the cliff. About the height of a frigates mainyard, sixty feet or so; vertically below them he could see the small stream he had crossed holding the mules tail; the rope ladder still hung down from where he stood to the waters edge; when, with an effort of will, he forced himself to lean out and look over he could see the mules standing dispiritedly below him in the narrow area between the river and the foot of the cliff; the overhang must be considerable. They were on a shelf in a cliff, undercut through the ages by the river below when in spate. Nothing could reach them from above, and nothing from below if the ladder were to be drawn up. The shelf was perhaps ten yards wide at its widest, and perhaps a hundred yards long. At one end the waterfall he had heard tumbled down the cliff face in a groove it had cut for itself; it splashed against a cluster of gleaming rocks and then leaped out again. The sight of it told him how thirsty he was, and he walked along to it. It was a giddy thing to do, to stand there with the cliff face at one elbow and a vertical drop under the other, with the spray bursting round him, but he could fill his cupped hands with water and drink, and drink again, before splashing his face and head refreshingly. He drew back to find Spendlove waiting for him to finish. Matted in Spendloves thick hair and behind his left ear and down his neck was a black clot of blood. Spendlove knelt to drink and to wash, and rose again touching his scalp cautiously.

They spared me nothing, he said.

His uniform was spattered with blood, too. At his waist dangled an empty scabbard; his sword was missing, and as they turned back from the waterfall they could see it  it was in the hand of one of their captors, who was standing waiting for them. He was short and square and heavily built, not entirely Negro, possibly as much as half white. He wore a dirty white shirt and loose, ragged blue trousers, with dilapidated buckled shoes on his splay feet.

Now, lord, he said.

He spoke with the Island intonation, with a thickening of the vowels and a slurring of the consonants.

What do you want? demanded Hornblower, putting all the rasp into his voice that he could manage.

Write us a letter, said the man with the sword.

A letter? To whom?

To the Governor.

Asking him to come and hang you? asked Hornblower.

The man shook his big head.

No. I want a paper, a paper with a seal on it. A pardon. For us all. With a seal on it.

Who are you?

Ned Johnson. The name meant nothing to Hornblower, nor, as a glance showed, did it mean anything to the omniscient Spendlove.

I sailed with Harkness, said Johnson.

Ah!

That meant something to both the British officers. Harkness was one of the last of the petty pirates. Hardly more than a week ago his sloop, Blossom, had been cut off by the Clorinda off Savannalamar, and her escape to leeward intercepted. Under long-range fire from the frigate she had despairingly run herself aground at the mouth of the Sweet River, and her crew had escaped into the marshes and mangrove swamps of that section of coast, all except her captain, whose body had been found on her deck almost cut in two by a round shot from Clorinda. This was her crew, left leaderless  unless Johnson could be called their leader  and to hunt them down the Governor had called out two battalions of troops as soon as Clorinda beat back to Kingston with the news. It was to cut off their escape by sea that the Governor, at Hornblowers suggestion, had posted guards at every fishing beach in the whole big island  otherwise the cycle they had already probably followed would be renewed, with the theft of a fishing-boat, the capture of a larger craft, and so on until they were a pest again.

Theres no pardon for pirates, said Hornblower.

Yes, said Johnson. Write us a letter, and the Governor will give us one.

He turned aside and from the foot of the cliff at the back of the shelf he picked up something. It was a leather-bound book  the second volume of Waverley, Hornblower saw when it was put in his hands  and Johnson produced a stub of pencil and gave him that as well.

Write to the Governor, he said; he opened the book at the beginning and indicated the flyleaf as the place to write on.

What do you think I would write? asked Hornblower.

Ask him for a pardon for us. With his seal on it.

Apparently Johnson must have heard somewhere, in talk with fellow pirates, of a pardon under the Great Seal, and the memory had lingered.

The Governor would never do that.

Then I send him your ears. Then I send him your nose, said Johnson.

That was a horrible thing to hear. Hornblower glanced at Spendlove, who had turned white at the words.

You, the Admiral, continued Johnson. You, the Lord. The Governor will do that.

I doubt if he would, said Hornblower.

He conjured up in his mind the picture of fussy old General Sir Augustus Hooper, and tried to imagine the reaction produced by Johnsons demand. His Excellency would come near to bursting a blood vessel at the thought of granting pardons to two dozen pirates. The home government, when it heard the news, would be intensely annoyed, and without doubt most of the annoyance would be directed at the man whose idiocy in allowing himself to be kidnapped had put everyone in this absurd position. That suggested a question.

How did you come to be in the garden? he asked.

We was waiting for you to go home, but you came out first.

If they had been intending 

Stand back! yelled Johnson.

He leaped backwards with astonishing agility for his bulk, bracing himself, knees bent, body tense, on guard with the sword. Hornblower looked round in astonishment, in time to see Spendlove relax; he had been poising himself for a spring. With that sword in his hand and its point against Johnsons throat, the position would have been reversed. Some of the others came running up at the cry; one of them had a staff in his hand  a headless pike stave apparently  and thrust it cruelly into Spendloves face. Spendlove staggered back, and the staff was whirled up to strike him down. Hornblower leaped in front of him.

No! he yelled, and they all stood looking at each other, the drama of the situation ebbing away. Then one of the men came sidling towards Hornblower, cutlass in hand.

Cut off his ear? he asked over his shoulder to Johnson.

No. Not yet. Sit down, you two. When they hesitated Johnsons voice rose to a roar. Sit down!

Under the menace of the cutlass there was nothing to do but sit down, and they were helpless.

You write that letter? asked Johnson.

Wait a little, said Hornblower wearily; he could think of nothing else to say in that situation. He was playing for time, hopelessly, like a child at bedtime confronted by stern guardians.

Lets have some breakfast, said Spendlove.

At the far end of the shelf a small fire had been lighted, its smoke clinging in the still dawn in a thin thread to the sloping overhang of the cliff. An iron pot hung from a chain attached to a tripod over the fire, and two women were crouching over it attending to it. Packed against the back wall of the shelf were chests and kegs and barrels. Muskets were ranged in a rack. It occurred to Hornblower that he was in the situation common in popular romances; he was in the pirates lair. Perhaps those chests contained untold treasures of pearls and gold. Pirates, like any other seafarers, needed a land base, and these pirates had established one here instead of on some lonely cay. His brig Clement had cleaned out one of those last year.

You write that letter, lord, said Johnson. He poked at Hornblowers breast with the sword, and the point pierced the thin shirtfront to prick him over the breastbone.

What is it you want? asked Hornblower.

A pardon. With a seal.

Hornblower studied the swarthy features in front of him. The jig was up for piracy in the Caribbean, he knew. American ships-of-war in the north, French ships-of-war working from the Lesser Antilles, and his own busy squadron based on Jamaica had made the business both unprofitable and dangerous. And this particular band of pirates, the remains of the Harkness gang, were in a more precarious position than any, with the loss of their ship, and with their escape to sea cut off by his precautions. It had been a bold plan, and well executed, to save their necks by kidnapping him. Presumably the plan had been made and executed by this rather stupid-seeming fellow, almost bewildered in appearance, before him. Appearances might be deceitful, or else the desperate need of the situation had stimulated that dull mind into unusual activity.

You hear me? said Johnson, offering another prick with the sword, and breaking in upon Hornblowers train of thought.

Say you will, my lord, muttered Spendlove close to Hornblowers ear. Gain time.

Johnson turned on him, sword pointed at his face.

Shut that mouth, he said. Another idea occurred to him, and he glanced round at Hornblower. You write. Or I prick his eye.

Ill write, said Hornblower.

Now he sat with the volume of Waverley open at the flyleaf, and the stub of pencil in his hand, while Johnson withdrew for a couple of paces, presumably to allow free play for inspiration. What was he to write? Dear Sir Augustus? Your Excellency? That was better. I am held to ransom here along with Spendlove by the survivors of the Harkness gang. Perhaps the bearer of this will explain the conditions. They demand a free pardon in exchange for  Hornblower held the pencil poised over the paper debating the next words. Our lives? He shook his head to himself and wrote our freedom. He wanted no melodrama. Your Excellency will, of course, be a better judge of the situation than I am. Your obdt servant. Hornblower hesitated again, and then he dashed off the Hornblower of his signature.

There you are, he said, holding out the volume to Johnson, who took it and looked at it curiously, and turned back to the group of a dozen or so of his followers who had been squatting on the ground behind him silently watching the proceedings.

They peered at the writing over Johnsons shoulder; others came to look as well, and they fell into a chattering debate.

Not one of them can read, my lord, commented Spendlove.

So it appears.

The pirates were looking from the writing over to their prisoners and back again; the argument grew more intense. Johnson seemed to be expostulating, or exhorting, and some of the men he addressed drew back shaking their heads.

Its a question of who shall carry that note to Kingston, said Hornblower. Who shall beard the lion.

That fellow has no command over his men, commented Spendlove. Harkness would have shot a couple of them by now.

Johnson returned to them, pointing a dark, stubby finger at the writing.

What you say here? he asked.

Hornblower read the note aloud; it did not matter whether he spoke the truth or not, seeing they had no way of knowing. Johnson stared at him, studying his face; Johnsons own face betrayed more of the bewilderment Hornblower had noticed before. The pirate was facing a situation too complex for him; he was trying to carry out a plan which he had not thought out in all its details beforehand. No one of the pirates was willing to venture into the grip of justice bearing a message of unknown content. Nor, for that matter, would the pirates trust one of their number to go off on such a mission; he might well desert, throwing away the precious message, to try and make his escape on his own. The poor, ragged, shiftless devils and their slatternly women were in a quandary, with no master mind to find a way out for them. Hornblower could have laughed at their predicament, and almost did, until he thought of what this unstable mob could do in a fit of passion to the prisoners in their power. The debate went on furiously, with a solution apparently no nearer.

Do you think we could get to the ladder, my lord? asked Spendlove, and then answered his own question. No. Theyd catch us before we could get away. A pity.

We can bear the possibility in mind, said Hornblower.

One of the women cooking over the fire called out at this moment in a loud, raucous voice, interrupting the debate. Food was being ladled out into wooden bowls. A young mulatto woman, hardly more than a child, in a ragged gown that had once been magnificent, brought a bowl over to them  one bowl, no spoon or fork. They stared at each other, unable to keep from smiling. Then Spendlove produced a penknife from his breeches pocket, and tendered it to his superior after opening it.

Perhaps it may serve, my lord, he said, apologetically, adding, after a glance at the contents of the bowl, not such a good meal as the supper we missed at the Houghss, my lord.

Boiled yams and a trifle of boiled salt pork, the former presumably stolen from some slave garden and the latter from one of the hogsheads stored here on the cliff. They ate with difficulty, Hornblower insisting on their using the penknife turn about, juggling with the hot food for which both of them discovered a raging appetite. The pirates and the women were mostly squatting on their heels as they ate. After their first mouthfuls they were beginning to argue again over the use to be made of their prisoners.

Hornblower looked out again from the shelf at the view extended before them.

That must be the Cockpit Country, he said.

No doubt of it, my lord.

The Cockpit Country was territory unknown to any white man, an independent republic in the north-west of Jamaica. At the conquest of the island from the Spaniards, a century and a half earlier, the British had found this area already populated by runaway slaves and the survivors of the Indian population. Several attempts to subdue the area had failed disastrously  yellow fever and the appalling difficulty of the country allying themselves with the desperate valour of the defenders  and a treaty had finally been concluded granting independence to the Cockpit Country on the sole condition that the inhabitants should not harbour runaway slaves in future. That treaty had already endured fifty years and seemed likely to endure far longer. The pirates lair was on the edge of this area, with the mountains at the back of it.

And thats Montego Bay, my lord, said Spendlove, pointing.

Hornblower had visited the place in Clorinda last year  a lonely roadstead providing fair anchorage, and shelter for a few fishing-boats. He gazed over to the distant blue water with longing. He tried to think of ways of escape, of some method of coming to honourable terms with the pirates, but a night entirely without sleep made his brain sluggish, and now that he had eaten it was more sluggish still. He caught himself nodding and pulled himself up with a jerk. Now that he was in his middle-forties the loss of a nights sleep was a serious matter, especially when the night had been filled with violent and unaccustomed exertion.

Spendlove had seen him nod.

I think you could sleep, my lord, he said, gently.

Perhaps I could.

He let his body sink to the hard ground. He was pillowless and uncomfortable.

Here, my lord, said Spendlove.

Two hands on his shoulders eased him round, and now he was pillowed on Spendloves thigh. The world whirled round him for a moment. There was the whisper of a breeze; the loud debate of the pirates and their women was monotonous in pitch; the waterfall was splashing and gurgling; then he was asleep.

He awoke some time later, with Spendlove touching his shoulder.

My lord, my lord.

He lifted his head, a little surprised to find where it had been resting; it took him several seconds to recall where he was and how he had come there. Johnson and one or two other pirates were standing before him; in the background one of the women was looking on, in an attitude that conveyed the impression that she had contributed to the conclusion that had evidently been reached.

We send you to the Governor, lord, said Johnson.

Hornblower blinked up at him; although the sun had moved round behind the cliff the sky above was dazzling.

You, said Johnson. You go. We keep him.

Johnson indicated Spendlove by a gesture.

What do you mean? asked Hornblower.

You go to the Governor and get our pardon, said Johnson. You can ask him, and he will give it. He stays here. We can cut off his nose, we can dig out his eyes.

Good God Almighty, said Hornblower.

Johnson, or his advisers  perhaps that woman over there  were people of considerable insight after all. They had some conception of honour, of gentlemanly obligations. They had perceived something of the relationship between Hornblower and Spendlove  they may have been guided by the sight of Hornblower sleeping with his head pillowed on Spendloves thigh. They knew that Hornblower could never abandon Spendlove to the mercy of his captors, that he would do everything possible to obtain his freedom. Even perhaps  Hornblowers imagination surged in a great wave over the barrier of his sleepiness  even perhaps to the extent of coming back to share Spendloves captivity and fate in the event of not being able to obtain the necessary pardons.

We send you, lord, said Johnson.

The woman in the background said something in a loud voice.

We send you now, said Johnson. Get up.

Hornblower rose slowly; he would have taken his time in any case in an effort to preserve what dignity was left to him, but he could not have risen swiftly if he had wanted to. His joints were stiff  he could almost hear them crack as he moved. His body ached horribly.

These two men take you, said Johnson.

Spendlove had risen to his feet too.

Are you all right, my lord? he asked, anxiously.

Only stiff and rheumaticy, replied Hornblower. But what about you?

Oh, Im all right, my lord. Please dont give another thought to me, my lord.

That was a very straight glance that Spendlove gave him, a glance that tried to convey a message.

Not another thought, my lord, repeated Spendlove.

He was trying to tell his chief that he should be abandoned, that nothing should be done to ransom him, that he was willing to suffer whatever tortures might be inflicted on him so long as his chief came well out of the business.

Ill be thinking about you all the time, said Hornblower, giving back glance for glance.

Hurry, said Johnson.

The rope ladder still dangled down from the lip of the shelf. It was a tricky business to lower himself with his creaking joints over the edge and to find foothold on the slippery bamboo rungs. The ladder swung away under the thrust of his feet as if it was a live thing determined to cast him down; he clung with frantic hands, back downward, forcing himself, against his instincts, to straighten up and allow the ladder to swing back again. Gingerly his feet found foothold again, and he continued his descent. Just as he grew accustomed to the motion of the ladder his rhythm was disturbed by the first of his escort lowering himself upon the ladder above him; he had to cling and wait again before he resumed his downward progress. His feet had hardly gratefully touched ground than first one and then the other of his escorts dropped beside him.

Goodbye, my lord. Good luck!

That was Spendlove calling from above. Hornblower, standing on the very edge of the river, his face towards the cliff, had to bend far backwards to see Spendloves head over the parapet and his waving hand, sixty feet above. He waved back as his escorts led the mules to the waters edge.

Once more it was necessary to swim the river. It was no more than thirty feet across; he could have swum it last night without assistance had he been sure about that in the darkness. Now he let himself flop into the water, clothes and all  alas for that beautiful black dress coat  and, turning on his back, kicked out with his legs. But his clothes were already wet and were a ponderous burden to him, and he knew a moment of worry before his already weary limbs carried him to the rocky bank. He crawled out, the water streaming from his clothes, unwilling to move even while the mules came plunging up out of the water beside him. Spendlove up above, still leaning over the parapet, waved to him again.

Now it was a question of mounting a mule again. His wet clothes weighed upon him like lead. He had to struggle up  the animals wet hide was slippery  and as soon as he settled himself astride he realized that he was horribly saddle-sore from the night before, and the raw surfaces caused him agony. He had to brace himself to endure it; it was dreadfully painful as his mount plunged about making his way over the irregular surface. From the river they made an abrupt ascent into the mountains. They were retracing the path they had taken the night before; hardly a path, hardly a track. They picked their way up a steep gully, down the other side, up again. They splashed across little torrents, and wound their way among trees. Hornblower was numb both in body and mind by now; his mule was weary and by no means as sure of foot as a mule should be; stumbling more than once so that only by frantic efforts could he retain his seat. The sun was sinking towards the west as they jolted on, downhill at last. Passage through a final belt of trees brought them into open country upon which the sun blazed in tropical glory. This was savannah country, hardly rocky at all; there were cattle to be seen in the distance, and, beyond, a great sea of green  the vast sugar-cane fields of Jamaica stretching as far as the eye could see. Half a mile farther they reached a well-defined track, and there his escorts checked their mounts.

Now you can go on, said one of them, pointing along the path winding towards the distant cane.

It was a second or two before Hornblowers stupefied brain could grasp the fact that they were turning him loose.

That way? he asked, unnecessarily.

Yes, said his escort.

The two men turned their mules; Hornblower had to struggle with his, who disliked the separation. One of the escorts struck the brute on the rump, sending him down the path in a jerky trot acutely painful to Hornblower as he sought to retain his seat. Soon the mule eased to a leg-weary walk, and Hornblower was content to sit idly as it crawled along down the path; the sun was now clouded over and it was not long before, heralded by a brisk wind, a blinding rain began to fall, blotting out the landscape and slowing the mule even more on the slippery surface. Hornblower sat exhausted on the sharp spine of the animal; so heavy was the rain that he found it difficult to breathe as it poured upon his face.

Gradually the roaring rain ceased; the sky, while it remained overcast above him, opened to the west and admitted a gleam of the setting sun, so that the landscape on his left was made glorious with a rainbow which Hornblower hardly noted. Here was the first cane-field; the track he was following became here a rough and narrow roadway through the cane, deeply rutted by cartwheels. The mule plodded on, eternally, through the cane. Now the road crossed another, and the mule pulled up at the crossroads. Before Hornblower could rouse himself to urge the mule onwards he heard a shout to his right. Far down the road he saw a group of horsemen illuminated against the sunset. With an urgent drumming of hoofs they came galloping towards him, and reined up at his side  a white man followed by two coloured men.

Its Lord Hornblower, isnt it? asked the white man  a young fellow; Hornblower noticed dully that, although mounted, he was still in full-dress clothes with his ruffled neckcloth all awry and bedraggled.

Yes, said Hornblower.

Thank God youre safe, sir, said the young man. Are you hurt? Are you wounded, my lord?

No, said Hornblower, swaying with fatigue on the back of the mule.

The young man turned to one of his coloured companions and issued rapid orders, and the coloured man wheeled his horse round and went galloping full pelt down the road.

The whole island has been turned out to seek for you, my lord, said the young man. What happened to you? We have searched for you all day.

It would never do for an admiral, a commander-in-chief, to betray unmanly weakness. Hornblower made himself stiffen his spine.

I was kidnapped by pirates, he said. He tried to speak nonchalantly, as if that was something that could happen to anyone any day, but it was difficult. His voice was only a hoarse croak. I must go at once to the Governor. Where is His Excellency?

He must be at Government House, I fancy, said the young man. No more than thirty miles away.

Thirty miles! Hornblower felt as if he could not ride another thirty yards.

Very well, he said, stiffly. I must go there.

The Hough house is only two miles down the road here, my lord, said the young man. Your carriage is still there, I believe. I have already sent a messenger.

Well go there first, then, said Hornblower, as indifferently as he could manage.

A word from the white man brought the other coloured man from his horse, and Hornblower slid ungracefully from the mule. It was an enormous effort to get his foot up into the stirrup; the coloured man had to help him heave his right leg over. He had hardly gathered the reins in his hands  he had not yet discovered which was which  when the white man put his horse into a trot and Hornblowers mount followed him. It was torture to bump about in the saddle.

My name is Colston, said the white man, checking his horse so that Hornblower came up alongside him. I had the honour of being presented to Your Lordship at the ball last night.

Of course, said Hornblower. Tell me what happened there.

You were missed, my lord, after the supper march had been kept waiting for you to head it with Mrs Hough. You and your secretary, Mr  Mr 

Spendlove, said Hornblower.

Yes, my lord. At first it was thought that some urgent business was demanding your attention. It was not for an hour or two, I suppose, that your flag lieutenant and Mr Hough could agree that you had been spirited away. There was great distress among the company, my lord.

Yes?

Then the alarm was given. All the gentlemen present rode out in search for you. The militia was called out at dawn. The whole countryside is being patrolled. I expect the Highland Regiment is in full march for here at this moment.

Indeed? said Hornblower. A thousand infantrymen were making a forced march of thirty miles on his account; a thousand horsemen were scouring the island.

Hoofbeats sounded in front of them. Two horsemen approached in the gathering darkness; Hornblower could just recognize Hough and the messenger.

Thank God, my lord, said Hough. What happened?

Hornblower was tempted to answer, Mr Colston will tell you, but he made himself make a more sensible reply. Hough uttered the expected platitudes.

I must go on to the Governor at once, said Hornblower. There is Spendlove to think of.

Spendlove, my lord? Oh, yes, of course, your secretary.

He is still in the hands of the pirates, said Hornblower.

Indeed, my lord? replied Hough.

No one seemed to have a care about Spendlove, except Lucy Hough, presumably.

Here was the house and the courtyard; lights were gleaming in every window.

Please come in, my lord, said Hough. Your Lordship must be in need of refreshment.

He had eaten yams and salt pork some time that morning; he felt no hunger now.

I must go on to Government House, he said. I can waste no time.

If Your Lordship insists 

Yes, said Hornblower.

I will go and have the horses put to, then, my lord.

Hornblower found himself alone in the brightly lit sitting room. He felt that if he threw himself into one of the vast chairs there he would never get up again.

My lord! My lord!

It was Lucy Hough fluttering into the room, her skirts flying with her haste. He would have to tell her about Spendlove.

Oh, youre safe! Youre safe!

What was this? The girl had flung herself on her knees before him. She had one of his hands in both hers, and was kissing it frantically. He drew back, he tried to snatch his hand away, but she clung on to it, and followed him on her knees, still kissing it.

Miss Lucy!

I care for nothing as long as youre safe! she said, looking up at him and still clasping his hand; tears were streaming down her cheeks. Ive been through torment today. Youre not hurt? Tell me! Speak to me!

This was horrible. She was pressing her lips, her cheek, against his hand again.

Miss Lucy! Please! Compose yourself!

How could a girl of seventeen act like this towards a man of forty-five? Was she not enamoured of Spendlove? But perhaps that was the person she was thinking about.

I will see that Mr Spendlove is safe, he said.

Mr Spendlove? I hope hes safe. But its you  you  you 

Miss Lucy! You must not say these things! Stand up, please, I beg you!

Somehow he got her to her feet.

I couldnt bear it! she said. Ive loved you since the moment I saw you!

There, there! said Hornblower, as soothingly as he knew how.

The carriage will be ready in two minutes, my lord, said Houghs voice from the door. A glass of wine and a bite before you start?

Hough came in with a smile.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower, struggling with embarrassment.

This child has been in a rare way since this morning, said Hough, indulgently. These young people  She was the only person in the island, I fancy, who gave a thought to the secretary as well as to the Commander-in-Chief.

Er  yes. These young people, said Hornblower.

The butler entered with a tray at that moment.

Pour His Lordship a glass of wine, Lucy, my dear, said Hough, and then to Hornblower, Mrs Hough has been considerably prostrated, but she will be down in a moment.

Please do not discommode her, I beg of you, said Hornblower. His hand was shaking as he reached for the glass. Hough took up carving knife and fork and set about carving the cold chicken.

Excuse me, please, said Lucy.

She turned and ran from the room as quickly as she had entered it, sobbing wildly.

I had no idea the attachment was so strong, said Hough.

Nor had I, said Hornblower. He had gulped down the whole glass of wine in his agitation. He addressed himself to the cold chicken with all the calm he could muster.

The carriage is at the door, sir, announced the butler.

Ill take these with me, said Hornblower, a slice of bread in one hand and a chicken wing in the other. Would it be troubling you too much to ask you to send a messenger ahead of me to warn His Excellency of my coming?

That has already been done, my lord, answered Hough. And I have sent out messengers to inform the patrols that you are safe.

Hornblower sank into the cushioned ease of the carriage. The incident with Lucy had at least had the effect of temporarily driving all thought of fatigue from his mind. Now he could lean back and relax; it was five minutes before he remembered the bread and chicken in his hands and set himself wearily to eat them. The long drive was not particularly restful, for there were continual interruptions. Patrols who had not heard that he was safe stopped the carriage. Ten miles down the road they encountered the Highland battalion encamped at the roadside and the colonel insisted on coming and paying his respects to the Naval Commander-in-Chief and congratulating him. Farther on a galloping horse reined up beside the carriage; it was Gerard. The light of the carriage lamp revealed that he had ridden his horse into a lather. Hornblower had to listen to him say Thank God, you are safe, my lord  everyone used those same words  and explain to him what had happened. Gerard abandoned his horse at the first opportunity and got into the carriage beside Hornblower. He was full of self-reproach at having allowed this to happen to his chief  Hornblower rather resented the implication that he was incapable of looking after himself even though the event seemed to prove it  and at not having rescued him.

We tried to use the bloodhounds they track runaway slaves with, my lord, but they were of no use.

Naturally, since I was on mule-back, said Hornblower. In any case, the scent must have been several hours old. Now forget the past and let me think about the future.

Well have those pirates dangling on ropes before two days are up, my lord.

Indeed? And what about Spendlove?

Oh  er. Yes, of course, my lord.

Spendlove was very much of an afterthought with everyone, even with Gerard who was his friend. But to Gerard must be given the credit at least for appreciating Hornblowers difficulty the moment it was pointed out to him.

We cant let anything happen to him, of course, my lord.

And how do we prevent it? Do we grant those pardons  do we persuade His Excellency to grant them?

Well, my lord 

Theres nothing I would not do to set Spendlove free, said Hornblower. Do you understand that? Nothing!

Hornblower caught himself setting his jaw in grim determination; his ineradicable tendency to self-analysis revealed him to himself. He was cynically surprised at his own flow of emotion. Ferocity and tenderness intermingled; let those pirates touch one hair of Spendloves head and  but how was he to prevent it? How to free Spendlove from men who knew that their lives, their actual lives and not merely their fortunes, depended on keeping him prisoner? How could he ever live with himself if anything were to happen to Spendlove? If the worst came to the worst he would have to go back to the pirates and yield himself up to them, as that Roman  Regulus  returned to death at the hands of the Carthaginians; and the worst seemed likely to come to the worst.

Government House, my lord, said Gerard, breaking in upon this train of nightmare thoughts.

Sentries at the gates, sentries at the door. A brightly lit entrance hall, where aides-de-camp looked at him curiously, curse them. So did Gerard. He was ushered through into an inner room, where after only a moment another door opened to admit His Excellency, and the escorting aide-de-camp discreetly retired. His Excellency was an angry man, angry as a man can only be who had been badly scared.

Now, what is all this, my lord?

There was none of the usual deference displayed towards the man who had attained a peerage, the man of legendary fame. Hooper was a full general, far above a mere rear admiral; moreover, as Governor he was absolute ruler throughout this island. His red face and bulging blue eyes  as well as the rage he was displaying  seemed to confirm the rumour that he was a grandson of the royal blood. Hornblower explained briefly and quietly what had happened; his fatigue  if not his common sense  prevented an angry reply.

Do you realize the cost of all this, my lord? blared Hooper. Every white man who can sit a horse is out. My last reserve  the Highlanders  are bivouacked at the roadside. What that will mean in malaria and yellow fever I do not dare guess. For two weeks every man of the garrison except for them has been out guarding fishing-boats and watching beaches at your request. The sick-lists are enormous. And now this!

My instructions, and I believe Your Excellencys as well, laid the greatest stress on the suppression of piracy, sir.

I dont need any whipper-snapper jumped-up Rear Admiral to interpret my instructions, roared Hooper. What sort of bargain did you make with these pirates of yours?

There it was. It was not an easy thing to explain to a man in this mood.

I made no actual bargain, Your Excellency.

Hard to believe you had that much sense.

But my honour is pledged.

Your honour pledged? To whom? The pirates?

No, Your Excellency. To my secretary, Spendlove.

What was the pledge?

He was retained as a hostage when I was set free.

What did you promise him?

What? He had said something about thinking about him.

I made no verbal promise, Your Excellency. But one was implied, undoubtedly.

What was implied?

That I should set him free.

And how did you think you could do that?

Nothing for it but to take the bull by the horns.

I was released in order that I might solicit from Your Excellency pardons under seal for the pirates.

Pardons! Par  Hooper could not even finish the word a second time. He could only gobble like a turkey for several seconds before with a gulp he was able to continue. Are you insane, my lord?

That was why I was released. And that is why Spendlove is still retained.

Then this Spendlove must take his chance.

Your Excellency!

Do you think I could grant pardons to a gang of pirates? What dye mean? So that they can live like lords on their booty? Rolling in coaches round the island? A fine way that would be of suppressing piracy! Dye want the whole West Indies in a turmoil? Have you lost your senses?

The effect of this speech was in no way modified by the fact that Hornblower had guessed long before, that Hooper would argue exactly along this line.

I fully see the difficulty of the situation, Your Excellency.

Im glad you do. You know the hiding-place of these pirates?

Yes, Your Excellency. It is a very secure place.

No matter. It can be reduced, of course. A few hangings will quiet this island down again.

What in the world was there that he could do or could say? The sentence he framed in his mind was patently absurd to him even before he uttered it.

I shall have to go back there before you take any steps, Your Excellency.

Go back there? Hoopers eyes almost came out of their sockets as the implications of what Hornblower was saying dawned upon him. What new foolery do you have in mind?

I must go back and join Spendlove if Your Excellency does not see fit to grant the pardons.

Rubbish! I can grant no pardons. I cannot. I will not.

Then I have no alternative, Your Excellency.

Rubbish, I said. Rubbish! You made no promise. You said yourself that you gave no pledge.

I am the judge of that, Your Excellency.

Youre in no condition to judge anything at present, if ever you were. Can you imagine for one moment Ill let you tie my hands like this?

No one regrets the necessity more than I do, my lord.

Necessity? Are you dictating to me? Ill have you know that Im your superior officer as well as Governor of this island. One more word and youll be under arrest, my lord. Lets hear no more of this nonsense.

Your Excellency 

Not one more word, I said. This Spendlove is one of the Kings servants. He must run the risks of his position, even though he is only a secretary.

But 

I order you to keep silence, my lord. You have fair warning. Tomorrow when youre rested we can plan to smoke out this wasps nest.

Hornblower himself checked the protest that still rose to his lips. Hooper meant what he said when he threatened arrest. The massive discipline that permeated the armed forces of the Crown had Hornblower in its grip as surely as if he were the least seaman. To disobey an order was hopeless from the start. The irresistible force of his own conscience might be driving him forward, but here he was up against the immovable barrier of discipline. Tomorrow? Tomorrow was another day.

Very well, Your Excellency.

A nights rest will do you all the good in the world, my lord. Perhaps it would be best if you slept here. I will give the necessary orders. If you instruct your flag lieutenant as to the fresh clothes you will need I will send to Admiralty House for them to be ready for you in the morning.

Clothes? Hornblower looked down at himself. He had forgotten entirely that he was wearing his black full-dress. One glance was enough to tell him that never again could he wear that suit. Now he could guess about the rest of his appearance. He knew that his haggard cheeks must be sprouting a bristly beard, his neckcloth in wild disorder. No wonder that people had looked at him curiously in the anteroom.

Your Excellency is very kind, he said.

There was no harm in being formally polite in the face of the temporarily inevitable. There had been that in Hoopers tone which told him that the invitation might as well have been an order, that he was as much a prisoner in Government House as if Hooper had actually carried out his threat of putting him under arrest. It was best to yield gracefully since he had to yield for the moment at least. Tomorrow was another day.

Allow me to conduct you to your room, my lord, said Hooper.

The mirror in the bedroom confirmed his worst fears regarding his appearance. The bed, with its enormous mosquito net, was wide and inviting. His aching joints clamoured that he should allow himself to fall across that bed and repose himself; his weary brain demanded that he should sink into oblivion, forget his troubles in sleep as a drunkard might forget them in liquor. It was a relaxation to soap himself in a tepid bath, despite the smarting protests of the raw places on his body. And yet, bathed and relaxed, with one of His Excellencys nightshirts flapping round his knees, he could not give way to his weaknesses. His innermost ego refused to recognize them. He found himself hobbling bare-footed about the room. He had no quarterdeck to pace; the candle-heated tropical air of the bedroom was not as conducive to inspiration as was a fresh sea breeze; mosquitoes buzzed about him, stinging his neck and his bare legs and distracting him. It was one of those dreadful nights; sometimes he relaxed so far as to sit on a chair, but within a few seconds a new train of thought brought him to his feet again, to limp up and down.

It was maddening that he could not keep his thoughts concentrated on the problem of Spendlove. He felt a contempt for himself that he should find his mind deserting his devoted secretary; there was a rival train of thought which was frequently successful in holding his attention. He knew, before the night was over, just how he would deal with the pirates lair if his hands were free; he even knew satisfaction in recapitulating his plans, only to find the satisfaction replaced by sick despair at the thought of Spendlove in the pirates hands. There were moments when his stomach turned over as he remembered Johnsons threat to dig out Spendloves eyes.

Weariness took him by surprise in the end; he had sat down and rested his head on his hand, and then awakened with a start as he fell forward in his chair. The awakening was not complete enough; unconscious of what he was doing he settled himself back in his chair and slept in that fashion, the vast, comfortable bed untenanted, until a knocking at his door roused him to blink about him wondering where he was before bracing himself to make it seem as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world to sleep in a chair when a bed was available.

It was Giles who came in, bearing clean linen and a uniform and razors; the business of shaving and of dressing carefully served to steady him and kept him from thinking too furiously about the problem he would have to solve in the next few minutes.

His Excellency would be glad if His Lordship would take breakfast with him.

That was a message conveyed through the door to Giles; the invitation must be accepted, of course, as it was the equivalent of a royal command. Hooper, apparently, was partial to a steak for breakfast; a silver dish of steak and onions was brought in almost as soon as Hornblower had uttered his formal good morning. Hooper looked at Hornblower oddly when he answered the butlers enquiry with a request for papaya and a boiled egg  that was a bad start, for it confirmed Hooper in his opinions of Hornblowers eccentricity that he should have these outlandish Frenchified notions about breakfast. Years of living on shore had not yet dulled the appetite for fresh eggs in their shells which Hornblower had acquired during decades at sea. Hooper daubed mustard on his steak and set about it with appetite.

Did you sleep well?

Well enough, thank you, Your Excellency.

Hoopers abandonment of the formal my lord was a not too subtle indication that he was willing to forget last nights discussion and to act magnanimously as if Hornblower was a normal person with only a temporary lapse on his record.

Well leave business until weve eaten.

As you wish, Your Excellency.

But not even a Governor can be sure of his future. There was a bustle at the door, and a whole group of people came hurrying in, not merely the butler but two aides-de-camp and Gerard and  and  who was that? Pale and ragged and weary, almost unable to stand on tottering legs.

Spendlove! said Hornblower, his spoon clattering to the floor as he rose and hurried to him.

Hornblower clasped his hand, grinning with delight. Perhaps there had never been a moment in his life which had held so much sheer pleasure for him.

Spendlove! He could only repeat the name at first.

Is this the return of the prodigal? asked Hooper from the table.

Hornblower remembered his manners.

Your Excellency, he said, may I take it upon myself to present my secretary, Mr Erasmus Spendlove?

Glad to see you, young man. Take a seat at the table. Bring Mr Spendlove some food! He looks as if a glass of wine would not come amiss. Bring the decanter and a glass.

Youre not wounded? asked Hornblower. Youre not hurt?

No, my lord, said Spendlove, extending his legs cautiously under the table. It is only that seventy miles on horseback have stiffened my unaccustomed limbs.

Seventy miles? asked Hooper. From where?

Montego Bay, Your Excellency.

Then you must have escaped in the night?

At nightfall, Your Excellency.

But what did you do, man? demanded Hornblower. How did you get away?

I jumped, my lord. Into the water.

Into the water?

Yes, my lord. There was eight feet of water in the river at the foot of the cliff; enough to break my fall from any height.

So there was. But  but  in the dark?

That was easy, my lord. I looked over the parapet during the day. I did when I said goodbye to Your Lordship. I marked the spot and I measured the distance with my eye.

And then?

And then I jumped when it was fully dark, and raining hard.

What were the pirates doing? asked Hooper.

They were taking shelter, Your Excellency. They were paying no attention to me, thinking I was safe enough there, with the ladder pulled up.

And so ?

So I took a run, Your Excellency, and jumped the parapet, as I said, and came down feet first into the water.

Unhurt?

Unhurt, Your Excellency.

Hornblowers vivid imagination conjured up everything about the feat, the half-dozen strides through the dark and the roaring rain, the leap, the endless fall. He felt the hair at the back of his neck lifting.

A most commendable deed, commented Hooper.

Nothing for a desperate man, Your Excellency.

Perhaps not. And then? After you were in the water? Were you pursued?

As far as I can tell, Your Excellency, I was not. Perhaps it was some time before they noticed my absence. Even then they would have to let down the ladder and climb down it. I heard nothing as I made off.

Which way did you go? asked Hornblower.

I kept to the river, my lord, making my way downstream. It reaches the sea at Montego Bay, as we decided, if you remember, my lord, when we were making our first observations.

Was it an easy journey? asked Hornblower. Something was stirring in his mind, demanding his attention despite the strong emotions he was experiencing.

Not easy in the dark, my lord. There were rapids in places, and the boulders were slippery. I fancy the main pass is narrow, although I could not see it.

And at Montego Bay? asked Hooper.

There was the guard over the fishing-boats, a half-company of the West Indian Regiment, Your Excellency. I had their officer awakened, and he found me a horse, and I took the road through Cambridge and Ipswich.

You got yourself remounts on the way?

I claimed I was on a mission of the greatest importance, Your Excellency.

You made good time, even then.

The patrol at Mandeville told me His Lordship was on his way to Your Excellency, and so I rode straight to Government House.

Very sensible.

To the picture in Hornblowers mind of the leap in the darkness were now added others, of a nightmare journey down the river, falling over slippery boulders, tumbling into unexpected pools, struggling along invisible banks; then the endless, weary ride.

I shall represent your conduct to the Lords Commissioners, Mr Spendlove, he said, formally.

I must thank Your Lordship.

And I shall represent it to the Secretary of State, added Hooper.

Your Excellency is too kind.

To Hornblower it was not the least of Spendloves achievements (guessed at from a glance at his plate) that Spendlove had contrived somehow to gulp down a whole plateful of steak and onions while making his report. The man must have learned to dispense with chewing.

Enough of compliments, said Hooper, mopping up his gravy with a piece of bread. Now we have to destroy these pirates. This lair of theirs  you say it is strong?

Hornblower let Spendlove answer.

Impregnable to direct assault, Your Excellency.

Mm. Dye think theyll make a stand there?

For the past several minutes Hornblower had been debating this point with himself. Those leaderless men, dazed now by the complete failure of their scheme  what would they do?

They could scatter all over the island, Your Excellency, said Spendlove.

So they could. Then Ill have to hunt them down. Patrols on every road, movable columns in the mountains. And the sick-list is high already.

Troops exposed to the weather and the night air for long in the West Indies died like flies, and it might well take weeks to run the outlaws down.

Maybe theyll scatter, said Hornblower, and then he committed himself, but in my opinion, Your Excellency, they will not.

Hooper looked at him sharply.

You think not?

I think not, Your Excellency.

That gang had been despairing as well as desperate when he had been among them. There was something childlike about them, leaderless as they were. On the cliff they had shelter, food  they had a home, if the expression could be tolerated. They would not readily leave it.

And you say this place is impregnable? It would mean a long siege?

I might reduce them quickly with a naval force, Your Excellency, if Your Excellency would give me leave to try.

Your Lordship is welcome to try anything that will save lives.

Hooper was looking at him curiously.

Then Ill make my arrangements, said Hornblower.

Youll go round to Montego Bay by sea?

Yes.

Hornblower restrained himself from saying of course. Soldiers always found it hard to realize the convenience of the sea for rapid and secret movements.

Ill maintain my patrols in case they bolt while you smoke out the nest, said Hooper.

I think Your Excellency would be taking a wise precaution in doing so. I trust my plan will not take long in execution. With Your Excellencys leave 

Hornblower rose from the table.

Youre going now?

Every hour is of importance, Your Excellency.

Hooper was looking at him more inquisitively than ever.

The Navy displays its notorious reserve, he said. Oh, very well then. Order His Lordships carriage. You have my leave to try, my lord. Report to me by courier.

There they were, in the warm morning air, sitting, the three of them, Hornblower, Spendlove, and Gerard, in the carriage.

The dockyard, ordered Hornblower briefly. He turned to Spendlove. From the dockyard you will go on board Clorinda and convey my order to Captain Fell to make ready for sea. I shall be hoisting my flag within an hour. Then it is my order to you that you get yourself some rest.

Aye aye, my lord.

At the dockyard the Captain-Superintendent did his best not to appear surprised at an unheralded visit from his Admiral who by the last news had been kidnapped.

I want a boat mortar, Holmes, said Hornblower, brushing aside the expressions of pleased surprise.

A boat mortar, my lord? Y-yes, my lord. Theres one in store, I know.

Its to go on board Clorinda at once. Now, there are shells for it?

Yes, my lord. Uncharged, of course.

Ill have Clorindas gunner charge em while were under way. Twenty pounds apiece, I believe. Send two hundred, with the fuses.

Aye aye, my lord.

And I want a punt. Two punts. Ive seen your hands using em for caulking and breaming. Twenty-foot, are they?

Twenty-two-foot, my lord, answered Holmes; he was glad that he could answer this question while his Admiral had not insisted on an answer regarding so obscure a matter as the weight of boat-mortar shells.

Ill have two, as I said. Send them round to be hove on deck.

Aye aye, my lord.

Captain Sir Thomas Fell had his best uniform on to greet his Admiral.

I received your order, my lord, he said, as the twittering of the pipes died away in a last wail.

Very well, Sir Thomas. I want to be under way the moment the stores I have ordered are on board. You can warp your ship out. We are going to Montego Bay to deal with pirates.

Aye aye, my lord.

Fell did his best not to look askance at the two filthy punts that he was expected to heave on to his spotless deck  they were only the floating stages used in the dockyard for work on ships sides  and the two tons of greasy mortar shells for which he had to find space were no better. He was not too pleased when he was ordered to tell off the greater part of his ships company  two hundred and forty men  and all his marine detachment for a landing party. The hands were naturally delighted with the prospect of a change of routine and the possibility of action. The fact that the gunner was weighing out gunpowder and putting two pounds apiece in the shells, a glimpse of the armourer going round with the Admiral on an inspection of the boarding-pikes, the sight of the boat mortar, squat and ugly, crouching on its bed at the break of the forecastle, all excited them. It was a pleasure to thrash along to the westward, under every stitch of canvas, leaving Portland Point abeam, rounding Negril Point at sunset, catching some fortunate puffs of the sea breeze which enabled them to cheat the trade wind, ghosting along in the tropical darkness with the lead at work in the chains, and anchoring with the dawn among the shoals of Montego Bay, the green mountains of Jamaica all fiery with the rising sun.

Hornblower was on deck to see it; he had been awake since midnight, having slept since sunset  two almost sleepless nights had disordered his habits  and he was already pacing the quarterdeck as the excited men were formed up in the waist. He kept a sharp eye on the preparations. That boat mortar weighed no more than four hundred pounds, a mere trifle for the yardarm tackle to lower down into the punt alongside. The musketmen were put through an inspection of their equipment; it was puzzling to the crew that there were pikemen, axemen, and even malletmen and crowbarmen as well. As the sun climbed higher and blazed down hotter the men began to file down into the boats.

Gigs alongside, my lord, said Gerard.

Very well.

On shore Hornblower returned the salute of the astonished subaltern commanding the detachment of the West Indian Regiment on guard over the boats  he had turned out his men apparently expecting nothing less than a French invasion  and dismissed him. Then he ran a final glance over the rigid lines of the marine detachment, scarlet tunics and white cross-belts and all. They would not be nearly as tidy by the end of the day.

You can make a start, captain, he said. Keep me informed, Mr Spendlove, if you please.

Aye aye, my lord.

With Spendlove as guide the marines marched forward; they were the advanced guard to secure the main body from surprise. It was time to give orders to Clorindas first lieutenant.

Now, Mr Sefton, we can move.

The little river had a little bar at its mouth, but the two punts carrying the mortar and the ammunition had been floated in round it. For a mile there was even a track beside the water, and progress was rapid as they dragged the punts along, while the vegetation closed in round them. The shade was gratifying when they first entered into it, but they found it breathless, damp, stifling, as they progressed farther in. Mosquitoes stung with venomous determination. Men slipped and fell on the treacherous mud-banks, splashing prodigiously. Then they reached the first stretch of shallows, where the river came bubbling down a long perceptible slope between steep banks under the light filtering in through the trees.

At least they had saved a mile and more by water carriage even this far. Hornblower studied the grounded punts, the soil and the trees. This was what he had been thinking about; it was worth making the experiment before putting the men to the toil of carrying the mortar up by brute force.

Well try a dam here, Mr Sefton, if you please.

Aye aye, my lord. Axemen! Pikemen! Malletmen!

The men were still in high spirits; it called for exertion on the part of the petty officers to restrain their exuberance. A line of pikes driven head downward where the soil was soft enough to receive them formed the first framework of the dam. Axemen felled small trees with a childish delight in destruction. Crowbarmen levered at stumps and rocks. A small avalanche came tumbling down into the river bed. The water swirled about the trash; already there was sufficient obstruction to hold it. Hornblower saw the level rise before his very eyes.

More rocks here! roared Sefton.

Keep your eye on those punts, Mr Sefton, said Hornblower  the clumsy craft were already afloat again.

Felled trees and rocks extended, heightened, and strengthened the dam. There was water spouting through the interstices, but not as much as was being held back.

Get the punts upstream, ordered Hornblower.

Four hundred willing hands had achieved much; the water was banked up sufficient to float the punts two-thirds of the way up the shallows.

Another dam, I think, Mr Sefton, if you please.

Already they had learned much about the construction of temporary dams. The stream bed was choked in a twinkling, it seemed. Splashing knee-deep in water the men dragged the punts higher still. They grounded momentarily, but a final heave ran them over the last of the shallows into a reach where they floated with ease.

Excellent, Mr Sefton.

That was a clear gain of a quarter of a mile before the next shallows.

As they were preparing to work on the next dam the flat report of a musket shot came echoing back to them in the heated air, followed by half a dozen more; it was several minutes before they heard the explanation, brought back by a breathless messenger.

Captain Seymour reports, sir. We was fired on by someone up there, sir. Saw im in the trees, sir, but e got away.

Very well.

So the pirates had posted a lookout downstream. Now they knew that a force was advancing against them. Only time would show what they would do next; meanwhile the punts were afloat again and it was time to push on. The river curved back and forth, washing at the foot of vertical banks, preserving, for a time, miraculously, enough depth of water to float the punts at the expense of occasionally dragging them up slight rapids. Now it began to seem to Hornblower as if he had spent days on this labour, in the blinding patches of sunlight and the dark stretches of shade, with the river swirling round his knees, and his feet slipping on the rocks. At the next dam he was tempted to sit and allow the sweat to stream down him. He had hardly done so when another messenger arrived from the advanced guard.

Captain Seymour reporting, sir. E says to say the pirates ave gorn to ground, sir. Theyre in a cave, sir, right up in the cliff.

How far ahead of here?

Oh, not so very fur, sir.

Hornblower could have expected no better answer, he realized.

They was shooting at us, sir, supplemented the messenger.

That defined the distance better, for they had heard no firing for a long time; the pirates lair must be farther than the sound could carry.

Very well. Mr Sefton, carry on, if you please. Im going ahead. Come along, Gerard.

He set himself to climb and scramble along the river bank. On his left hand as he progressed he noticed the bank was growing steeper and loftier. Now it was really a cliff. Another stretch of rapids at a corner, and then he opened up a fresh vista. There it was, just as he remembered it, the lofty, overhanging cliff with the waterfall tumbling down it to join the river at its foot, and the long horizontal seam halfway up the cliff; open grassland with a few trees on his right, and even the little group of mules on the narrow stretch of grass between the cliff and the river. Red-coated marines were strung out over the grassland, in a wide semicircle whose centre was the cave.

Hornblower forgot his sweating fatigue and strode hastily forward to where he would see Seymour standing among his men gazing up at the cliff, Spendlove at his side. They came to meet him and saluted.

There they are, my lord, said Seymour. They took a few shots at us when we arrived.

Thank you, captain. How do you like the look of the place now, Spendlove?

As much as before, my lord, but no more.

Spendloves Leap, said Hornblower.

He was pressing forward along the river bank towards the cave, staring upwards.

Have a care, my lord, said Spendlove, urgently.

A moment after he had spoken something whistled sharply just above Hornblowers head; a puff of smoke appeared over the parapet of the cave, and a sharp ringing report came echoing from the cliff face. Then, made tiny by the distance, doll-like figures appeared over the parapet, waving their arms in defiance, and the yells they were uttering came faintly to their ears.

Someone has a rifle up there, my lord, said Seymour.

Indeed? Perhaps then it would be best to withdraw out of range before he can reload.

The incident had made little impression on Hornblower until that moment. Now he suddenly realized that the almost legendary career of the great Lord Hornblower might have been terminated then and there, that his future biographer might have had to deplore the ironic chance which, after so many pitched battles, brought him death at the hands of an obscure criminal in an unknown corner of a West Indian island. He turned and walked away, the others at his side. He found he was holding his neck rigid, his muscles tense; it had been a long time since his life was last in danger. He strove to appear natural.

Sefton will be up with the mortar before long, he said, after casting about in his mind for something natural to say; and he hoped it did not sound as unnatural to the others as it did to him.

Yes, my lord.

Where shall we site it? He swung round and looked about him, measuring ranges with his eye. It had better be out of range of that rifle.

His interest in what he was doing immediately erased the memory of his danger. Another puff of smoke from the parapet; another echoing report.

Did anyone hear that bullet? No? Then we can assume were out of rifle shot here.

If you please, my lord, asked Spendlove. What range can you expect with a boat mortar?

The encyclopedic Spendlove displaying ignorance! Seven hundred yards with a one-pound charge of powder, and a time of flight of fifteen seconds. But here we have to burst the shell sixty feet above the firing-point. A nice problem in ballistics. Hornblower spoke with perfect indifference, confident that no one knew that at one oclock that morning he had been studying those figures in the manual. Those trees there will be useful when we come to sway the mortar up. And theres level ground within twenty feet of them. Excellent.

Here they come, my lord.

The first of the main body appeared round the distant corner of the cliff, hurrying along the river bank. As they took in the situation they broke into a yell and a run, leaping and scrambling over the broken ground; Hornblower was reminded of hounds rushing up clamouring at sight of their quarry at bay.

Silence, there! he roared. You midshipman, there, cant you keep your men under control? Mark their names for punishment, and Ill mention yours to Mr Sefton.

Abashed, the seamen formed up quietly. Here came the punts, gliding like fate along the silent pool, towed by working parties scrambling along the bank.

Orders, my lord? asked Sefton.

Hornblower glanced finally round the terrain before issuing them. The sun was long past its zenith as eager men clambered up the trees to fix the tackles; soon the mortar hung dangling from a stout limb while the mortar bed was hoisted out and settled in a smooth spot, the gunner fussing over it with a spirit level to make sure it was horizontal. Then, with violent manual labour, the mortar was swung over and finally heaved up into position, and the gunner drove the keys through the eye-bolts.

Shall I open fire, my lord? asked Sefton.

Hornblower looked over at the distant seam in the face of the cliff across the river. The pirates there would be watching them. Had they recognized this squat object, inconsiderable in size, undistinguished in shape, which meant death to them? They might well not know what it was; they were probably peering over the parapet trying to make out what it was that had occupied the attention of so considerable a body of men.

Whats your elevation, gunner?

Sixty degrees, sir  my lord.

Try a shot with a fifteen-second fuse.

The gunner went carefully through the processes of loading, measuring the powder charge and wadding it down into the chamber, clearing the touch-hole with the priming iron and then filling it with fine-grain powder from the horn. He took his bradawl and drove it carefully into the wooden stem of the fuse at the selected point  these were very newfangled fuses, graduated with ink lines to mark the time of burning  and screwed it into the shell. He lowered the shell down upon the wad.

Linstocks, he said.

Someone had been chipping away with flint and steel to catch a spark upon the slow match. He transferred the glow to a second linstock which he handed to the gunner. The gunner, stooping, checked the pointing of the weapon.

Fuse! he said. His assistant touched his linstock down, and the fuse spluttered. Then the gunner thrust his glowing match upon the touch-hole. A roar and a billow of powder smoke.

Standing far back from the mortar Hornblower already had his face turned to the sky to track the shell in its flight. Against that light blue there was nothing to be seen  no, there at the height of the trajectory there was a brief black streak, instantly invisible again. A further wait; an inevitable thought that the fuse had failed, and then a distant explosion and a fountain of smoke, down at the base of the cliff somewhat to the right of the cave. There was a groan from the watching seamen.

Silence, there! bellowed Sefton.

Try again, gunner, said Hornblower.

The mortar was trained round a trifle on its bed. Its bore was sponged out and when the charge had been put in the gunner took a gill measure from his pocket and added a measure of powder to the charge. He pierced the fuse again, lowered the shell into the bore, gave his final order, and fired. A wait; and then a bold puff of smoke hung in the air, seemingly right in line with the seam in the cliff. The wretched people there were watching their fate creeping up on them.

Fuse a little short, said Hornblower.

Range short, I fancy, my lord, said the gunner.

At the next shot there was a cloud of dust and a small avalanche from the cliff face high above the seam, and instantly afterwards the burst of the shell on the ground at the near edge of the river where it had fallen.

Better, said Hornblower. He had seen the principles of ranging with a mortar  a huge thirteen-inch one  at the siege of Riga nearly twenty years before.

Two more shots, both wasted  the shells exploded at the top of their trajectory, high, high up. Apparently those newfangled fuses were not quite reliable. Fountains spouted momentarily from the river surface as fragments rained into it. But the pirates must by now be fully aware of what the mortar implied.

Give me that telescope, Gerard.

He trained the instrument on the seam in the face of the cliff. He could see every detail now, the rough stone parapet, the waterfall at one end, but he could see no sign of the garrison. They were at the back of the cave or crouching behind the parapet.

Fire another shot.

Fifteen long seconds after the report. Then he saw fragments flying from under the overhang.

Good shot! he called, still watching. The shell must have fallen right into the cave. But as he uttered the words a dark figure appeared at the parapet, the arms swinging together. He saw the tiny black disc of the shell against the background of rock curving downwards and then a burst of smoke. Someone had seized the hot shell in his two hands and slung it over the parapet in the nick of time. A desperate deed.

Pitch another shell there with a seconds less fuse and it will be all over, he said, and then  Wait.

Surely those helpless people must surrender, and not stay to be massacred. What must he do to persuade them? He knew perfectly well.

Send a white flag forward, my lord? asked Spendlove, voicing his thoughts.

I was thinking about it, said Hornblower.

It would be a dangerous mission. If the pirates were determined not to surrender they would not respect a flag of truce, and would fire on the bearer of it. There were a score of muskets and at least one rifle up there. Hornblower wanted neither to order someone forward nor to ask for a volunteer.

Ill do it, my lord, said Spendlove. They know me.

This was the price he had to pay, thought Hornblower, for his lofty position, for being an admiral. He had to order his friends to their death. Yet on the other hand 

Very well, said Hornblower.

Lets have your shirt and your pike, my man, said Spendlove.

A white shirt tied by the sleeves to a pikestaff made a fair white flag. As Spendlove went forward with it, through the cordon of red-coated marines, Hornblower was tempted to call him back. It was only unconditional surrender that could be offered, after all. He went as far as to open his mouth, but closed it again without saying the words he had in mind. Spendlove walked towards the river bank, stopping every few seconds to wave the flag. Through the telescope Hornblower could see nothing up in the cave. Then he saw a flash of metal, and a line of heads and shoulders over the parapet. A dozen muskets were taking aim at Spendlove. But Spendlove saw them too, and halted, with a wave of his flag. There were long seconds of tension, and then Spendlove turned his back upon the muskets and began to retrace his steps. As he did so there was a puff of smoke from the parapet; the rifleman had fired as soon as he had seen there was no chance of luring Spendlove within musket shot. Spendlove came walking back, trailing the pike and the shirt.

He missed me, my lord, he said.

Thank God, said Hornblower. Gunner, fire.

The wind may have shifted a little, or the powder was not consistent. The shell burst in the air just below the level of the cave  so that the fuse must have been efficient  but some considerable distance from the cliff.

Fire again, said Hornblower.

There it was. A burst of smoke, a fountain of fragments, right in the cave. Horrible to think of what was happening there.

Fire again.

Another burst right in the cave.

Fire again  No! Wait.

Figures were appearing on the parapet  there had been some survivors, then, from those two bursts. Two figures  tiny dolls in the field of the telescope  seemed to hang in the air as they leaped. The telescope followed them down. One struck water in a fountain of spray. The other fell on the rocky shore, broken and horrible. He raised the telescope again. There was the ladder being thrown over from the parapet. There was a figure  and another figure  climbing down. Hornblower shut the telescope with a snap.

Captain Seymour! Send a party forward to secure the prisoners.

He did not have to see the horrors of the cave, the mutilated dead and the screaming wounded. He could see them in his minds eye when Seymour made his report of what he found when he ascended the ladder. It was done, finished. The wounded could be bandaged and carried down to the beach on litters to the death that awaited them, the unwounded driven along with them with their wrists bound. A courier could be sent off to the Governor to say that the pirate horde had been wiped out, so that the patrols could be called in and the militia sent home. He did not have to set eyes on the wretched people he had conquered. The excitement of the hunt was over. He had set himself a task to do, a problem to solve, just as he might work out a longitude from lunar observations, and he had achieved success. But the measure of that success could be expressed in hangings, in dead and in wounded, in that shattered, broken-backed figure lying on the rocks, and he had undertaken the task merely on a point of pride, to re-establish his self-esteem after the indignity of being kidnapped. It was no comfort to argue with himself  as he did  that what he had done would otherwise have been done by others, at great cost in disease and in economic disturbance. That only made him sneer at himself as a hair-splitting casuist. There were few occasions when Hornblower could do what was right in Hornblowers eyes.

Yet there was some cynical pleasure to be derived from his lofty rank, to be able to leave all this after curt orders to Sefton and Seymour to bring the landing party back to the shore with the least delay and the shortest exposure to the night air, to go back on board and eat a comfortable dinner  even if it meant Fells rather boring company  and to sleep in a comfortable bed. And it was pleasant to find that Fell had already dined, so that he could eat his dinner merely in the company of his flag lieutenant and his secretary. Nevertheless, there was one more unexpected crumpled petal in his roseleaf bed, and he discovered it, contrariwise, as a result of what he intended to be a kindly action.

I shall have to add a further line to my remarks about you to Their Lordships, Spendlove, he said. It was a brave deed to go forward with that flag of truce.

Thank you, my lord, said Spendlove, who bent his gaze down on the tablecloth and drummed with his fingers before continuing, eyes still lowered in unusual nervousness. Then perhaps Your Lordship will not be averse to putting in a word for me in another quarter?

Of course I will, replied Hornblower in all innocence. Where?

Thank you, my lord. It was with this in mind that I did the little you have been kind enough to approve of. I would be deeply grateful if Your Lordship would go to the trouble of speaking well of me to Miss Lucy.

Lucy! Hornblower had forgotten all about the girl. He quite failed to conceal his surprise, which was clearly apparent to Spendlove when he lifted his glance from the tablecloth.

We jested about a wealthy marriage, my lord, said Spendlove. The elaborate care with which he was choosing his words proved how deep were his emotions. I would not care if Miss Lucy had not a penny. My lord, my affections are deeply engaged.

She is a very charming young woman, said Hornblower, temporizing desperately.

My lord, I love her, burst out Spendlove, casting aside all restraint. I love her dearly. At the ball I tried to interest her in myself, and I failed.

Im sorry to hear that, said Hornblower.

I could not but be aware of her admiration for you, my lord. She spoke of Your Lordship repeatedly. I realized even then that one word from you would carry more weight than a long speech from me. If you would say that word, my lord 

Im sure you overestimate my influence, said Hornblower, choosing his words as carefully as Spendlove had done, but, he hoped, not as obviously. But of course I will do all I can.

There is no need for me to reiterate my gratitude, my lord, said Spendlove.

This pleading creature, this poor love-lorn fellow, was the Spendlove whose cool daring had risked a leap in the darkness down a sixty-foot precipice. Hornblower remembered Lucys lips on his hands, remembered how she had followed him on her knees across the floor. The less he had to do with any of this the better, he decided. But the passion of a child hardly out of the schoolroom for a man of mature years was likely to be fleeting, transient, and the memory of her lost dignity would later be as painful to her as it was to him. She would find need to assert herself, to show him that he was not the only man in the world  and how could she demonstrate that more plainly than by marrying someone else? To use a vulgar phrase, there was quite a chance that Spendlove might catch her on the rebound.

If good wishes can help, he said, you have all mine, Spendlove.

Even an admiral had to choose his words with care. Two days later he was announcing his immediate departure to the Governor.

Im taking my squadron to sea in the morning, Your Excellency, he said.

Arent you going to stay for the hangings? asked Hooper in surprise.

I fear not, answered Hornblower, and added an unnecessary explanation. Hangings dont agree with me, Your Excellency.

It was not merely an unnecessary explanation; it was a foolish one, as he knew as soon as he saw the open astonishment in Hoopers face. Hooper could hardly have been more surprised at hearing that hangings did not agree with Hornblower than he would have been if he had heard that Hornblower did not agree with hangings  and that was very nearly as correct.


THE GUNS OF CARABOBO
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SHE WAS EXACTLY like a British ship of war; naturally, perhaps, since she had been one most of her life until she was sold out of the Service. Now, as she came up into the harbour, she could pass without question for a man-o-war brig except that she flew the Royal Yacht Squadron burgee instead of a commission pendant. Hornblower put down the telescope through which he had been watching, curiously, her progress into Kingston harbour, and referrred again to Barbaras letter, two months old now, which had arrived a fortnight ago.

My dearest husband, (wrote Barbara. She sometimes misused her superlatives; that dearest, strictly, implied that she had at least three husbands, even though it also implied that Hornblower rated highest of the three.)

You are shortly going to have a visitor, a Mr Charles Ramsbottom, a millionaire, who has purchased an old ship of the Navy to use as a yacht, which he has named the Bride of Abydos, and in which he proposes to visit the West Indies. He has only lately made his appearance in society, having inherited his fathers fortune  Bradford wool and army clothing contracts! Yet despite this obscure origin he has succeeded in entering into society, perhaps because he is very young, very charming, unmarried, mildly eccentric, and, as I said, a millionaire. I have met him frequently of late, in very good houses, and I recommend him to you, dearest, if for no other reason than that he has won some small portion of my heart by a delightful mixture of deference and interest which I might have found irresistible were I not married to the most irresistible man in the world. He has, indeed, won golden opinions in society, both on the Government side and with the Opposition, and he might become an important factor in politics should he decide to enter into them. I have no doubt that he will bring you introductions from personages even more influential than your loving wife …

Hornblower had to read the letter through to the end, although it contained no further reference to Mr Charles Ramsbottom, but he returned again to the opening paragraph. It was the first time he had ever seen this new word millionaire, which occurred twice. He disliked it on sight. It was inconceivable that a man should have a million pounds, and presumably not in broad estates but in factories and in stocks and shares, probably with a huge holding in Consols and an immense balance at the bank as well. The existence of millionaires, whether in society or not, was something as distasteful as the word itself now called into existence. And this one had been charming to Barbara  he was not too sure if that really constituted a recommendation. He picked up the telescope again and watched the brig come to an anchor. The rapidity with which she took in sail showed that she carried a large crew. Hornblower, as a commander-in-chief of a squadron and accountable to the niggardly Lords of the Admiralty for every penny expended, knew perfectly well what this sort of thing cost. This Mr Ramsbottom, to indulge himself in his naval toy, was expending enough money to maintain a thousand families in bread and beer and bacon.

The brig rounded-to and anchored very neatly indeed; if she had been a vessel included in his command he would have grunted with grudging satisfaction. As it was he grunted with a mixture of envy and derision and turned away to await the inevitable call in the seclusion of Admiralty House.

When it came he fingered the visiting card with its plain Mr Charles Ramsbottom and found some small satisfaction in deciding that he had at last come across a name more unlovely than his own. But the owner of the name, when he was ushered in, made a better impression. In his very early twenties, he was small and slight and  for what it was worth  strikingly handsome, with black hair and eyes and what could only be described as chiselled features deeply tanned after weeks at sea; not at all what might be expected of a Bradford wool manufacturer, while his dark-green coat and formal white breeches were in quiet good taste.

My wife wrote to me about you, Mr Ramsbottom, said Hornblower.

That was very kind of Lady Hornblower. But of course she is kindness personified. May I present my letters of introduction from Lord Liverpool and Bishop Wilberforce, my lord?

Barbara was perfectly right, then, in predicting that Ramsbottom would win favour with both political parties  here were letters from the Prime Minister himself and a prominent member of the Opposition. Hornblower glanced through them, and was conscious of an undernote of cordiality despite their formal wording.

Excellent, Mr Ramsbottom, said Hornblower. He tried to adopt the tone which he presumed would be adopted by a man who had just read a letter of introduction from the Prime Minister. Is there any way in which I can be of service to you?

None that I am aware of at present, my lord. I must complete with water and stores, naturally, but my purser is a capable man. I intend to continue my voyage through these charming islands.

Of course, said Hornblower, soothingly. He could not imagine why anyone should voluntarily spend any time in these waters where piracy was still smouldering, nor why anyone should wish to visit countries where malaria and yellow fever were endemic, and where civil war, revolution and massacre claimed even heavier toll.

You find the Bride of Abydos a comfortable ship? asked Hornblower.

Those eighteen-gun brigs of the Royal Navy were notoriously unpleasant craft, crowded and crank.

Comfortable enough, my lord, thank you, answered Ramsbottom. I lightened her by changing the armament; she mounts only twelve guns now  two long sixes and ten carronades, twenty-four-pounders instead of thirty-two-pounders.

So you could still deal with a pirate?

Oh, yes indeed, my lord. And with the reduction in weight on deck  a full ten tons  and modifications in her sail plan I have made a seaworthy craft of her, I believe and hope.

Im sure you have, Mr Ramsbottom, said Hornblower. It was likely enough; the brigs-of-war were naturally crammed with guns and warlike stores to the limit of stability and human endurance, so that a moderate reduction in dead weight might have profound results in comfort and handiness.

It would give me the greatest pleasure, went on Mr Ramsbottom, if I could induce Your Lordship to visit me on board. It would indeed be an honour, and would gratify my crew. Perhaps I could even persuade Your Lordship to dine on board?

We can discuss that after you have dined with me, Mr Ramsbottom, replied Hornblower, remembering his manners and his obligation to invite to dinner any bearer of a reasonable introduction.

You are most kind, my lord, said Mr Ramsbottom. I must, of course, present my introductions to His Excellency at the earliest opportunity.

There was something quite winning about Mr Ramsbottoms smile as he said this, an awareness and a tolerance of the rules of social etiquette. A visitor to Jamaica would normally be bound to pay his respects first to the Governor, but Ramsbottom was no ordinary visitor; as captain of a ship his first call was due to the Naval authorities, to Hornblower, in fact. A trivial point, as his smile implied, but, etiquette being etiquette, trivial points demanded strict attention.

By the time Ramsbottom took his leave he had made a very good impression on the reluctant Hornblower. He had talked sensibly about ships and the sea, he was easy and natural in his manner, and not in the least like Lord Byron, who was probably more responsible than anyone else for the growing fad for yachting among the wealthy. Hornblower was even prepared to forgive him for having won some small portion of Barbaras heart. And in the course of his several days stay in Jamaica Hornblower really came to like the young man, especially after having lost two pounds to him in a desperate tussle at whist and then winning ten pounds back in another tussle where admittedly Ramsbottom encountered a run of bad luck. Jamaican society gave Ramsbottom a warm welcome; even the Governor looked on him with approval, and the Governors wife, Lady Hooper, was loud in her praises of his excellent manners and considerate ways.

I wouldnt have expected it of a Bradford manufacturers son, said Hooper, grudgingly.

Are you dining on board the Bride of Abydos, sir? asked Hornblower.

I am going there to dinner, answered Hooper, who enjoyed food, but seeing that it is only a yacht I have little hope of dining.

Hornblower arrived on board early, at Ramsbottoms suggestion, so as to have time to inspect the vessel. He was received in Navy fashion with sideboys attending the side and a long flourish on boatswains pipes as he stepped on board. He looked keenly about him even while he shook Ramsbottoms hand. He could not have said he was not in a Kings ship, as his eye took in the gleaming white deck, the ropes coiled in perfect symmetry, the gleaming trophy of pikes and cutlasses against the bulkhead, the brass winking in the sunshine, the disciplined orderly crew in blue jumpers and white trousers.

May I present my officers, my lord? asked Ramsbottom.

They were two half-pay lieutenants, hardbitten men; as Hornblower shook their hands he told himself that if it had not been for a dozen strokes of luck he himself might still be a lieutenant, perhaps eking out his half-pay by serving in a rich mans yacht. As Ramsbottom led him forward he recognized one of the hands standing at attention by a gun.

You were with me in the Renown, out here in 1800, he said.

Yes, sir, my lord, so I was, sir. The man grinned with uneasy pleasure as he shyly took Hornblowers outstretched hand. And Charlie Kemp, sir, my lord, over there, sir, e was with you in the Baltic. And Bill Cummings, up on the focsle, e was foretopman in the Lydia round the Horn with you, sir, my lord.

Glad to see you again, said Hornblower. That was true, but he was equally glad that he had not been under the necessity of remembering names. He moved on.

You seem to have a Navy crew, Mr Ramsbottom, he remarked.

Yes, my lord. They are nearly all man-o-wars men.

In these years of peace and depression it would be easy enough to recruit a crew, thought Hornblower. Ramsbottom might be considered to be doing a public service in providing easy employment for these men who had deserved well of their country. Listening to the sharp orders given as the crew was put through their paces Hornblower could not suppress a smile. It was a harmless enough fad, he supposed, for Ramsbottom to indulge himself in playing at commanding a ship of war.

You have a most efficient ship and a well-trained crew, Mr Ramsbottom, he said.

It is a pleasure to hear Your Lordship say so.

You have seen no service yourself?

None, my lord.

There was a certain degree of surprise still to be found in the fact that in this year of 1821 there were to be found grown men, even heads of families, who nevertheless had been too young to see service in the wars that had devastated the world for a whole generation. It made Hornblower feel like a centenarian.

Here come further guests, my lord, if you will pardon me.

Two planters  Hough and Doggart  and then the Chief Justice of the island. So the arrival of the Governor would make a dinner party of six, three officials and three men in private life. They gathered under the awning, which, stretched across the main boom, shaded the quarterdeck, and watched the reception of His Excellency.

Do you think the dinner will come up to the ceremonial? asked Doggart.

Ramsbottoms purser bought two tons of ice yesterday, said Hough.

At sixpence a pound that bids fair, commented Doggart.

Jamaica was the centre of a small trade in ice, brought down from New England in fast schooners. Cut and stored away in deep places during the winter, it was hurried to the Caribbean insulated in a packing of sawdust. At the height of summer it commanded fantastic prices. Hornblower was interested; he was more interested still in the sight of a seaman down in the waist steadily turning a crank. It did not seem a very hard labour, although unremitting. He could not for the life of him think of what function that crank could play in the life of the ship. The guests made their bows to His Excellency, and at his suggestion seated themselves in the comfortable chairs. A steward appeared at once passing round glasses of sherry.

Excellent, by George! exclaimed the Governor after his first cautious sip. None of your Olorosos, none of your sweet sticky dark sherries.

The Governor by virtue of his reputed royal blood as well as in consequence of his position could make remarks that well might appear rude in another man. But the sherry was indeed delightful; pale, dry, infinitely delicate in flavour and bouquet, cool but not chilled. A new sound struck on Hornblowers ear, and he turned and looked forward. At the foot of the mainmast a small orchestra had struck up, of various stringed instruments whose names he had never bothered to learn except for the fiddle. If it were not for the intrusion of this horrible music there could be nothing more delightful than to sit under an awning on the deck of a well-found ship with the sea breeze just beginning to come in, drinking this excellent sherry. The Governor made a small gesture which brought a fresh glass promptly to him.

Ah! said the Governor. You keep a good orchestra, Mr Ramsbottom.

It was well known that the royal family inherited a taste for music.

I must thank Your Excellency, said Ramsbottom, and the glasses went round again before he turned an ear to the murmured words of the steward. Your Excellency, my lord, gentlemen, dinner is served.

They filed down the companion; apparently every bulkhead had been taken down in the after-part of the ship to make a cabin spacious though low. The carronades on either side struck a subdued warlike note in a scene of luxury, for there were flowers everywhere; the dining table stood in the centre concealed under a glittering linen cloth. Wind scoops at the scuttles helped to deflect the trade wind into the cabin, which, under the double shade of the awning and the deck, was pleasantly cool, but Hornblowers eye at once caught sight of a couple of strange objects, like small wheels, set in two scuttles and ceaselessly whirling round. Then he knew why the seaman was turning that crank in the waist; he was driving these two wheels, which by some ingenious mechanism propelled currents of air from outside into the cabin, acting like windmill vanes but in the opposite sense.

Seated at the table in accordance with the courteous indications of their host, the guests awaited the serving of the dinner. The first course made its appearance  two ample dishes set in dishes even more ample filled with cracked ice. The inner dishes held a grey granular substance.

Caviare! exclaimed His Excellency, helping himself liberally after his first astonished stare.

I hope it is to your taste, sir, said Ramsbottom. And I hope you will accompany it with some of the vodka here. It is the same as is served at the Russian Imperial table.

Conversation regarding caviare and vodka occupied the attention of all during the first course. The last time Hornblower had tasted the combination was during the defence of Riga in 1812; the experience enabled him to add his quota to the conversation. The next course made its appearance.

You gentlemen are accustomed to this dish, said Ramsbottom, but I need not apologize for it. It is, I believe, one of the delicacies of the Islands.

It was flying fish.

Certainly no need to apologize when it is served like this, commented His Excellency. Your chef de cuisine must be a man of genius.

The sauce that came with it had the merest hint of mustard.

Ock or champagne, my lord? murmured a voice in Hornblowers ear. Hornblower had already heard the Governor answer the same question with Ill try the hock first. The champagne was dry and insidiously delicate, an ideal companion for the food. The great eaters of antiquity, Nero or Vitellius or Lucullus, had never known what it was like to partake of champagne and flying fish.

Youll be living differently from this soon, Hornblower, said His Excellency.

No doubt about that, sir.

Ramsbottom, between them, looked a polite inquiry.

Your Lordships going to sea?

Next week, replied Hornblower. I take my squadron to sea for exercises before the coming of the hurricane season.

Of course that would be necessary to maintain efficiency, agreed Ramsbottom. The exercises will last for long?

A couple of weeks or more, said Hornblower. I have to keep my men accustomed to hard tack and salt pork and water from the cask.

And yourself too, chuckled the Governor.

Myself too, agreed Hornblower ruefully.

And you take your whole squadron, my lord? asked Ramsbottom.

All I can. I work em hard and try to make no exceptions.

A good rule, I should think, said Ramsbottom.

The soup that followed the flying fish was a fiery mulligatawny, well adapted to West Indian palates.

Good! was the Governors brief comment after his first spoonful. The champagne went round again and conversation became livelier and livelier, and Ramsbottom deftly kept it going.

What news from the mainland, sir? he asked the Governor. This fellow Bolivar  is he making any progress?

He fights on, answered the Governor. But Spain hurries out reinforcements whenever her own troubles permit. The government at Caracas is looking for the arrival of more at this moment, I believe. Then they may be able to conquer the plains and drive him out again. You know he was a refugee here in this very island a few years ago?

Indeed, sir?

All the guests at the table were interested in the desperate civil war that was being fought on the mainland. Massacre and murder, blind heroism and devoted self-sacrifice, loyalty to the King and thirst for independence  all these were to be found in Venezuela; war and pestilence were laying waste the fertile plains and depopulating the crowded cities.

How will the Spaniards stand now that Maracaibo has revolted, Hornblower? asked the Governor.

Its not a serious loss, sir. As long as they have the use of La Guaira their sea communications remain open  the roads are so bad that Caracas has always made use of La Guaira to preserve contact with the outside world; its only an open roadstead but it provides good anchorage.

Has Maracaibo revolted, Your Excellency? asked Ramsbottom mildly.

The news came this morning. A feather in Bolivars cap after his recent defeats. His army must have been growing disheartened.

His army, sir? This was the Chief Justice speaking. Half his men are British infantry.

Hornblower knew that to be true. British veterans formed the backbone of Bolivars army. The Ilaneros  the men of the Venezuelan plains  supplied him with a brilliant cavalry, but not with the material for permanent conquest.

Even British infantry could grow disheartened in a hopeless cause, said the Governor, solemnly. The Spaniards control most of the coast  ask the Admiral here.

Thats so, agreed Hornblower. Theyve made it hard for Bolivars privateers.

I hope youre not going to venture into that turmoil, Mr Ramsbottom, said the Governor.

Theyll make short work of you if you do, added the Chief Justice. The Dons will tolerate no interference. Theyll snatch you up and youll languish in a Spanish prison for years before we can extricate you from King Ferdinands clutches. Unless jail fever carries you off first. Or they hang you as a pirate.

I have certainly no intention of venturing near the mainland, said Ramsbottom. At least not while this war continues. It is a pity, because Venezuela was my mothers country, and it would give me pleasure to visit it.

Your mothers country, Mr Ramsbottom? asked the Governor.

Yes, sir. My mother was a Venezuelan lady. There I would be Carlos Ramsbottom y Santona.

Most interesting, remarked the Governor.

And more grotesque than Horatio Hornblower. It was significant of the worldwide interests of British commerce that a Bradford woollen manufacturer should have a Venezuelan mother. At any rate it accounted for Ramsbottoms dark, almost swarthy, good looks.

I can very well wait until peace is settled one way or the other, said Ramsbottom off-handedly. There will be other voyages to make. Meanwhile, sir, let me call your attention to this dish here.

The main course had now arrived on the table, roast chickens and a leg of pork as well as the dish that Ramsbottom indicated. What lay in it was concealed by poached eggs covering the surface.

A made dish? asked the Governor, doubtfully. His tone indicated that at this stage of the dinner he looked rather for a substantial roast.

Please try it, sir, said Ramsbottom coaxingly.

The Governor helped himself and tasted cautiously.

Pleasant enough, he decided. What is it?

A ragout of preserved beef, answered Ramsbottom. Can I persuade you gentlemen to try it? My lord?

At least it was something new; it was like nothing Hornblower had ever tasted before  certainly not in the least like the beef preserved in brine which he had eaten for twenty years.

Extremely good, said Hornblower. How is it preserved?

Ramsbottom made a gesture to the waiting steward, who laid a square box, apparently of iron, upon the table. It weighed heavy in Hornblowers hand.

Glass serves equally well, explained Ramsbottom, but it is not as convenient on shipboard.

The steward was now at work upon the iron box with a stout knife. He cut it open and prized back the top and offered it for inspection.

A tinned box, went on Ramsbottom, sealed at a high temperature. I venture to suggest that this new method will make a noticeable difference to the food supply on shipboard. This beef can be eaten cold on removal from the box, or it can be hashed as you have it here.

And the poached egg? asked the Governor.

That was the inspiration of my cook, sir.

Discussion of this new invention  and of the excellent burgundy served with this course  distracted attention from the troubles of Venezuela, and even from Ramsbottoms Venezuelan mother. Conversation became general, and somewhat disjointed, as the wine flowed. Hornblower had drunk as much as he desired, and, with his habitual dislike of excess, contrived to avoid drinking more. It was noticeable that Ramsbottom remained sober as well, cool and quiet-voiced, while the other faces grew redder and redder, and the cabin echoed to the roaring toasts and the bursts of inconsequential song. Hornblower guessed that his host was now finding the evening as tedious as he himself found it. He was glad when at last His Excellency rose, supporting himself by the table, to take his leave.

A damned good dinner, he said. And youre a damned good host, Ramsbottom. Wish there were more like you.

Hornblower shook hands.

It was very good of you to come, my lord, said Ramsbottom. I regret that I must take this opportunity to say goodbye to Your Lordship.

You are sailing soon?

In a couple of days, I expect, my lord. I trust you will find your squadron exercises satisfactory.

Thank you very much. Where will you head for now?

I shall beat back through the Windward Channel, my lord. Perhaps I shall see something of the Bahamas.

Be careful of your navigation there. I must wish you good luck and a pleasant voyage. I shall write to my wife and tell her of your visit.

Please give Lady Hornblower my best wishes and respects, my lord.

Ramsbottoms good manners persisted to the end; he remembered to send round his cards Pour prendre congé before he left, and mothers of unmarried daughters much regretted his leaving. Hornblower saw the Bride of Abydos in the early dawn reaching to the eastward to round Morant Point with the land breeze, and then forgot about her in the bustle of taking his squadron to sea for exercises.

It never failed to raise a wry smile on his face when he looked about him at His Majestys ships and vessels in the West Indies under his command. In wartime he would have had a powerful fleet; now he had three small frigates and a motley collection of brigs and schooners. But they would serve his purpose; in his scheme the frigates became three-deckers and the brigs seventy-fours and the schooners frigates. He had a van, a centre, and a rear; he cruised in formation ready to meet the enemy, with rasping reprimands soaring up his signal halliards when any ship failed to keep station; he cleared for action and he turned by divisions into fighting line ahead; he tacked to double on the imaginary enemys line. In pitch darkness he would burn blue lights with the signal Enemy in sight, so that a score of captains and a thousand seamen came tumbling from their beds to deal with the non-existent foe.

Without warning he would hang out a signal putting the most junior lieutenants in command of their respective ships, and then he would plunge into intricate manÅuvres calculated to turn the anxious substantive captains, looking helplessly on, grey with anxiety  but those junior lieutenants might some day be commanding ships of the line in a battle on which the destiny of England might depend, and it was necessary to steel their nerves and accustom them to handle ships in dangerous situations. In the middle of sail drill he would signal Flagship on fire. All boats away. He called for landing parties to storm non-existent batteries on some harmless, uninhabited cay, and he inspected those landing parties once they were on shore, to the last flint in the last pistol, with a rigid disregard for excuses that made men grind their teeth in exasperation. He set his captains to plan and execute cutting-out expeditions, and he commented mordantly on the arrangements for defence and the methods of attack. He paired off his ships to fight single-ship duels, sighting each other on the horizon and approaching ready to fire the vital opening broadside; he took advantage of calms to set his men to work towing and sweeping in desperate attempts to overtake the ship ahead. He worked his crews until they were ready to drop, and then he devised further tasks for them to prove to them that they still had one more effort left in them, so that it was doubtful whether Old Horny was mentioned more often with curses or with admiration.

It was a toughened squadron that Hornblower led back to Kingston; but while Clorinda was still working up into the harbour a shore boat came pulling out to her, with on board an aide-de-camp of the Governors with a note for Hornblower.

Sir Thomas, would you have the kindness to call away my barge? asked Hornblower.

There was much apparent need for haste, for the note from Government House said, briefly:

My lord,

It is necessary that Your Lordship should attend here at the earliest possible moment to offer an explanation regarding the situation in Venezuela. Your Lordship is therefore requested and required to report to me immediately.

Augustus Hooper, Governor.

Hornblower naturally had no idea of what had happened in Venezuela for the last two weeks and more. He made no guess while the carriage took him up to Government House at its best pace, and in any case if he had tried he would never have succeeded in coming near to the truth.

What is all this, Hornblower? were the Governors opening words to him. What authority have you for blockading the Venezuelan coast? Why was I not informed?

Ive done nothing of the sort, replied Hornblower, indignantly.

But  Damn it, man, Ive the proof here. Ive Dutchmen and Spaniards and half the nations of the earth here all protesting about it.

I assure you, sir, I have taken no action on the Venezuelan coast. I have not been within five hundred miles of it.

Then what does this mean? shouted the Governor. Look here at this!

He held some papers up with one hand and slapped wildly at them with the other, so that Hornblower had some difficulty in taking them from him. Hornblower was bewildered already; he was more bewildered still as he read. One paper was an official dispatch in French, from the Dutch Governor of Curaçao; the other was larger and clearer, and he read it first. It was a big sheet of paper with bold writing.

Whereas  it began  notice has been received by the Lords Commissioners for executing the office of the Lord High Admiral from the Right Honourable Viscount Castlereagh, one of His Britannic Majestys Principal Secretaries of State, concerning the need to establish a Blockade of the Coast of His Most Catholic Majestys Dominion of Venezuela, and of the Islands pertaining to the Dominion of His Majesty the King of the Netherlands, namely and to wit Curaçao, Aruba, and Bonaire.

Therefore I, Horatio Lord Hornblower, Knight Grand Cross of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, Rear Admiral of the White Squadron, Commanding His Britannic Majestys Ships and Vessels in West Indian Waters,

Hereby Proclaim that

The Coast of the Continent of South America from Cartagena to the Dragons Mouth and

The Dutch Islands aforesaid of Curaçao, Aruba, and Bonaire

Are now in a state of blockade, and that

Any vessel of whatever description, whether carrying materials of war or not, found attempting to enter any port harbour or roadstead within the Territory so defined, or

Hovering with the intent to enter any such port harbour or roadstead

Will be boarded and sent in for adjudication under His Britannic Majestys High Court of Admiralty and

Will be condemned and seized without compensation to owners, freight owners, charterers, captain, or crew.

Given under my hand this First Day of June 1821,

Hornblower, Rear Admiral

Having read this document Hornblower was able to spare a second glance at the other. It was a vigorous protest from the Dutch Governor at Curaçao demanding explanations, apologies, the immediate withdrawal of the blockade, and exemplary compensation. Hornblower stared at Hooper in astonishment.

This is in legal form, he said, indicating the proclamation, but I never signed it. This is not my signature.

Then ? spluttered Hooper. I thought you might be acting under secret orders from London.

Of course not, sir. Hornblower stared at Hooper for another long second before the explanation came to him. Ramsbottom!

What do you mean?

Hes been posing as me, or as one of my officers at least. Is the Dutch officer who brought this available?

Hes waiting in the next room. Theres a Spaniard there, too, sent over in a fishing-boat by Morillo from La Guaira.

Can we have them in, sir?

The Dutchman and the Spaniard were men full of indignation, which was not abated in the least by their presentation to the Admiral responsible, in their minds, for this trouble. The Dutchman spoke fluent English, and it was to him that Hornblower first addressed himself.

How was this proclamation delivered? he asked.

By one of your ships. By one of your officers.

What ship?

The brig-of-war Desperate.

I have no such ship. Theres none in the Navy List. Who brought it?

The captain.

Who was he? What was he like?

He was an officer. A commander, with epaulettes.

In uniform?

In full uniform.

Young? Old?

Very young.

Small? Slender? Handsome?

Yes.

Hornblower exchanged a glance with Hooper.

And this brig, the Desperate. About a hundred and seventy tons, bowsprit steved nearly level, mainmast stepped rather far aft?

Yes.

That settles it, sir, said Hornblower to Hooper, and, to the Dutchman, Youve been fooled, Im sorry to say. This man was an impostor. This proclamation is a forgery.

The Dutchman stamped with annoyance. He was unable to find words to express himself in a foreign tongue for some moments. Finally from his splutterings emerged a name, which he repeated until it was understandable.

The Helmond! The Helmond!

What is the Helmond, sir? asked Hornblower.

One of our ships. Your ship  this Desperate  captured her.

A valuable ship?

She had on board the guns for the Spanish Army. Two batteries of field artillery, guns, limbers, ammunition, everything.

Piracy! exclaimed Hooper.

It sounds like it, said Hornblower.

The Spanish officer had been standing by impatiently, apparently only half understanding the English conversation. Hornblower turned to him, and, after desperately trying to recapture his half-forgotten Spanish, entered upon a limping explanation. The Spaniard replied volubly, so volubly that more than once Hornblower had to ask him to speak more slowly. Ramsbottom had come sailing into La Guaira and had brought his precious proclamation with him. At the merest hint that the British Navy was instituting a blockade no ship had dared to stir on the South American coast, except for the Helmond. She had been badly needed. Bolivar was marching on Caracas; a battle was imminent on which depended the entire Spanish control of Venezuela. Morillo and the Spanish Army were in need of artillery. Now not only were they left destitute, but with this news it could be taken as certain that those guns, those two batteries of field artillery, were in Bolivars hands. The Spanish officer wrung his hands in despair.

Hornblower translated briefly for the Governors benefit, and Hooper shook his head in sympathy.

Bolivar has those guns. No doubt about it. Gentlemen, I much regret this occurrence. But I must impress upon you that His Majestys Government assumes no responsibility for it. If your chiefs took no steps to detect this impostor 

That touched off a new explosion. The British Government should make sure that no impostor wore its uniform or posed as an officer in its service. It called for all Hoopers elephantine tact to quiet down the angry officers.

If you will permit me to consult with the Admiral, gentlemen, we may reach some satisfactory conclusion.

Alone with the Governor again Hornblower struggled with a smile; he had never outgrown his tendency to laugh during a crisis. There was something amusing in the thought that a cocked hat and a pair of epaulettes should change the course of a war; it was a tribute to the power of the Navy that a single tiny ship should exert such enormous pressure.

Ramsbottom and his Venezuelan mother! said Hooper. Its not merely piracy, its high treason. We shall have to hang him.

Mm, said Hornblower. He probably holds a privateering commission from Bolivar.

But masquerading as a British officer? Forging official documents?

That was a ruse of war. An American officer deceived the Portuguese authorities in Brazil in much the same way in 1812.

Ive heard some things about you, too, added Hooper with a grin.

No doubt, sir. In war a belligerent who believes what hes told is a fool.

But were not belligerents.

No, sir. And weve suffered no loss. The Dutch and the Spaniards have only themselves to blame.

But Ramsbottoms a subject of His Majesty.

Quite true, sir. But if he holds Bolivars commission he can do things as an officer of the revolutionary forces which he could not do as a private person.

Dye mean to suggest we ought to allow him to continue this blockade of his? Nonsense, man.

Of course not, sir. Ill arrest him, and Ill send his ship in for adjudication, at the first opportunity. But a friendly Power has asked you, sir, the representative of His Majesty, if you have instituted a blockade. You must do everything in your power to demonstrate the truth.

Now for once youre talking like a sensible man. We must send word at once to Curaçao and Caracas. That will be your immediate duty. Youd better go in person.

Yes, sir. Ill sail with the land breeze. Have you any further instructions for me, sir?

None whatever. What goes on on the high seas is your affair, not mine. Youre answerable to the Cabinet through the Admiralty. I dont envy you, frankly.

No doubt Ill survive, sir. Ill sail for La Guaira, and send another vessel to Curaçao. Perhaps if Your Excellency were to write official replies to the enquiries addressed to you they would be ready by the time I sail?

Ill draft em now. The Governor could not repress one further outburst. This Ramsbottom  and his corned beef and caviare!

He used a sprat to catch a mackerel, Your Excellency, said Hornblower.

So it came about that the crew of HMS Clorinda did not spend that night in the debauchery of Kingston as they had expected. Instead they worked until dawn completing with stores and water, so hard that they had no breath to spare to curse the Admiral who did these things to them. In the very first light of morning they warped their ship out with the aid of the faint puffs of the land breeze, and Clorinda, her Admirals flag flying at the mizzen, headed close-hauled to the south-eastward on her thousand-mile voyage to La Guaira. She had on board Brigadier-General Don Manuel Ruiz, Morillos representative, to whom Hornblower had offered a passage back to his headquarters. The man was in a fever to return and put an end to Ramsbottoms blockade; it was clear that the royal forces in Venezuela were hard pressed. He had no thought for anything else during that voyage. The lovely sunsets meant to him merely that another day had gone by without his reaching his destination. The gallant way in which Clorinda held her course, close-hauled, shouldering the long rollers aside in showers of spray, held no fascination for him, for she was not flying before the wind at her best speed. At noon each day, when the ships position was pricked off on the chart, he would look long and despairingly, estimating by eye the further distance to be traversed. He had not had sufficient experience at sea to acquire the knack of resigning himself to the influence of forces beyond human control. When the wind drew southerly and foul, as it did for two days consecutively, he was clearly on the verge of accusing Hornblower of being in league with his enemies, and made no attempt to understand Hornblowers soothing explanation that on the starboard tack on which Clorinda was compelled to lie they were making easting which might be invaluable in possible later eventualities. He resented the caution of Captain Fell which led to Clorindas shortening sail as they entered the dangerous proximity of Grand Cay, and at dawn next day he was climbing the foremast shrouds as high as he dared, looking out for the first sight of the mountains of Venezuela  and even then he did not recognize as land the blue streak which he saw.

A shore boat came out to them before ever they dropped anchor, and there was an urgent conference on Clorindas quarterdeck between Ruiz and the officer it brought out.

My General is in Carabobo, said Ruiz to Hornblower. A battle is going to be fought. Bolivar is marching on Puerto Cabello, and my General has taken the army to meet him.

Where is Ramsbottom and his ship?

Ruiz looked to the arrival for the information.

Near Puerto Cabello.

That was, of course, the likeliest place, a hundred miles or less to the westward, a roadstead where supplies might possibly be landed, and an ideal situation for intercepting all communications between Curaçao and La Guaira.

Then I shall head for Puerto Cabello, said Hornblower. You can accompany me if you wish, Don Manuel. The wind is fair and Ill land you there quicker than a horse would carry you.

Ruiz hesitated for a moment; he knew all about horses and he was suspicious about ships. But the advantage was so obvious that he accepted.

Very well, then, said Hornblower. Sir Thomas, well hoist that anchor again, if you would be so kind. Set a course for Puerto Cabello.

Now Clorinda had the lusty trade wind on her quarter, her best point of sailing; she had her studding sails out and every possible stitch of canvas out, and she flew along. A horse at full gallop might go faster, but no horse could do as Clorinda was doing and maintain full speed for hour after hour, nor could any horse ever attain full speed on the mountain tracks of the Maritime Andes. Naturally, no amount of speed could satisfy Ruiz. With telescope to his eye he watched the distant coast go by until his weary eye was almost blind, and then he paced about the quarterdeck, trickles of sweat running down his forehead and cheeks as the sun, climbing to its noontide height, blazed vertically down on him. He turned a suspicious eye on Hornblower when the crew of Clorinda poured aloft to take in sail.

We are going in to shore now, General, explained Hornblower soothingly.

The leadsmen were in the chains as Clorinda headed in towards the roadstead. In the middle of their chant Ruiz suddenly turned to Hornblower and stood rigid, listening to another, more distant, sound.

Cannons! he said.

Hornblower strained his ears. The faintest, almost imperceptible noise, and then silence, save for the sound of the ship through the water and the bustle of preparing to come to an anchor.

Order the still for a moment, if you please, Sir Thomas.

Now the leadsmen ceased their chant, and every man in Clorinda stood silent, even though the wind still played through the rigging and the sea chattered alongside. A very distant, flat detonation. Another. Two more.

Thank you, Sir Thomas. You may carry on now.

Cannons! repeated Ruiz, glaring at Hornblower. They are fighting the battle.

Somewhere on the outskirts of Puerto Cabello Royalists and Republicans were locked in combat. And those guns that they had heard? They might well be those that the Helmond had carried, now in the hands of the insurgents and firing upon their legal owners. The fact that artillery was being employed indicated a pitched battle, no petty skirmish. Over there the fate of Venezuela was being decided. Ruiz was pounding his fist into his open palm.

Sir Thomas, kindly have a boat ready to land the General without delay.

As the gig pulled away from Clorindas side Hornblower looked up at the sun, called up before his minds eye the chart of the Venezuelan coast, and reached a further decision. As always in the Service, a long, dull interval had heralded a period of activity. As the gig came skimming back again he was ready with his next order.

Will you be so good as to make sail again, Sir Thomas? We can continue to search to the westward for Ramsbottom while daylight lasts.

It was desirable to obtain the earliest possible news of the result of the battle, but it was also, or more, desirable to lay hands on Ramsbottom as quickly as might be. They had not sighted him between La Guaira and Puerto Cabello; he could not be much farther along the coast. The sun was descending now, dazzling the lookouts as they peered towards it while Clorinda continued her course along the shores of the province of Carabobo. Not so far ahead the land trended abruptly northward to San Juan Point  a lee shore. It was curious that Ramsbottom should have gone even this far to leeward; unless he had put up his helm and headed clear away, guessing that his period of grace was at an end.

Deck, there! The lookout at the foretopgallant masthead was hailing. Theres summat on the port bow, just in sight. Right in the eye of the sun. But it may be a ship, sir. A ships masts an yards, sir, with no sail set.

It would be incredible that Ramsbottom had anchored here on this dangerous lee shore. But incredible things have to be done in war. Clorinda had long ago taken in her studding sails. Now after a sharp order from Fell, and five minutes activity on the part of her crew, she was gliding along under topsails and headsails alone. The sun sank into a bank of cloud, suffusing it with scarlet.

Deck, there! Two ships, sir. At anchor. One of ems a brig, sir.

A brig! Ramsbottom almost for certain. Now with the sun behind the cloud it was possible to train a telescope in the direction indicated. There they were, sharp and clear against the sunset, silhouetted in black against the scarlet cloud, the masts and yards of a ship and a brig at anchor. Sir Thomas was looking to Hornblower for orders.

Approach as close as you consider advisable, if you please, Sir Thomas. And a boarding party ready to take possession.

An armed boarding party, my lord?

As you please. Hell never dare to oppose us by force.

The guns of the brig were not run out, there were no boarding-nettings rigged. In any case the little brig stood no chance in an unsheltered anchorage against a frigate.

Ill anchor if I may, my lord.

Certainly.

That was the Bride of Abydos, without a doubt. No mistaking her at all. And the other one? Most likely the Helmond. With the revolt of Maracaibo this part of the coast had fallen into the power of the insurgents. The batteries of field artillery that she had carried could be rafted ashore here  there was a beach in that little cove where it would be possible  and delivered to the insurgent army gathering for its march on Puerto Cabello. Ramsbottom, his task completed, would presumably be prepared to brazen it out, pleading  as Hornblower had already guessed  some privateering commission from Bolivar.

Ill go with the boarding party, Sir Thomas.

Fell shot a questioning glance. Admirals had no business boarding strange craft from small boats, not only when bullets might fly, but when one of the infinite variety of accidents possible in small boats might lead to an elderly and not so active senior officer being dropped overside and never coming up again, with endless trouble later for the captain. Hornblower could follow Fells train of thought, but he was not going to wait quiescent on Clorindas quarterdeck until a report came back from the Bride of Abydos  not when a word would give him the power of finding out several minutes earlier.

Ill get your sword and pistols, my lord, said Gerard.

Nonsense! said Hornblower. Look there!

He had kept his telescope trained on the anchored ships, and had detected a significant activity around them. Boats were pulling hastily away from both of them and heading for the shore. Ramsbottom seemed to be absconding.

Come along! said Hornblower.

He ran to the ships side and leaped for the boats falls; sliding down, clumsily, cost him some of the skin from his soft palms.

Cast off! Pull! he ordered as Gerard tumbled in beside him. Pull!

The boat swung away from the ships side, soared giddily up a swell and down again, the men throwing their weight on the oars. But the boat that was leaving the Bride of Abydos was not being handled in the man-o-war fashion one would have expected of Ramsbottom. The oars were being plied without any coordination; the boat swung round on the swell, and then as somebody caught a crab swung round again. In next to no time Hornblower found himself alongside the struggling craft. The men at the oars were not the spruce seamen he had seen on board the Bride of Abydos. They were swarthy men clothed in rags. Nor was that Ramsbottom in the sternsheets. Instead, it was someone with a heavy black moustache wearing some vestiges of a blue and silver uniform. The reddening sunset glared down upon him.

Who are you? demanded Hornblower, and then repeated the question in Spanish.

The boat had ceased its struggles and was lying on its oars, rising and falling on the swell.

Lieutenant Perez of the First Regiment of Infantry of the Army of Greater Colombia.

Greater Colombia. That was what Bolivar called the republic he was trying to establish by his rebellion against Spain.

Where is Mr Ramsbottom?

The Admiral has been on shore for the last week.

The Admiral?

Don Carlos Ramsbottom y Santona, Admiral of the Navy of Greater Colombia. An admiral; no less.

What were you doing on board that ship?

I was taking care of her until Your Excellency came.

Is there nobody on board, then?

Nobody.

The boats soared up a swell and sank down again. It was a sickly thing to do, not conducive to logical thought. He had been prepared to arrest Ramsbottom, but it would be another matter to arrest a lieutenant of infantry, in territorial waters.

Where is the crew of the ship?

On shore with the Admiral. With the army.

Fighting for Bolivar, presumably. And presumably as artillerymen serving the stolen guns.

Very well. You may go.

It was sufficient to make sure of the Bride of Abydos; there was no purpose in laying hands on men of Bolivars army who had only been obeying the orders of their superiors.

Lay me alongside the brig.

In the fading light the deck of the Bride of Abydos was not in too great disorder. The departing crew had apparently left everything shipshape, and the caretaking party of South American soldiers had not disturbed anything  although below deck it would probably be a different story. But what would have happened if a gale had blown up in this perilous anchorage on a lee shore would not bear thinking about. Presumably Ramsbottom had not cared what happened to his little ship once he had brought off his coup.

Ahoy! Ahoy!

Someone was hailing through a speaking-trumpet from the other ship. Hornblower took the speaking-trumpet from its becket by the wheel and hailed back.

I am Admiral Lord Hornblower of His Britannic Majestys Service. I am coming aboard.

It was almost dark when he mounted to the deck of the Helmond, to be welcomed by the light of a couple of lanterns. The captain who greeted him was a thick-set man speaking excellent English with a marked accent, Dutch, presumably.

You have not arrived too soon, sir, was his uncompromising beginning, not the way to address any officer of the Royal Navy, certainly not an Admiral and a Peer.

Ill thank you to be civil, snapped Hornblower, his temper frayed.

Two angry men faced each other in the wavering light, and then the Dutchman realized that it would be better to restrain his ill-temper in dealing with someone who, after all, had the power on this lonely coast to enforce any orders he might issue.

Please come below, sir, he said. Perhaps a glass of schnapps ?

It was a comfortable, well-furnished cabin in which Hornblower was offered a seat and a glass.

I was glad when I saw your topsails, sir, said the Dutch captain. For ten days I have been through misery. My ship  my cargo  this shore 

The disjointed words conveyed the anxieties of finding himself in the hands of the insurgents, and of being compelled to anchor off a lee shore with an armed guard on board.

What happened? asked Hornblower.

That damned little brig fired a shot across my bows with Bonaire still in sight. They boarded me when I hove-to. Put an armed party on board. I thought she was one of yours, a ship-of-war. They brought me here and anchored, and the army came out to us. That was when I knew she was not a ship-of-war, not British.

Then they took your cargo?

They did. Twelve nine-pounder field guns, with limbers and caissons and horse harness. One ammunition waggon. One repair cart with tools. Two thousand rounds of ammunition. One ton of gunpowder in kegs. Everything. The Dutchman was obviously quoting verbatim from his bill of lading.

How did they get it ashore?

On rafts. Those Britishers worked like madmen. And there were seamen among them.

It was a handsome admission, hardly grudging. Presumably keg-pontoons had been employed; Hornblower told himself that he would have tackled the problem of getting the cargo on to the beach in that way, at least. Presumably a good deal of unskilled labour had been provided on shore by the insurgent forces, but that hardly detracted from the achievement.

And then every single man went off with the guns? asked Hornblower.

Every man. Not too many for twelve guns.

Not too many. The Bride of Abydos carried a crew of some seventy-five men  hardly sufficient, in fact, to man two batteries in action.

And they left a Venezuelan guard on board?

Yes. You saw them go when you came. They kept me here, at anchor on a lee shore.

That, of course, was to prevent the Dutchman spreading the news of the fraud that had been practised.

Those  those brigands knew nothing about ships. The Dutchman was continuing his tale of tribulation. The Desperate started dragging her anchor once. I had to send my own men 

You were lucky they didnt burn your ship, said Hornblower. Luckier still they didnt plunder it. Youre lucky not to be in some prison on shore.

That may be so, but 

As it is, sir, said Hornblower, rising, you are free. You can use the land breeze to make an offing. Tomorrow night you can anchor in Willemstadt.

But my cargo, sir? I have been detained. I have been in danger. My countrys flag ?

Your owners can take action as they please. I understand that Ramsbottom is a wealthy man. He can be sued for damages.

But  but  The Dutchman could find no words that would express adequately his feelings regarding both his recent treatment and Hornblowers scant sympathy.

Your Government can address protests, of course. To the Government of Greater Colombia, or to King Ferdinand. Hornblower kept his face expressionless as he made the ridiculous suggestion. I must congratulate you, sir, on your escape from very serious dangers. I trust you will have a prosperous voyage home.

He had freed the Helmond, and he had laid hands on the Bride of Abydos. That much he had accomplished so far, said Hornblower to himself as the boat took him back to Clorinda. The Governments at home could squabble over the legal details, if they cared to go to the trouble. What the Cabinet and the Admiralty would think about his actions he could not imagine; he was conscious of a slight chill of apprehension when his mind dwelt upon that side of the situation. But an Admiral could not show apprehension to anyone, certainly not to a captain as stupid as Sir Thomas Fell.

Ill be obliged, Sir Thomas, he said, when he regained Clorindas deck, if you will send a prize-crew on board the brig. Would you please be good enough to instruct the officer whom you put in command to keep company with us? We shall sail for Puerto Cabello again as soon as it is convenient to you.

Fell might be stupid, but he was a capable seaman. Hornblower could leave to him the anxious business of making his way back along the coast at night; the land breeze, fluky and unpredictable though it might be, afforded an opportunity which must not be missed of regaining the precious miles that had been squandered to leeward. Hornblower could go down into his stifling cabin and compose himself to sleep. It had been a busy day, and he was physically weary. He lay on his cot with the sweat trickling irritatingly over his ribs, trying to persuade his mind to cease from debating the situation. The British public was turning a kindly eye on the struggle for liberty that was being waged in every corner of the world. British volunteers were playing their part  Richard Church had been leading the Greek rebellion against the Turks for years now; Cochrane was at this very moment fighting in the Pacific for South American independence. For that matter, as he knew, thousands of British soldiers were serving in the ranks of Bolivars army just over there on the mainland. Private fortunes in England had been lavished in the cause of liberty, just as Ramsbottom had been lavishing his.

But none of this was any indication as to how the British Cabinet would react; national policy might well be at odds with national opinion. And the Lords of the Admiralty could be counted upon to be as unpredictable as ever. And that was equally true of His Majesty King George IV; Hornblower suspected that the First Gentleman of Europe had long ago forsaken his halfhearted liberalism. The near future might hold a severe reprimand for His Majestys Commander-in-Chief in the West Indies; it might even hold disavowal and recall.

Hornblowers mind had now attained the comforting certainty that the future was uncertain, and that nothing he could do during the next few hours could change it. With that, he might well have gone to sleep; he was, in fact, on the point of dozing off when he brushed what he thought was a trickle of sweat from his bare ribs. It was not sweat. A flurry against his fingers told him it was a cockroach crawling over his skin, and he started up in disgust. The Caribbean was notorious for its cockroaches, but he had never grown to tolerate them. He walked across in the darkness and opened the door to the after cabin, admitting light from the lamp that swung there, and this revealed a dozen of the disgusting creatures scuttling about.

My lord? It was the faithful Gerard hurrying out of bed as soon as he heard his Admiral stirring.

Go back to bed, said Hornblower.

He put on the silk nightshirt with the elaborate smocking down the front which had been laid out for him, and went on deck. The moon had risen now, and Clorinda was creeping steadily along with the land breeze now blowing fresh abeam. Cockroaches had driven away all thought of his troubles; he could lean against the rail and contemplate the beauties of the beautiful night with placidity. It fell calm at dawn, but half an hour later a fortunate slant of wind enabled Clorinda, and the Bride of Abydos a mile astern, to hold their course for Puerto Cabello; the town on its peninsula was already in sight through the telescope and Clorinda approached rapidly. There were fishing-boats setting out from the town, small craft which were using oars to enable them to get to seaward despite the unfavourable wind. Something about them appeared strange in the telescope, and as Clorinda drew up to them it became apparent that they were crowded with people, ridiculously overloaded. But they plied their oars unceasingly, and boldly rounded the peninsula into the open sea, turning eastward towards La Guaira.

I think General Morillo has lost his battle, said Hornblower.

Indeed, my lord? said Fell, deferentially.

And I think there are plenty of people in Puerto Cabello who have no desire to be found there when El Liberador comes marching in, added Hornblower.

He had heard that the war of independence was being waged with Spanish ferocity, that even Bolivars reputation had been clouded by executions and massacres. Here was a proof of it. But those crowded boats were also a proof that Puerto Cabello was expected to fall to Bolivar. He had won his battle of Carabobo; a victory in the open field so close to Caracas meant the certain collapse of the royal cause. Carabobo would be the Yorktown of the South American war of independence; no doubt about that. Presumably Ramsbottom would consider the loss of the Bride of Abydos as a small thing compared with the freeing of a continent.

It was necessary that all this should be confirmed without doubt, however. The Cabinet would be anxious for early and first-hand information regarding the situation in Venezuela.

Sir Thomas, said Hornblower, I shall go ashore.

Youll have an armed guard, my lord?

As you will, said Hornblower. A dozen seamen with muskets would hardly save him from the clutches of a conquering army, but agreement saved him from argument and reproachful looks.

By the time Hornblower set foot on the pier in the blinding sunlight the little harbour was deserted. Not a fishing-boat was left, nor was there a human being in sight. He pressed on, his guard tramping behind him and Gerard at his side. The long, winding street was not quite deserted; there were a few women, a few old men, a few children to be seen, peering out of the houses. Then away to his right he heard a brief rattle of musketry, the reports sounding flat in the heavy, damp air. Now here came a ghastly column of sick and wounded, half-naked, hobbling along the road; some fell down to struggle to their feet again, and some, under Hornblowers very eyes, fell, not to rise again, and of these some managed to roll to the side of the road while others lay still while their staggering comrades stumbled over them. Wounded, half-naked, bare-footed, crazy with fever or bending double with abdominal pains, they came reeling along the road, while behind them the rattle of musketry came nearer and nearer. At the heels of the last of the wounded came the first of the rearguard, soldiers whose rags were faintly reminiscent of the blue and white of the Spanish Royal Army. Hornblower made a mental note that the royal forces still could provide a disciplined rearguard, and so were not in total rout, but the rearguard was woefully small, a couple of hundred men, perhaps; they were not keeping good order, but they were fighting a steady fight, biting open their cartridges, ramming home their charges, spitting their bullets into their musket barrels, and waiting in ones and two behind cover to get a fair shot at their pursuers. A dozen officers, their drawn swords flashing in the sun, were among them. The mounted officer-in-command caught sight of Hornblower and his party and reined round his horse in astonishment.

Who are you? he shouted.

English, replied Hornblower.

But before another word could be exchanged the firing in the rear increased in intensity; not only that, but suddenly from out of a side lane level with the rearguard appeared a dozen horsemen, lancers, their spear-points reflecting the sun, and the rearguard broke in disorder, running wildly down the road to escape being cut off. Hornblower saw a lance-point enter between the shoulders of a running man, saw him fall on his face, sliding over the surface of the road for a yard before the lance-point tore its way out again, leaving him struggling like a broken-backed animal. Over him swept the skirmishers of the insurgent advanced guard, a swarm of men of every shade of colour, running, loading, and firing. There was a moment when the air was full of bullets.

My lord  expostulated Gerard.

Thats all right. Its all over now, said Hornblower.

The fight had swept past them up the road; no one had paid them any attention save for the single question of the mounted Spanish officer. The small column of infantry marching in regular order behind the skirmishers saw them, however, saw the glittering gold, the epaulettes and the cocked hats. Again a mounted officer wheeled towards them with the same question, to receive the same answer from Hornblower.

Ingleses? repeated the officer. English? Why  youre a British admiral!

Commanding the British Squadron in West Indian waters, said Hornblower.

A pleasure to see you, sir. William Jones, late Captain, Twenty-Third Foot, now Major commanding a battalion in the Army of Greater Colombia.

Delighted to make your acquaintance, Major.

Pardon me, but I must attend to my duties, said Jones, wheeling his horse again.

Hooray for England! yelled someone in the marching ranks, and he was answered by a thin cheer; half of these ragged scarecrows must have been British, mingled indiscriminately with Negroes and South Americans. The cavalry followed them, regiment after regiment, a flood of men and horses filling the road like a river brimming its banks. Lancers and light horse, sore-backed horses and lame horses; most of the men had coiled ropes at their saddle bows, and they were all ragged and drooping in their saddles with fatigue; from the appearance of both men and beasts they had marched far and fought hard, and now they were pressing on to the limit of their strength after their defeated foe. A thousand men had passed, estimated Hornblower, judging the column as well as he could, when a new sound came to his ears through the monotonous trampling of the horses hoofs. A thumping and a jingling, loud and irregular. Here came the guns, dragged along by weary horses; at the heads of the horses walked men, ragged and bearded  they were wearing the remains of blue jumpers and white trousers. It was the crew of the Bride of Abydos. One of them lifted his weary head and recognized the party at the roadside.

Good old Horny! he shouted; his voice was thin with fatigue and sounded like an old mans.

In the mounted officer riding alongside Hornblower recognized one of Ramsbottoms lieutenants; he sat his plodding horse like a sailor, and raised his arm in a weary salute. One gun clattered by, and another followed it. The guns of Carabobo, which had won the independence of a continent.

Hornblower realized that he had not yet seen Ramsbottom, whom he would have expected to be at the head of the artillery column, but as the realization came to him he saw something now beside the second gun. It was a horse litter, extemporized from two poles and some sheets of canvas. It was slung from two horses, one fore and one aft; the bight of canvas between the poles was shaded by an awning spread above it, and lying in the trough was a man, a smallish man, black-bearded, lying feebly against pillows behind his back. A seaman walked at the head of each horse, and with the plodding step of the animals the litter lurched and rolled, and the black-bearded man lurched and rolled at the same time. Yet he was able to take note of the group by the roadside, and he made an effort to sit up, and he called an order to the seamen leading the horses which caused them to turn out of the road and stop by Hornblower.

Good morning, my lord, he said; he spoke shrilly, like someone hysterical.

Hornblower had to look twice and more to recognize him. The black beard, the feverish eyes, the shocking dead pallor upon which the tan looked like some unnatural coating, all made identification difficult.

Ramsbottom! exclaimed Hornblower.

The very same but a little different, said Ramsbottom, with a cackling laugh.

Are you wounded? asked Hornblower; at the moment the words passed his lips he perceived that Ramsbottoms left arm was concealed in a roll of rags  Hornblower had been looking so intently at the face that the arm had escaped his notice until then.

I have made my sacrifice in the cause of liberty, said Ramsbottom, with the same laugh  it might have been a laugh of derision or a laugh of mere hysteria.

What happened?

My left hand lies on the field of Carabobo, cackled Ramsbottom. I doubt if it has received Christian burial.

Good God!

Do you see my guns? My beautiful guns. They tore the Dons apart at Carabobo.

But you  what treatment have you received?

Field surgery, of course. Boiling pitch for the stump. Have you ever felt boiling pitch, my lord?

My frigate is anchored in the roadstead. The surgeon is on board 

No  oh no. I must go on with my guns. I must clear El Liberadors path to Caracas.

The same laugh. It was not derision  it was something the opposite. A man on the edge of delirium keeping a desperate hold on his sanity so as not to be diverted from his aim. Nor was it a case of a man laughing lest he weep. He was laughing lest he should indulge in heroics.

Oh, you cant 

Sir! Sir! My lord!

Hornblower swung round. Here was a midshipman from the frigate touching his hat, agitated by the urgency of his message.

What is it?

Message from the capn, my lord. Ships-of-war in sight in the offing. A Spanish frigate an what looks like a Dutch frigate, my lord. Bearing down on us.

Desperate news indeed. He must have his flag flying in Clorinda to meet these strangers, but it was a maddening moment in which to be told about it. He turned back to Ramsbottom and back again to the midshipman, his customary quickness of thought not as apparent as usual.

Very well, he rasped. Tell the captain Im coming immediately.

Aye aye, my lord. He turned again to Ramsbottom.

I must go, he said. I must 

My lord, said Ramsbottom. Some of his feverish vitality had left him. He was leaning back again on his pillows, and it took him a second or two to gather his strength to speak again, and when he did the words lagged as he uttered them. Did you capture the Bride, my lord?

Yes. He must end this; he must get back to his ship.

My bonny Bride. My lord, theres another keg of caviare in the after-lazarette. Please enjoy it, my lord.

The cackling laugh again. Ramsbottom was still laughing as he lay back with his eyes closed, not hearing the hurried goodbye which Hornblower uttered as he turned away. It seemed to Hornblower as if that laugh followed him while he hastened to the pier and down into the boat.

Shove off! Put your backs into it!

There lay Clorinda at anchor, with the Bride of Abydos close to her. And there, undoubtedly, were the topsails of two frigates heading in towards them. He scrambled up the ships side with hardly a moment to spare for the compliments with which he was received. He was too busy taking in the tactical situation, the trend of the shore, the position of the Bride of Abydos, the approach of the strangers.

Hoist my flag, he ordered, curtly, and then, recovering his poise, with the customary elaborate politeness, Sir Thomas, Id be obliged if youd get springs on the cable, out of the after-ports on both sides.

Springs, my lord? Aye aye, my lord.

Cables passed through the after-ports to the anchor cable; by hauling in on one or the other with the capstan he could turn the ship to bring her guns to bear in any direction. It was only one of the many exercises Hornblower had put his crews through during the recent manÅuvres. It called for heavy, closely coordinated labour on the part of the hands. Orders were bellowed; warrant and petty officers ran at the heads of their different parties to rouse out the cables and drag them aft.

Sir Thomas, please order the brig to kedge closer in. I want her inshore of us.

Aye aye, my lord.

Now it became apparent that there was some time in hand. The approaching frigates, hull up now when a glass was trained on them from the quarterdeck, were shortening sail, and then, even while Hornblower held them in the field of his telescope, he saw their main-topsails suddenly broaden as they were swung round. They were heaving-to, and a moment later he saw a boat lowered from the Dutch frigate and pull to the Spanish one. That would mean a consultation, presumably. Thanks to the difference of language they could hardly be expected to agree on a course of action by signal nor even by speaking-trumpet.

The Spaniards wearing a commodores broad pendant, Sir Thomas. Will you please be ready to salute it as soon as he salutes my flag?

Aye aye, my lord.

The consultation took some little time, the second half of one sand-glass and the beginning of the next. A monstrous creaking down below, and a clanking of the capstan, told that the springs were being tested. Clorinda swung a trifle to starboard, and then a trifle to port.

Springs are tested and ready, my lord.

Thank you, Sir Thomas. Now will you be good enough to send the hands to quarters and clear for action?

Clear for action? Aye aye, my lord.

It was a detestable nuisance to take this precaution. It meant that his bedding and books and personal equipment down below would be swept away in a horrible muddle that might take days to straighten. But on the other hand, if those frigates came down determined to fight, his reputation would never survive being unready for them. It would be chaos to try to clear away the guns and bring up cartridges while actually under fire; the battle  if there were to be a battle  would be lost before it was begun. And there was something of the old thrill about these preparations; the pealing of the whistles, the hoarse cries of the petty officers, the orderly rush of the men to the guns, the tramp of the marines to the quarterdeck and the sharp order of their officer as they dressed into a rigid line.

Ship cleared for action, my lord.

Thank you, Sir Thomas. Stand by, if you please.

There would have been just time even if the strangers had come instantly down and gone into action without parley. By a rapid use of his springs he would rake the first-comer thoroughly enough to have made her captain wish he had never been born. Now he must wait, and the ships company, standing by their guns, must wait with him, the matches smouldering in their tubs, the fire parties standing by with their buckets, the powder boys, cartridge carriers in hand, waiting to start their race from powder magazine to guns and back again.

Here they come, my lord!

Those topsails were narrowing again; those masts were coming into line. Now the frigates bows were pointed straight at Clorinda as they came towards her. Hornblower held them steady in his telescope; no guns were run out, he could see, but it was impossible to tell if they were cleared for action. Nearer and nearer; now they were almost within extreme random cannon shot. At that moment where was a puff of smoke from the Spaniards starboard bow, and for the life of him Hornblower could not check a gulp of excitement. The breeze blew the puff away, and then the puff was replaced by another; as the second appeared, the heavy thud of the first discharge came to Hornblowers ears. There was a momentary temptation to plunge into the luxury of mental arithmetic, involving the speed of sound conveyed over water, and the five seconds interval between saluting guns, and the distance between the ships, but it had to be foregone.

You may return the salute to the broad pendant, Sir Thomas.

Aye aye, my lord.

Thirteen guns for a rear admirals flag; eleven for a commodore; twenty-four guns, one hundred and twenty seconds, exactly two minutes; those ships, approaching at four miles in the hour would be a cables length closer at the end of the salutes, within distant gunshot.

Sir Thomas, I would be glad if you would take several turns upon the starboard spring.

Aye aye, my lord.

The violent creaking made itself heard again, and Clorinda turned herself to present her broadside towards the newcomers. No harm whatever in letting them know that a hot reception was awaiting them if they intended mischief; it might save much trouble later.

Theyre taking in sail, my lord!

So he could see for himself, but there was nothing to be gained by saying so. The two ships obviously had heavy crews, judging by the rapidity with which sail was got in. Now round they went, up into the wind. Hornblower believed he could hear the roar of the cables as they anchored. It seemed like a decisive moment, and Hornblower was about to mark it by shutting up his telescope with a snap when he saw a boat lowering from the Spaniard.

I fancy well be having a visitor shortly, said Hornblower.

The boat seemed to fly over the glittering water; the men at the oars were pulling like madmen  presumably the eternal desire of the men of one navy to show another navy what they could do.

Boat ahoy! hailed the officer of the watch.

The Spanish officer in the sternsheets, conspicuous by his epaulettes, hailed back; Hornblower could not be sure of what he said, but the letter that was waved at the same time told the story.

Receive him on board, if you please, Sir Thomas.

The Spanish lieutenant looked sharply round him as he came over the ships side; no harm in his seeing the men at quarters and the preparations made. He picked out Hornblower at once, and with a salute and a bow presented his letter.

Su excellencia el Almirante Sir Hornblower, said the superscription.

Hornblower broke the seal; he could read the Spanish of the letter easily enough.

The Brigadier, Don Luiz Argote, would be honoured if His Excellency Sir Hornblower would accord him the opportunity of an interview. The Brigadier would be delighted if he could visit His Excellencys ship and would be equally delighted if His Excellency would visit His Most Catholic Majestys ship.

In Spanish naval usage, Hornblower knew, Brigadier was equivalent to Commodore.

Ill write a reply, said Hornblower. Sir Thomas, please make this gentleman welcome. Come with me, Gerard.

Down below, with the ship cleared for action, it was a nuisance to hunt up writing paper and ink; it was even more of a nuisance to have to compose a letter in Spanish, for in writing misspellings and bad grammar would be far more evident than in speech. Luckily the Brigadiers letter itself supplied most of the spelling and the tricky conditional form.

Rear Admiral Lord Hornblower would be delighted to receive the Brigadier Don Luiz Argote in his flagship whenever the Brigadier wishes.

Sealing wax and seal and candle had to be discovered; it would never do to appear careless about these formalities.

Very well, said Hornblower, giving grudging approval of the second impression after the failure of the first attempt. Take a boat to the Bride of Abydos as quick as lightning and see if theres any of that sherry left which Ramsbottom served at his dinner party.

The Brigadier, when he came up Clorindas side, to be received with the appropriate compliments, was followed by another figure in cocked hat and epaulettes. Hornblower bowed and saluted and introduced himself.

I took the liberty of asking Captain Van der Maesen, of the Royal Netherlands Navy, to accompany me, said the Brigadier.

It is with much pleasure that I welcome Captain Van der Maesen on board, said Hornblower. Perhaps you gentlemen will accompany me below. I regret very much that we will not be very comfortable, but, as you see, I have been exercising my crew in their duties.

A screen had been hurriedly run across the after-part of the frigate, and the table and chairs replaced. The Brigadier sipped with increasing and astonished appreciation at the glass of wine offered him. Inevitably several minutes passed in desultory conversation  Spanish was the one language the three had in common  before the Brigadier began to discuss business.

You have a beautiful ship here, milord, he said. I regret much to find you in company with a pirate.

You mean the Bride of Abydos, señor?

Naturally, milord.

Hornblower saw a trap opening before him.

You call her a pirate, señor?

What do you call her, milord?

I am waiting to hear your opinion, señor. It was important not to commit himself.

Her actions call for explanation, milord. She has captured and plundered a Dutch ship. That can be interpreted as an act of piracy. On the other hand it might be said she is operating under a so-called commission issued by the rebels in Venezuela. In the one case Captain Van der Maesen will seize her as a pirate. On the other, if she is a privateer, I will seize her as an enemy of my country.

In neither case, señor, has a court of law determined her status. In the meanwhile, gentlemen, she is in my possession.

Hats were in the ring now. Hornblower met the eyes of the others with the least expression he could manage. Of one thing he was certain, that whatever might be eventually decided regarding the Bride of Abydos neither the British Government nor the British public would approve of his tamely allowing her to be taken out of his hands.

Milord, I have assured Captain Van der Maesen of my support in any action he may decide to take, and he has given me the same assurance.

The Dutch captain confirmed this with a nod and a half-intelligible sentence. Two to one, in other words; odds that Clorinda could not hope to face.

Then I hope, gentlemen, I hope very sincerely indeed, that you decide upon approving of my course of action.

It was the politest way of defying them that he could think of.

I find it very hard to believe, milord, that you extend the protection of His Britannic Majestys Navy to pirates, or to privateers in a war in which His Majesty is neutral.

You may have noticed, señor, that the Bride of Abydos is flying His Britannic Majestys flag. Of course, you understand that as a naval officer I cannot permit that flag to be hauled down.

There it was, the ultimate defiance. Ten minutes from now and the guns might be firing. Ten minutes from now and this deck might be littered with dead and wounded. He might be dead himself. The Spaniard looked at the Dutchman and back to Hornblower.

We would much regret taking strong action, milord.

I am delighted to hear that, señor. That confirms me in my decision. We can part the best of friends.

But 

The Brigadier had not intended his last sentence to be interpreted as a sign of yielding. He had been uttering, he thought, a further threat. Hornblowers interpretation of it left him speechless for a moment.

I am overjoyed to find that we are in agreement, gentlemen. Perhaps we can drink the healths of our sovereigns in another glass of this wine, señor  and may I take this opportunity of acknowledging the debt the rest of the world owes to your country for such an exquisite production?

By taking their withdrawal for granted he was giving them a chance of withdrawing gracefully. The bitter moment of admitting that they had been outfaced had come and gone before they had realized it. Once more the Spaniard and the Dutchman exchanged unavailing glances, and Hornblower seized the opportunity to pour more wine.

To His Most Catholic Majesty, señor. To His Majesty the King of the Netherlands.

He held his glass high. They could not refuse that toast, even though the Brigadiers mouth still opened and shut as he struggled to find words for his emotions. Common politeness forced the Brigadier to complete the toast, as Hornblower waited, glass in hand.

To His Britannic Majesty.

They drank together.

This has been a delightful visit, gentlemen, said Hornblower. Another glass? No? It cannot be that you are leaving so soon? But I expect you have many duties calling for your attention.

As the sideboys, white-gloved, formed up at the entry port, and the bosuns mates pealed upon their whistles, and the ships company, still at their guns, stood to attention, in compliment to the departing visitors, Hornblower could spare a moment to glance round. Those sideboys and bosuns mates and guns crews might be facing imminent death at this moment if that interview had taken a more stormy course. He deserved their gratitude, but of course he would never receive it. Shaking hands with the Brigadier he made the final clarification of the situation.

A prosperous voyage, señor. I hope I shall have the pleasure of meeting you again. I shall be sailing for Kingston as soon as the land breeze serves.

One of Barbaras regular letters, received months later, helped to round off the incident.

My dearest husband, (wrote Barbara as usual, and, as usual Hornblower read those words with a smile. There were several sheets to the letter, and the first sheet contained much of interest to Hornblower, but it was not until the second sheet that Barbara began her usual society and professional gossip.)

Last night the Lord Chancellor was my left-hand partner at dinner, and he had much to say about the Bride of Abydos, and in consequence, to my great pleasure, much to say about my dear husband. The Spanish and Dutch Governments, through their ambassador and minister, have naturally lodged protests with the Foreign Secretary, who has only been able to acknowledge receipt of the notes and to promise a further reply when the legal aspects of the case are made clear. And, in all the history of Admiralty law, said the Lord Chancellor, there never was a case as complicated as this one. The insurers plead negligence on the part of the assured (I hope that I have these technical terms right, my very dearest) because the captain of the Helmond took no steps to verify the bona fides of the Bride of Abydos, and they further plead negligence on the part of the Dutch Government because the capture took place within Dutch territorial waters off Bonaire, and the Dutchmen deny hotly both that they were negligent and that the capture was really within their territorial waters. Further, the actual plundering and detention took place in Spanish territorial waters. And there seem to be untold complications arising from the fact that you found the Bride of Abydos abandoned by her crew  did you know, dearest, that it seems a matter of great legal importance as to whether her anchor was actually touching bottom or not? In any case, there has been no legal action in any court so far because no one seems to be able to decide which court has jurisdiction in the matter (I hope, dearest, you will give your wife all credit for listening attentively and taking note of these difficult expressions). Taking one thing with another, and allowing four months on the average for each necessary round trip to the West Indies to take evidence on commission, and taking into account demurrers and rebuttals and sur-rebuttals, the Lord Chancellor thinks that it will be thirty-seven years before any case reaches the House of Lords, and he went on to say, cackling into his soup, that our interest in the case will be greatly diminished by then.

This is by no means all the news, dearest. There is something further which would greatly distress me if it were not for the fact that I know my husband the Admiral will be delighted. Taking tea today with Lady Exmouth (I know how your dear eyes will open wide with horror at women being in possession of such secrets) I heard that Their Lordships take a most favourable view of your attitude towards the Spanish and Dutch naval authorities  dearest, I am so delighted, even though I could never doubt it. It has already been decided to extend your command for the extra year, and my pleasure in knowing how pleased you will be at this compliment almost  quite  allays my sorrow at the thought of our further separation. Dearest, there is no woman who could love you  there is no woman on earth who could love any man as much as I love you, the truest, the bravest, the boldest, the cleverest  I must not write like this because there is still further news to add.

This is that the Government has always, apparently, looked with favour at the attempt of the Spanish colonies to attain their independence, and with the greatest disfavour upon the decision of the Spanish Government to attempt their reconquest with troops went out from Europe. There have been hints that the other Powers, uneasy at the movement towards liberty, have been meditating giving military assistance to Spain in Spanish America. The victory at Carabobo, where poor Mr Ramsbottom and his guns played such a part, has made this intervention more unlikely. It is a great State secret, so great that over the teacups it is mentioned only in whispers, that the British Government meditates making a declaration that it will not permit military intervention in Spanish America. And it appears that our Government is in accord with the Americans over this, for it is believed that President Monroe is planning to issue a declaration regarding a similar doctrine, and discussions regarding it are taking place. So that my dearest husband finds himself at the centre of world affairs, as he has always been at the centre of his wifes fondest affections.




THE HURRICANE
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HORNBLOWER CAME WALKING into his office at Admiralty House at half-past five oclock in the morning exactly. Now that the summer was come there was just enough daylight at that time to transact business and it was a fairly cool moment as well. Gerard and Spendlove, his flag lieutenant and secretary, were waiting for him there  it would have gone hard with them if they had not been  and they pulled themselves erect, without any clicking of heels (for in three years they had found that their chief discountenanced the practice) and they said Good morning, my lord, Good morning, my lord as if they were the two barrels of a shotgun.

Morning, said Hornblower. He had not had his breakfast coffee yet; otherwise he would have put good in front of morning.

He sat down at his desk, and Spendlove came to hover over his shoulder with a sheaf of papers while Gerard made the dawn report.

Weather conditions normal, my lord. High water today at eleven-thirty. No arrivals during the night, and nothing in sight this morning from the signal station. No news of the packet, my lord, and no news of Triton.

A negative report if ever there was one, said Hornblower. The negatives in the last two phrases balanced each other; HMS Triton was bringing out his successor to relieve him of his command at the end of his three years appointment, and Hornblower was not happy over the prospect of ceasing to be Commander-in-Chief in the West Indies; but the West India packet was bringing out his wife, whom he had not seen during all this time, and to whose arrival he was eagerly looking forward. She was coming out so as to make the return voyage to England with him.

The packets due any day, my lord, said Gerard, soothingly.

Your business is to tell me things I dont know, Mr Gerard, snapped Hornblower. It annoyed him to be soothed like a child, and it annoyed him still more that his personal staff should think him human enough to be anxious to see his wife. He looked over his shoulder at his secretary. What do you have there, Spendlove?

Spendlove made a hasty rearrangement of the papers in his hand. Hornblowers morning coffee was due at any moment, and Spendlove had something he did not want to show his chief until it had come and was half drunk at least.

Here are the dockyard returns to the thirty-first ultimo, my lord, he said.

Cant you say to the end of last month? demanded Hornblower, taking them from him.

Aye aye, my lord, said Spendlove, passionately hoping the coffee would come soon.

Anything in these? asked Hornblower, glancing over them.

Nothing for your special attention, my lord.

Then why trouble me with them? Next?

The warrants for the new gunner in Clorinda, my lord, and for the dockyard cooper.

Your coffee, my lord, said Gerard at this moment, the relief in his voice perfectly apparent.

Better late than never, snapped Hornblower. And for Gods sake dont fuss round me. Ill pour it for myself.

Spendlove and Gerard were busily making room on his desk for the tray to be put down, and Spendlove hastily withdrew his hand from the coffee-pot handle.

Too damned hot, said Hornblower, taking a sip. Its always too damned hot.

Last week the new system had been begun, whereby coffee was brought in to him after his arrival in his office, instead of awaiting him there, because he had complained then that it was always too cold, but neither Spendlove nor Gerard saw fit to remind him of this.

Ill sign those warrants, said Hornblower. Not that I think that coopers worth his salt. His barrels open up into birdcages.

Spendlove scattered sand from the caster over the wet ink of Hornblowers signatures, and put the warrants aside. Hornblower took another sip of coffee.

Heres your refusal of the Crichtons invitation, my lord. In the third person, so your signature isnt necessary.

If that had been said to him a little while before, Hornblower would have demanded why in that case he was being bothered with it, forgetful of his own standing order that nothing was to go out in his name without his seeing it. But even two sips of coffee had done their work.

Very well, he said, glancing over it, and taking up his cup again.

Spendlove watched the level of the liquid sink in the cup, and judged the moment to be more propitious now. He laid a letter on the desk.

From Sir Thomas, my lord.

Hornblower uttered a small groan as he picked it up; Captain Sir Thomas Fell of HMS Clorinda was a fussy individual, and a communication from him usually meant trouble  unnecessary trouble, and therefore to be grudged. Not in this case, though. Hornblower read the official document and then craned over his shoulder at Spendlove.

Whats all this about? he demanded.

Its rather a curious case, I hear, my lord, answered Spendlove.

It was a circumstantial letter, a formal request from Captain Fell for a court martial to be held on Bandsman Hudnutt of the Royal Marines, for wilful and persistent disobedience to orders. Such a charge if substantiated meant death, or else such a flogging that death would be preferable. Spendlove was perfectly well aware that his Admiral detested hangings and floggings.

The charges are preferred by the Drum-Major, commented Hornblower to himself.

He knew the Drum-Major, Cobb, perfectly well, or at least as well as the peculiar circumstances permitted. As Admiral and Commander-in-Chief Hornblower had his own band, which was under the command of Cobb, holding warrant rank. Previous to all official occasions where music had to be provided Cobb reported to Hornblower for orders and instructions, and Hornblower would go through the farce of agreeing with the suggestions put forward. He had never publicly admitted that he could not tell one note from another; he could actually distinguish one tune from another by the jigginess or otherwise of the time. He was a little uneasy in case all this was more common knowledge than he hoped.

What dyou mean by a curious case, Spendlove? he asked.

I believe an artistic conscience is involved, my lord, replied Spendlove, cautiously. Hornblower was pouring, and tasting, his second cup of coffee; that might have a bearing on the breaking of Bandsman Hudnutts neck, thought Spendlove. At the same time Hornblower was feeling the inevitable irritation resulting from having to listen to gossip. An admiral in his splendid isolation never  or only rarely  knew as much about what was going on as his most junior subordinate.

An artistic conscience? he repeated. Ill see the Drum-Major this morning. Send for him now.

Aye aye, my lord.

He had received the one necessary clue, and need not demean himself by prying further unless the interview with Cobb should prove unfruitful.

Now lets have that draught report until he comes.

Drum-Major Cobb did not arrive for some time, and his resplendent uniform when he did arrive hinted that he had taken care about his appearance; tunic and pantaloons were freshly ironed, his buttons glittered, his sash was exactly draped, his sword-hilt shone like silver. He was an enormous man with an enormous moustache, and he made an enormous entrance into the room, striding over the resounding floor as if he were twice as heavy as he actually was, clashing his boot-heels together as he halted before the desk and swept his hand upward in the salute fashionable at the moment among the Royal Marines.

Good morning, Mr Cobb, said Hornblower, mildly; the Mr, like the sword, was an indication that Cobb was a gentleman by virtue of his warrant even though he had risen from the ranks.

Good morning, my lord. There was as much flourish in the phrase as there had been in the salute.

I want to hear about these charges against this bandsman  Hudnutt.

Well, my lord  A sideways glance from Cobb gave Hornblower a hint.

Get out of here, said Hornblower to his staff. Leave Mr Cobb alone with me.

When the door was shut Hornblower was all good manners.

Please sit down, Mr Cobb. Then you can tell me at your ease what really happened.

Thank you, my lord.

Well, now?

That young Udnutt, my lord, es a fool if ever there was one. Im sorry this as appened, my lord, but e deserves all es going to get.

Yes? Hes a fool, you say?

Es a downright fool, my lord. Im not saying e isnt a good musician, cause e is. There aint no one oo can play the cornet the way e does. Thats the truth, my lord. Es a boy wonder at it. The cornets a newfangled instrument, my lord. We aint ad it in our bands for moren a year. Blow it like a trumpet, you do, you ave to ave a lip for it, although it as keys as well, my lord. An es a marvel at it, or e was, my lord.

That change to the past tense indicated that in Cobbs positive opinion Hudnutt, through death or disablement, would never play the cornet again.

Hes young?

Nineteen, my lord.

And what did he do?

It was mutiny, my lord, flat mutiny, although Ive only charged him with disobedience to orders.

Mutiny meant death by the Articles of War; disobedience to orders meant death or such less penalty 

How did it happen?

Well, my lord, it was like this. We was rehearsing the new march that come out in the last packet. Dondello, its called, my lord. Just the cornet an the drums. An it sounded different, an I had Udnutt play it again. I could ear what e was doin, my lord. Theres a lot of B flat accidentals in that march, an e wasnt flatting them. I asked im what e meant by it, an he said it sounded too sweet. Thats what e said, my lord. An its written on the music. Dolce, it says, and dolce means sweet, my lord.

I know, lied Hornblower.

So I says, You play that again and you flat those Bs. An e says, I cant. An I says, You mean you wont? An then I says, Ill give you one more chance  although by rights I shouldnt ave, my lord  an I says, This is an order, remember, an I gives em the beat an they starts off and there was the B naturals. So I says, You eard me give you an order? an e says, Yes. So there wasnt nothing I could do after that, my lord. I calls the guard an I ad im marched to the guardouse. An then I ad to prefer charges, my lord.

This happened with the band present?

Yes, my lord. The ole band, sixteen of em.

Wilful disobedience to an order, before sixteen witnesses. It hardly mattered if there were six or sixteen or sixty; the point was that everyone in Hornblowers command knew by now that discipline had been defied, an order deliberately disobeyed. The man must die, or he must be flogged into a crippled wreck, lest other men defy orders. Hornblower knew he had his command well in hand, but he knew, too, of the turbulence that lay below the surface. And yet  if the order that had been disobeyed had been something different, if there had been a refusal to lay out along a yard, say, however perilous the conditions, Hornblower would not have given all this thought to the matter, despite his detestation of physical cruelty. That sort of order must be instantly obeyed. Artistic conscience, Spendlove had said. Hornblower had no idea of any difference between B and B flat, but he could dimly understand that it might be important to some people. A man might be tempted to refuse to do something that offended his artistic sensibilities.

I suppose the man was sober? he demanded suddenly.

As sober as you and me, my lord.

Another idea crossed Hornblowers mind.

Whats the chances of a misprint in the music? he asked; he was struggling with things he did not understand.

Well, my lord, there is such things. But its for me to say if theres a misprint or not. An although he can read music I dont know if e can read print, my lord, an if e can I dont expect e can read Eyetalian, but there it says dolce, it says, on the official music, my lord.

In Cobbs eyes this aggravated the offence, if aggravation were possible. Not only had his order been disobeyed, but Hudnutt had not respected the written instructions sent by whoever was responsible in London for sending out music to marine bands. Cobb was a marine first and a musician second; Hudnutt might be a musician first and a marine second. But  Hornblower pulled himself up sharply  that made Hudnutts condemnation all the more necessary. A marine had to be a marine, first, foremost, and all the time. If marines started to choose whether they could be marines or not, the Royal Regiment would cease to be a military body, and it was his duty to maintain it as a military body.

Hornblower studied Cobbs expression intently. The man was speaking the truth, at least as far as the truth was apparent to him. He was not wilfully distorting facts because of personal prejudice or as a result of some old feud. If his action, and his report on it, had been influenced by jealousy or natural cruelty, he was unaware of it. A court martial would be impressed by his reliability as a witness. And he remained unperturbed under Hornblowers steady stare.

Thank you, Mr Cobb, said Hornblower at last. I am glad to have had such a clear statement of the facts. That will be all for the present.

Thank you, my lord, answered Cobb, shooting his great bulk up out of the chair with an astonishing mixture of agility and military rigidity. His heels clashed as his hand swept up in the salute; he turned about with parade precision, and marched out of the room with resounding steps as precise as if timed by his own metronome.

Gerard and Spendlove came back into the room to find Hornblower staring at nothing, but Hornblower shook off his preoccupation instantly. It would never do for his subordinates to guess that he was moved by human feelings over a mere administrative matter.

Draft an answer to Sir Thomas for my signature, if you please, Mr Spendlove. It can be a mere acknowledgement, but then add that there is no possibility of immediate action, because I cannot assemble the necessary number of captains at present with so many ships detached.

Except in emergency a court where sentence of death might be passed could not be convened unless there were seven captains and commanders at least available as judges. That gave him time to consider what action he should take.

This mans in the dockyard prison, I suppose, went on Hornblower. Remind me to take a look at him on my way through the dockyard today.

Aye aye, my lord, said Gerard, careful to betray no surprise at an admiral allotting time to visit a mutinous marine.

Yet it was not far out of Hornblowers way. When the time came he strolled slowly down through the beautiful garden of Admiralty House, and Evans, the disabled sailor who was head gardener, came in a jerky hurry to open the wicket gate in the fifteen-foot palisade that protected the dockyard from thieves, in this portion of its course dividing the Admiralty garden from the dockyard. Evans took off his hat and stood bobbing by the gate, his pigtail bobbing at his back, and his swarthy face split by a beaming smile.

Thank you, Evans, said Hornblower, passing through.

The prison stood isolated at the edge of the dockyard, a small cubical building of mahogany logs, set diagonally in a curious fashion, possibly  probably  more than one layer. It was roofed with palm thatch a yard or more thick, which might at least help to keep it cool under the glaring sun. Gerard had run on ahead from the gate  with Hornblower grinning at the thought of the healthful sweat the exercise would produce  to find the officer-in-charge and obtain the key to the prison, and Hornblower stood by while the padlock was unfastened and he could look into the darkness within. Hudnutt had risen to his feet at the sound of the key, and when he stepped forward into the light he was revealed as a painfully young man, his cheeks hardly showing a trace of his one-days beard. He was naked except for a waistcloth, and the officer-in-charge clucked with annoyance.

Get some clothes on and be decent, he growled, but Hornblower checked him.

No matter. Ive very little time. I want this man to tell me why he is under charges. You others keep out of earshot.

Hudnutt had been taken by surprise by this sudden visit, but he was a bewildered person in any case, obviously. He blinked big blue eyes in the sunlight and wriggled his gangling form with embarrassment.

What happened? Tell me, said Hornblower.

Well, sir 

Hornblower had to coax the story out of him, but bit by bit it confirmed all that Cobb had said.

I couldnt play that music, sir, not for nothing.

The blue eyes looked over Hornblowers head at infinity; perhaps at some vision invisible to the rest of the world.

You were a fool to disobey an order.

Yes, sir. Mebbe so, sir.

The broad Yorkshire which Hudnutt spoke sounded odd in this tropical setting.

How did you come to enlist?

For the music, sir.

It called for more questions to extract the story. A boy in a Yorkshire village, not infrequently hungry. A cavalry regiment billeted there, in the last years of the war. The music of its band was like a miracle to this child, who had heard no music save that of wandering pipers in the ten years of his life. It made him conscious of  it did not create for it already existed  a frightful, overwhelming need. All the children of the village hung round the band (Hudnutt smiled disarmingly as he said this) but none so persistently as he. The trumpeters noticed him soon enough, laughed at his infantile comments about music, but laughed with sympathy as time went on; they let him try to blow their instruments, showed him how to cultivate a lip, and were impressed by the eventual result. The regiment returned after Waterloo, and for two more years the boy went on learning, even though those were the hungry years following the peace, when he should have been bird-scaring and stone-picking from dawn to dark.

And then the regiment was transferred and the hungry years went on, and the boy labourer began to handle the plough still yearning for music, while a trumpet cost more than a years full wages for a man. Then an interlude of pure bliss  the disarming smile again  when he joined a wandering theatrical troupe, as odd-job boy and musician; that was how he came to be able to read music although he could not read the printed word. His belly was empty as often as before; a stable yard meant a luxurious bed to him; those months were months of flea-bitten nights and foot-sore days, and they ended in his being left behind sick. That happened in Portsmouth, and then it was inevitable that, hungry and weak, he should be picked up by a marine recruiting-sergeant marching through the streets with a band. His enlistment coincided with the introduction of the cornet à pistons into military music, and the next thing that happened to him was that he was shipped off to the West Indies to take his place in the Commander-in-Chiefs band under the direction of Drum-Major Cobb.

I see, said Hornblower; and indeed he could dimly see.

Six months with a travelling theatrical troupe would be poor preparation for the discipline of the Royal Marines; that was obvious, but he could guess at the rest, at this sensitiveness about music which was the real cause of the trouble. He eyed the boy again, seeking for ideas regarding how to deal with this situation.

My lord! My lord! This was Gerard hastening up to him. The packets signalled, my lord. You can see the flag at the lookout-station masthead!

The packet? Barbara would be on board. It was three years since he had seen her last, and for three weeks now he had been awaiting her from minute to minute.

Call away my barge. Im coming, he said.

A wave of excitement swept away his concern regarding the Hudnutt affair. He was about to hurry after Gerard, and then hesitated. What could he say in two seconds to a man awaiting trial for his life? What could he say when he himself was bubbling with happiness, to this man caged like an animal, like an ox helplessly awaiting the butcher?

Goodbye, Hudnutt. That was all he could say, leaving him standing dumbly there  he could hear the clash of keys and padlock as he hastened after Gerard.

Eight oars bit into the blue water, but no speed that they could give the dancing barge could be fast enough to satisfy him. There was the brig, her sails trimmed to catch the first hesitant puffs of the sea breeze. There was a white dot at her side, a white figure  Barbara waving her handkerchief. The barge surged alongside and Hornblower swung himself up into the main-chains, and there was Barbara in his arms; there were her lips against his, and then her grey eyes smiling at him, and then her lips against his again, and the afternoon sun blazing down on them both. Then they could stand at arms length and look at each other, and Barbara could raise her hands and twitch his neckcloth straight, so that he could be sure they were really together, for Barbaras first gesture was always to straighten his neckcloth.

You look well, my dear, she said.

So do you!

Her cheeks were golden with sunburn after a month at sea; Barbara never strove after the fashionable creaminess that distinguished the lady of leisure from the milkmaid or the goose-girl. And they laughed in each others faces out of sheer happiness before they kissed again and then eventually drew apart.

Dear, this is Captain Knyvett, who has looked after me so kindly on the voyage.

Welcome aboard, my lord. Knyvett was short and stocky and grizzled. But I fancy youll not be staying with us long today.

Well both be your passengers when you sail again, said Barbara.

If my relief has come, said Hornblower, adding to Barbara, Triton hasnt arrived yet.

Twill be two full weeks before were ready to sail again, my lord, said Knyvett. I trust we shall have the pleasure of your company and Her Ladyships.

I sincerely hope so, said Hornblower. Meanwhile well leave you for now  I hope youll dine at Admiralty House as soon as you have leisure. Can you get down into the barge, my dear?

Of course, said Barbara.

Gerard, youll stay on board and look after Her Ladyships baggage.

Aye aye, my lord.

No time even to say how dye do to you, Mr Gerard, said Barbara, as Hornblower led her away to the main-chains.

Barbara had no hoops in her skirts; she knew enough about shipboard breezes to dispense with those. Hornblower dropped down into the sternsheets of the barge, and a growl from the coxswain at the tiller turned the eyes of the boats crew to seaward so that they would see nothing they should not see, while Knyvett and Gerard swung Barbara down into Hornblowers arms in a flurry of petticoats.

Give way!

The barge surged away from the ships side, over the blue water, towards the Admiralty House pier, with Barbara and Hornblower hand in hand in the sternsheets.

Delightful, dear, said Barbara, looking about her when she landed. A commander-in-chiefs life is spent in pleasant places.

Pleasant enough, thought Hornblower, except for yellow fever and pirates and international crises and temperamental marines awaiting trial, but this was not the time to mention such things. Evans, hobbling on his wooden leg, was at the pier to greet them, and Hornblower could see that he was Barbaras slave from the first moment that he was presented to her.

You must take me round the gardens the first moment Im free, said Barbara.

Yes, Your Ladyship. Of course, Your Ladyship.

They walked slowly up to the house; here it was a delicate business to show Barbara round and to present the staff to her, for Admiralty House was run along lines laid down at the Admiralty; to alter a stick of furniture or to change the status of any of the naval ratings working there was something Barbara would not be able to do. She was only a tolerated visitor there, and barely tolerated at that. She would certainly itch to change the furniture about and to reorganize the staff, but she was doomed to frustration.

It seems to be as well, darling, said Barbara with a twinkle, that my stay here is to be short. How short?

Until Ransome arrives in Triton, answered Hornblower. You should know that, dear, considering how much gossip you picked up from Lady Exmouth and the others.

Yes, but its still confusing to me. When does your appointment end?

It ended yesterday, legally. But my command continues until I am legally relieved of it by Ransome when he comes. Triton has made a long passage.

And when Ransome comes?

He takes over from me, and, of course, moves into this house. His Excellency has invited us to be his guests at Government House until we sail for home, dear.

I see. And if Ransome is so late that we miss the packet?

Then we wait for the next. I hope not. It would be uncomfortable.

Is Government House as bad as that?

Its tolerable, dear. But I was thinking of Ransome. No new commander-in-chief wants to have his predecessor staying on.

Criticizing all his actions, of course. Is that what youd do, dear?

I wouldnt be human if I did not.

And I know so well youre human, dear, said Barbara, putting out her hands to him. They were in the bedroom now, out of sight of servants and staff, and they could be human for a few precious moments until a thunderous knock at the door heralded the arrival of Gerard and the baggage, and on his heels came Spendlove with a note for Barbara.

A note of welcome from Her Excellency, dear, explained Barbara when she had read it. We are commanded to dinner en famille.

No more than I expected, said Hornblower, and then, looking round to see that Spendlove had withdrawn, no more than I feared.

Barbara smiled into his eyes conspiratorially.

A time will come, she said.

There was so much to talk about, so much news to be exchanged; the long, long letters that had passed between them during their three years separation needed amplification and explanation, and in any case, Barbara had been five weeks at sea without news. Late on the second day, while they were dining alone together, a mention of Hudnutt came into the conversation. Hornblower explained the situation briefly.

Youre going to court martial him? asked Barbara.

Likely enough, when I can convene a court.

And what will the verdict be?

Guilty, of course. Theres no doubt about it.

I dont mean the verdict. I mean the sentence. What will that be? Barbara was entitled to ask questions like this, and even to express an opinion regarding her husbands performance of his official duties, now that he had let slip a mention of the subject to her.

Hornblower quoted from the Articles of War which had regulated his official life for nearly thirty years.

Every person so offending, being convicted thereof by the sentence of the court martial, shall suffer death, or such less punishment as from the nature and degree of the offence the court martial shall deem him to deserve.

You dont mean that, dear? Barbaras grey eyes opened wide across the little table from him. Death? But you said such less punishment. What could that be?

Flogging round the fleet. Five hundred lashes.

Five hundred lashes? For playing B natural instead of B flat?

That was exactly what one might expect a woman to say.

Dear, thats not the charge. The charge is wilful disobedience to orders.

But its such a trifling matter.

Dear, disobedience to orders can never be a trifling matter.

Would you flog a man to death because he wont play a B flat? What a bloodthirsty way to balance the account!

Theres no thought of balancing accounts, dear. Punishment is inflicted to deter other men from disobeying orders. Its not revenge.

But womanlike Barbara clung to her position, however much her flank might be turned by cold logic.

But if you hang him  or if you flog him, I expect  hell never play another B natural again. What good does that do?

Its the good of the Service, dear 

Hornblower, on his part, was holding a position which he knew to be not quite tenable, but Barbaras vehemence was causing him to grow heated in defence of his beloved Service.

Theyll hear about this in England, said Barbara, and then a new thought struck her. He can appeal, of course  can he?

In home waters he could. But I am a commander-in-chief in a foreign station, and from my decision there is no appeal.

It was a sobering speech. Barbara gazed across the table at this man, changed suddenly from her tender, loving, sensitive husband into a potentate who held the power of life and death. And she knew that she could not, she must not, exploit her privileged position as wife to influence his decision. Not because of the good of the Service, but for the sake of their married happiness.

And the trial will be soon? she asked; the change in her was apparent in her tone.

The moment I can convene a court. Delay in matters of discipline defeats its own object. If a man were to mutiny on Monday he should be tried on Tuesday and hanged on Wednesday. But there are not enough captains available. Tritons captain, when Ransome arrives, would give the necessary number, but then I shall be relieved of command and the matter will be out of my hands. But if Flora should come in before that  I detached her to the Gulf Coast  I shall be responsible.

I see, dear, said Barbara, not taking her eyes from his face. Even before he spoke again she was aware that there was something which would modify the harshness of what he had said so far.

Naturally, I have not made up my mind yet, dear, he said. But there is a further possibility which Im considering.

Yes? She could hardly breathe the word.

The confirmation of the finding and the sentence would be the last act of my command. That would present an excuse  a reason. I could commute the sentence as an act of clemency in recognition of the good behaviour of the squadron during the period I have commanded it.

I see, dear. And if Ransome arrives before Flora?

I can do nothing, except 

Except ?

I could suggest to Ransome that he might begin his command with an act of clemency.

And would he?

I know very little about Ransome, dear. I simply cannot say.

Barbara opened her mouth to speak. She was going to say, Will he think a B flat more important than a mans life? but she changed her speech in the nick of time. Instead she said the other thing that had also, and longer, been hovering on her lips.

I love you, darling, she said.

Again their eyes met across the table, and Hornblower felt his passion flooding to meet hers like a union of two rushing rivers. He knew perfectly well that all he had said about discipline and examples had been of no effect in changing Barbaras mind; a woman (even more than a man) convinced against her will was of the same opinion still. But Barbara had not said so; she had said something else  and something (as always) more appropriate to the occasion. And not by one single variation of tone, not by a hairs-breadth raising of an eyebrow, had she brought into the conversation the fact that he was tone deaf. A lesser woman would have used that as if it were a relevant argument in this matter. She knew of his tone deafness, and he knew she knew, and she knew that he knew; and so on ad infinitum, but there had never been any need for him to admit the defect or for her to admit her knowledge, and he loved her.

Next morning he had to tell himself that the Commander-in-Chief in the West Indies, even if he were awaiting his relief, still had duties to do; even if his wife had newly joined him. But it was delightful to have Barbara walk down with him through the Admiralty House gardens to see him on his way as far as the wicket gate in the lofty dockyard palisade. It was a little unfortunate that at the moment when Evans was unlocking the gate Hudnutt should appear on the other side of the palisade taking his exercise. He was marching up and down between a file of marines under command of a corporal, the guard in parade uniform with bayonets fixed, Hudnutt hatless, as a prisoner under charges had to be.

Prisner an escort  halt! bellowed the corporal at sight of his Admiral. Escort, present  arms!

Hornblower formally acknowledged the salute before turning to say goodbye to his wife.

Escort, sl-o-o-ope arms! bellowed the corporal, in marine fashion, as if the escort had been at the other side of the dockyard instead of two yards from him.

Is that the bandsman  Hudnutt, dear? asked Barbara.

Yes, said Hornblower.

Prisner an escort, by the right, quick  march! bellowed the corporal, and the little group marched off. Barbara watched it go; she could look now that Hudnutt had his back to her and was unaware of it. Previously she had refrained from staring at the man who would soon be on trial for his life. The trim marine uniform could not conceal the gangling, undeveloped body; and the sun shone on the fair hair.

Hes nothing more than a boy, said Barbara.

That could be another irrelevant fact if she wanted to argue with her husband regarding his duty. Seventeen or seventy, a man under orders must obey orders.

Hes not very old, dear, agreed Hornblower.

Then he kissed the cheek that Barbara held up to him  he was not at all sure if an admiral in uniform should kiss his wife goodbye in the presence of his staff, but Barbara had no doubts about it. He left her standing there by the gate chatting to Evans, looking round her at the lovely garden on the one side of the palisade and at the businesslike dockyard through the palings.

The presence of his wife was delightful, even though it meant greatly increased activities for him. The next two or three days involved considerable entertaining; island society wished to make the most of the fleeting presence of an admirals wife, a peeress, and of the bluest of blood in her own right. To Hornblower, regretfully contemplating the immediate end of his period in command, it was a little like the aristocrats during the French Revolution dancing before the summons to the guillotine, but Barbara seemed to enjoy it all, perhaps because she had just endured five very dull weeks at sea and was facing the prospect of five more.

You danced a good deal with young Bonner, dear, he remarked to her when they were home again after the Governors party.

Hes a very good dancer, said Barbara.

Hes something of a villain, I believe, countered Hornblower. Theres never been anything proved, but much suspected  smuggling, slave running, and all the rest of it.

Hes invited to Government House, said Barbara.

Nothing proved, as I said. But in my official capacity Ive often been interested in the activities of those fishing-boats of his. You may find youve been dancing with a jailbird one of these days, dear.

Jailbirds are more amusing than military secretaries, smiled Barbara.

Barbaras activity was astonishing. Even after a nights gaiety she went riding during the day, and Hornblower was content that she should, as long as there were young men available eager to act as Lady Hornblowers escort, seeing that he had his duties to attend to and disliked horses in any case. It was even amusing to observe the transparent adoration which she received from everyone, from His Excellency, from the young men who rode with her, from Evans the gardener, from everyone she had anything to do with.

Barbara was out riding one morning, before the heat of the day, when a messenger was brought in to Hornblower at Admiralty House.

Message from the capn, my lord. Tritons signalled. Shes heading in with a fair wind.

Hornblower stared for a moment; although this was a message that might have come at any time during the last month he was not ready for its full impact.

Very well. My compliments to the captain, and Ill come down.

So this was the end of his three years as Commander-in-Chief. Ransome would take over command, possibly today, but certainly tomorrow, and he himself would be on half-pay and due to go home. A queer mixture of thoughts went through his mind as he made himself ready to meet Ransome; young Richard about to enter Eton; the thought of a freezing winter in Smallbridge; the auditing of his final accounts; it was not until he was on his way to his barge that he remembered that now he would be relieved of the necessity to come to a decision in the Hudnutt case.

Triton wore no admirals flag, for Ransome legally held no command until he had taken over; the salutes at the moment merely acknowledged Tritons joining the West Indian command. Ransome was a burly man with the heavy, fashionable side-whiskers, more grey than black. He wore a small decoration of Companion of the Bath, insignificant compared with Hornblowers magnificent Grand Cross. Presumably if he survived this appointment without any great blunder he might hope for knighthood. He presented his captain, Coleman, with whom Hornblower was quite unacquainted, and then turned an attentive ear to Hornblowers explanation of the arrangements made so far and of future plans.

Ill assume command tomorrow, decided Ransome.

That will allow time to arrange the full ceremonial, agreed Hornblower. In that case, sir, would you care to spend tonight at Government House? I understand a command there awaits you if you think it convenient.

No need to move twice, said Ransome. Ill spend tonight on board here.

Admiralty House will be ready for you tomorrow, of course, sir. Perhaps you might like to give us the honour of your company at dinner today? There might perhaps be information that I could give you regarding the situation here.

Ransome shot a glance at Hornblower charged with a certain amount of suspicion; he did not wish to have any ready-made policies thrust upon him by his predecessor. Yet the suggestion was obviously sensible.

It would be a great pleasure. I must thank you, my lord.

Hornblower took a tactful step to allay that suspicion.

The packet in which my wife and I are taking passage to England is making ready for sea at present, sir. We sail in her, in a matter of a few days only.

Very well, my lord, said Ransome.

Then, having repeated my welcome, sir, I shall take my leave. Shall we expect you at four oclock? Or would some other time be convenient?

Four oclock will suit me well, said Ransome.

The king is dead, long live the king, thought Hornblower, on his way back. Tomorrow he would be supplanted, and would become a mere half-pay officer. The splendour and dignity of a commander-in-chief would be transferred from him to Ransome. And he found the thought a little irksome; he had found his polite pose of deference to Ransome more than a little irksome; and he really thought Ransome could have been more polite in return. He gave vent to a good deal of this feeling as he told Barbara about the interview, and he checked himself at sight of Barbaras amused twinkle and raised eyebrow.

You are the sweetest simpleton, my very dearest, said Barbara. Have you no idea at all of any possible explanation?

None, Im afraid, said Hornblower.

Barbara came up close to him and looked into his face.

No wonder that I love you, she said. Dont you understand that no man could find it easy to replace Hornblower? Your period of command has been overwhelmingly successful. Youve set a standard Ransome will find it hard to live up to. One might say hes jealous, envious  and he showed it.

I cant really believe that, said Hornblower.

And I love you because you cant believe it, said Barbara. I could tell you so in a hundred ways, if I did not have to go and put on my finest gown to win Admiral Ransomes heart.

Ransome was a man of fine presence, bulk and side-whiskers and all; Hornblower had not really appreciated the fact at their first meeting. His manner was somewhat more cordial in Barbaras presence, which might have been the effect of Barbaras personality, but might also have been, as Hornblower realized, the result of Ransomes knowing that Lady Hornblower was a person of much influence in political circles. Hornblower did his best to exploit Ransomes faint cordiality. He passed the wine, he let slip as casually as possible bits of useful information regarding West Indian conditions  casually, so that Ransome could not suspect him of trying to bring influence to bear on him regarding his future policy, and yet useful information that Ransome could snap up and treasure with a smile at Hornblowers carelessness. Yet all the same, dinner was not a tremendous success. There was still a certain tenseness.

And as dinner was approaching its end Hornblower was conscious of a glance darted at him by Barbara; it was only one glance, and of the most fleeting nature. Ransome could not have been conscious of it, but Hornblower understood. Barbara was jogging his memory regarding a matter that was important to her. He awaited a suitable turn in the conversation before mentioning the subject.

Oh, yes, he said, theres a court martial pending. A marine bandsman 

He went on to tell Ransome the circumstances of the case, treating it lightly. He was aware, even if Ransome was not, of the closeness with which Barbara was studying Ransomes expression as the narrative continued.

 Repeated and deliberate disobedience to a lawful order,  Ransome was repeating to himself Hornblowers own words. It could have been mutiny.

So it could, agreed Hornblower. But its rather a curious case. Im glad you have the decision to make regarding it, and not I.

It seems to me as if the evidence will be quite incontrovertible.

No doubt. Hornblower made himself smile, telepathically conscious of the intensity of Barbaras interest. But the circumstances are a little unusual.

The stony expression on Ransomes face was most discouraging. Hornblower knew the situation to be hopeless. He would have abandoned any further effort if Barbara had not been there, but as it was he went on, uselessly.

If the trial had been held during the period of my command I might have  naturally I had not made up my mind  commuted the sentence to mark my appreciation of the good behaviour of the squadron.

Yes? said Ransome; no monosyllable could have expressed greater disinterest, but Hornblower plunged on.

It had occurred to me that you might find this a favourable opportunity to display clemency as your first official act.

That will be a matter for my own decision.

Of course, agreed Hornblower.

And I cannot imagine my taking any action of that sort, naturally. I cannot have the squadron believing that I shall be lenient as regards discipline. I cannot have my command unsettled at the start.

Of course, said Hornblower again. He could see the uselessness of further argument, and he might as well be graceful about it. You are the best judge of all the circumstances, as well as the only judge.

Now I shall leave you gentlemen to your wine, said Barbara, suddenly. Hornblower looked at her just in time to see her frozen expression melt into the smile he knew so well. I shall say goodnight to you, Admiral. I shall make every effort  as far as the rules of the Navy allow  to see that this house is in good condition for you to take over tomorrow, and I hope you will be comfortable in it.

Thank you, said Ransome; the two men were on their feet now.

Goodnight, dear, said Barbara to Hornblower. The latter was aware that the smile she gave him was not quite real, and he knew her to be acutely upset.

She left them, and Hornblower passed the port, and settled down again to what proved to be a long evening. Ransome, having asserted himself, and having made it perfectly clear that he would remain uninfluenced by any suggestion Hornblower might put forward, was by no means averse to acquiring any information that might come his way. Nor to finishing the bottle of port and starting on another.

So that it was very late before he went to bed, and he used no light for fear of disturbing Barbara. He crept about the room as silently as he could. In the darkness the glances that he directed at the other bed (naval establishments made small allowance for wives, and that allowance did not include double beds) under its mosquito net revealed nothing to him, and he was glad. If Barbara had been awake they could hardly have avoided discussing the Hudnutt case.

Nor was there any time next morning, for the moment Hornblower was called he had to hurry into the dressing room and array himself in his best uniform with his ribbon and star and hasten away to the ceremony of the change of command. As the officer to be relieved he was first upon the quarterdeck of the Clorinda, and stationed himself on the starboard side, his staff behind him. Captain Sir Thomas Fell had received him, and next busied himself with receiving the other captains as they came on board. The marine band  without Hudnutt  played selections on the poop; the pipes of the bosuns mates twittered unceasingly to welcome the continuous arrivals; the sun blazed down as if this were just some ordinary day. Then came a pause, intense in its drama. Then the band burst into a march again, there were ruffles of drums and flourishes of bugles as Ransome came up the side with his staff behind him, to take up his station on the port side. Fell came forward to Hornblower with his hand at his hat brim.

Ships company fallen in, my lord.

Thank you, Sir Thomas. Spendlove pressed a paper into Hornblowers hand; Hornblower stepped forward. Orders from the Lords Commissioners for the execution of the office of Lord High Admiral, to me, Horatio Lord Hornblower, Knight Grand Cross of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, Rear Admiral of the Red Squadron 

He really had trouble in preventing his voice from trembling, forcing himself to read in a harsh and matter-of-fact tone. He folded the paper and gave his last order.

Sir Thomas, please have the goodness to haul down my flag.

Aye aye, my lord.

The first of the thirteen saluting guns went off as the red ensign came slowly down from the mizzen-peak. A long, long, descent; sixty seconds for thirteen guns, and when the flag completed its descent Hornblower was the poorer by forty-nine pounds three shillings and seven pence a month command pay. A moment later Ransome came forward, paper in hand, to read the orders of the Lords Commissioners to him, Henry Ransome, Companion of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, Rear Admiral of the Blue Squadron.

Hoist my flag, Sir Thomas.

Aye aye, sir.

Up to the mizzen-peak rose the Blue Ensign; until it broke at the peak the ship was silent, but then it unfolded itself in the breeze and the salute roared out and the band played. When the last gun fired Ransome was legally Commander-in-Chief of His Majestys Ships and Vessels in West Indian waters. More blaring from the band, and in the midst of it Hornblower stepped forward raising his hand in salute to the new Commander-in-Chief.

Permission to leave the ship, sir?

Permission granted.

Ruffles of drums, bugle calls, pipes, and he went down the ships side. He might have been sentimental; he might have felt agony of regret, but there was instant distraction awaiting him.

My lord, said Spendlove beside him in the sternsheets.

Well?

That prisoner  Hudnutt, the marine bandsman 

What about him?

Hes escaped, my lord. He broke prison during the night.

That settled Hudnutts fate beyond all doubt. Nothing could save him. He was as good as dead; or soon perhaps he would be worse than dead. No deserter, no escaped prisoner, ever succeeded in evading recapture in Jamaica. It was an island, and not too large an island. And there was a standing reward of ten pounds sterling for information resulting in the apprehension of a deserter, and in Jamaica, far more than in England, ten pounds was a fortune. A journeymans wages for a year or more; more money than any slave could hope to see in a lifetime. No deserter stood a chance; his white face, to say nothing of his uniform, would call attention to him wherever he might be in the island, and the standing reward made it certain that he would be betrayed. Hudnutt was doomed to recapture. And he was doomed beyond that. There would be additional charges at his court martial. Prison breaking. Desertion. Damage to government property. Damage to his uniform. He would probably be hanged. The only other chance was that he would be flogged round the fleet to die for certain under the lash. Hudnutt was a dead man, and this was the end of his talent for music.

It was a sombre enough thought to occupy his mind all the way to the pier, and it kept him silent as he climbed into the Governors carriage to be driven to Government House  he had no Commander-in-Chiefs carriage now. He was still silent as they drove away.

But they had hardly gone a mile when they met a lively cavalcade clattering down on horseback towards them. First Hornblower saw Barbara  he would have picked her out in any crowd even if she had not been conspicuous on a white horse. His Excellency rode on one side of her and Lady Hooper on the other, chattering eagerly. Behind them came a mixed party, of aides-de-camp and civilians; at the rear rode the Assistant Provost-Marshal and two troopers of his guard.

Ha, Hornblower! called the Governor, reining up. Your ceremonial seems to have finished earlier than I expected.

Good morning, sir, said Hornblower. Your servant, maam.

Then he smiled at Barbara  he could always smile at the sight of her despite any depression. In her hunting veil the smile she gave him in return was hardly apparent.

You can join us in our hunt. One of my aides-de-camp will give you his horse, said Hooper, and then, peering into the carriage, No, perhaps not, in those silk stockings. You can follow us in the carriage, like a lady with certain expectations. Like the Queen of France, by Gad! Turn that carriage, coachman.

What are you hunting, sir? asked Hornblower, a little bewildered.

That deserter of yours. He might show us some sport, answered Hooper.

They were hunting man, the biggest game of all  but Hudnutt, dreamy, scatterbrained Hudnutt, would be poor game. Two coloured servants rode in the party, each holding a leash of bloodhounds, tawny and black; grim, horrible creatures. He wanted to have nothing to do with this hunt, nothing whatever. He wanted to order the carriage to turn back again. This was a nightmare, and it was beyond his power to awaken himself from it. It was horrible to see Barbara taking part in it. At the dockyard gate, at the high palisade, the cortège halted.

Thats the prison, said the Assistant Provost-Marshal, pointing. You can see the hole in the roof, sir.

An area of thatch had been torn away. Probably that prison was not very strongly built; to escape from it meant that the fifteen-foot palisade had to be scaled next  and even then certain recapture somewhere in the island awaited the man to achieve that feat.

Come on, said the Assistant Provost-Marshal, and he and his guard and the men with the bloodhounds trotted into the dockyard to the prison and dismounted. They took the bloodhounds into the prison, where presumably the hounds smelt at the prisoners bedding. Then they reappeared at the door, smelling at the ground below the hole in the roof. Instantly they caught the scent, throwing themselves against their leashes so that the coloured servants had a difficult task to remount, and then they came pelting across the dockyard again. They threw themselves against the palisade, leaping up at it, slavering with excitement.

Bring em round to this side! shouted the Governor, and then, turning to Hornblower, Your mans a marine, isnt he? Even a sailor would find it hard to scale that palisade.

Hudnutt might have done it in some exalted mood, thought Hornblower  those dreamers were like madmen sometimes.

The bloodhounds were brought round through the dockyard gate again and led to the corresponding point on the outside of the palisade. They caught the scent again in a flash, throwing themselves against their leashes and galloping down the road.

Gone away! yelled the Governor, spurring his horse after them.

Hudnutt had climbed that fifteen-foot palisade, then. He must have been insane. The cavalcade had all gone on ahead; the coachman was urging the carriage horses along as fast as their dignity and the inequalities of the road would permit; the carriage lurched and leaped, throwing Hornblower against Gerard beside him and sometimes even against Spendlove opposite. Straight up the road they went, heading for the open country and the Blue Mountains beyond. The horsemen ahead reined back into a trot, and the coachman followed their example, so that the progress of the carriage became more sedate.

A hot enough scent, my lord, said Gerard, peering forward at the bloodhounds still straining at their leashes.

And yet this road must have been well travelled since he went along it, said Spendlove.

Ah! said Gerard, still peering forward. Theyre leaving the road.

As the carriage reached the corner they saw that the horsemen had turned up a broad lane through fields of cane; the coachman, nothing daunted, swung up into the lane after them, but after two more miles of rapid progress he pulled his horses to a halt.

A check here, Hornblower, said the Governor. This lane fords the Hope River here.

The halted cavalcade was breathing the horses; Barbara waved her gloved hand to him.

No scent the other side, explained the Governor, and then, calling to the men with the bloodhounds. Cast upstream as well as down. And on both sides.

The Assistant Provost-Marshal acknowledged the order with a salute.

Your man knew wed have bloodhounds after him, said the Governor. He waded along the river. But he has to come out sooner or later, and well pick up the scent again there.

Barbara guided her horse to the side of the carriage, and raised her veil to speak to him.

Good morning, dear, she said.

Good morning, said Hornblower.

It was hard to say more, when the events of the last hour or two, and all their implications, were allowed for. And Barbara was hardly flushed with the heat and the exercise. She looked drawn and tired; her smile was positively wan. It occurred to Hornblower that she was participating in this hunt as unwillingly as he was. And it seemed likely that she had allowed the move from Admiralty House to Government House this morning to trouble her; womanlike she would not have been able to allow the Navy to execute the task without her supervision even though the Navy had made similar moves by the hundred thousand. She had tried to order it all and was weary in consequence.

Come and sit in the carriage, dear, he said. Gerard will take your horse.

Mr Gerard is wearing silk stockings the same as you are, dear, replied Barbara, smiling through her weariness, and I have too much respect for his dignity to set him on a side-saddle in any case.

My groom will lead your horse, Lady Hornblower, interposed the Governor. This hunt looks as if its going to turn out badly.

Hornblower scrambled down from the carriage to help Barbara from the side-saddle and up into the carriage. Gerard and Spendlove, who had followed him out, followed them back after a moments hesitation and sat with their backs to the horses.

We should have heard something from the bloodhounds by now, said the Governor. The four bloodhounds had now cast up and down both banks for a considerable distance. Can he have climbed a tree?

A man could be more resourceful than any fox, Hornblower knew. But it was an unexpected aspect of Hudnutts character.

Not a trace of scent, Your Excellency, said the Assistant Provost-Marshal trotting up. Nothing at all.

Oh, well then, well go home again. A poor days sport after all. Well precede you, Lady Hornblower, with your permission.

Well see you at the house, dear Lady Hornblower, echoed Lady Hooper.

The carriage turned again and followed the horsemen down the lane.

Youve had a busy morning, I fear, my dear, said Hornblower; with his staff sitting across the carriage from them he had to retain a certain formality of tone.

Not busy at all, answered Barbara, turning her head to meet his glance. A very pleasant morning, thank you, dear. And you  your ceremonial went off without a hitch, I hope?

Well enough, thank you. Ransome  he changed what he was going to say abruptly. What he would say about Ransome to Barbaras private ear was not the same as what he would say in the hearing of his staff.

The carriage trotted on, and conversation proceeded only fitfully in the heat. It was long before they swung through the gates of Government House, with Hornblower acknowledging the salute of the sentry, and drew up at the door. Aides-de-camp and butlers and maids awaited them; but Barbara had already dealt with the move, and in the vast, cavernous bedroom and dressing room allotted to principal guests Hornblowers things were already disposed along with hers.

At last alone, smiled Barbara. Now we can look forward to Smallbridge.

Indeed that was so; this was the beginning of one of those periods of transition which Hornblower knew so well, as did every sailor, the strange days, or weeks, between one life and the next. He had ceased to be a commander-in-chief; now he had to endure existence until he would at least be master in his own house. The urgent need at the moment was for a bath; his shirt was sticking to his ribs under his heavy uniform coat. Perhaps never again, never in all his life, would he take a bath under a wash-deck pump somewhere out with the trade winds blowing upon him. On the other hand, he would not, at least while he was in Jamaica, have to wear a uniform again.

It was later in the day that Barbara made her request to him.

Dear, would you please give me some money?

Of course, said Hornblower.

He felt a delicacy about this which most men would laugh at. Barbara had brought a good deal of money to their marriage, which, of course, was now his property, and he felt an absurd guilt that she should have to ask him for money. That feeling of guilt was perfectly ridiculous, of course. Women were not supposed to dispose of money in any way, except small sums for housekeeping. They could not legally sign a cheque, they could enter into no business transaction at all, which was perfectly right and proper seeing how incapable women were. Except perhaps Barbara. It was the husbands business to keep all moneys under his own hand and dole out under his own supervision what was needed.

How much would you like, dear? he asked.

Two hundred pounds, said Barbara.

Two hundred pounds? Two hundred pounds! That was something entirely different. It was a fortune. What in the world would Barbara want two hundred pounds for here in Jamaica? There could not be one single gown or pair of gloves in the whole island that Barbara could possibly want to buy. A few souvenirs, perhaps. The most elaborate tortoiseshell toilet set in Jamaica would not cost five pounds. Two hundred pounds? There would be a few maids to whom she would have to give vails on leaving, but five shillings each, half a guinea at most, would settle those.

Two hundred pounds? he said it aloud this time.

Yes, dear, if you please.

It will be my business to tip the butler and grooms, of course, he said, still trying to find reasons why she should think she needed this stupendous sum.

Yes, no doubt, dear, said Barbara, patiently. But I need some money for other purposes.

But its a lot of money.

I think we can afford it, though. Please, dear 

Of course, of course, said Hornblower hastily. He could not bear it that Barbara should have to plead to him. All he had was hers. It was always a pleasure to him to anticipate her wants, to forestall any request so that it never need be uttered. He felt shame that Barbara, exquisite Barbara, should ever have to abase herself so low as to ask a favour of him, unworthy as he was.

Ill write an order on Summers, he said. Hes Couttss correspondent in Kingston.

Thank you, dear, said Barbara.

Yet as he handed the order over he could not refrain from further speech.

Youll be careful, dear, wont you? he said. Two hundred pounds, whether in notes or gold 

His misgivings ceased to be voiced, died away in incoherent mumblings. He had no wish to pry. He had no wish to exert over Barbara the sort of parental authority that both law and custom gave a husband over his wife. And then he thought of a possible explanation. Lady Hooper was a keen and clever card-player. Presumably Barbara had lost heavily to her. Well, in that case he need not worry. Barbara was a good player, too, and level-headed, and cool. She would win it back. In any case she was no gambler. Perhaps on the voyage home they would have a few hands of piquet  if Barbara had any fault at all it was a tendency to discard a little thoughtlessly when playing the younger hand, and he could give a little unobtrusive advice. And there was a smug pleasure, and a tender pleasure, in the thought of Barbara not caring to admit, to a husband who notoriously won, that she had lost at cards. The deep respect that he felt for her was accompanied (as the flavour of a beef steak may be accompanied by that of mustard) by the knowledge that she was still human. Hornblower knew that there can be no love without respect  and no love without a twinkle of amusement as well.

You are the dearest man in the world, said Barbara, and he realized that her eyes had been fixed on his face for the last several seconds.

It is my greatest happiness to hear you say so, he answered, with a sincerity that no one could doubt. And then a recollection of their position in this house, as mere guests, came to them both to modify the intensity of their feelings.

And we shall be the most unpopular people in Jamaica if we keep Their Excellencies waiting for their dinner, said Hornblower.

They were only guests, now, mere hangers-on, their presence only tolerated by people who had their official lives still to live; that was what Hornblower thought at dinner-time when the new Commander-in-Chief sat in the place of honour. He thought of the Byzantine General, blinded and disgraced, begging in the marketplace, and he nearly said, Spare a penny for Belisarius when the Governor turned to include him in the conversation.

Your marine hasnt been apprehended yet, said Hooper.

Not my marine any longer, sir, laughed Hornblower. Admiral Ransomes marine now.

I understand theres no doubt that he will be apprehended, said Ransome.

Weve not lost a deserter yet during the time of my appointment here, said Hooper.

Thats very reassuring, was Ransomes comment.

Hornblower stole a glance at Barbara across the table. She was eating her dinner with apparent composure; he had feared lest this reminder should upset her, for he knew how strongly she felt about Hudnutts fate. A woman was liable to think that the inevitable should not be inevitable in matters in which she was interested. Barbaras mastery of her feelings was something more to admire about her.

Lady Hooper changed the subject, and conversation became general and gay. Hornblower actually began to enjoy himself, with a light-headed feeling of irresponsibility. There were no cares on his shoulders; soon  the moment the packet was ready to sail  he would be on his way to England, and he would be pleasantly settled in Smallbridge while these people here went on dealing with unrewarding problems in tropical heat. Nothing here mattered to him any more. If Barbara were happy he had not a care in the world, and Barbara was seemingly happy, chattering away to her neighbours on either hand.

It was pleasant, too, that there was not to be any heavy drinking, for after dinner there was to be a reception in honour of the new Commander-in-Chief to which all the island society not eligible for dinner had been invited. He found himself looking at life with fresh eyes and actually approving of it.

After dinner, when the men and the ladies met again in the drawing room and the first new guests were being announced, he was able to exchange a word or two with Barbara and to see that she was happy and not overtired. Her smile was bright and her eyes sparkling. He had to turn away from her in the end to shake hands with Mr Hough, just arrived with his wife. Other guests were streaming in; a sudden influx of blue and gold and white marked the arrival of Coleman, Tritons captain, and a couple of his lieutenants. Ransome himself was presenting Coleman to Barbara, and Hornblower could not help but hear the conversation close behind him.

Captain Coleman is an old friend of mine, said Barbara. You were Perfecto Coleman in those days, werent you, Captain?

And you were Lady Leighton, maam, said Coleman.

A harmless enough remark, but enough to shatter Hornblowers frail happiness, to darken the brightly lit room, to set the babble of conversation in the room roaring in Hornblowers ears like a torrent, through the din of which Barbaras words pierced shrill like a whistle note.

Captain Coleman was my first husbands flag lieutenant, said Barbara.

She had had a first husband; she had been Lady Leighton. Hornblower nearly always contrived to forget this. Rear Admiral Sir Percy Leighton had died for his country, of wounds received in the battle of Rosas Bay, thirteen full years ago. But Barbara had been Leightons wife, Leightons widow. She had been Leightons wife before she had been Hornblowers. Hornblower hardly ever thought about it, but when he did he still experienced a jealousy which he knew to be insane. Any reminder not only reawoke that jealousy, but brought back to him with agonizing clarity the recollection of the despair, the envy, the black self-derision he had known in those days. He had been a desperately unhappy man then, and this made him the same desperately unhappy man now. He was no longer the successful sailor, terminating a brilliant period of command. He was the thwarted lover, despised even by his own despicable self. He knew again all the misery of limitless and yet unsatisfied desire, to blend with the jealousies of the moment.

Hough was awaiting a reply to some remark he had made. Hornblower forced himself to extemporize some casual sentence which may or may not have been relevant. Hough drifted away, and Hornblower found himself against his will looking over at Barbara. She had her ready smile for him, and he had to smile back, and he knew it to be a dreadful, lopsided, mirthless smile, like a grin on the face of a dead man. He saw a worried look come on her face; he knew how instantly she was conscious of his moods, and that made it worse than ever. She was the heartless woman who had spoken of her first husband  that jealousy of his was a mood she knew nothing of, was not susceptible to. He was a man who had stepped suddenly from firm ground into a morass of uncertainty that would engulf him.

Captain Knyvett had entered the room, bluff and grizzled, dressed in blue broadcloth with unpretentious brass buttons. As he approached Hornblower could only with an effort remember him as the captain of the Jamaica packet.

We sail a week from today, my lord, he said. The announcement for the mail will be made tomorrow.

Excellent, said Hornblower.

And I can see from all this, went on Knyvett, with a gesture indicating Admiral Ransomes presence, that I shall have the pleasure of Your Lordships company, and Her Ladyships.

Yes, yes, quite so, said Hornblower.

You will be my only passengers, said Knyvett.

Excellent, repeated Hornblower.

I trust Your Lordship will find the Pretty Jane a well-found and comfortable ship.

I trust so, said Hornblower.

Her Ladyship, of course, is familiar with the deckhouse that will be your accommodation. I shall ask her if she can suggest any addition that will add to your comfort, my lord.

Very well.

Knyvett drifted away after this cold reception, and it was only after he had gone that Hornblower realized that Knyvett must have received an impression of a top-lofty peer with hardly bare politeness for a mere packet-captain. He regretted it, and made a desperate effort to get himself under control again. A glance at Barbara revealed her chatting animatedly with young Bonner, the fishing-boat owner and general merchant with the shady reputation, against whom Hornblower had already warned her. That could have added to his misery if it were possible.

Again he made the effort to control himself. He knew the expression on his face to be frozen and blank, and he tried to make it more pleasing as he forced himself to stroll through the crowd.

Can we tempt you, Lord Hornblower? asked an old lady standing by the card-table in an alcove. She was a good whist player, Hornblower remembered.

Why certainly, with pleasure, he made himself say.

He had something to think about now; for the first few hands it was hard to concentrate, especially as the noise of an orchestra was added to the din of the party, but old habits reasserted themselves with the necessity to remember the distribution of fifty-two cards. By sheer willpower he achieved the transformation of himself into a thinking machine, playing coldly and correctly, and then, when the rubber appeared to be lost, he was carried away despite himself. The next hand afforded an opportunity for brilliance, for that injection into his so-far mechanical play of the human quality, the flexibility, the unpredictable cunning which marked the difference between a second-class player and a first-class one. By the fourth lead he had made a fair estimate of the hands. One particular lead might enable him to clear the board, to win every trick and the rubber; with orthodox play the hand would end with his making only twelve tricks and the rubber still in doubt. It was worth trying  but it was now or never. Without hesitation he led his queen of hearts to the ace that his partner was forced to play; he took the next trick and along with it control of the situation, cleared trumps, led out his established winners, saw with satisfaction his opponents discard first the knave and then the king of hearts, and he finally laid down the three of hearts to take the last trick amid the dismay of his opponents.

Why, thats Grand Slam, said the old lady who was his partner, quite astonished. I dont understand  I dont see how  weve won the rubber after all!

It had been a neat piece of work; there was a perceptible glow of accomplishment within him. That was a hand that he would be able to play over in his mind in future while composing himself to sleep. When the card-playing was finished and the guests beginning to leave he was able to meet Barbaras eye with a more natural expression, and Barbara with a relieved sigh was able to tell herself that her husband was coming out of his unpredictable mood.

It was as well that he was, for the next few days were bound to be difficult. There was almost nothing for him to do as the Pretty Jane made ready for sea. As a helpless spectator he had to stand by and watch Ransome taking over the command he had held for three years. The Spanish question was likely to be difficult with the French invasion of Spain to restore Ferdinand VII; there was the Mexican question as well as the Venezuela question; he could not help fretting over the possibility of Ransome mishandling them. On the other hand, there was the small comfort that Hudnutt had so far succeeded in evading capture; Hornblower honestly feared that if he should be apprehended and sentenced while they were still in the island Barbara might take action herself with personal appeals to Ransome or even to the Governor. Barbara actually seemed to have forgotten about the case, which was more than Hornblower had; he was still profoundly disturbed about it, and inclined to fret himself into a fever at his complete lack of power to exert any influence in the matter. It was hard to be philosophic about it, to tell himself that no individual, not even Hornblower, could hold back the working of the inexorable machine of the Articles for the Regulating and Better Government of His Majestys Navies. And Hudnutt was a more capable person than he had ever imagined, seeing that he had been able to maintain himself free from capture for a week now  unless perhaps he was dead. That might be best for Hudnutt.

Captain Knyvett came in person with the news that the Pretty Jane was almost ready for sea.

The last of the cargos going on board now, my lord, he said. The logwoods all in and the coir is on the quay. If Your Lordship and Her Ladyship will come on board this evening well sail with the land breeze at dawn.

Thank you, Captain. I am greatly obliged to you, said Hornblower, trying not to be fulsome to make up for his coldness at the Governors party.

Pretty Jane was a flush-decked brig, save that amidships she carried a small but substantial deckhouse for her passengers. Barbara had inhabited it for five weeks on the outward voyage. Now they entered it together, with all the bustle of the ships getting ready for sea going on round them.

I used to look at that other bed, dear, she said to Hornblower as they stood in the deckhouse, and I used to tell myself that soon my husband would be sleeping there. It seemed too good to be possible, dear.

A noise outside distracted them.

This case, maam? asked the Government House servant who was bringing their baggage on board under Gerards supervision.

That? Oh, Ive asked the captain about that already. Its to go in the steerage.

Yes, maam.

Delicacies in tin boxes, explained Barbara to Hornblower. I brought them all the way out for you to enjoy while going home, dear.

You are too good to me, said Hornblower.

A case that size and weight would be a nuisance in the deckhouse. In the steerage its contents would be readily accessible.

What is coir? asked Barbara, looking out to see one of the final bales going down the hatchway.

The hairy husks of coconuts, explained Hornblower.

What in the world are we carrying those to England for? asked Barbara.

There are machines now which can weave it. They make coco-matting by the mile in England now.

And logwood?

They extract a dye from it. A bright red dye.

You are my unfailing source of information, dear, said Barbara, as well as everything else in life for me.

Heres Their Excellencies coming, my lord, warned Gerard, arriving at the deckhouse door.

That meant the final goodbyes, in the dying evening. A painful, sad moment; much shaking of hands; kisses on each cheek for Barbara from Lady Hooper; the word goodbye repeated over and over again, overwhelming in its finality. Goodbye to friends and to acquaintances, goodbye to Jamaica and to the command-in-chief. Goodbye to one life, with the next still to disclose itself. Goodbye to the last shadowy figure disappearing in the darkness of the quay, and then to turn again to Barbara standing beside him, permanent in these transitions.

In the first light of next morning Hornblower could hardly be blamed for being on deck, feeling oddly awkward with the necessity for keeping out of the way, watching while Knyvett warped the Pretty Jane away from the quay, to catch the land breeze and head out of the harbour. Luckily Knyvett was made of sturdy stuff, and was not in the least discomposed at having to handle his ship under the eye of an admiral. The land breeze filled the sails; Pretty Jane gathered way. They dipped the flag to Fort Augusta, and then, with the helm hard over, came round to leave Drunken Cay and South Cay on their port side before beginning the long reach to the eastward. And Hornblower could relax and contemplate the new prospect of breakfasting with his wife on shipboard.

He surprised himself at the ease with which he accustomed himself to being a passenger. At first he was so anxious to give no indication of interference that he did not even dare to look into the binnacle to note their course. He was content to sit with Barbara in two hammock chairs in the shade of the deckhouse  there were beckets to which the chairs could be hooked to prevent them sliding down the deck to leeward as Pretty Jane heeled over  and think about nothing in particular, watching the flying fish furrowing the surface, and the patches of yellow Sargasso weed drift by, gold against the blue, and an occasional turtle swimming manfully along far from land. He could watch Captain Knyvett and his mate take their noon sights and assure himself that he had no interest at all in the figures they were obtaining  and in truth he was really more interested in the punctuality of meal-times. He could crack an idle joke with Barbara to the effect that Pretty Jane had made this run so often she could be trusted to find her way home without supervision; and his mind was lazy enough to think that funny.

It was actually his first holiday after three years of strenuous work. During much of that time he had frequently been under severe strain, and during all of it he had been busy. He sank into idleness as a man might sink into a warm bath, with the difference that he had not expected to find this relaxation and ease in idleness, and (more important, perhaps) in the cessation of responsibility. Nothing mattered during those golden days. He was the person least concerned in all the ship, as Pretty Jane thrashed her way northward, in the burning question as to whether the wind would hold steady to enable her to weather Point Maysi, without having to go about, and he did not care when they did not succeed. He endured philosophically the long beat to windward back towards Haiti, and he smiled patronizingly at the petty jubilation on board when they succeeded on the next tack and passed through the Windward Channel so that they might almost consider themselves out of the Caribbean. A persistent northward slant in the trades kept them from attempting the Caicos Passage, and they had to hold away to the eastward for Silver Bank Passage. Caicos or Silver Bank  or for that matter Turks Island or Mouchoir  he did not care. He did not care whether he arrived home in August or September.

Yet his instincts were only dormant. That evening, when they were truly in the Atlantic, he felt restless and disturbed for the first time since leaving Jamaica. There was something heavy in the breathing of the air, and something unusual about the swell that was rolling the Pretty Jane so heavily. A gale before morning, he decided. A little unusual in these latitudes at this time of year, but nothing really to worry about. He did not trouble Barbara with his notions, but he woke several times in the night to find the ship still rolling heavily. When the watch was called he noted that all hands were kept on deck to shorten sail, and he was tempted to go out to see what was happening. A clatter outside awoke Barbara.

Whats that? she asked, sleepily.

Only the deadlights, dear, he answered.

Someone had slammed the deadlights against the deckhouse windows and clamped them home  Knyvett must be expecting to ship some heavy seas. Barbara went back to sleep, and Hornblower actually followed her example, but in half an hour he was awake again. The gale was unceasing, and the ship was working considerably in the swell, so that everything was groaning and creaking. He lay in the darkness to feel the ship heaving and lying-over under him, and he could both hear and actually feel the vibration of the taut standing rigging transmitted to his bunk via the deck. He would like to go out and have a look at the weather, but he did not wish to disturb Barbara.

Awake, dear? said a small voice the other side of the deckhouse.

Yes, he answered.

It seems to be getting rough.

A little, he said. Theres nothing to worry about. Go to sleep again, dear.

Now he could not go out because Barbara was awake and would know about it. He made himself lie still; it was pitch dark in the deckhouse with the deadlights in, and, perhaps because of the cessation of ventilation, it was now overpoweringly hot despite the gale. Pretty Jane was leaping about extravagantly, and every now and then lying over so far that he feared lest Barbara should be rolled out of her bunk. Then he was conscious of a change in the vessels behaviour, of a difference in the thunderous creaking that filled the darkness. Knyvett had hove the Pretty Jane to; she was not lying over, but she was pitching fantastically, indicating a really heavy sea outside. He wanted so much to go out and see for himself. He had no idea even of what the time was  it was far too dark to look at his watch. At the thought that it might be dawn he could restrain himself no longer.

Awake, dear? he asked.

Yes, said Barbara.

She did not add, How could anyone sleep in this din? for Barbara lived up to the principle that no person of breeding should ever complain about things he was unable, or unwilling, to do anything to remedy.

I shall go out on deck if you do not mind my leaving you, dear, he said.

Please go if you wish to, of course, dear, answered Barbara, nor did she add that she wished she could go out too.

Hornblower groped for his trousers and his shoes, and felt his way to the door. Long experience warned him to brace himself as he unfastened it, but even he was a little surprised at the raging wind that awaited him; it was wild even though, with Pretty Jane hove-to, the door on the after side was in the lee of the deckhouse. He stepped over the coaming and managed to slam the door. The wind was tremendous, but what was more surprising still was its warmth; it seemed to be of brick-kiln heat as it screamed round him. He balanced himself on the heaving deck in the hot, noisy darkness, and timed his rush to the wheel, and he was only just prepared for the extra violence of the wind when he emerged from the lee of the deckhouse. Out of that lee, too, the air was full of flying spray which drenched him and modified his impression of the heat of the air  he was aware of all this by the time he reached the wheel. There were shadowy figures there in the darkness; a white shirt-sleeve waved to him to acknowledge his presence, indicating that Knyvett was there. Hornblower looked into the binnacle; it was really an effort to collect his faculties and make the correct deductions from what he could see of the swinging needle. The wind was blowing from well out to the west of north. Looking up in the darkness he could just make out that the brig was hove-to under the maintopmast staysail, of which only a corner was showing. Knyvett was shouting into his ear.

Hurricane!

Likely enough, shouted Hornblower in reply. Worse before its better!

A hurricane had no business to appear at this time of year, a good two months earlier than one should be expected, but that hot breath, the indications of yesterday evening, the direction of the wind at present, all seemed to prove that that was what they were experiencing. It remained to be seen whether they were right in the path of it or only on its fringe. Pretty Jane shuddered and lurched drunkenly as a mass of water came in over her bow, gleaming white, almost phosphorescent, as it raced aft at them; Hornblower hung on desperately as it surged past him waist deep  a nasty warning of what might be still to come. They were in very considerable danger. Pretty Jane might not endure the pounding she would have to undergo, and in any case, with the considerable leeway she was making they might be cast ashore, and utterly destroyed, on San Domingo or Puerto Rico or some intervening cay. The wind shrieked at them, and a combination of wind and wave laid Pretty Jane over, over until the deck was almost vertical, with Hornblower hanging on as his feet could gain no hold on the planking. A wave burst against her exposed bottom clean over her, cascading round them, and then she came slowly back again. No ship would be expected to endure that sort of thing for long. A muffled bang aloft, followed by a series of sharper sounds, attracted his attention to the topmast staysail just as it blew out from its gaskets and flew into ribbons which cracked like whips while they lasted. One thundering small fragment remained, whipping from the stay, just enough to keep Pretty Janes starboard bow to the sea.

Daylight was coming; there was a yellow tinge all about them, shut in by the low sky overhead. As Hornblower looked aloft he saw a hump, a bubble, appear on the mainyard, and the bubble promptly burst into fragments. The wind was tearing the sail from its gaskets. The process was repeated along the yard, as the wind with fingers of steel pried into the solid roll of the sail to tear it loose, rip it open, split it into ribbons, and then tear off the ribbons to whirl them away to leeward. It was hard to believe that a wind could have such power.

It was hard to believe, too, that waves could be so high. A glance at them explained at once the fantastic motion of the ship. They were appalling in their immensity. The one approaching the starboard bow was not as high as a mountain  Hornblower had used the expression mountain high himself, and now, trying to estimate the height, had to admit to himself that it was an exaggeration  but it was as high as a lofty church steeple. It was a colossal ridge of water moving, not with the speed of a racehorse, but with the speed of a hurrying man, straight upon them. Pretty Jane lifted her bow to it, lurching and then climbing, rising ever more steeply as she lay upon the towering slope. Up  up  up; she seemed to be almost vertical as she reached the crest, where it was as if the end of the world awaited her. At the crest the wind, temporarily blanketed by the wave, flung itself upon her with redoubled force. Over she lay, over and over, while at the same time her stern heaved itself up as the crest passed under her. Down  down  down; the deck almost vertical, bows down, and almost vertical on her beam, and as she wallowed down the slope minor waves awaited her to burst over her. With the water surging round him waist deep, chest deep, Hornblower felt his legs carried away from under him and he had to hang on with every ounce of his strength to save himself.

Here was the ships carpenter trying to say something to the captain  it was impossible to speak intelligently in that wind, but he held up one hand with the fingers spread. Five feet of water in the hold, then. But the carpenter repeated the gesture. Then he tried again. Two spreadings of the fingers  ten feet of water, then. It could hardly be the case, but it was true  the heavy heavings of the Pretty Jane showed she was waterlogged. Then Hornblower remembered the cargo with which she was laden. Logwood and coir; logwood floated only sluggishly, but coir was one of the most buoyant substances known. Coconuts falling into the sea (as they often did, thanks to the palms penchant for growing at the waters edge) floated for weeks and months, carried about by the currents, so that the wide distribution of the coconut palm was readily accounted for. It was coir that was keeping Pretty Jane afloat even though she was full of water. It would keep her afloat for a long time  it would outlast the Pretty Jane, for that matter. She would work herself to fragments before the coir allowed her to sink.

So perhaps they had another hour or two of life before them. Perhaps. Another wave, cascading green over Pretty Janes upturned side, brought a grim warning that it might not be as long as that. And amid the rumble and the roar of the bursting wave, even as he hung on desperately, he was conscious of a succession of other sounds, harder and sharper, and of a jarring of the deck under his feet. The deckhouse! It was lifting on its bolts under the impact of the water. It could not be expected to stand that battering long; it was bound to be swept away, soon. And  Hornblowers visual imagination was feverishly at work  before then its seams would be forced apart, it would fill with water. Barbara would be drowned inside it before the weight of water within tore the deckhouse from its bolts, for the waves to hurl it overside with Barbaras drowned body inside. Clinging to the binnacle Hornblower went through some seconds of mental agony, the worst he had ever known in his life. There had been times and times before when he had faced death for himself, when he had weighed chances, when he had staked his own life, but now it was Barbaras life that he was staking.

To leave her in the deckhouse meant her certain death soon. The alternative was to bring her out upon the waveswept deck. Here, tied to the mast, she would live as long as she could endure the buffeting and the exposure, until the Pretty Jane broke up into fragments, possibly. For himself he had played out a losing game to the bitter end more than once; now he had to brace himself to do the same for Barbara. He made the decision. On Barbaras behalf he decided to struggle on as long as was possible. Forcing himself to think logically while the stupefying wind roared round him, he made his plans. He awaited a comparatively calm moment, and then made the perilous brief journey to the foot of the mainmast. Now he worked with frantic rapidity. Two lengths of the maintopsail halliards; he had to keep his head clear to prevent his fumbling fingers from entangling them. Then two desperate journeys, first to the wheel, and then to the deckhouse. He tore open the door and stumbled in over the coaming, the lines in his hands. There were two feet of water in the deckhouse, surging about with the motion of the ship. Barbara was there; he saw her in the light from the door. She had wedged herself as well as she might in her bunk.

Dearest! he said. Within the deckhouse it was just possible to be heard, despite the frantic din all round.

Im here, dear, she replied.

Another wave burst over the Pretty Jane at that moment; water came pouring in through the gaping seams of the deckhouse and he could feel the whole thing lift again on its bolts and he knew a moment of wild despair at the thought that he might already be too late, that the deckhouse was going to be swept away at this moment with them in it. But it held  the surge of the water as Pretty Jane lay over the other way flung Hornblower against the other bulkhead.

I must get you out of here, dear, said Hornblower, trying to keep his voice steady. Youll be safer tied to the mainmast.

As you wish, of course, dear, said Barbara, calmly.

Im going to put these lines round you, said Hornblower.

Barbara had managed to dress herself in his absence; at any rate she had some sort of dress or petticoat on. Hornblower made fast the lines about her while the ship rolled and swayed under their feet; she held her arms up for him to do so. He knotted the lines round her waist, below her tender bosom.

Listen carefully, said Hornblower, and he told her, while they were still in the comparative calm of the deckhouse, what he wanted her to do, how she had to watch her chance, rush to the wheel, and from there to the mainmast.

I understand, dear, said Barbara. Kiss me once more, my very dearest.

He kissed her hurriedly, his lips against her dripping cheek. It was only the most perfunctory kiss. To Hornblowers subconscious mind Barbara in making her request was risking their lives for it  staking ten thousand future kisses against one immediate one. It was womanlike for her to do so, but odds of ten thousand to one had no appeal for Hornblower. And still she lingered.

Dearest, Ive always loved you, she said; she was speaking hurriedly and yet with no proper regard for the value of time. Ive loved no one but you in all my life. I had another husband once. I couldnt say this before because it would have been disloyal. But now  Ive never loved anyone but you. Never. Only you, darling.

Yes, dear, said Hornblower. He heard the words, but at that urgent moment he could not give them their rightful consideration. Stand here. Hold on to this. Hold on!

It was only a lesser wave that swept by them.

Wait for my signal! bellowed Hornblower into Barbaras ear, and then he made the hurried dash to the binnacle. One group of men had bound themselves to the wheel.

There was a frantic moment as he looked about him. He waved, and then Barbara crossed the heaving deck as he took up on the line. He had just time to fling a bight round her and pull it tight and seize hold himself as the next crest burst over the ship. Over  over  over. Sluggishly the Pretty Jane wallowed up again. He had an idea that one man at least was missing from the group at the wheel, but there was no time to think about that, for there was the passage to the mainmast still to be accomplished.

At last that was done. There were four men there already, but he was able to make Barbara as secure as possible, and then himself. Pretty Jane lay over again, and again; it was at some time shortly after this that a fresh monstrous wave swept away the deckhouse and half the ships rail  Hornblower saw the wreckage go off to leeward, and noted the fact, dully. He had been right in taking Barbara away from there.

It may have been the loss of the deckhouse that called his attention to the behaviour of the Pretty Jane. She was lying in the trough of the sea, not riding with her bows to the waves. The loss of the windage of the deckhouse, right aft, perhaps made this more noticeable. She was rolling wildly and deeply in consequence, and was being swept by the waves more thoroughly. She could not be expected to survive this for long, nor could the miserable human beings on her deck  of whom Barbara was one and he was another. The Pretty Jane would rack herself to pieces before long. Something was needed to keep her bows to the sea. In the normal way a small area of canvas exposed right aft would bring this about, but no canvas would stand against that wind, as had been early demonstrated. In the present circumstances the pressure of the wind against the foremast and bowsprit with their standing rigging balanced that against the mainmast, keeping her lying broadside on to wind and wave. If canvas could not be exposed aft then the windage forward must be reduced instead. The foremast should be cut away. Then the pressure on the mainmast would bring her bows on to the sea, increasing her chances, while the loss of the mast would perhaps ease the roll as well. There was no doubt about it; the mast should be cut away, instantly.

Aft there was Knyvett, bound to the wheel, no more than a few feet away; it was his decision as captain. As Pretty Jane wallowed to bring her deck horizontal for a moment, with water no more than knee deep over it, Hornblower waved to him. He pointed forward to the weather-foremast shrouds; he gesticulated, he thought he conveyed his meaning clearly enough, but Knyvett showed no sign of understanding. He certainly made no move to act upon the suggestion. He merely gazed stupidly and then looked away. Hornblower felt a moment of fury; the next roll and submergence made up his mind for him. The discipline of the sea might be disregarded in the face of this indifference and incompetence.

But the other men beside him at the mainmast were as indifferent as Knyvett. He could not rouse them to join him in the effort. They had a momentary safety here at the mast, and they would not leave it; probably they could not understand what he had in mind. That outrageous wind was perfectly stupefying as it screamed round them, and the constant deluges of water, and the desperate need to struggle for a footing, gave them no chance to collect their thoughts.

An axe would perhaps be best to cut those shrouds, but there was no axe. The man beside him had a knife in a sheath at his belt. Hornblower put his hand on the hilt, and made himself think reasonably again. He tested the edge, found it sharp, and then unbuckled belt and all and rebuckled it about his own waist  the man offering no objection, merely gazing stupidly at him as he did so. Again there was need to plan, to think clearly, in the howling wind and the driving spray and the solid water that surged round him. He cut himself two lengths of line from the raffle about him, and made each of them fast round his chest with an end hanging free. Then he looked over to the foremast shrouds, planning again. There would be no time to think things out when the moment for action began. A length of the rail still survived its battering there  presumably the weather shrouds had acted as some sort of breakwater to it. He eyed and measured the distance. He eased the knots that held him to the mast. He spared a glance at Barbara, forcing himself to smile. She was standing there in her bonds; the hurricane was blowing her long hair, wet though it was, straight out horizontally from her head. He put another line about her to make her secure. There was nothing else he could do. This was Bedlam, this was insanity, this was a wet, shrieking hell, and yet a hell in which he had to keep his head clear.

He watched his moment. First he almost misjudged it, and had to draw back, swallowing hard in the tense excitement, before the next wave engulfed him. As it surged away he watched Pretty Janes motion again, set his teeth, and cast off his bonds and made the rush up the steep deck  wave and deck offering him a lee which saved him from being blown away by the wind. He reached the rail with five seconds to spare  five seconds in which to secure himself, to knot himself to the shrouds as the crest burst over him, in a torrent of water which first swept his legs from under him, and next tore his grip loose so that for a second or two only the lines held him before an eddy enabled him to re-establish his grip.

Pretty Jane wallowed clear again. It was awkward to fasten the lanyard of the sheath knife to his wrist, but he had to consume precious moments in doing so; otherwise all his efforts so far would be wasted in ridiculous failure. Now he was sawing desperately at the shroud; the soaked fibres seemed like iron, but he felt them part little by little, a few fibres at a time. He was glad he had made sure the knife was sharp. He had half-severed the rope before the next deluge burst over him. The moment his shoulders were clear of the water he continued to saw at the rope; he could feel, as he cut, a slight variation of tension as the ship rolled and the shroud faintly slackened. He wondered if, when the rope parted, it would fly dangerously, and he decided that as long as the other shrouds held the reaction would not be too violent.

So it proved; the shroud simply vanished under his knife  the wind caught its fifty-foot length and whirled it away out of his world, presumably blowing it out as a streamer from the masthead. He set about the next, sawing away in the intervals of being submerged under the crashing waves. He cut and he hung on; he struggled for air in the driving spray, he choked and suffocated under the green water, but one shroud after another parted under his knife. The knife was losing its edge, and now he was faced with an additional problem; he had severed nearly every shroud  the aftermost ones  within reach and soon he would have to shift his position to reach the foremost ones. But he did not have to solve that problem after all. At the next roll and the next wave, actually while he was struggling under water, he was conscious of a series of shocks transmitted through the fabric of the ship through his clutching hands  four minor ones and then a violent one. As the wave fell away from him his swimming eyes could see what had happened. The four remaining shrouds had parted under the strain, one, two, three, four, and then the mast had snapped off; looking back over his shoulder he could see the stump standing eight feet above the deck.

The difference it made to the Pretty Jane was instantly apparent. The very next roll ended half-heartedly in a mere violent pitch, as the shrieking wind, acting upon her mainmast, pushed her stern round and brought her bows to the sea, while the loss of the leverage of the lofty foremast reduced the amplitude of the roll in any case. The sea that broke over Hornblowers head was almost negligible in violence and quantity. Hornblower could breathe, he could look about him. He observed something else; the foremast, still attached to the ship by the lee shrouds, was now dragging ahead of her as she made stern way through the water under the impulse of the wind. It was acting as a sea-anchor, a very slight restraint upon the extravagance of her motions; moreover, as the point of attachment was on the port side, she was slightly turned so that she met the waves a trifle on her port bow, so that she was riding at the best possible angle, with a very slight roll and a long pitch. Waterlogged though she was, she still had a chance  and Hornblower on the starboard bow was comparatively sheltered and able to contemplate his handiwork with some sort of pride.

He looked across at the pitiful groups of people, clustering bound to the mainmast and the wheel and binnacle; Barbara was out of his sight in the group at the mainmast, hidden from him by the men there, and he was consumed with a sudden anxiety lest further mishap might have befallen her. He began to cast himself loose to return to her, and it was then, with the cessation of the all-consuming preoccupation regarding the ship, that a sudden recollection struck him, so forcibly that he actually paused with his fingers on the knots. Barbara had kissed him, in the lee of the vanished deckhouse. And she had said  Hornblower remembered well what she had said; it had lain stored in his memory until this moment, awaiting his attention when there should be a lull in the need for violent action. She had not merely said that she loved him; she had said she had never loved anyone else. Hornblower, huddled on the deck of a waterlogged ship with a hurricane shrieking round him, was suddenly aware that an old hurt was healed, that he would never again feel that dull ache of jealousy of Barbaras first husband, never, as long as he lived.

That was enough to bring him back to the world of practical affairs. The remaining length of his life might well be measured in hours. He would more likely than not be dead by nightfall, or by tomorrow at latest. And so would Barbara. So would Barbara. The absurd tiny feeling of well-being that had sprung up within him was instantly destroyed and replaced by a frantic sorrow and a despair that was almost overwhelming. He had to exert all his willpower to make himself master of his drooping body again, and of his weary mind. He had to act and to think, as though he was not exhausted and as though he did not despair. The discovery that the sheath knife still dangled at his wrist awoke the self-contempt that invariably stimulated him; he untied the lanyard and secured the knife in its sheath before setting himself to study the motion of the Pretty Jane.

He cast himself loose and dashed for the mainmast. The tremendous wind might well have carried him clean aft and overboard, but the upheaving of the stern checked his progress sufficiently for him to swing into the lee of the group at the mainmast and to clutch one of the lines there and hang on. The men there, hanging apathetic in their lashings, spared him hardly a glance and made no move to help him. Barbara, her wet hair streaming out sideways, had a smile and a hand for him, and he forced his way into the group beside her and bound himself next to her. He took her hand in his again, and was reassured by the return of the pressure he gave it. Then there was nothing to do except to remain alive.

Part of the process of remaining alive was not to think about being thirsty, as the day wore on and the yellow daylight was replaced by black night. It was hard not to do so, once he had realized how thirsty he was, and now he had a new torment when he thought that Barbara was suffering in that way, too. There was nothing he could do about that at all, nothing, except to stand in his bonds and endure along with her. With the coming of night, however, the wind lost its brick-kiln heat and blew almost chilly, so that Hornblower found himself shivering a little. He turned in his bonds and put his arms round Barbara, holding her to him to conserve her bodily warmth. It was during the night that he was troubled by the behaviour of the man next to him, who persisted in leaning against him, more and more heavily, so that repeatedly Hornblower had to take his arms from around Barbara and thrust him fiercely away. At the third or fourth of those thrusts he felt the man fall limply away from him and guessed he was dead. That made a little more room about the mast, and he could put Barbara squarely against it, where she could lean back with her shoulders supported. Hornblower could guess that she would find that a help, judging by the agonizing cramp in his legs, and the utter weariness of every part of his body. There was a temptation, a terrible temptation, to give up, to let everything go, to let himself fall to the deck and die like the man beside him. But he would not; that was for the sake of the wife in his arms more than for himself; because of his love rather than because of his pride.

With the change in the temperature of the wind came a gradual moderation in its violence; Hornblower, during those black hours, would not allow himself to hope at first, but he became more and more convinced of it as the night wore on. At last there was no denying the fact. The wind was dying away  the hurricane was moving away from them, most likely. Some time during the night it was only a strong gale, and later on Hornblower, lifting his head, made himself admit that it was nothing more than a fresh breeze which would call for only a single reef  a topgallant breeze, in fact. The motion of the Pretty Jane continued to be violent, as was only to be expected; the sea would take much longer to die away than would the wind. She was still pitching and plunging wildly, heaving up and racing down, but she was not being swept by the waves to nearly such a great extent, even allowing for her improved behaviour, bows to sea. It was not great cataracts of water that came surging by them, dragging them against their bonds to lacerate their skin. The water ceased to be waist high; later on it only surged past their knees and the spray had ceased to drive past them.

With that Hornblower was able to notice something else. It was raining, raining in torrents. If he turned his face to the sky a few precious drops fell into his parched, open mouth.

Rain! he said into Barbaras ear.

He released himself from her arms  he did it actually roughly, so anxious was he not to waste a single second of this rainstorm. He took off his shirt  it tore into rags as he dragged it from the lines that encompassed him  and held it out in the invisible rain that lashed down on them in the darkness. He must not waste a second. The shirt was wet with seawater; he wrung it out, working over it feverishly, alternately with spreading it in the rain. He squeezed a fragment into his mouth; it was still salt. He tried again. He had never wished for anything so much as now, for the rainstorm to continue in this violence and for the sea spray not to be driving too thickly. The water he wrung from the fragment of shirt could be considered fresh now. He felt for Barbaras face with the sopping wet object, pressing it against her.

Drink! he croaked into her ear.

When she put up her hands to it he guessed from her movements that she understood, that she was sucking the precious liquid from the fabric. He wanted her to hurry, to drink all she could, while the rain persisted; his hands were shaking with desire. In the darkness she would not know that he was waiting so anxiously. She yielded the shirt back to him at last, and he spread it to the rain again, hardly able to endure the delay. Then he could press it to his mouth, head back, and gulp and swallow, half mad with pleasure. The difference it made to squeeze that water into his mouth was beyond measure.

He felt strength and hope returning  the strength came with the hope. Perhaps that shirt held five or six wineglassfuls of water; it was sufficient to make this vast difference. He spread the shirt again above his head, to soak it again in the torrential rain, and gave it to Barbara, and when she returned it to him in the darkness he repeated the process for himself. And when he had squeezed it almost dry he realized that while he was doing so the rain had ceased, and he felt a moments regret. He should have saved that wet shirt as a reserve, but he ceased to chide himself. Most of the water in it would have drained out, and there was still enough spray in the air to have made the remainder undrinkable in a few minutes.

But now he could think better; he could soberly decide that the wind was moderating fast  the rainstorm itself was an indication that the hurricane had gone on its way, leaving in its wake the prodigious rains that were not unusual then. And there, over the starboard bow, was the faintest hint of pink in the sky, not the threatening yellow of the hurricane, but the dawn of a different day. He felt for the knots that held him bound, and by slow degrees he fumbled them undone. As the last one released him he staggered back with the heave of the ship, and sank back with a thump and a splash into a sitting position on the wet deck. That was a fantastic pleasure, to sit down, hip deep in the water still washing over the deck. Just to sit, and very slowly flex and straighten his knees, to feel life returning into his dead thighs; that was heaven, and it would be a seventh heaven to put his head down and allow sleep to overcome him.

That was something he must not do, all the same. Sleeplessness and physical fatigue were things that must be stoically ignored, as long as there was a chance that they would survive, and daylight increasing round them. He heaved himself up to his feet and walked back to the mast on legs that would hardly obey him. He released Barbara, and she at least could sit down, deck awash or not. He eased her until her back was to the mast and then passed a line around her again. She could sleep in that fashion; she was already so weary that she did not notice  or she gave no sign of it if she did  the doubled-up corpse that lay within a yard of her. He cut the corpse loose and dragged it with the heave of the ship out of the way, before attending to the other three there. They were already fumbling with the knots of their lashings, and as Hornblower began to cut the lines first one and then another opened their mouths and croaked at him.

Water! they said. Water!

They were as helpless and as dependent as nestlings. It was apparent to Hornblower that not one of them had had the sense, during that roaring rainstorm in the dark, to soak his shirt; they could hardly have failed to have held up open mouths to the rain, but what they would catch then would be a trifle. He looked round the horizon. One or two distant squalls were visible there, but there was no predicting when or if they would pass over the Pretty Jane.

Youll have to wait for that, my lads, he said.

He made his way aft to the other group around the wheel and binnacle. There was a corpse here still hanging in its lashings  Knyvett. Hornblower took note of the fact, with the terse requiem that perhaps with death overpowering him there might be some excuse for his not attempting to cut away the foremast. Another corpse lay on the deck, among the feet of the six survivors here. Nine men had survived of the crew of sixteen, and apparently four had disappeared entirely, washed overboard during the night, or perhaps during the night before. Hornblower recognized the second mate and the steward; the group, even the second mate, were croaking for water just like the others, and to them Hornblower made the same grim reply.

Get those dead men overboard, he added.

He took stock of the situation. Looking over the side he could see that Pretty Jane had about three feet of freeboard remaining, as close as he could judge while she was pitching extravagantly in the still-turbulent sea. He was conscious now, as he walked about right aft, of dull thumpings under his feet corresponding to the heave and the roll. That meant floating objects battering on the underside of the deck as they were flung up against it by the water inside surging about. The wind was steady from the north-east  the trade wind had reasserted itself after the temporary interruption of the hurricane; the sky was still gloomy and overcast, but Hornblower could feel in his bones that the barometer must be rising rapidly. Somewhere down to leeward, fifty miles away, a hundred miles, two hundred perhaps, was the chain of the Antilles  he could not guess how far, or in what direction, Pretty Jane had drifted during the storm. There was still a chance for them, or there would be if he could solve the water problem.

He turned to the tottering crew.

Get the hatches up, he ordered. You, Mr Mate, where are the water casks stowed?

Amidships, said the mate, running a dry tongue over his dry lips at the thought of water. Aft of the main hatchway.

Lets see, said Hornblower.

Water casks constructed to keep fresh water in would also perhaps keep seawater out. But no cask was ever quite tight; every cask leaked to some extent, and only a small amount of water percolating in would make the contents unfit to drink. And casks that had been churned about for two nights and a day by the surging seawater below decks would probably be stove in, every one of them.

Its only a faint hope, said Hornblower, anxious to minimize the almost certain disappointment ahead of them; he looked round again to see what chance there was of a rain-squall coming.

When they looked down the open hatchway they could appreciate the difficulties. The hatchway was jammed with a couple of bales of coir; as they watched them they could see them move uneasily with the motion of the ship. The water that had invaded the ship had floated up the cargo  Pretty Jane was actually supported by the upward pressure of the cargo on the underside of the deck. It was a miracle that she had not broken her back. And there was not a chance of going down there. It would be certain death to venture amid those surging bales. There was a general groan of disappointment from the group round the hatchway.

But another possibility was present in Hornblowers mind, and he turned upon the steward.

There were green coconuts for the use of the cabin, he said. Were there any left?

Yes, sir. Four or five dozen. The man could hardly speak, with thirst, or weakness, or excitement.

In the lazarette?

Yes, sir.

In a sack?

Yes, sir.

Come along, said Hornblower.

Coconuts floated as lightly as coir, and were more watertight than any cask.

They pried up the after-hatch cover, and looked down at the heaving water below. There was no cargo there; the bulkhead had stood the strain. The distance down to the surface corresponded to the three-foot freeboard remaining to Pretty Jane. There were things to be seen there  almost at once a wooden piggin came floating into sight, and the surface was nearly covered with fragments. Then something else floated into view  a coconut. Apparently the sack had not been fastened  Hornblower had hoped he might find a whole sackful floating there. He leaned far down and scooped it up. As he rose to his feet again with the thing in his hand there was a simultaneous wordless croak from the whole group; a dozen hands stretched out for it, and Hornblower realized that he must maintain order.

Stand back! he said, and when the men still advanced on him he pulled out his sheath knife.

Stand back! Ill kill the first man to lay a hand on me! he said. He knew himself to be snarling like a wild beast, his teeth bared with the intensity of his feeling, and he knew that he would stand no chance in fight, one against nine.

Come now, lads, he said. Well have to make these last. Well ration em out. Fair divs all round. See how many more you can find.

The force of his personality asserted itself; so did what remained of the common sense of the crew, and they drew back. Soon three men were kneeling round the hatchway, with the others leaning precariously over them to look over their shoulders.

Theres one! croaked a voice.

An arm went down and a coconut was scooped up.

Give it here, said Hornblower, and he was obeyed without question; another was already visible, and another after that. They began to pile up at Hornblowers feet, a dozen, fifteen, twenty, twenty-three of the precious things, before they ceased to appear further.

With luck well find some more later, said Hornblower. He looked round the group, and over at Barbara huddled at the foot of the mainmast. Eleven of us. Half a one each for today. Another half each tomorrow. And Ill go without for today.

No one questioned his decision  partly, perhaps, because they were all too anxious to wet their lips. The first coconut was chopped open at the end, with desperate care lest a drop be spilt, and the first man took a drink. There was no chance at all of his drinking more than his half, with everyone grouped round him, and the man destined for the other half snatching it from his lips at every sip to see how far down the surface had sunk. The men forced to wait were wild with eagerness, but they had to wait all the same. Hornblower could not trust them to make a division without fighting or waste unless he was supervising. After the last man had drunk he took the remaining half over to Barbara.

Drink this, dear, he said, as at the touch of his hand she blinked awake from her heavy doze.

She drank eagerly before she took the nut from her lips.

Youve had some, dear? she asked.

Yes, dear, Ive had mine, said Hornblower steadily.

When he returned to the group they were scraping the thin jelly out from inside the nuts.

Dont damage these shells, lads, he said. Well need em when we get a rain-squall. And well put those nuts under Her Ladyships guard. We can trust her.

They obeyed him again.

We got two more up while you was away, sir, volunteered one of the men.

Hornblower peered down the hatchway at the litter-covered water. Another idea came up into his mind, and he turned to the steward again.

Her Ladyship sent a chest of food on board, he said. Food in tin boxes. It was put aft here somewhere. Do you know where?

It was right aft, sir. Under the tiller ropes.

Mm, said Hornblower.

As he thought about it a sudden motion of the ship tossed the water below up in a fountain through the hatchway. But it ought to be possible to reach that chest, break it open, and bring up its contents. A strong man, able to stay submerged for long periods, could do it, if he did not mind being flung about by the send of the water below.

Wed have something better to eat than coconut jelly if we got those boxes up, he said.

Ill have a go, sir, said a young seaman, and Hornblower was inexpressibly relieved. He did not want to go down there himself.

Good lad, he said. Put a line round yourself before you go down. Then we can haul you out if we have to.

They were setting about their preparations when Hornblower checked them.

Wait. Look forrard! he said.

There was a rain-squall a mile away. They could see it, a vast pillar of water to windward streaming down from the sky, well defined; the cloud was lower whence it fell, and the surface of the sea which received it was a different grey from the rest. It was moving down towards them  no, not quite. The centre was heading for a point some distance on their beam, as everyone could see after a moments study. There was an explosion of blasphemy from the grouped hands as they watched.

Well get the tail of it, by God! said the mate.

Make the most of it when it comes, said Hornblower.

For three long minutes they watched it approach. A cables length away it seemed to stand still, even though they could feel the freshening breeze around them. Hornblower had run to Barbaras side.

Rain, he said.

Barbara turned her face to the mast, and bent down and fumbled under her skirt. A moments struggle brought down a petticoat, and she stepped out of it and did her best to wring the salt damp out of it as they waited. Then came a few drops, and then the full deluge. Precious rain; ten shirts and a petticoat were extended to it, wrung out, re-extended, wrung out again, until the wringings tasted fresh. Everyone could drink, madly, with the rain roaring about them. After two minutes of it Hornblower was shouting to the crew to fill the empty coconut shells, and a few men had sense and public spirit enough to wring their shirts into them before returning to the ecstasy of drinking again  no one wanted to waste a single second of this precious rain. But it passed as quickly as it came; they could see the squall going away over the quarter, as far out of their reach as if it were raining in the Sahara Desert. But the young hands of the crew were laughing and joking now; there was an end to their care and their apathy. There was not one man on board except Hornblower who spared a thought for the possibility, the probability, that this might be the only rain-squall to touch the ship for the next week. There was urgent need for action, even though every joint and muscle in his body ached, even though his mind was clouded with weariness. He made himself think; he made himself rally his strength. He cut short the silly laughter, and turned on the man who had volunteered to venture down into the steerage.

Put two men to tend your line. The steward had better be one of em, he said. Mr Mate, come forrard with me. We want to get sail on this ship as soon as may be.

That was the beginning of a voyage which was destined to become legendary, just as did the hurricane which had just passed  it was called Hornblowers Hurricane, singled out not only because Hornblower was involved in it but also because its unexpected arrival caused widespread damage. Hornblower never thought that the voyage itself was particularly notable, even though it was made in a waterlogged hulk precariously balanced upon bales of coir. It was only a matter of getting the hulk before the wind; a spare jib-boom (the only spare spar surviving the storm) made a jury mast when fished to the stump of the foremast, and the sacking from coir bales provided sails. Spread on the jury foremast these enabled them to get the Pretty Jane before the trade wind, to creep along at a mile an hour while they set to work on extemporizing after-sails that doubled her speed.

There were no navigating instruments  even the compass had been dashed from its gimbals during the storm  and on the first two days they had no idea where they were, except that somewhere to leeward lay the chain of the Antilles, but the third day proved fine and clear and dawn had hardly broken before a hand at the mainmasthead saw the faintest, tiniest dark streak on the horizon far ahead. It was land; it might be the high mountains of San Domingo far off, or the low mountains of Puerto Rico somewhat nearer; there was no knowing at present, and even when the sun had set they were still ignorant  and they were thirsty, with small appetite for the meagre ration of corned beef that Hornblower doled out to them from the recovered stores.

And despite fatigue they could sleep that night on their coir mattresses on the deck that an occasional small wave still swept. Next morning the land was nearer still, a low profile that seemed to indicate it might be Puerto Rico, and it was in the afternoon that they saw the fishing-boat. It headed for them, puzzled at the strange vessel bearing down on them, and it was not long before it was alongside, the mulatto fishermen staring at the group of strange figures waving to them. Hornblower had to urge his dazed mind, stupid with lack of sleep and fatigue and hunger, to remember his Spanish as he hailed them. They had a breaker of water on board, and they had a jar of cold garbanzos as well; there was a can of corned beef to add to the feast. Barbara caught, even though she spoke no Spanish, two words of the excited conversation that went on.

Puerto Rico? she asked.

Yes, dear, said Hornblower. Not very surprising  and much more convenient for us than San Domingo. I wish I could remember the name of the Captain-General there  I had dealings with him in the affair of the Estrella del Sur. He was a marquis. The Marques de  de  Dearest, why dont you lie down and close your eyes? Youre worn out.

He was shocked anew at her pallor and look of distress.

Im well enough, thank you, dear, replied Barbara, even though the strained tone of her voice denied her words. It was one more proof of her indomitable spirit.

It was when they were discussing what to do next that the second mate showed the first sign of any spirit. They could all desert the waterlogged hulk and sail into Puerto Rico in the fishing-boat, but he stoutly refused to do so. He knew the law about salvage, and there might be some value still in the poor hull, and certainly in its cargo. He would work the Pretty Jane in tomorrow himself, and he insisted on staying on board with the hands.

Hornblower faced a decision of a sort he had never yet encountered in a varied career. To leave the ship now savoured of desertion, but there was Barbara to think of. And his first reaction, that he would not dream of deserting his men, was promptly ended by his reminding himself that they were not his men at all.

Youre only a passenger, my lord, said the mate  it was odd how my lord seemed to come naturally again now that they were in touch with civilization.

Thats so, agreed Hornblower. Nor could he possibly condemn Barbara to another night on the deck of this waterlogged hulk.

So they came sailing into San Juan de Puerto Rico, two years after Hornblower had last visited the place in very different circumstances. Not unnaturally their arrival set the whole place in an uproar. Messengers sped to the Fortaleza, and it was only a few minutes later that a figure appeared on the quay which Hornblowers swimming eyes contrived to recognize, tall and thin, with a thin moustache.

Mendez-Castillo, he said, saving Hornblower any further trouble about remembering his name. It grieves me greatly to see Your Excellencies in such distress, even while I have much pleasure in welcoming Your Excellency again to Puerto Rico.

Some sort of formalities had to be observed, even in these conditions.

Barbara, my dear, allow me to present Señor  Major  Mendez-Castillo, aide-de-camp to His Excellency the Captain-General. Then he continued in Spanish. My wife, la Baronesa Hornblower.

Mendez-Castillo bowed deeply, his eyes still busy estimating the extent of the weakness of the new arrivals. Then he reached the very important decision.

If Your Excellencies are agreeable, I would suggest that your formal welcome by His Excellency should be postponed until Your Excellencies are better prepared for it.

We are agreeable, said Hornblower. In his exasperation he was about to burst out violently regarding Barbaras need for rest and care, but Mendez-Castillo, now that the point of etiquette was settled, was all consideration.

Then if Your Excellencies will give yourselves the trouble of stepping down into my boat I shall have the pleasure of escorting you to make your informal entrance into the Palace of Santa Catalina. Their Excellencies will receive you, but formal etiquette need not be observed, and Your Excellencies will be able to recover from the dreadful experiences I fear Your Excellencies have undergone. Would Your Excellencies be so kind as to come this way?

One moment, first, if you please, señor. The men out there in the ship. They need food and water. They may need help.

I will give an order for the port authorities to send out to them what they need.

Thank you.

So they went down into the boat for the brief trip across the harbour; despite his mortal fatigue Hornblower was able to note that every fishing-boat and coasting craft there was hurriedly getting to sea, presumably to examine the chances of salvaging or plundering the Pretty Jane; the second mate had been perfectly right in refusing to leave her. But he did not care, now. He put his arm about Barbara as she drooped beside him. Then up through the water-gate of the Palace, with attentive servants awaiting them. Here were His Excellency and a dark, beautiful woman, his wife: she took Barbara under her protection instantly. Here were cool, dark rooms, and more servants scurrying about in obedience to the orders His Excellency volleyed out. Valets and maids and body servants.

This is Manuel, my principal valet, Your Excellency. Any orders Your Excellency may give him will be obeyed as if they came from me. My physician has been sent for and will be here at any moment. So now my wife and I will withdraw and leave Your Excellencies to rest, assuring Your Excellencies that our sincerest hope is for your rapid recovery.

The crowd thinned away. For one more moment Hornblower had to keep his faculties alert, for the doctor came bustling in, to feel pulses and to look at tongues. He produced a case of lancets and was making preparations to draw blood from Barbara and it was only with difficulty that Hornblower stopped him, and with further difficulty prevented him from substituting leeches for venesection. He could not believe that bleeding would hasten the cure of the lacerations Barbara bore on her body. He thanked the doctor and saw him out of the room again with a sigh of relief and mental reservations regarding the medicines he promised to send in. The maids were waiting to relieve Barbara of the few rags she wore.

Do you think you will sleep, darling? Is there anything more I can ask for?

I shall sleep, dearest. Then the smile on Barbaras weary face was replaced by something more like a grin, perfectly unladylike. And as nobody else but us here can speak English I am free to tell you that I love you, dearest. I love you, I love you, more than any words that I know can tell you.

Servants or no servants, he kissed her then before he left her to go into the adjoining room where the valets awaited him. His body was criss-crossed with angry welts still raw where, during the storm, the force of the waves had flung him against the ropes that held him to the mast. They were horribly painful as he was sponged with warm water. He knew that Barbaras sweet, tender body must be marked in the same fashion. But Barbara was safe; she would soon be well, and she had said that she loved him.  And  and she had said more than that. What she had told him in that deckhouse had drawn out all the pain from a mental wound far, far, deeper than the physical hurts he now bore. He was a happy man as he lay down in the silk nightshirt with the elaborate heraldic embroidery which the valet had ready for him. His sleep was at first deep and untroubled, but conscience awoke him before dawn, and he went out on to the balcony in the first light, to see the Pretty Jane creeping into the harbour, escorted by a dozen small craft. It irked him that he was not on board, until he thought again of the wife sleeping in the next room.

There were happy hours still to come. That balcony was deep and shaded, looking out over harbour and sea, and there he sat in his dressing gown an hour later, rocking idly in his chair, with Barbara opposite him, drinking sweet chocolate and eating sweet rolls.

It is good to be alive, said Hornblower; there was a potency, an inner meaning, about those words now  it was no hackneyed turn of speech.

It is good to be with you, said Barbara.

Pretty Jane came in this morning safely, said Hornblower.

I peeped out at her through my window, said Barbara.

Mendez-Castillo was announced, presumably having been warned that His Excellencys guests were awake and breakfasting. He made enquiries on behalf of His Excellency, to receive every assurance of a rapid recovery, and he announced that news of the recent events would be dispatched at once to Jamaica.

Most kind of His Excellency, said Hornblower. Now, as regards the crew of the Pretty Jane. Are they being looked after?

They have been received into the military hospital. The port authorities have stationed a guard on board the vessel.

That is very well indeed, said Hornblower, telling himself that now he need feel no more responsibility.

The morning could be an idle one now, only broken by a visit from the doctor, to be dismissed, after a new feeling of pulses and looking at tongues, with grateful thanks for his untasted medicines. There was dinner at two oclock, a vast meal served ceremoniously but only sampled. A siesta, and then supper eaten with more appetite, and a peaceful night.

Next morning was busier, for there was now the question of clothes to be dealt with. Dressmakers were sent in to Barbara by Her Excellency, so that Hornblower found all the mental exercise he needed in acting as interpreter over matters demanding a vocabulary he did not possess, and shirt-makers and tailors sent in to him by His Excellency. The tailor was somewhat disappointed on being told that Hornblower did not wish him to make a complete uniform for a British Rear Admiral, gold lace and all. As a half-pay officer, with no appointment, Hornblower did not need anything of the sort.

After the tailor came a deputation, the mate and two members of the crew of Pretty Jane.

Weve come to enquire after Your Lordships health, and Her Ladyships, said the mate.

Thank you. You can see Her Ladyship and I are quite recovered, said Hornblower. And you? Are you being well looked after?

Very well, thank you.

Youre master of the Pretty Jane now, commented Hornblower.

Yes, my lord.

It was a strange first command for a man to have.

What are you going to do with her?

Im having her hauled out today, my lord. Maybe she can be patched up. But shell have lost all her copper.

Very likely.

I expect Ill have to sell her for what shell fetch, hull and cargo, said the mate, with a note of bitterness in his voice  that was to be expected in a man who had received his first command only to face losing it instantly.

I hope youre lucky, said Hornblower.

Thank you, my lord. There was a moments hesitation before the next words came. And I have to thank Your Lordship for all you did.

The little I did I did for my own sake and Her Ladyships, said Hornblower.

He could smile as he said it; already, in these blissful surroundings, the memory of the howl of the hurricane and the crash of the waves sweeping Pretty Janes deck was losing its painful acuteness. And the two seamen could grin back at him. Here in a vice-regal palace it was hard to remember how he had stood, with bared teeth and drawn knife, disputing with them possession of a single green coconut. It was pleasant that the interview could end with smiles and goodwill, so that Hornblower could lapse back into delightful idleness with Barbara beside him.

Seamstresses and tailors must have worked hard and long, for next day some of the results of their efforts were ready to be tried on.

My Spanish grandee! said Barbara, eyeing her husband dressed in coat and breeches of Puerto Rican cut.

My lovely señora, answered Hornblower with a bow. Barbara was wearing comb and mantilla.

The señoras of Puerto Rico wear no stays, fortunately, said Barbara. I could bear nothing of the sort at present.

That was one of the few allusions Barbara made regarding the lacerations and bruises that she bore all over her body. She was of a Spartan breed, trained in a school which scorned to admit physical weakness. Even in making her mock-formal curtsey to him as she spoke she was careful to betray none of the pain the movement cost her; Hornblower could hardly guess at it.

What am I to tell Mendez-Castillo today when he comes to make his enquiries? asked Hornblower.

I think, dear, that now we can safely be received by Their Excellencies, said Barbara.

Here in little Puerto Rico was to be found all the magnificence and ceremonial of the court of Spain. The Captain-General was the representative of a king in whose veins ran the blood of Bourbons and Habsburgs, of Ferdinand and Isabella, and his person had to be surrounded by the same ritual and etiquette, lest the mystic sanctity of his master should be called into question. Even Hornblower did not come to realize, until he began to discuss the arrangements with Mendez-Castillo, the enormous condescension, the extreme strain put upon palace etiquette, involved in the backstairs visit Their Excellencies had paid to the battered castaways who had claimed their hospitality. Now that was all to be forgotten in their formal reception.

There was amusement to be found in Mendez-Castillos apologetic and nervous mentioning of the fact that Hornblower could not expect the same formalities as had welcomed him on his last visit. Then he had been a visiting commander-in-chief; now he was only a half-pay officer, a distinguished visitor (Mendez-Castillo hastened to add) but an unofficial one. It dawned upon him that Mendez-Castillo expected him to flare out and to be offended at being told that this time he would be received only by flourishes and not by a full band, by the salutes of the sentries instead of by the turning out of the whole guard. He was able to confirm his reputation for tact by declaring quite truthfully  his candour was mistaken for the most diplomatic concealment of his own feelings  that he did not care in the least.

So it turned out. Barbara and Hornblower were smuggled unobtrusively out of the postern gate of the Palace and escorted into a boat, to be rowed round to the massive water-gate where Hornblower had made his previous entrance. There with slow and solemn step they passed in through the gate, Barbara on Hornblowers left arm. On either hand the sentries presented arms and Hornblower acknowledged the salute by taking off his hat. As they came into the courtyard beyond they were welcomed by the flourishes that Mendez-Castillo had promised. Even Hornblowers tone-deaf ear could assure him that there was no stinting of those flourishes. Long drawn out, continued until Hornblower wondered how the trumpeters breath could last so long; and he could guess from the variation between squeakiness and dullness that the trumpeter was displaying a considerable virtuosity. Two more sentries stood at the foot of the steps beyond, presenting arms; the trumpeter stood at the top of the steps over to one side, and he put his instrument to his lips for a further series of fanfares as Hornblower removed his hat again and he and Barbara began the climb. Tremendous, those flourishes were; even though Hornblower was bracing himself to make his ceremonial entrance into the great hall he could not help but dart a glance at the trumpeter. One glance called for a second glance. Pigtailed and powdered; dressed in a glittering uniform; what was there about that figure to demand his attention? He felt Barbara on his arm stiffen and miss her step. The trumpeter took his instrument from his lips. It was  it was Hudnutt. Hornblower almost dropped his hat with surprise.

But they were over the threshold of the great door, and he must walk steadily forward with Barbara if he were not to ruin all the precious ceremonial. A voice bellowed their names. Ahead of them at the end of an avenue of halberdiers were two chairs of state backed by a semicircle of uniforms and court gowns, with Their Excellencies sitting awaiting them. On Hornblowers last visit the Captain-General had risen and taken seven steps forward to meet him, but that had been when he was a commander-in-chief; now he and Barbara were only private persons and Their Excellencies remained sitting, as he and Barbara went through the moves they had been instructed to make. He bowed to His Excellency, having already been presented to him; he waited while Barbara was presented and made her two curtsies; he bowed again as he was presented to Her Excellency; then they drew a little to one side to await Their Excellencies words.

A great pleasure to welcome Lord Hornblower again, said His Excellency.

An equally great pleasure to make the acquaintance of Lady Hornblower, said Her Excellency.

Hornblower went through the form of consulting with Barbara as to how he should reply.

My wife and I are deeply appreciative of the great honour done us by our reception, said Hornblower.

You are our welcome guests, said His Excellency, with a finality in his tone that indicated the end of the conversation. Hornblower bowed again, twice, and Barbara went down in two more curtsies, and then they withdrew diagonally so as to allow Their Excellencies no glimpse of their backs. Mendez-Castillo was on hand to present them to other guests, but Hornblower had first to pour out to Barbara his astonishment at the recent encounter.

Did you see the trumpeter, dear? he asked.

Yes, answered Barbara, in an expressionless tone. It was Hudnutt.

Amazing, went on Hornblower. Extraordinary. Id never have believed he was capable of it. He broke out of prison and he climbed that fence and he got himself out of Jamaica over to Puerto Rico  Quite remarkable.

Yes, said Barbara.

Hornblower turned to Mendez-Castillo. Your  your trompetero, he said; he was guessing at the Spanish word for trumpeter, and he put his hand up before his mouth in a gesture that indicated what he was trying to say.

You thought he was good? asked Mendez-Castillo.

Superb, said Hornblower. Who is he?

The best of the musicians in His Excellencys orchestra, answered Mendez-Castillo.

Hornblower looked keenly at him, but Mendez-Castillo preserved a diplomatic lack of expression.

A fellow countryman of yours, sir? persisted Hornblower.

Mendez-Castillo spread his hands and elevated his shoulders.

Why should I concern myself about him, my lord? he countered. In any case, art knows no frontiers.

No, said Hornblower. I suppose not. Frontiers are elastic in these days. For instance, señor, I cannot remember if a convention exists between your Government and mine regarding the mutual return of deserters.

A strange coincidence! said Mendez-Castillo. I was investigating that very question a few days ago  quite idly, I assure you, my lord. And I found that no such convention exists. There have been many occasions when, as a matter of goodwill, deserters have been handed back. But most lamentably, my lord, His Excellency has altered his views in that respect since a certain ship  the Estrella del Sur, whose name you may possibly recall, my lord  was seized as a slaver outside this very harbour in circumstances that His Excellency found peculiarly irritating.

There was no hostility; nor was there any hint of glee in Mendez-Castillos expression as he made this speech. He might as well have been discussing the weather.

I appreciate His Excellencys kindness and hospitality even more now, said Hornblower. He hoped he was giving no indication that he was a man who had just been hoist by his own petard.

I will convey that information to His Excellency, said Mendez-Castillo. Meanwhile there are many guests who are anxious to make Your Lordships acquaintance and that of Her Ladyship.

Later in the evening it was Mendez-Castillo who came to Hornblower with a message from Her Excellency, to the effect that the Marquesa quite understood that Barbara might be tired, not having fully recovered yet from her recent experiences, and suggesting that if Her Ladyship and His Lordship chose to retire informally Their Excellencies would understand; and it was Mendez-Castillo who guided them to the far end of the room and through an unobtrusive door to where a backstairs led to their suite. The maid allotted to attend to Barbara was waiting up.

Ask the maid to go, please, said Barbara. I can look after myself.

Her tone was still flat and expressionless, and Hornblower looked at her anxiously in fear lest her fatigue should be too much for her. But he did what she asked.

Can I help in any way, dear? he asked as the maid withdrew.

You can stay and talk to me, if you will, answered Barbara.

With pleasure, of course, said Hornblower. There was something strange about this situation. He tried to think of some topic to relieve the tension. I still can hardly believe it about Hudnutt 

It is about Hudnutt that I wanted to speak, said Barbara. There was something positively harsh about her voice. She was standing more stiffly and more rigidly than usual  no back could ever be straighter  and she was meeting Hornblowers eyes with a kind of fixed stare like a soldier at attention awaiting sentence of death.

Whatever is the matter, dearest?

You are going to hate me, said Barbara.

Never! Never!

You dont know what it is Im going to tell you.

Nothing you could tell me 

Dont say that yet! Wait until you hear. I set Hudnutt free. It was I who arranged for his escape.

The words came like sudden forked lightning. Or it was as if in a dead calm the maintopsail yard had fallen without warning from its slings on to the deck.

Dearest, said Hornblower, unbelieving, youre tired. Why dont you 

Do you think Im delirious? asked Barbara. Her voice was still unlike anything Hornblower had ever heard; so was the brief, bitter laugh that accompanied her words. I could be. This is the end of all my happiness.

Dearest  said Hornblower.

Oh  said Barbara. There was a sudden overwhelming tenderness in that single sound, and her rigid attitude relaxed, but instantly she stiffened again and snatched back the hands she had held out to him. Please listen. Ive told you now. I set Hudnutt free  I set him free!

There could be no doubting that she meant what she said, truth or not. And Hornblower, standing unable to move, staring at her, gradually reached the realization that it was true after all. The realization seeped through the weak places in his unbelief, and as he thought of each piece of evidence it was as if he were marking off a new height in a rising tide.

That last night at Admiralty House! he said.

Yes.

You took him out through the wicket gate into the gardens!

Yes.

Then Evans helped you. He had the key.

Yes.

And that fellow in Kingston  Bonner  must have helped you, too.

You said he was something of a villain. He was ready for adventure at least.

But  but the scent the bloodhounds followed?

Someone dragged Hudnutts shirt along the ground on a rope.

But  but even so ? She did not need to tell him; as he said those words he made the next deduction. That two hundred pounds!

The money I asked you for, said Barbara, sparing herself nothing. A ten-pound reward would not avail if someone were willing to spend two hundred pounds to help a prisoner escape.

Hornblower knew all about it now. His wife had flouted the law. She had set at naught the authority of the Navy. She had  the rising tide reached suddenly up to a new level.

Its a felony! he said. You could be transported for life  you could be sent to Botany Bay!

Do I care? exclaimed Barbara. Botany Bay! Does that matter now that you know? Now that youll never love me?

Dearest! Those last words were so fantastically untrue that he had nothing else to say in reply. His mind was hard at work thinking about the effect of all this on Barbara. That fellow Bonner  he could blackmail you.

Hes as guilty as I am, said Barbara. The unnatural harshness of her voice reached its climax there, and a sudden softness came back into her voice with her next words, an overwhelming tenderness, which she could not help as she smiled her old quizzical smile at this husband of hers. Youre only thinking about me!

Of course, said Hornblower, surprised.

But you must think about yourself. Ive deceived you. Ive cheated you. I took advantage of your kindness, of your generosity  oh!

The smile changed to tears. It was horrible to see Barbaras face distort itself. She was still standing like a soldier at attention. She would not allow her hands to cover her face; she stood with the tears streaming down and her features working, sparing herself nothing of her shame. He would have taken her into his arms at that moment except that he was still immobilized by astonishment, and Barbaras last words had set a fresh torrent of thought pouring through his mind to hold him paralysed. If any of this were to come out the consequences would be without limit. Half the world would believe that Hornblower, the legendary Hornblower, had connived at the escape and desertion of a petty criminal. Nobody would believe the truth  but if the truth did find credence half the world would laugh at Hornblower being outwitted by his wife. There was a horrible gaping chasm opening right beside him. But there was already this other chasm  this awful distress that Barbara was suffering.

I was going to tell you, said Barbara, still erect, blinded by her tears so that she could see nothing. When we reached home I was going to tell you. Thats what I thought before the hurricane. And there in the deckhouse I was going to tell you, after  after I told you the other. But there wasnt time  you had to leave me. I had to tell you I loved you, first. I told you that, and I should have told you this instead. I should have.

She was advancing no excuse for herself; she would not plead; she would face the consequences of her act. And there in the deckhouse she had told him she loved him, that she had never loved any other man. The last realization came upon him. Now he could shake off the astonishment, the bewilderment, that had held him helpless up to that moment. Nothing counted in the world except Barbara. Now he could move. Two steps forward and she was in his arms. Her tears wetted his lips.

My love! My darling! he said, for, unbelieving and blinded, she had not responded.

And then she knew, in the darkness that surrounded her, and her arms went about him, and there was no such happiness in all the world. There had never been such perfection of harmony. Hornblower found himself smiling. He could laugh out loud out of sheer happiness. That was an old weakness of his, to laugh  to giggle  in moments of crisis. He could laugh now, if he allowed himself  he could laugh at the whole ridiculous incident; he could laugh and laugh. But his judgement told him that laughter might be misunderstood at this moment. He could not help smiling, though, smiling as he kissed.
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REPEAT AFTER ME, said the parson.  I, Horatio, take thee, Maria Ellen 

The thought came up in Hornblowers mind that these were the last few seconds in which he could withdraw from doing something which he knew to be ill-considered. Maria was not the right woman to be his wife, even admitting that he was suitable material for marriage in any case. If he had a grain of sense, he would break off this ceremony even at this last moment, he would announce that he had changed his mind, and he would turn away from the altar and from the parson and from Maria, and he would leave the church a free man.

To have and to hold he was still, like an automaton, repeating the parsons words. And there was Maria beside him, in the white that so little became her. She was melting with happiness. She was consumed with love for him, however misplaced it might be. He could not, he simply could not, deal her a blow so cruel. He was conscious of the trembling of her body beside him. That was not fear, for she had utter and complete trust in him. He could no more bring himself to shatter that trust than he could have refused to command the Hotspur.

And thereto I plight thee my troth, repeated Hornblower. That settled it, he thought. Those must be the final deciding words that made the ceremony legally binding. He had made a promise and now there was no going back on it. There was a comfort in the odd thought that he had really been committed from a week back, when Maria had come into his arms sobbing out her love for him, and he had been too soft-hearted to laugh at her and too  too weak? too honest?  to take advantage of her with the intention of betraying her. From the moment that he had listened to her, from the moment that he had returned her kisses, gently, all these later results, the bridal dress, this ceremony in the church of St Thomas à Becket  and the vague future of cloying affection  had been inevitable.

Bush was ready with the ring, and Hornblower slipped it over Marias finger, and the final words were said.

I now pronounce that they are man and wife, said the parson, and he went on with the blessing, and then a blank five seconds followed, until Maria broke the silence.

Oh, Horry, she said, and she laid her hand on his arm.

Hornblower forced himself to smile down at her, concealing the newly discovered fact that he disliked being called Horry even more than he disliked being called Horatio.

The happiest day of my life, he said; if a thing had to be done it might as well be done thoroughly, so that in the same spirit he continued. In my life so far.

It was actually painful to note the unbounded happiness of the smile that answered this gallant speech. Maria put her other hand up to him, and he realised she expected to be kissed, then and there, in front of the altar. It hardly seemed a proper thing to do, in a sacred edifice  in his ignorance he feared lest he should affront the devout  but once more there was no drawing back, and he stooped and kissed the soft lips that she proffered.

Your signatures are required in the register, prompted the parson, and led the way to the vestry.

They wrote their names.

Now I can kiss my son-in-law, announced Mrs Mason loudly, and Hornblower found himself clasped by two powerful arms and soundly kissed on the cheek. He supposed it was inevitable that a man should feel a distaste for his mother-in-law.

But here was Bush to disengage him, with outstretched hand and unusual smile, offering felicitations and best wishes.

Many thanks, said Hornblower, and added, Many thanks for many services.

Bush was positively embarrassed, and tried to brush away Hornblowers gratitude with the same gestures as he would have used to brush away flies. He had been a tower of strength in this wedding, just as he had been in the preparation of the Hotspur for sea.

Ill see you again at the breakfast, sir, he said, and with that he withdrew from the vestry, leaving behind him an awkward gap.

I was counting on Mr Bushs arm for support down the aisle, said Mrs Mason, sharply.

It certainly was not like Bush to leave everyone in the lurch like this; it was in marked contrast with his behaviour during the last few whirlwind days.

We can bear each other company, Mrs Mason, said the parsons wife. Mr Clive can follow us.

You are very kind, Mrs Clive, said Mrs Mason, although there was nothing in her tone to indicate that she meant what she said. Then the happy pair can start now. Maria, take the captains arm.

Mrs Mason marshalled the tiny procession in business-like fashion. Hornblower felt Marias hand slipped under his arm, felt the light pressure she could not help giving to it, and  he could not be cruel enough to ignore it  he pressed her hand in return, between his ribs and his elbow, to be rewarded by another smile. A small shove from behind by Mrs Mason started him back in the church, to be greeted by a roar from the organ. Half a crown for the organist and a shilling for the blower was what that music had cost Mrs Mason; there might be better uses for the money. The thought occupied Hornblowers mind for several seconds, and was naturally succeeded by the inevitable wonderment as to how anyone could possibly find enjoyment in these distasteful noises. He and Maria were well down the aisle before he came back to reality.

The sailors are all gone, said Maria with a break in her voice. Theres almost no one in the church.

Truth to tell, there were only two or three people in the pews, and these obviously the most casual idlers. All the few guests had trooped into the vestry for the signing, and the fifty seamen whom Bush had brought from Hotspur  all those who could be trusted not to desert  had vanished already. Hornblower felt a vague disappointment that Bush had failed again to rise to the situation.

Why should we care? he asked, groping wildly for words of comfort for Maria. Why should any shadow fall on our wedding day?

It was strangely painful to see and to feel Marias instant response, and her faltering step changed to a brave stride as they marched down the empty church. There was bright sunshine awaiting them at the west door, he could see; and he thought of something else a tender bridegroom might say.

Happy is the bride the sun shines on.

They came out of the dim light into the bright sun, and the transition was moral as well as physical, for Bush had not disappointed them; he had not been found wanting after all. Hornblower heard a sharp word and a ragged clash of steel, and there were the fifty seamen in a double rank stretching away from the door, making an arch of their drawn cutlasses for the couple to walk beneath.

Oh, how nice! said Maria, in childish delight; furthermore the array of seamen at the church door had attracted a crowd of spectators, all craning forward to see the captain and his bride. Hornblower darted a professional glance first down one line of seamen and then down the other. They were all dressed in the new blue and white checked shirts with which he had stocked the slop chest of the Hotspur; their white duck trousers were mostly well worn but well washed, and long enough and baggy enough to conceal the probable deficiencies of their shoes. It was a good turnout.

Beyond the avenue of cutlasses stood a horseless post-chaise, with Bush standing behind it. Wondering a little, Hornblower led Maria towards it; Bush gallantly handed Maria up into the front seat and Hornblower climbed up beside her, finding time now to take his cocked hat from under his arm and clap it on his head. He had heard the cutlasses rasp back into their sheaths; now the guard of honour came pattering forward in a disciplined rush. There were pipe-clayed drag ropes where the traces should have been, and the fifty men seized their coils, twenty-five to a coil, and ran them out. Bush craned up towards Hornblower.

Let the brake off, if you please, sir. That handle there, sir.

Hornblower obeyed, and Bush turned away and let loose a subdued bellow. The seamen took the strain in half a dozen quickening steps and then broke into a trot, the post-chaise rattling over the cobbles, while the crowd waved their hats and cheered.

I never thought I could be so happy  Horry  darling, said Maria.

The men at the drag ropes, with the usual exuberance of the seaman on land, swung round the corner into the High Street and headed at the double towards the George, and with the turn Maria was flung against him and clasped him in delicious fear. As they drew up it was obvious that there was a danger of the chaise rolling forward into the seamen, and Hornblower had to think fast and reach for the brake lever, hurriedly casting himself free from Marias arm. Then he sat for a moment, wondering what to do next. On this occasion there should be a group to welcome them, the host of the inn and his wife, the boots, the ostler, the drawer, and the maids, but as it was there was no one. He had to leap down from the chaise unassisted and single handed help Maria down.

Thank you, men, he said to the parting seamen, who acknowledged his thanks with a knuckling of foreheads and halting words.

Bush was in sight now round the corner, hurrying towards them; Hornblower could safely leave Bush in charge while he led Maria into the inn with a sad lack of ceremony.

But here was the host at last, bustling up with a napkin over his arm and his wife at his heels.

Welcome, sir, welcome, madam. This way, sir, madam. He flung open the door into the coffee-room to reveal the wedding breakfast laid on a snowy cloth. The Admiral arrived only five minutes ago, sir, so you must excuse us, sir.

Which Admiral?

The Honourable Admiral Sir William Cornwallis, sir, commanding the Channel Fleet. Is coachman says wars certain, sir.

Hornblower had been convinced of this ever since, nine days ago, he had read the Kings message to Parliament, and witnessed the activities of the press gangs, and had been notified of his appointment to the command of the Hotspur  and (he remembered) had found himself betrothed to Maria. Bonapartes unscrupulous behaviour on the Continent meant  

A glass of wine, madam? A glass of wine, sir?

Hornblower was conscious of Marias enquiring glance when the innkeeper asked this question. She would not venture to answer until she had ascertained what her new husband thought.

Well wait for the rest of the company, said Hornblower. Ah

A heavy step on the threshold announced Bushs arrival.

Theyll all be here in two minutes, said Bush.

Very good of you to arrange about the carriage and the seamen, Mr Bush, said Hornblower, and he thought that moment of something else that a kind and thoughtful husband would say. He slipped his hand under Marias arm and added Mrs Hornblower says you made her very happy.

A delighted giggle from Maria told him that he had given pleasure by this unexpected use of her new name, as he expected.

Mrs Hornblower, I give you joy, said Bush, solemnly, and then to Hornblower, By your leave, sir, Ill return to the ship.

Now, Mr Bush? asked Maria.

I fear I must, maam, replied Bush, turning back at once to Hornblower. Ill take the hands back with me, sir. Theres always the chance that the lighters with the stores may come off.

Im afraid youre right, Mr Bush, said Hornblower. Keep me informed, if you please.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush, and with that he was gone.

Here came the others, pouring in, and any trace of awkwardness about the party disappeared as Mrs Mason marshalled the guests and set the wedding breakfast into its stride. Corks popped and preliminary toasts were drunk. There was the cake to be cut, and Mrs Mason insisted that Maria should make the first cut with Hornblowers sword; Mrs Mason was sure that in this Maria would be following the example of naval brides in good society in London. Hornblower was not so sure; he had lived for ten years under a strict convention that cold steel should never be drawn under a roof or a deck. But his timid objections were swept away, and Maria, the sword in both hands, cut the cake amid general applause. Hornblower could hardly restrain his impatience to take the thing back from her, and he quickly wiped the sugar icing from the blade, wondering grimly what the assembled company would think if they knew he had once wiped human blood from it. He was still engaged on this work when he became aware of the innkeeper whispering hoarsely at his side.

Begging your pardon, sir. Begging your pardon.

Well?

The Admirals compliments, sir, and he would be glad to see you when you find it convenient.

Hornblower stood sword in hand, staring at him in momentary incomprehension.

The Admiral, sir. Es in the first floor front, what we always calls the Admirals Room.

You mean Sir William, of course?

Yes, sir.

Very well. My respects to the Admiral and  No, Ill go up at once. Thank you.

Thankee, sir. Begging your pardon again.

Hornblower shot his sword back into its sheath and looked round at the company. They were watching the maid bustling round handing slices of wedding cake and had no eyes for him at present. He settled his sword at his side, twitched at his neckcloth, and unobtrusively left the room, picking up his hat as he did so.

When he knocked at the door of the first floor front a deep voice that he well-remembered said, Come in. It was so large a room that the four-poster bed at the far end was inconspicuous; so was the secretary seated at the desk by the window. Cornwallis was standing in the middle, apparently engaged in dictation until this interruption.

Ah, its Hornblower. Good morning.

Good morning, sir.

The last time we met was over that unfortunate business with the Irish rebel. We had to hang him, I remember.

Yes, sir.

Cornwallis, Billy Blue, had not changed perceptibly during those four years. He was still the bulky man with the composed manner, obviously ready to deal with any emergency.

Please sit down. A glass of wine?

No, thank you, sir.

I expected that, seeing the ceremony youve just come from. My apologies for interrupting your wedding, but you must blame Boney, not me.

Of course, sir. Hornblower felt that a more eloquent speech would have been in place here, but he could not think of one.

Ill detain you for as short a time as possible. You know Ive been appointed to the command of the Channel Fleet?

Yes, sir.

You know that Hotspur is under my command?

I expected that, but I didnt know, sir.

The Admiralty letter to that effect came down in my coach. Youll find it awaiting you on board.

Yes, sir.

Is Hotspur ready to sail?

No, sir. The truth and no excuses. Nothing else would do.

How long?

Two days, sir. More if theres delay with the ordnance stores.

Cornwallis was looking at him very sharply indeed, but Hornblower returned glance for glance. He had nothing with which to reproach himself; nine days ago Hotspur was still laid-up in ordinary.

Shes been docked and breamed?

Yes, sir.

Shes manned?

Yes, sir. A good crew  the cream of the press.

Rigging set up?

Yes, sir.

Yards crossed?

Yes, sir.

Officers appointed?

Yes, sir. A lieutenant and four masters mates.

Youll need three months provisions and water.

I can stow a hundred and eleven days at full rations, sir. The cooperage is delivering the water-butts at noon. Ill have it all stowed by nightfall, sir.

Have you warped her out?

Yes, sir. Shes at anchor now in Spithead.

Youve done well, said Cornwallis.

Hornblower tried not to betray his relief at that speech; from Cornwallis that was more than approval  it was hearty praise.

Thank you, sir.

So what do you need now?

Bosns stores, sir. Cordage, canvas, spare spars.

Not easy to get the dockyard to part with those at this moment. Ill have a word with them. And then the ordnance stores, you say?

Yes, sir. Ordnance are waiting for a shipment of nine-pounder shot. None to be had here at the moment.

Ten minutes ago Hornblower had been thinking of words to please Maria. Now he was selecting words for an honest report to Cornwallis.

Ill deal with that, too, said Cornwallis. You can be certain of sailing the day after tomorrow if the wind serves.

Yes, sir.

Now for your orders. Youll get them in writing in the course of the day, but Id better tell you now, while you can ask questions. Wars coming. It hasnt been declared yet, but Boney may anticipate us.

Yes, sir.

Im going to blockade Brest as soon as I can get the fleet to sea, and youre to go ahead of us.

Yes, sir.

Youre not to do anything to precipitate war. Youre not to provide Boney with an excuse.

No, sir.

When wars declared you can of course take the appropriate action. Until then you have merely to observe. Keep your eye on Brest. Look in as far as you can without provoking fire. Count the ships of war  the number and rate of ships with their yards crossed, ships still in ordinary, ships in the roads, ships preparing for sea.

Yes, sir.

Boney sent the best of his ships and crews to the West Indies last year. Hell have more trouble manning his fleet even than we have. Ill want your report as soon as I arrive on the station. Whats the Hotspurs draught?

Shell draw thirteen feet aft when shes complete with stores, sir.

Youll be able to use the Goulet pretty freely, then. I dont have to tell you not to run her aground.

No, sir.

But remember this. Youll find it hard to perform your duty unless you risk your ship. Theres folly and theres foolhardiness on one side, and theres daring and calculation on the other. Make the right choice and Ill see you through any trouble that may ensue.

Cornwalliss wide blue eyes looked straight into Hornblowers brown ones. Hornblower was deeply interested in what Cornwallis had just said, and equally interested in what he had left unsaid. Cornwallis had made a promise of sympathetic support, but he had refrained from uttering the threat which was the obvious corollary. This was no rhetorical device, no facile trick of leadership  it was a simple expression of Cornwalliss natural state of mind. He was a man who preferred to lead rather than to drive; most interesting.

Hornblower realised with a start that for several seconds he had been staring his commander-in-chief out of countenance while following up this train of thought; it was not the most tactful behaviour, perhaps.

I understand, sir, he said, and Cornwallis rose from his chair.

Well meet again at sea. Remember to do nothing to provoke war before war is declared, he said, with a smile  and the smile revealed the man of action. Hornblower could read him as someone to whom the prospect of action was stimulating and desirable, and who would never seek reasons or excuses for postponing decisions.

Cornwallis suddenly withheld his proffered hand.

By Jove! he exclaimed. I was forgetting. This is your wedding day.

Yes, sir.

You were only married this morning?

An hour ago, sir.

And Ive taken you away from your wedding breakfast.

Yes, sir. It would be cheap rhetoric to add anything trite like For King and Country, or even Duty comes first.

Your good lady will hardly be pleased.

Nor would his mother-in-law, more especially, thought Hornblower, but again it would not be tactful to say so.

Ill try to make amends, sir, he contented himself with saying.

Its I who should make amends, replied Cornwallis. Perhaps I could join the festivities and drink the brides health?

That would be most kind of you, sir, said Hornblower.

If anything could reconcile Mrs Mason to his breach of manners, it would be the presence of Admiral the Hon. Sir William Cornwallis, K.B., at the breakfast table.

Ill come, then, if youre certain I shant be unwelcome. Hachett, find my sword. Wheres my hat?

So that when Hornblower appeared again through the door of the coffee-room Mrs Masons instant and bitter reproaches died away on her lips, the moment she saw that Hornblower was ushering in an important guest. She saw the glittering epaulettes, and the red ribbon and the star which Cornwallis had most tactfully put on in honour of the occasion. Hornblower made the introductions.

Long life and much happiness, said Cornwallis, bowing over Marias hand, to the wife of one of the most promising officers in the Kings service.

Maria could only bob, overwhelmed with embarrassment in this glittering presence.

Enchanted to make your acquaintance, Sir William, said Mrs Mason.

And the parson and his wife, and the few neighbours of Mrs Masons who were the only other guests, were enormously gratified at being in the same room as  let alone being personally addressed by  the son of an Earl, a Knight of the Bath, and a Commander-in-Chief combined in one person.

A glass of wine, sir? asked Hornblower.

With pleasure.

Cornwallis took the glass in his hand and looked round. It was significant that it was Mrs Mason whom he addressed.

Has the health of the happy couple been drunk yet?

No, sir, answered Mrs Mason, in a perfect ecstasy.

Then may I do so? Ladies, gentlemen. I ask you all to stand and join me on this happy occasion. May they never know sorrow. May they always enjoy health and prosperity. May the wife always find comfort in the knowledge that the husband is doing his duty for King and Country, and may the husband be supported in his duty by the loyalty of the wife. And let us hope that in time to come there will be a whole string of young gentlemen who will wear the Kings uniform after their fathers example, and a whole string of young ladies to be mothers of further young gentlemen. I give you the health of the bride and groom.

The health was drunk amid acclamation, with all eyes turned on the blushing Maria, and then from her all eyes turned on Hornblower. He rose; he had realised, before Cornwallis had reached the midpoint of his speech, that the Admiral was using words he had used scores of times before, at scores of weddings of his officers. Hornblower, keyed up on the occasion, met Cornwalliss eyes and grinned. He would give as good as he got; he would reply with a speech exactly similar to the scores that Cornwallis had listened to.

Sir William, ladies and gentlemen, I can only thank you in the name of  Hornblower reached down and took Marias hand my wife and myself.

As the laughter died away  Hornblower had well known that the company would laugh at his mention of Maria as his wife, although he himself did not think it a subject for laughter  Cornwallis looked at his watch, and Hornblower hastened to thank him for his presence and to escort him to the door. Beyond the threshold Cornwallis turned and thumped him on the chest with his large hand.

Ill add another line to my orders for you, he said; Hornblower was acutely aware that Cornwalliss friendly smile was accompanied by a searching glance.

Yes, sir?

Ill add my written permission for you to sleep out of your ship for tonight and tomorrow night.

Hornblower opened his mouth to reply, but no words came; for once in his life his readiness of wit had deserted him. His mind was so busy re-assessing the situation that it had nothing to spare for his organ of speech.

I thought you might have forgotten, said Cornwallis, grinning. Hotspurs part of the Channel Fleet now. Her captain is forbidden by law to sleep anywhere except on board without the permission of the Commander-in-Chief. Well, you have it.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower, at last able to articulate.

Maybe you wont sleep ashore again for a couple of years. Maybe more than that, if Boney fights it out.

I certainly think hell fight, sir.

In that case you and I will meet again off Ushant in three weeks time. So now good-bye, once more.

For some time after Cornwallis had left Hornblower stood by the half-closed door of the coffee-room in deep thought, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, which was the nearest he could get to pacing up and down. War was coming; he had always been certain of that, because Bonaparte would never retreat from the position he had taken up. But until this moment Hornblower had thought recklessly that he would not be ordered to sea until war was declared, in two or three weeks time, after the final negotiations had broken down. He had been utterly wrong in this surmise, and he was angry with himself on that account. The facts that he had a good crew  the first harvest of the press  that his ship could be quickly made ready for sea, that she was small and of no account in the balance of power, even that she was of light draught and therefore well adapted to the mission Cornwallis had allotted her, should have warned him that he would be packed off to sea at the earliest possible moment. He should have foreseen all this and he had not.

That was the first point, the first pill to swallow. Next he had to find out why his judgement had been so faulty. He knew the answer instantly, but  and he despised himself for this even more  he flinched from expressing it. But here it was. He had allowed his judgement to be clouded on account of Maria. He had shrunk from hurting her, and in consequence he had refused to allow his mind to make calculations about the future. He had gone recklessly forward in the wild hope that some stroke of good fortune would save him from having to deal her this blow.

He pulled himself up abruptly at this point. Good fortune? Nonsense. He was in command of his own ship, and was being set in the forefront of the battle. This was his golden chance to distinguish himself. That was his good fortune  it would have been maddening bad luck to have been left in harbour. Hornblower could feel the well-remembered thrill of excitement at the thought of seeing action again, of risking reputation  and life  in doing his duty, in gaining glory, and in (what was really the point) justifying himself in his own eyes. Now he was sane again; he could see things in their proper proportion. He was a naval officer first, and a married man only second, and a bad second at that. But  but  that did not make things any easier. He would still have to tear himself free from Marias arms.

Nor could he stay here outside the coffee-room any longer. He must go back, despite his mental turmoil. He turned and reentered the room, closing the door behind him.

It will look well in the Naval Chronicle, said Mrs Mason, that the Commander-in-Chief proposed the health of the happy pair. Now, Horatio, some of your guests have empty plates.

Hornblower was still trying to be a good host when he saw across the room the worried face of the innkeeper again; it called for a second glance to see what had caused him to come in. He was ushering in Hornblowers new coxswain, Hewitt, a very short man who escaped observation across the room. Hewitt made up in breadth a good deal of what he lacked in height, and he sported a magnificent pair of glossy black side-whiskers in the style which was newly fashionable on the lower-deck. He came rolling across the room, his straw hat in his hand, and, knuckling his forehead, gave Horatio a note. The address was in Bushs handwriting and in the correct phrasing, although now a little old-fashioned  Horatio Hornblower, Esq., Master and Commander. Silence fell on the assembled company  a little rudely, Hornblower thought  as he read the few lines.

H.M. Sloop Hotspur

April 2nd, 1803

Sir,

I hear from the dockyard that the first of the lighters is ready to come alongside. Extra pay is not yet authorized for dockyard hands, so that work will cease at nightfall. I respectfully submit that I can supervise the embarkation of the stores if you should find it inconvenient to return on board.

Your obdt servant,

Wm. Bush.

Is the boat at the Hard? demanded Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

Very well. Ill be there in five minutes.

Aye aye, sir.

Oh, Horry, said Maria, with a hint of reproach in her voice. No, it was disappointment, not reproach.

My dear said Hornblower. It occurred to him that he might now quote I could not love thee, dear, so much but he instantly discarded the idea; it would not be at all suitable at this moment, with this wife.

Youre going to the ship again, said Maria.

Yes.

He could not stay away from the ship while there was work to be done. Today, by driving the hands, they could get half the stores on board at least. Tomorrow they could finish, and if Ordnance responded to the prodding of the Admiral, they could get the powder and shot on board as well. Then they could sail at dawn the day after tomorrow.

Ill be back again this evening, he said. He forced himself to smile, to look concerned, to forget that he was on the threshold of adventure, that before him lay a career of possible distinction.

Nothing shall keep me from you, dear, he said.

He clapped his hands on her shoulders and gave her a smacking kiss that drew applause from the others; that was the way to reintroduce a note of comedy into the proceedings, and, under cover of the laughter, he made his exit. As he hastened down to the Hard two subjects for thought intertwined in his mind, like the serpents of the medical caduceus  the tender love that Maria wished to lavish upon him, and the fact that the day after tomorrow he would be at sea, in command.


CHAPTER II
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SOMEONE MUST HAVE been knocking at the bedroom door for some time; Hornblower had been conscious of it but was too stupid with sleep to think more about it. But now the door opened with a clank of the latch, and Maria, awakening with a start, clutched at him in sudden fright, and he was now fully awake. There was the faintest gleam of light through the thick bed curtains, a shuffling step on the oak floor of the bedroom, and a high-pitched female voice.

Eight bells, sir. Eight bells.

The curtains opened an inch to let in a ray of brighter light still, and Marias grip tightened, but they came together again as Hornblower found his voice.

Very well. Im awake.

Ill light your candles for you, piped the voice, and the shuffling step went round the room and the light through the curtains grew brighter.

Wheres the wind? What ways the wind? asked Hornblower, now so far awake as to feel the quickening of his heartbeat and the tensing of his muscles as he realised what this morning meant to him.

Now that I cant tell you, sir, piped the voice. Im not one who can box the compass, and theres no one else awake as yet.

Hornblower snorted with annoyance at being kept in ignorance of this vital information, and without a thought reached to fling off the bedclothes so as to get up and find out for himself. But there was Maria clasping him, and he knew that he could not leap out of bed in such a cavalier fashion. He had to go through the proper ritual and put up with the delay. He turned and kissed her, and she returned his kisses, eagerly and yet differently from on other occasions. He felt something wet on his cheek; it was a tear, but there was only that one single tear as Maria forced herself to exert self control. His rather perfunctory embrace changed in character.

Darling, were being parted, whispered Maria. Darling, I know you must go. But  but  I cant think how Im going to live without you. Youre my whole life. Youre . . .

A great gust of tenderness welled up in Hornblowers breast, and there was compunction too, a pricking of conscience. Not the most perfect man on earth could merit this devotion. If Maria knew the truth about him she would turn away from him, her whole world shattered. The cruelest thing he could do would be to let her find him out; he must never do that. Yet the thought of being loved so dearly set flowing deeper and deeper wells of tenderness in his breast and he kissed her cheeks and sought out the soft eager lips. Then the soft lips hardened, withdrew.

No, angel, darling. No, I mustnt keep you. You would be angry with me  afterwards. Oh, my dear life, say good-bye to me now. Say that you love me  say that youll always love me. Then say good-bye, and say that youll think of me sometimes as I shall always think of you.

Hornblower said the words, the right words, and in his tenderness he used the right tone. Maria kissed him once more, and then tore herself free and flung herself on to the far side of the bed face downward. Hornblower lay still, trying to harden his heart to rise, and Maria spoke again; her voice was half muffled by the pillow, but her forced change of mood was apparent even so.

Your clean shirts on the chair, dear, and your second best shoes are beside the fireplace.

Hornblower swung himself out of bed and out through the curtains. The air of the bedroom was certainly fresher than that inside. The door latch clanked again and he had just time to whip his be-gown in front of him as the old chambermaid put her head in. She let out a high cackle of mirth at Hornblowers modesty.

The ostler says light airs from the suthard sir.

Thank you.

The door closed behind her.

Is that what you want, darling? asked Maria, still behind the curtains. Light airs from the suthard  that means south, does it not?

Yes, it may serve, said Hornblower, hurrying over to the wash basin and adjusting the candles so as to illuminate his face.

Light airs from the south now, at the end of March, were hardly likely to endure. They might back or they might veer, but would certainly strengthen with the coming of day. If Hotspur handled as well as he believed she would he could weather the Foreland and be ready for the next development, with plenty of sea room. But of course  as always in the Navy  he could not afford to waste any time. The razor was rasping over his cheeks, and as he peered into the mirror he was vaguely conscious of Marias reflection behind his own as she moved about the room dressing herself. He poured cold water into the basin with which to wash himself, and felt refreshed, turning away with his usual rapidity of movement to put on his shirt.

Oh, you dress so fast, said Maria in consternation.

Hornblower heard her shoes clacking on the oaken floor; she was hurriedly putting on a fresh mob cap over her hair, and clearly she was dressing as quickly as she could, even at the cost of some informality.

I must run down to see that your breakfast is ready, she said, and was gone before he could protest.

He folded his neckcloth carefully, but with practised fingers, and slipped on his coat, glanced at his watch, put it in his pocket and then put on his shoes. He rolled his toilet things into his housewife and tied the tapes. Yesterdays shirt and his nightshirt and bed gown he stuffed in the canvas bag that awaited them, and the housewife on top. A glance round the room told him that he had omitted nothing, although he had to look more carefully than usual because there were articles belonging to Maria scattered here and there. Bubbling with excitement, he opened the window curtains and glanced outside; no sign of dawn as yet. Bag in hand, he went downstairs and into the coffee-room. This smelt of stale living, and was dimly lit by an oil lamp dangling from the ceiling. Maria looked in at him from the farther door.

Heres your place, dear, she said. Only a moment before breakfast.

She held the back of the chair for him to be seated.

Ill sit down after you, said Hornblower; it went against the grain to have Maria waiting on him.

Oh, no, said Maria. I have your breakfast to attend to  only the old woman is up as yet.

She coaxed him into the chair. Hornblower felt her kiss the top of his head, felt a momentary touch of her cheek against his, but before he could seize her, reaching behind him, she was gone. She left behind her the memory of something between a sniff and a sob; the opening of the door into the kitchen admitted a smell of cooking, the sizzling of something in a pan, and a momentary burst of conversation between Maria and the old woman. Then in came Maria, her rapid steps indicating that the plate she held was too hot to be comfortable. She dropped it in front of him, a vast rump steak, still sizzling on the plate.

There, dear, she said, and busied herself with putting the rest of the meal within his reach, while Hornblower looked down at the steak with some dismay.

I picked that out for you specially yesterday, she announced proudly. I walked over to butchers while you were on the ship.

Hornblower steeled himself not to wince at hearing a naval officers wife speak about being on a ship; he also had to steel himself to having steak for breakfast, when steak was by no means his favourite dish, and when he was so excited that he felt he could eat nothing. And dimly he could foresee a future  if ever he returned, if ever, inconceivably, he settled down in domestic life  when steak would be put before him on any special occasion. That thought was the last straw; he felt he could not eat a mouthful, and yet he could not hurt Marias feelings.

Wheres yours? he asked, temporising.

Oh, I shant be having any steak, replied Maria. The tone of her voice proved that it was quite inconceivable to her that a wife should eat equally well as her husband. Hornblower raised his voice and turned his head.

Hey, there! he called. In the kitchen! Bring another plate  a hot one.

Oh, no, darling, said Maria, all fluttered, but Hornblower was by now out of his chair and seating her at her own place.

Now, sit there, said Hornblower. No more words. Ill have no mutineers in my family. Ah!

Here came the other plate. Hornblower cut the steak in two, and helped Maria to the larger half.

But darling

I said Ill have no truck with mutiny, growled Hornblower parodying his own quarter-deck rasp.

Oh, Horry, darling. Youre good to me, far too good to me. Momentarily Maria clapped hands and handkerchief to her face, and Hornblower feared she would break down finally, but then she put her hands in her lap and straightened her back, controlling her emotions in an act of the purest heroism. Hornblower felt his heart go out to her. He reached out and pressed the hand she gladly proffered him.

Now let me see you eat a hearty breakfast, he said; he was still using his mock-bullying tone, but the tenderness he felt was still evident. Maria took up her knife and fork and Hornblower did the same. He forced himself to eat a few mouthfuls, and so mangled the rest of his steak that it did not appear as if he had left too much. He took a pull at his pot of beer  he did not like drinking beer for breakfast, not even beer as small as this, but he realised that the old woman could not be expected to have access to the tea-caddy.

A rattling at the windows attracted their attention. The ostler was opening the shutters, and they could dimly see his face for a moment, but it was still quite dark outside. Hornblower looked at his watch; ten minutes to five, and he had ordered his boat to be at the Sally Port at five. Maria saw the gesture and looked over at him. There was a slight trembling of her lips, a slight moisture in her eyes, but she kept herself under control.

Ill get my cloak, she said quietly, and fled from the room. She was back in no time, her grey cloak round her, and her face shadowed in her hood; in her arms was Hornblowers heavy coat.

Youre leaving us now, sir? piped the old woman coming into the coffee-room.

Yes. Madam will settle the score when she returns, said Hornblower; he fumbled out half a crown from his pocket and put it on the table.

Thank you kindly, sir. And a good voyage, and prize money galore. The sing-song tone reminded Hornblower that she must have seen naval officers by the hundreds leaving the George to go to sea  her memories must go back to Hawke and Boscawen.

He buttoned up his coat and took up his bag.

Ill have the ostler come with us with a lantern to escort you back, he said, consideringly.

Oh, no please, darling. Its so short a way, and I know every step, pleaded Maria, and there was enough truth in what she said for him not to insist.

They walked out into the keen cold air, having to adjust their eyes to the darkness even after the miserable light of the coffee-room. Hornblower realised that if he had been an Admiral, or even a distinguished Captain, he would never have been allowed to leave with so little ceremony; the innkeeper and his wife would certainly have risen and dressed to see him on his way. They turned the corner and started on the steep slope down to the Sally Port, and it was borne in anew on Hornblower that he was about to start out for the wars. His concern for Maria had actually distracted him from this thought, but now he found himself gulping with excitement.

Dear, said Maria. I have a little present for you.

She was bringing something out from the pocket of her cloak and pressing it into his hand.

Its only gloves, dear, but my love comes with them, she went on. I could make nothing better for you in this little time. I would have liked to have embroidered something for you  I would have liked to give you something worthy of you. But I have been stitching at these every moment since  since

She could not go on, but once more she straightened her back and refused to break down.

Ill be able to think of you every moment I wear them, said Hornblower. He struggled into the gloves despite the handicap of the bag he was carrying; they were splendid thick woollen gloves, each with separate thumb and forefinger.

They fit me to perfection. I thank you for the kind thought, dear.

Now they were at the head of the steep slope down the Hard, and this horrible ordeal would soon be over.

You have the seventeen pounds safely? asked Hornblower  an unnecessary question.

Yes, thank you, dearest. I fear it is too much

And youll be able to draw my monthly half-pay, went on Hornblower harshly, to keep the emotion from his voice, and then, realising how harshly, he continued. It is time to say good-bye now, darling.

He had forced himself to use that unaccustomed last word. The water level was far up the Hard; that meant, as he had known when he had given the orders, that the tide was at the flood. He would be able to take advantage of the ebb.

Darling! said Maria, turning to him and lifting up her face to him in its hood.

He kissed her; down at the waters edge there was the familiar rattle of oars on thwarts, and the sound of male voices, as his boats crew perceived the two shadowy figures on the Hard. Maria heard those sounds as clearly as Hornblower did, and she quickly snatched away from him the cold lips she had raised to his.

Good-bye, my angel.

There was nothing else to say now, nothing else to do; this was the end of this brief experience. He turned his back on Maria; he turned his back on peace and on civilian married life and walked down towards war.


CHAPTER III
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SLACK WATER NOW, sir, announced Bush. First of the ebb in ten minutes. And anchors hove short, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush. There was enough grey light in the sky now to see Bushs face as something more definite than a blur. At Bushs shoulder stood Prowse, the acting-master, senior masters mate with an acting-warrant. He was competing unobtrusively with Bush for Hornblowers attention. Prowse was charged, by Admiralty instructions, with navigating and conducting the ship from port to port under the direction of the captain. But there was no reason at all why Hornblower should not give his other officers every opportunity to exercise their skill; on the contrary. And it was possible, even likely, that Prowse, with thirty years of sea duty behind him, would endeavour to take the direction of the ship out of the hands of a young and inexperienced captain.

Mr Bush! said Hornblower. Get the ship under way, if you please. Set a course to weather the Foreland.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower watched Bush keenly, while doing his best not to appear to be doing so. Bush took a final glance round him, gauging the gentle wind and the likely course of the ebb.

Stand by there, at the capstan, he ordered. Loose the headsls. Hands aloft to loose the topsls.

Hornblower could see in a flash that he could place implicit reliance on Bushs seamanship. He knew he should never have doubted it, but his memories were two years old and might have been blurred by the passage of time. Bush gave his orders in a well-timed sequence. With the anchor broken out Hotspur gathered momentary sternway. With the wheel hard over and the forecastle hands drawing at the headsail sheets she brought her head round. Bush sheeted home and ordered hands to the braces. In the sweetest possible way Hotspur caught the gentle wind, lying over hardly more than a degree or two. In a moment she was under way, slipping forward through the water, rudder balanced against sail-pressure, a living, lovely thing.

There was no need to drop any word of commendation to Bush regarding such a simple operation as getting under way. Hornblower could savour the pleasure of being afloat, as the hands raced to set the topgallant sails and then the courses. Then suddenly he remembered.

Let me have that glass, please, Mr Prowse.

He put the massive telescope to his eye and trained it out over the port quarter. It was still not yet full daylight, and there was the usual hint of haze, and Hotspur had left her anchorage half a mile or more astern. Yet he could just see it; a solitary, lonely speck of grey, on the waters edge, over there on the Hard. Perhaps  just possibly  there was a flicker of white; Maria might be waving her handkerchief, but he could not be sure. In fact he thought not. There was just the solitary grey speck. Hornblower looked again, and then he made himself lower the telescope; it was heavy, and his hands were trembling a trifle so that the image was blurred. It was the first time in all his life that he had put to sea leaving behind him someone who was interested in his fate.

Thank you, Mr Prowse, he said, harshly, handing back the telescope.

He knew he had to think about something different, that he must quickly find something else to occupy his thoughts; fortunately as captain of a ship just setting sail there was no lack of subjects.

Now, Mr Prowse, he said, glancing at the wake and at the trim of the sails. The winds holding steady at the moment. I want a course for Ushant.

Ushant, sir? Prowse had a long lugubrious face like a mules, and he stood there digesting this piece of information without any change of expression.

You heard what I said, snapped Hornblower, in sudden irritation.

Yes, sir, answered Prowse, hastily. Ushant, sir. Aye aye, sir.

There was of course, some excuse for his first reaction. Nobody in the ship save Hornblower knew the content of the orders which were taking Hotspur to sea; nobody knew to what point in the whole world she was destined to sail. The mention of Ushant narrowed down the field to some extent at least. The North Sea and the Baltic were ruled out. So were Ireland and the Irish Sea and the St Lawrence across the Atlantic. But it still might be the West Indies or the Cape of Good Hope or the Mediterranean; Ushant was a point of departure for all those.

Mr Bush! said Hornblower.

Sir!

You may dismiss the watch below, and send the hands to breakfast when you think proper.

Aye aye, sir.

Whos the officer of the watch?

Cargill, sir.

He has charge of the deck, then.

Hornblower looked about him. Everything was in order, and Hotspur was standing out for the Channel. But there was something odd, something different, something unusual. Then it dawned upon him. For the first time in his life he was going to sea in time of peace. He had served ten years as a naval officer without this experience. Always before, whenever his ship emerged from harbour, she was in instant danger additional to the hazards of the sea. In every previous voyage any moment might bring an enemy up over the horizon; at an hours notice ship and ships company might be fighting for their lives. And the most dangerous time of all was when first putting to sea with a raw crew, with drill and organisation incomplete  it was a likely moment to meet an enemy, as well as the most inconvenient one.

Now here they were putting to sea without any of these worries. It was an extraordinary sensation, something new  something new, like leaving Maria behind. He tried to shake that thought from him; as a buoy slithered past the starboard quarter he tried to leave the thought with it. It was a relief to see Prowse approaching again, with a piece of paper in his hand as he glanced up to the commission pendant and then out to the horizon in an attempt to forecast the weather.

Course is souwest by west, half west, sir, he said. When we tack we may just be able to make that good, close-hauled.

Thank you, Mr Prowse. You may mark it on the board.

Aye aye, sir, Prowse was pleased at this mark of confidence. He naturally had no idea that Hornblower, revolving in his mind, yesterday afternoon, all the responsibilities he would be carrying on the morrow, had made the same calculation to reach the same result. The green hills of the Isle of Wight were momentarily touched by a watery and level sun.

Theres the buoy, sir, said Prowse.

Thank you. Mr Cargill! Tack the ship, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower withdrew aft. He wanted not merely to observe how Cargill handled the ship, but also how Hotspur behaved. When war should come it was not a mere possibility, but a definite probability, that success or failure, freedom or captivity, might hinge on how Hotspur went about, how handy she was in stays.

Cargill was a man of thirty, red-faced and corpulent in advance of his years; he was obviously trying hard to forget that he was under the simultaneous scrutiny of the captain, the first lieutenant, and the sailing master, as he applied himself to the manoeuvre. He stood beside the wheel looking warily up at the sails and aft at the wake. Hornblower watched Cargills right hand, down by his thigh, opening and shutting. That might be a symptom of nervousness or a mere habitual gesture of calculation. The watch on deck were all at their stations. So far the men were all unknown faces to Hornblower; it would be profitable to devote some of his attention to the study of their reactions as well.

Cargill obviously braced himself for action and then gave his preliminary order to the wheel.

Helms alee! he bellowed, but not a very effective bellow, for his voice cracked half-way.

Headsail sheets! That was hardly better. It would not have served in a gale of wind, although it carried forward in present conditions. Jib and fore-topsail began to shiver.

Raise up tacks and sheets!

Hotspur was coming round into the wind, rising to an even keel. She was coming round, coming round  now was she going to hang in stays?

Haul, mainsl! Haul!

This was the crucial moment. The hands knew their business; the port side bowlines and braces were cast off smartly, and the hands tailed on to the starboard side ones. Round came the yards, but the Hotspur refused to answer. She baulked. She hung right in the eye of the wind, and then fell off again two points to port, with every sail a-shiver and every yard of way lost. She was in irons, helpless until further action should be taken.

A fine thing if we were on a lee shore, sir, growled Bush.

Wait, said Hornblower. Cargill was glancing round at him for orders, and that was disappointing. Hornblower would have preferred an officer who went stolidly on to retrieve the situation. Carry on, Mr Cargill.

The hands were behaving well. There was no chatter, and they were standing by for further orders. Cargill was drumming on his right thigh with his fingers, but for his own sake he must find his way out of his troubles unaided. Hornblower saw the fingers clench, saw Cargill glance ahead and astern as he pulled himself together. Hotspur was slowly gathering sternway as the wind pushed directly back on the sails. Cargill took the plunge, made the effort. A sharp order put the wheel hard-a-port, another order brought the yards ponderously round again. Hotspur hung reluctant for a moment, and then sulkily turned back on the starboard tack and gathered way as Cargill in the nick of time sent the wheel spinning back and took a pull on the braces. There was no lack of sea room, there was no dangerous lee shore to demand instant action, and Cargill could wait until every sail was drawing fully again and Hotspur had plenty of way on her to enable the rudder to bite. Cargill even had the sense to allow her head to fall off another point so as to give plenty of momentum for his next attempt, although Hornblower noticed with a slight pang of regret that he hurried it a trifle more than he should have done. He should have waited perhaps two more minutes.

Headsail sheets! ordered Cargill again; his fingers started drumming on his thigh once more with the strain of waiting.

But Cargills head was clear enough to give his orders in the correct sequence. Round came Hotspur into the wind again. Sheets and braces were handled smartly. There was a paralysing moment as she baulked again, hung as though she was determined once more to miss stays, but this time she had a trifle more momentum, and in the last possible second a fortunate combination of wind and wave pushed her bows round through the vital final degrees of swing. Round she came, at last.

Full and bye! said Cargill to the helmsman, the relief very evident in his voice. Fore tack, there! Sheets! Braces!

With the operation completed he turned to face the criticism of his superiors; there was sweat trickling down his forehead. Hornblower could feel Bush beside him ready to rate him thoroughly; Bush believed sincerely that everyone was the better for a severe dressing-down in any circumstance, and he was usually right. But Hornblower had been watching Hotspurs behaviour closely.

Carry on, Mr Cargill, he said, and Cargill, relieved turned away again, and Bush met Hornblowers glance with some slight surprise.

The ships trimmed too much by the head, said Hornblower. That makes her unhandy in stays.

It might do so, agreed Bush, doubtfully.

If the bow gripped the water more firmly than the stern Hotspur would act like a weather-vane, persisting in keeping her bow to the wind.

Well have to try it, said Hornblower. Shell never do as she is. Well have to trim her so that she draws six inches more aft. At least that. Now, what is there we can shift aft?

Well began Bush.

In his minds eye he called up a picture of the interior of the Hotspur, with every cubic foot crammed with stores. It had been a Herculean feat to prepare her for sea; to find room for everything necessary had called for the utmost ingenuity. It seemed as if no other arrangement could be possible. Yet maybe  

Perhaps went on Bush, and they were instantly deep in a highly technical discussion.

Prowse came up and touched his hat, to report that Hotspur was just able to make good the course for Ushant. Bush could hardly help but prick up his ears at the mention of the name; Prowse could hardly help but be drawn into the discussion regarding the alteration in the trim of the ship. They had to move aside to make room for the hourly casting of the log; the breeze flapped their coats round them. Here they were at sea; the nightmare days and nights of fitting out were over, and so were the  what was the right word? Delirious, perhaps  the delirious days of marriage. This was normal life. Creative life, making a living organism out of Hotspur, working out improvements in material and in personnel.

Bush and Prowse were still discussing possible alteration in the ships trim as Hornblower came back into his present world.

Theres a vacant port right aft on each side, said Hornblower; a simple solution had presented itself to his mind, as so often happened when his thoughts had strayed to other subjects. We can bring two of the forward guns aft.

Prowse and Bush paused while they considered the matter; Hornblowers rapid mind was already dealing with the mathematics of it. The ships nine-pounders weighed twenty-six hundredweight each. Along with the gun-carriages and the ready use shot which would have to be brought aft too there would be a total transfer of four tons. Hornblowers eye measured the distances, forward and aft of the centre of flotation, from forty feet before to thirty feet abaft. No, the leverage would be a little excessive, even though Hotspurs dead weight was over four hundred tons.

Maybe shed gripe a little, sir, suggested Prowse, reaching the same conclusions two minutes later.

Yes. Well take the No. 3 guns. That should be exactly right.

And leave a gap, sir? asked Bush in faint protest.

It certainly would, as conspicuous as a missing front tooth. It would break into the two ordered rows of cannon, conveying a make-shift appearance to the ship.

Id rather have an ugly ship afloat, said Hornblower, than a good-looking one on the rocks of a lee shore.

Yes, sir, said Bush, swallowing this near-heresy.

As the stores are consumed we can put things to rights again, added Hornblower soothingly. Perhaps youll be good enough to attend to it now?

Aye aye, sir. Bush turned his mind to the practical aspects of the problem of shifting cannon in a moving ship. Ill hoist em out of the carriages with the stay-tackles and lower them on to a mat

Quite right. Im sure you can deal with it, Mr Bush.

No one in his senses would try to move a gun in its carriage along a heeling deck  it would go surging about out of control in a moment. But out of its carriage, lying helpless on a mat, with its trunnions prohibiting any roll, it could be dragged about comparatively easily, and hoisted up into its carriage again after that had been moved into its new position. Bush had already passed the word for Mr Wise, the boatswain, to have the stay-tackles rigged.

The quarter-bill will have to be changed, said Hornblower incautiously as the thought struck him  the guns crews would need to be re-allotted.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush. His sense of discipline was too acute to allow more than a hint of reproach to be apparent in his tone. As first lieutenant it was his business to remember these things without being reminded by his captain. Hornblower made amends as best he could.

Ill leave it all in your charge, then, Mr Bush. Report to me when the guns are moved.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower crossed the quarter-deck to go to his cabin, passing Cargill as he went; Cargill was keeping an eye on the hands rigging the stay-tackles.

The ship will be more handy in stays when those guns are shifted, Mr Cargill, said Hornblower. Then youll have another opportunity to show how you can handle her.

Thank you, sir, replied Cargill. He had clearly been brooding over his recent failure.

Hornblower walked along to his cabin; the moving cogs in the complex machine that was a ship always needed lubrication, and it was a captains duty to see that it was provided. The sentry at his door came to attention as he passed in. He glanced round at the bare necessities there. His cot swung from the deck-beams; there was a single chair, a mirror on the bulkhead with a canvas basin on a frame below it. On the opposite bulkhead was clamped his desk, with his sea chest beneath it. A strip of canvas hanging from the deck-beams served as a wardrobe to screen the clothes hanging within. That was all; there was no room for anything else, but the fact that the cabin was so tiny was an advantage in one way. There were no guns mounted in it  it was right aft  and there would be no necessity when the ship cleared for action, to sweep all this away.

And this was luxury, this was affluence, this was the most superlative good fortune. Nine days ago  no, ten days, now  he had been a half-pay lieutenant, under stoppage of pay because the Peace of Amiens had resulted in his promotion not being confirmed. He had been doubtful where his next meal would be coming from. A single night had changed all this. He had won forty-five pounds at a sitting of whist from a group of senior officers, one of them a Lord of Admiralty. The King had sent a message to Parliament announcing the governments decision to set the Navy on a war footing again. And he had been appointed Commander and given the Hotspur to prepare for sea. He could be sure now of his next meal, even though it would be salt beef and biscuit. And  not so much as a coincidence, but rather as a sequel to all this  he had found himself betrothed to Maria and committed to an early marriage.

The fabric of the ship transmitted the sound of one of the nine-pounders being dragged aft; Bush was a fast worker. Bush had been a half-pay lieutenant too, ten days ago, and senior to Hornblower. It was with diffidence that Hornblower had asked him if he would care to serve as first lieutenant  as the only lieutenant allowed on the establishment of a sloop of war  of the Hotspur, under Hornblowers command. It had been astonishing, and extremely flattering, to see the delight in Bushs face at the invitation.

Id been hoping youd ask me, sir, said Bush. I couldnt really think youd want me as a first lieutenant.

Nobody Id like better, Hornblower had replied.

At this moment he nearly lost his footing as Hotspur heaved up her bows, rolled, and then cocked up her stern in the typical motion of a ship close-hauled. She was out now from the lee of the Wight, meeting the full force of the Channel rollers. Fool that he was! He had almost forgotten about this; on the one or two occasions during the past ten days when the thought of sea-sickness had occurred to him he had blithely assumed that he had grown out of that weakness in eighteen months on land. He had not thought about it at all this morning, being too busy. Now with his first moment of idleness here it came. He had lost his sea-legs  a new roll sent him reeling  and he was going to be sick. He could feel a cold sweat on his skin and the first wave of nausea rising to his throat. There was time for a bitter jest  he had just been congratulating himself on knowing where his next meal was coining from, but now he could be more certain still about where his last meal was going to. Then the sickness struck, horribly.

Now he lay face downward across his cot. He heard the rumble of wheels, and cleared his thoughts sufficiently to make the deduction that, with the guns brought aft, Bush was bringing the gun-carriages aft as well. But he hardly cared. His stomach heaved again and he cared even less. He could think about nothing but his own misery. Now what was that? Someone pounding vigorously on the door, and he realised that the pounding had grown-up from an earlier gentle tapping that he had ignored.

What is it? he called, croaking.

Message from the master, sir, said an unknown voice. From Mr Prowse.

He had to hear what it was. He dragged himself from his cot, and staggered over and dumped himself into his chair, hunching his shoulders over his desk so that his face could not be seen.

Come in! he called.

The opening of the door admitted considerably more of the noise that had been more and more insistently making itself heard.

What is it? repeated Hornblower, hoping that his attitude indicated deep concentration upon the paper-work of the ship.

Message from Mr Prowse, sir, said a voice that Hornblower could hardly place. Winds freshening an hauling forward. Course will have to be altered, sir.

Very well. Ill come.

Aye aye, sir.

He certainly would have to come. He stood up, holding on to the desk with one hand while he adjusted his clothes with the other. He braced himself, and then he plunged out on to the quarter-deck. He had forgotten all these things; he had forgotten how fresh the wind blew at sea, how the rigging shrieked in a gust, how the deck heaved under unwary feet. As the stern rose he was hurried forward, struggling vainly to retain his dignity, and just managed to fetch up without disaster against the hammock netting. Prowse came up at once.

Course is souwest by south, now, sir, he said. I had to let her fall off a couple of points. Winds still backing westerly.

So I see, said Hornblower. He looked at sky and sea, making himself think. Hows the glass?

Hardly fallen at all, sir. But its going to blow harder before nightfall, sir.

Perhaps youre right.

Bush appeared at this moment, touching the hat that was now pulled down hard on to his head.

The guns are shifted aft, sir. The lashings are bowsed up taut.

Thank you.

Hornblower kept his hands on the hammock netting, and his gaze steadily forward, so that, by not turning either to Bush on one side or to Prowse on the other, the whiteness of his landlubbers face might not be noticed. He struggled to picture the chart of the Channel that he had studied so carefully yesterday. There was the twenty-league gap between the Casquets and the Start; an incorrect decision now might keep them windbound for days inside it.

We might just weather the Start on this course, sir, prompted Prowse.

Unexpected nausea suddenly welled up in Hornblower, and he moved restlessly as he fought with it. He did not want Prowse to prompt him, and as he swung about he caught sight of Cargill standing by the wheel. It was still Cargills watch  that was one more factor to bring Hornblower to a decision, along with Bushs report and Prowses prompting.

No, he said. Well put the ship about.

Aye aye, sir, said Prowse, in reluctant agreement.

Hornblower looked towards Cargill, summoning him with a glance; he did not wish to leave the comforting support of the hammock netting.

Mr Cargill, said Hornblower. Lets see you tack the ship again, now that weve altered her trim.

Aye aye, sir, answered Cargill. That was the only thing the poor devil could say in any case, in reply to a direct order. But he was clearly nervous. He went back to the wheel and took the speaking-trumpet from its beckets  the freshening wind made that necessary.

Hands bout ship! he called, and the order was instantly underlined by the calls of the bosns mates and the bellowings of Mr Wise. The hands ran to their stations. Cargill stared round at wind and sea; Hornblower saw him swallow as he nerved himself. Then he gave the order to the wheel; this time it was the fingers of his left hand that drummed upon his thigh, for his right was occupied by the speaking-trumpet. Hotspur rose to an even keel while sheets and braces were being handled. She was turning  she was turning.

Let go and haul! yelled Cargill into the speaking-trumpet. Hornblower felt he would have waited three or four more seconds before giving that order, but he knew that he might be wrong; not only was sea-sickness dulling his judgement but, standing as he did, looking aft, he did not have the feel of the ship. Events proved that Cargill did, or else was lucky, for Hotspur came on round without hesitation.

Hard-a-lee! snapped Cargill to the helmsman, and the wheel spun round in a blur of spokes, catching Hotspur at the moment when she was beginning to fall off. A straining group of men hauled out the fore-tack; others tailed on to the bowlines. Hotspur was on the new tack, having handled as sweetly, apparently, as anyone could ask.

Hornblower walked up to the wheel.

Does she gripe? he asked the quartermaster.

The quartermaster eased off the wheel a couple of spokes, squinting up at the leech of the maintopsail, and then brought her up to the wind again.

Cant say that she does, sir, he decided. Mebbe she does, a trifle. No, sir, I cant say that she gripes. Just a touch of weather helms all she needs now, sir.

Thats as it should be, said Hornblower. Bush and Prowse had not spoken a word, and there was no need even for a glance to underline the situation, but a word to Cargill would not be out of place. You can go off watch feeling better pleased with yourself now, Mr Cargill.

Yes, sir, thank you, sir, said Cargill.

Cargills round red face split into a grin. Hotspur rose to a wave, lay over, and Hornblower, taken by surprise, staggered down the deck on to Cargills broad chest. Luckily Cargill was a heavy-weight and fast of footing; he took the shock without staggering  otherwise he and his captain might have gone reeling across the deck into the scuppers. Hornblower felt a burst of shame. He had no more sea-legs than the merest landlubber; his envy of Cargill and Bush and Prowse, standing firm and swaying easily with the send of the ship, amounted to positive dislike. And his stomach was about to betray him again. His dignity was in peril, and he summoned up all that was left of it, turning to Bush stiff-legged and stiff-necked.

See that I am called when any alteration of course is necessary, if you please, Mr Bush, he said.

Aye aye, sir.

The deck was heaving, but he knew it was not heaving as much as his distorted mind told him it was. He forced himself somehow to walk aft to his cabin; twice he had to stop and brace himself, and when Hotspur rose to a wave he was nearly made to run  certainly he had to walk faster than a captain should  past the sentry, and he fetched up against the door with some little violence. It was no comfort  in fact it added to his distress  to see that the sentry had a bucket on the deck beside him. He wrenched open the door, hung suspended for a moment as Hotspur completed her pitch, with her stern in the air, and then crashed down groaning on to his cot, his feet dragging on the deck as the cot swung.


CHAPTER IV
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HORNBLOWER SAT AT his desk in his cabin holding a package in his hand. Five minutes earlier he had unlocked his chest and taken this out; in five minutes more he would be entitled to open it  at least, that was what his dead reckoning indicated. It was a remarkably heavy package; it might be weighted with shot or scrap metal, except that Admiral Cornwallis was hardly likely to send shot or scrap metal to one of his captains. It was heavily sealed, in four places, and the seals were unbroken. Inked upon the canvas wrapper was the superscription:  

Instructions for Horatio Hornblower, Esq., Master and Commander, H.M. Sloop Hotspur. To be opened on passing the Sixth Degree of Longitude West of Greenwich.

Sealed orders. Hornblower had heard about such things all his professional life, but this was his first contact with them. They had been sent on board the Hotspur on the afternoon of his wedding day, and he had signed for them. Now the ship was about to cross the sixth meridian; she had come down-Channel with remarkable ease; there had been only one single watch when she had not been able to make good her direct course. Putting her about in order to restore Cargills self-confidence had been extraordinarily fortunate. The wind had hardly backed westerly at all, and only momentarily even then. Hotspur had escaped being embayed in Lyme Bay; she had neatly weathered the Casquets, and it all stemmed from that fortunate order. Hornblower was aware that Prowse was feeling a new respect for him as a navigator and a weather prophet. That was all to the good, and Hornblower had no intention of allowing Prowse to guess that the excellent passage was the result of a fortunate fluke, of a coincidence of circumstances.

Hornblower looked at his watch and raised his voice in a shout to the sentry at the door.

Pass the word for Mr Bush.

Hornblower could hear the sentry shouting, and the word being passed on along the quarter-deck. Hotspur rose in a long, long, pitch with hardly any roll about it. She was meeting the long Atlantic swell now, changing her motion considerably, and all for the better, in Hornblowers opinion  and his sea-sickness was rapidly coming under control. Bush was taking a long time to respond to the call  he obviously was not on the quarter-deck, and the chances were he was taking a nap or was engaged on some other private business. Well, it would do him no harm and cause him no surprise to be summoned from it, for that was the way of the Navy.

At last came the knock on the door, and Bush entered.

Sir?

Ah, Mr Bush, said Hornblower pedantically. Bush was the closest friend he had, but this was a formal matter, to be carried through formally. Can you tell me the ships position at this moment?

No, sir, not exactly, sir, replied the puzzled Bush. Ushant bears ten leagues to the eastard, I believe, sir.

At this moment, said Hornblower we are in longitude six degrees and some seconds west. Latitude 48° 40´, but we do not have to devote any thought to our latitude at present, oddly enough. It is our longitude that matters. Would you be so kind as to examine this packet?

Ah. I see, sir, said Bush, having read the superscription.

You observe that the seals are unbroken?

Yes, sir.

Then perhaps you will have the further kindness, when you leave this cabin, to make sure of the ships longitude so that, should it become necessary, you can bear witness that I have carried out my orders?

Yes, sir, I will, said Bush, and then, after a pause long enough for him to realise that Hornblower intended the interview to be at an end, Aye aye, sir.

The temptation to tease Bush was a very strong one, Hornblower realised as Bush left the cabin. It was a temptation he must resist. It might be indulged to the extent of causing resentment; in any case, Bush was too easy a target  he was a sitting bird.

And thinking along those lines had actually delayed for several seconds the exciting moment of opening the orders. Hornblower took out his penknife and cut the stitching. Now the weight of the packet was explained. There were three rolls of coins  golden coins. Hornblower split them out on to his desk. There were fifty small ones, about the size of sixpences; twenty larger ones, and ten larger still. Examination revealed that the medium-sized ones were French twenty-franc pieces, exactly like one he had seen in Lord Parrys possession a week or two ago, with Napoleon First Consul on one side and French Republic on the other. The small ones were ten-franc pieces, the larger ones forty francs. Altogether it made a considerable sum, over fifty pounds without allowing for the premium on gold in an England plagued by a depreciating paper currency.

And here were his supplementary instructions, explaining how he should employ the money. You are therefore required said the instructions after the preliminary sentences. Hornblower had to make contact with the fishermen of Brest; he had to ascertain if any of them would accept bribes; he had to glean from them all possible information regarding the French fleet in that port; finally he was informed that in case of war information of any kind, even newspapers, would be acceptable.

Hornblower read his instructions through twice; he referred again to the unsealed orders he had received at the same time; the ones that had sent him to sea. There was need for thought, and automatically he rose to his feet, only to sit down again, for there was no chance whatever of walking about in that cabin. He must postpone his walk for a moment. Maria had stitched neat linen bags in which to put his hair brushes  quite useless, of course, seeing that he always rolled his brushes in his housewife. He reached for one, and swept the money into it, put the bag and the orders back into his chest and was about to lock it when a further thought struck him, and he counted out ten ten-franc pieces and put them into his trouser pocket. Now, with his chest locked, he was free to go on deck.

Prowse and Bush were pacing the weather side of the quarter-deck in deep conversation; no doubt the news that their captain had opened his sealed orders would spread rapidly through the ship  and no one on board save Hornblower could be really sure that Hotspur was not about to set course for the Cape and India. It was a temptation to keep them all on tenterhooks, but Hornblower put the temptation aside. Besides, it would be to no purpose  after a day or two of hanging about outside Brest everyone would be able to guess Hotspurs mission. Prowse and Bush were hurriedly moving over to the lee side, leaving the weather side for their captain, but Hornblower halted them.

Mr Bush! Mr Prowse! We are going to look into Brest and see what our friend Boney is up to.

Those few words told the whole story to men who had served in the last war and who had beaten about in the stormy waters off the Brittany coast.

Yes, sir, said Bush, simply.

Together they looked into the binnacle, out to the horizon, up to the commission pendant. Simple enough to set a course; Bush and Prowse could do that easily, but it was not so simple to deal with problems of international relations, problems of neutrality, problems of espionage.

Lets look at the chart, Mr Prowse. You can see that well have to keep well clear of Les Fillettes.

The Islands of the Little Girls, in the middle of the fairway into Brest; it was a queer name for rocks that would be sites for batteries of guns.

Very well, Mr Prowse. You can square away and set course.

There were light airs from the northwestward today, and it was the easiest matter in the world to stand down towards Brest; Hotspur was hardly rolling at all and was pitching only moderately. Hornblower was fast recovering his sea-legs and could trust himself to walk the deck, and could almost trust his stomach to retain its contents. There was a certain feeling of well-being that came with a remission from sea-sickness. The April air was keen and fresh, but not paralysingly cold; Hornblowers gloves and heavy coat were barely necessary. In fact Hornblower found it hard to concentrate on his problems; he was willing to postpone their consideration, and he halted his step and looked across at Bush with a smile that brought the latter over with hurried steps.

I suppose you have plans for exercising the crew, Mr Bush?

Yes, sir. Bush did not say, Of course, sir, for he was too good a subordinate. But his eyes lit up, for there was nothing Bush enjoyed more than reefing topsails and unreefing them, sending down topgallant yards and sending them up again, rousting out cables and carrying them to a stern port in readiness to be used as a spring, and in fact rehearsing all the dozens  hundreds  of manoeuvres that weather or war might make necessary.

Two hours of that will do for today, Mr Bush. I can only remember one short exercise at the guns?

Tortured by sea-sickness while running down the Channel he could not be sure.

Only one, sir.

Then after dinner well have an hour at the guns. One of these days we might use them.

We might, sir, said Bush.

Bush could face with equanimity the prospects of a war that would engulf the whole world.

The pipes of the bosns mates called all hands, and very soon the exercises were well under way, the sweating sailors racing up and down the rigging tailing on to ropes under the urgings of the petty officers and amid a perfect cloud of profanity from Mr Wise. It was as well to drill the men, simply to keep them exercised, but there were no serious deficiencies to make up. Hotspur had benefited by being the very first ship to be manned after the press had been put into force. Of her hundred and fifty hands no fewer than a hundred were prime seamen, rated A.B. She had twenty ordinary seamen and only ten landsmen all told, and no more than twenty boys. It was an extraordinary proportion, one that would never be seen again as the manning of the fleet continued. Not only that, but more than half the men had seen service in men o war before the Peace of Amiens. They were not only seamen, but Royal Navy seamen, who had hardly had time to make more than a single voyage in the merchant navy during the peace before being pressed again. Consequently most of them had had experience with ships guns; twenty or thirty of them had actually seen action. The result was that when the gun exercise was ordered they went to their stations in business-like fashion. Bush turned to Hornblower and touched his hat awaiting the next order.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Order silence, if you please.

The whistles pealed round the deck, and the ship fell deathly still.

I shall now inspect, if you will be so kind as to accompany me, Mr Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower began by glowering down at the starboard side quarter-deck carronade. Everything was in order there, and he walked down into the waist to inspect the starboard side nine-pounders. At each he stopped to look over the equipment. Cartridge, crowbar, hand-spike. Sponge, quoin. He passed on from gun to gun.

Whats your station if the larboard guns are being worked?

He had picked for questioning the youngest seaman visible, who moved uneasily from one foot to another finding himself addressed by the captain.

Stand to attention, there! bellowed Bush.

Whats your station? repeated Hornblower, quietly.

O  over there, sir. I handle the rammer, sir.

Im glad you know. If you can remember your station when the captain and the first lieutenant are speaking to you I can trust you to remember it when round-shot are coming in through the side.

Hornblower passed on; a captain could always be sure of raising a laugh if he made a joke. Then he halted again.

Whats this? Mr Cheeseman!

Sir.

You have an extra powder-horn here. There should be only one for every two guns.

Er  yessir. Its because

I know the reason. A reasons no excuse, though, Mr Cheeseman. Mr Orrock! What powder-horns have you in your section? Yes, I see.

Shifting No. 3 gun aft had deprived Orrocks section of a powder-horn and given an additional one to Cheesemans.

Its the business of you young gentlemen to see that the guns in your section are properly equipped. You dont have to wait for orders.

Cheeseman and Orrock were two of the four young gentlemen sent on board from the Naval College to be trained as midshipmen. Hornblower liked nothing he had seen as yet of any of them. But they were what he had to use as petty officers, and for his own sake he must train them into becoming useful lieutenants  his needs corresponded with his duty. He must make them and not break them.

Im sure I wont have to speak to you young gentlemen again, he said. He was sure he would, but a promise was better than a threat. He walked on, completing the inspection of the guns on the starboard side. He went up to the forecastle to look at the two carronades there, and then back down the main-deck guns of the port side. He stopped at the marine stationed at the fore-hatchway.

What are your orders?

The marine stood stiffly at attention, feet at an angle of forty-five degrees, musket close in at his side, forefinger of the left hand along the seam of his trousers, neck rigid in its stock, so that, as Hornblower was not directly in front of him, he stared over Hornblowers shoulder.

To guard my post he began, and continued in a monotonous sing-song, repeating by rote the sentrys formula which he had probably uttered a thousand times before. The change in his tone was marked when he reached the final sentence added for this particular station To allow no one to go below unless he is carrying an empty cartridge bucket.

That was so that cowards could not take refuge below the waterline.

What about men carrying wounded?

The astonished marine found it hard to answer; he found it hard to think after years of drill.

I have no orders about them, sir, he said at last, actually allowing his eyes, though not his neck, to move.

Hornblower glanced at Bush.

Ill speak to the sergeant of marines, sir, said Bush.

Whos on the quarter-bill to attend to the wounded?

Cooper and his mate, sir. Sailmaker and his mate. Four altogether, sir.

Trust Bush to have all those details at his fingers ends, even though Hornblower had found two small points to find fault with, for which Bush was ultimately responsible. No need to stress those matters with Bush  he was burning with silent shame.

Down the hatchway to the magazine. A candle glimmered faintly through the glass window of the light-room, throwing just enough light for powder-boys to see what they were doing as they received loaded cartridges through the double serge curtains opening into the magazine; inside the magazine the gunner and his mate, wearing list slippers, were ready to pass out, and, if necessary, fill cartridges. Down the after hatchway to where the surgeon and his lob-lolly boy were ready to deal with the wounded. Hornblower knew that he himself might at some time be dragged in here with blood streaming from some shattered limb  it was a relief to ascend to the main-deck again.

Mr Foreman,  Foreman was another of the young gentlemen what are your orders regarding lanterns during a night action?

I am to wait until Mr Bush expressly orders them, sir.

And who do you send if you receive those orders?

Firth, sir.

Foreman indicated a likely-looking young seaman at his elbow. But was there perhaps the slightest moment of hesitation about that reply? Hornblower turned on Firth.

Where do you go?

Firths eyes flickered towards Foreman for a moment. That might be with embarrassment; but Foreman swayed a little on his feet, as if he were pointing with his shoulder, and one hand made a small sweeping gesture in front of his middle, as if he might be indicating Mr Wises abdominal rotundity.

Forrard, sir, said Firth. The bosn issues them. At the break of the focsle.

Very well, said Hornblower.

He had no doubt that Foreman had quite forgotten to pass on Bushs orders regarding battle lanterns. But Foreman had been quick-witted enough to remedy the situation, and Firth had not merely been quick-witted but also loyal enough to back up his petty officer. It would be well to keep an eye on both those two, for various reasons. The break of the forecastle had been an inspired guess, as being adjacent to the bosns locker.

Hornblower walked up on to the quarter-deck again, Bush following him, and he cast a considering eye about him, taking in the last uninspected gun  the port side quarter-deck carronade. He selected a position where the largest possible number of ears could catch his words.

Mr Bush, he said, we have a fine ship. If we work hard well have a fine crew too. If Boney needs a lesson well give it to him. You may continue with the exercises.

Aye aye, sir.

The six marines on the quarter-deck, the helmsman, the carronades crews, Mr Prowse and the rest of the afterguard had all heard him. He had felt it was not the time for a formal speech, but he could be sure his words would be relayed round the ship during the next dog watch. And he had chosen them carefully. That we was meant as a rallying call. Meanwhile Bush was continuing with the exercise. Cast loose your guns. Level your guns. Take out your tompions, and all the rest of it.

Well have them in shape soon enough, sir, said Bush. Then well only have to get alongside the enemy.

Not necessarily alongside, Mr Bush. When we come to burn powder at the next exercise I want the men schooled in firing at long range.

Yes, sir. Of course, agreed Bush.

But that was lip-service only on Bushs part. He had not really thought about the handling of Hotspur in battle  close action, where the guns could not miss, and only needed to be loaded and fired as rapidly as possible, was Bushs ideal. Very well for a ship of the line in a fleet action, but perhaps not so suitable for Hotspur. She was only a sloop of war, her timbers and her scantlings more fragile even than those of a frigate. Her twenty nine-pounders that gave her rate  the four carronades not being counted  were long guns, better adapted for work at a couple of cables lengths than for close action when the enemys guns stood no more chance of missing than hers did. She was the smallest thing with three masts and quarter-deck and forecastle in the Navy List. The odds were heavy that any enemy she might meet would be her superior in size, in weight of metal, in number of men  probably immeasurably her superior. Dash and courage might snatch a victory for her, but skill and forethought and good handling might be more certain. Hornblower felt the tremor of action course through him, accentuated by the vibrating rumble of the guns being run out.

Land ho! Land ho! yelled the look-out of the fore-topmast head. Land one point on the lee bow!

That would be France, Ushant, the scene of their future exploits, perhaps where they would meet with disaster or death. Naturally there was a wave of excitement through the ship. Heads were raised and faces turned.

Sponge your guns! bellowed Bush through his speaking-trumpet. Bush could be relied on to maintain discipline and good order through any distraction. Load!

It was hard for the men to go through the play-acting of gun drill in these circumstances; discipline on the one side, resentment, disillusionment on the other.

Point your guns! Mr Cheeseman! The hand-spike man on No. 7 gun isnt attending to his duty. I want his name.

Prowse was training a telescope forward; as the officer responsible for navigation that was his duty, but it was also his privilege.

Run your guns in!

Hornblower itched to follow Prowses example, but he restrained himself; Prowse would keep him informed of anything vital. He allowed the drill to go on through one more mock broadside before he spoke.

Mr Bush, you may secure the guns now, thank you.

Aye aye, sir.

Prowse was offering his telescope.

Thats the light-tower on Ushant, sir, he said.

Hornblower caught a wavering glimpse of the thing, a gaunt framework topped by a cresset, where the French government in time of peace maintained a light for the benefit of the ships  half the worlds trade made a landfall off Ushant  that needed it.

Thank you, Mr Prowse. Hornblower visualised the chart again; recalled the plans he had made in the intervals of commissioning his ship, in the intervals of his honeymoon, in the intervals of sea-sickness, during the past crowded days. Winds drawing westerly. But itll be dark before we can make Cape Matthew. Well stand to the suthard under easy sail until midnight. I want to be a league off the Black Stones an hour before dawn.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush joined them, fresh from the business of securing the guns.

Look at that, sir! Theres a fortune passing us by.

A large ship was hull-up to windward, her canvas reflecting the westering sun.

French Indiaman, commented Hornblower, turning his glass on her.

A quarter of a million pounds, all told! raved Bush. Maybe a hundred thousand for you, sir, if only war were declared. Doesnt that tease you, sir? Shell carry this wind all the way to Havre and shell be safe.

Therell be others, replied Hornblower soothingly.

Not so many, sir. Trust Boney. Hell send warnings out the moment hes resolved on war, and every French flagll take refuge in neutral ports. Madeira and the Azores, Cadiz and Ferrol, while we could make our fortunes!

The possibilities of prize money bulked large in the thoughts of every naval officer.

Maybe we will, said Hornblower. He thought of Maria and his allotment of pay; even a few hundreds of pounds would make a huge difference.

Maybe, sir, said Bush, clearly discounting the possibility.

And theres another side to the picture, added Hornblower, pointing round the horizon.

There were half a dozen other sails all visible at this time, all British. They marked the enormous extent of British maritime commerce. They bore the wealth that could support navies, sustain allies, maintain manufactories of arms  to say nothing of the fact that they provided the basic training for seamen who later would man the ships of war which kept the seas open for them and closed them to Englands enemies.

Theyre only British, sir, said Prowse, wonderingly. He had not the vision to see what Hornblower saw. Bush had to look hard at his captain before it dawned upon him.

The heaving of the log, with the changing of the watch, relieved Hornblower of the temptation to preach a sermon.

Whats the speed, Mr Young?

Three knots and a half, sir.

Thank you. Hornblower turned back to Prowse. Keep her on her present course.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower was training his telescope out over the port bow. There was a black dot rising and falling out there towards Molene Island. He kept it under observation.

I think, Mr Prowse, he said, his glass still at his eye, we might edge in a little more inshore. Say two points. Id like to pass that fishing-boat close.

Aye aye, sir.

She was one of the small craft employed in the pilchard fishery, very similar to those seen off the Cornish coast. She was engaged at the moment in hauling in her seine; as Hotspur approached more closely the telescope made plain the rhythmical movements of the four men.

Up with the helm a little more, Mr Prowse, if you please. Id like to pass her closer still.

Now Hornblower could make out a little area of water beside the fishing-boat that was of a totally different colour. It had a metallic sheen quite unlike the rest of the grey sea; the fishing-boat had found a shoal of pilchards and her seine was now closing in on it.

Mr Bush. Please try to read her name.

They were fast closing on her; within a few moments Bush could make out the bold white letters on her stern.

From Brest, sir. Dukes Freers.

With that prompting Hornblower could read the name for himself, the Deux Frères, Brest.

Back the maintopsl, Mr Young! bellowed Hornblower to the officer of the watch, and then, turning back to Bush and Prowse, I want fish for my supper tonight.

They looked at him in ill-concealed surprise.

Pilchards, sir?

Thats right.

The seine was close in alongside the Deux Frères, and masses of silver fish were being heaved up into her. So intent were the fishermen on securing their catch that they had no knowledge of the silent approach of the Hotspur, and looked up in ludicrous astonishment at the lovely vessel towering over them in the sunset. They even displayed momentary panic, until they obviously realised that in time of peace a British ship of war would do them less harm than a French one might, a French one enforcing the Inscription Maritime.

Hornblower took the speaking-trumpet from its beckets. He was pulsing with excitement now, and he had to be firm with himself to keep calm. This might be the first step in the making of the history of the future; besides, he had not spoken French for a considerable time and he had to concentrate on what he was going to say.

Good day, captain! he yelled, and the fishermen, reassured, waved back to him in friendly fashion. Will you sell me some fish?

Hurriedly they conferred, and then one of them replied.

How much?

Oh, twenty pounds.

Again they conferred.

Very well.

Captain, went on Hornblower, searching in his mind not only for the necessary French words but also for an approach to bring about the situation he desired. Finish your work. Then come aboard. We can drink a glass of rum to the friendship of nations.

The beginning of that sentence was clumsy, he knew, but he could not translate Get in your catch; but the prospect of British navy rum he knew would be alluring  and he was a little proud of lamitié des nations. What was the French for dinghy? Chaloupe, he fancied. He expanded on his invitation, and someone in the fishing-boat waved in assent before bending to the business of getting in the catch. With the last of it on board two of the four men scrambled into the dinghy that lay alongside the Deux Frères; it was nearly as big as the fishing-boat itself, as was to be expected when she had to lay out the seine. Two oars stoutly handled brought the dinghy rapidly towards Hotspur.

Ill entertain the captain in my cabin, said Hornblower. Mr Bush, see that the other man is taken forward and well looked after. See he has a drink.

Aye aye, sir.

A line over the side brought up two big buckets of fish, and these were followed by two blue-jerseyed men who scrambled up easily enough despite their sea-boots.

A great pleasure, captain, said Hornblower in the waist to greet him. Please come with me.

The captain looked curiously about him as he was led up to the quarter-deck and aft to the cabin. He sat down cautiously in the only chair while Hornblower perched on the cot. The blue jersey and trousers were spangled with fish scales  the cabin would smell of fish for a week. Hewitt brought rum and water, and Hornblower poured two generous glasses; the captain sipped appreciatively.

Has your fishing been successful? asked Hornblower, politely.

He listened while the captain told him, in his almost unintelligible Breton French, about the smallness of the profits to be earned in the pilchard fishery. The conversation drifted on. It was an easy transition from the pleasures of peace to the possibilities of war  two seamen could hardly meet without that prospect being discussed.

I suppose they make great efforts to man the ships of war?

The captain shrugged.

Certainly.

The shrug told much more than the word.

It marches very slowly, I imagine, said Hornblower, and the captain nodded.

But of course the ships are ready to take the sea?

Hornblower had no idea of how to say laid-up in ordinary in French, and so he had to ask the question in the opposite sense.

Oh, no, said the captain. He went on to express his contempt for the French naval authorities. There was not a single ship of the line ready for service. Of course not.

Let me refill your glass, captain, said Hornblower. I suppose the frigates receive the first supplies of men?

Such supplies as there were, perhaps. The Breton captain was not sure. Of course there was  Hornblower had more than a moments difficulty at this point. Then he understood. The frigate Loire had been made ready for sea last week (it was the Breton pronunciation of that name which had most puzzled Hornblower) for service in Far Eastern waters, but with the usual idiocy of the naval command had now been stripped of most of her trained men to provide nuclei for the other ships. The Breton captain, whose capacity for rum was quite startling, did nothing to conceal either the smouldering Breton resentment against the atheist régime now ruling France or the contempt of a professional user of the sea for the blundering policies of the Republican Navy. Hornblower had only to nurse his glass and listen, his faculties at full stretch to catch all the implications of a conversation in a foreign language. When at last the captain rose to say good-bye there was a good deal of truth in what Hornblower said, haltingly, about his regrets at the termination of the visit.

Yet perhaps even if war should come, captain, we may still meet again. As I expect you know, the Royal Navy of Great Britain does not make war on fishing vessels. I shall always be glad to buy some of your catch.

The Frenchman was looking at him keenly now, perhaps because the subject of payment was arising. This was a most important moment, calling for accurate judgement. How much? What to say?

Of course I must pay for todays supply, said Hornblower, his hand in his pocket. He took out two ten-franc pieces and dropped them into the horny palm, and the captain could not restrain an expression of astonishment from appearing in his weather-beaten face. Astonishment, followed instantly by avarice, and then by suspicion, calculation, and finally by decision as the hand clenched and hurried the money into a trouser-pocket. Those emotions had played over the captains face like the colours of a dying dolphin. Twenty francs in gold, for a couple of buckets of pilchards; most likely the captain supported himself, his wife and children for a week on twenty francs. Ten francs would be a weeks wage for his hands. This was important money; either the British captain did not know the value of gold or  . At least there was the indubitable fact that the French captain was twenty francs richer, and there was at least the possibility of more gold where this came from.

I hope we shall meet again, captain, said Hornblower. As of course you understand, out here at sea we are always glad to have news of what is happening on land.

The two Bretons went over the side with their two empty buckets, leaving Bush ruefully contemplating the mess left on the deck.

That can be swabbed up, Mr Bush, said Hornblower. It will be a good ending to a good day.


CHAPTER V
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THE CABIN WAS quite dark when Hornblower awoke; there was not even the glimmering of light through the two stern windows. He lay curled on his side only half conscious, and then a single sharp note from the ships bell recalled him to the world, and he turned over on his back and stretched himself, half fretfully and half luxuriously trying to put his thoughts into order. That must be one bell in the morning watch, because one bell in the middle watch had sounded as he was getting back into bed after being roused when the ship was put about at midnight. He had had six hours of sleep, even after making allowance for that break; there were great advantages about being in command of a ship; the watch which had retired to bed at that time had been up on deck again for half an hour already.

The cot on which he lay was swaying easily and slowly. Hotspur must be under very easy sail indeed, and, as far as he could judge, with a moderate wind on the starboard beam. That was as it should be. He would soon have to get up  he turned on to his other side and went to sleep again.

Two bells, sir, said Grimes, entering the cabin with a lighted lamp. Two bells, sir. Bit of haze, and Mr Prowse says hed like to go about on the other tack. Grimes was a weedy young seaman who affirmed that he had acted as captains steward in a West India packet.

Get me my coat, said Hornblower.

It was cold in the misty dawn, with only a greatcoat on over his nightshirt. Hornblower found Marias gloves in a pocket and pulled them on gratefully.

Twelve fathoms, sir, reported Prowse as the ship steadied on her new course with the lead going in the forechains.

Very well.

There was time to dress, there was time to have breakfast. There was time for  Hornblower felt a wave of temptation breaking round him. He wanted a cup of coffee. He wanted two or three cups of coffee, strong and scalding hot. Yet he had on board no more than two pounds of coffee. At seventeen shillings a pound that was all he had been able to afford to buy. The miraculous forty-five pounds had melted away which he had won at whist the night before the appearance of the Kings message regarding the fleet. There had been his sea-going clothing and his sword to get out of pawn, his cabin furniture to buy, and he had had to leave seventeen pounds with Maria for her support until she could draw his allotment of pay. So there had been little enough left over for captains stores. He had not bought a sheep or a pig; not a single chicken. Mrs Mason had bought six dozen eggs for him  they were packed in shavings in a tub lashed to the deck in the chart-room  and six pounds of heavily salted butter. There was a loaf of sugar and some pots of jam, and then the money had run out. He had no bacon, no potted meat. He had dined yesterday on pilchards  the fact that they had been bought with secret service money was some kind of sauce for them, but pilchards were unattractive fish. And of course there was the absurd prejudice of seamen regarding fish, creatures from their own element. They hated having their eternal round of salt beef and pork interrupted by a meal of fish  allowance must be made, of course, for the fact that the cooking of fish left behind a lingering scent, hard to eradicate from utensils sketchily washed in seawater. At this very moment, in the growing dawn, one of the lambs netted down in the boat chocked in the waist emitted a lingering baa-aaa as it woke. The ward-room officers had invested in four of the creatures while the Hotspur was commissioning, and any day now they would be dining on roast lamb  Hornblower determined to get himself invited to dinner in the ward-room that day. The thought reminded him that he was hungry; but that was quite minor compared with his yearning for coffee.

Wheres my servant? he suddenly roared. Grimes! Grimes!

Sir?

Grimes put his head round the chart-room door.

Im going to dress, and Ill want my breakfast. Ill have coffee.

Coffee, sir?

Yes. Hornblower bit off the damn you he nearly added. To swear at a man who could not swear back and whose only offence lay in being unoffending was not to his taste, just as some men could not shoot foxes. You dont know anything about coffee?

No, sir.

Get the oak box and bring it in to me.

Hornblower explained about coffee to Grimes while working up a lather with a quarter of a pint of freshwater.

Count out twenty of those beans. Put them in an open jar  get that from the cook. Then you toast em over the galley fire. And be careful with em. Keep shaking em. Theyve got to be brown, not black. Toasted, not burnt. Understand?

Well, yes, sir.

Then you take em to the surgeon, with my compliments.

The surgeon? Yes, sir. Grimes, seeing Hornblowers brows come together like thunderclouds, had the sense to suppress in the nick of time his astonishment at the entry of the surgeons name into this conversation.

He has a pestle and mortar to pound his jalap with. You pound those beans in that mortar. You break em up small. Small, mark you, but you dont make dust of em. Like large grain gunpowder, not mealed gunpowder. Understand?

Yes, sir. I suppose so, sir.

Next you  oh go and get that done and then report to me again.

Grimes was clearly not a man to do things quickly. Hornblower had shaved and dressed and was pacing the quarter-deck, raging for his breakfast, before Grimes appeared again with a panful of dubious powder. Hornblower gave him brief instructions on how to make coffee with it, and Grimes listened doubtfully.

Go and get it done. Oh, and Grimes!

Sir?

Ill have two eggs. Fried. Can you fry eggs?

Er  yes, sir.

Fry em so the yolks nearly hard but not quite. And get out a crock of butter and a crock of jam.

Hornblower was throwing discretion to the winds; he was determined on a good breakfast. And those winds to which he had thrown discretion suddenly asserted themselves. With hardly a warning puff there was a sudden gust which almost took Hotspur aback, and with it, while Hotspur paid off and recovered herself, there came driving rain, an April shower, icy cold. Hornblower shook off Grimes the first time he appeared to report that breakfast was ready, and only went off with him on his second appearance, after Hotspur was steady on her course again. With the weather clearing and daylight growing there was little time he could spare.

Ill be on deck again in ten minutes, Mr Young, he said.

The chart-room was a minute compartment beside his cabin  cabin, chart-room, and the captains pantry and head occupied the whole space of the Hotspurs tiny poop. Hornblower squeezed himself into the chair at the little table.

Sir, said Grimes. You didnt come when breakfast was ready.

Here were the eggs. The rim of the whites was black; the yolks were obviously hard.

Very well, growled Hornblower. He could not blame Grimes for that.

Coffee, sir? said Grimes. With the chart-room door shut he was wedged against it hardly able to move. He poured from a jug into a cup, and Hornblower sipped. It was only just hot enough to drink, which meant that it was not hot enough, and it was muddy.

See that its hotter than this another time, said Hornblower. And youll have to strain it better than this.

Yes, sir. Grimes voice seemed to come from a great distance. The man could hardly whisper. Sir

Hornblower looked up at him; Grimes was cold with fright.

What is it?

I kept these to show you, sir. Grimes produced a pan containing a bloody and stinking mess. The first two eggs was bad, sir. I didnt want you to think

Very well. Grimes was afraid in case he should be accused of stealing them. Take the damned things away.

Now was it not exactly like Mrs Mason to buy eggs for him of which half were bad? Hornblower ate his unpleasant eggs  even these two, although not exactly bad, were flavoured  while reconciling himself with the prospect of making up for it all with the jam. He spread a biscuit with the precious butter, and here was the jam. Blackcurrant! Of all the misguided purchases! Grimes, squeezing back into the chart-room, positively jumped as Hornblower let out the oath that had been seeking an outlet for several minutes.

Sir?

Im not speaking to you, damn you, said Hornblower, his restraint at an end.

Hornblower was fond of jam, but of all the possible varieties he liked blackcurrant least. It was a poor last best. Well, it would have to do; he bit at the iron-hard biscuit.

Dont knock at the door when youre serving a meal, he said to Grimes.

No, sir. I wont sir. Not any more, sir.

Grimess hand holding the coffeepot was shaking, and when Hornblower looked up he could see that his lips were trembling too. He was about to ask sharply what was the matter, but he suppressed the question as the answer became apparent to him. It was physical fear that was affecting Grimes. A word from Hornblower could have Grimes bound to a grating at the gangway, there to have the flesh flogged from the bones of his writhing body. There were captains in the navy who would give just that order when served with such a breakfast. There would never be a time when more things went wrong than this.

There was a knocking at the door.

Come in!

Grimes shrank against the bulkhead to avoid falling out through the door as it opened.

Message from Mr Young, sir, said Orrock. Winds veering again.

Ill come, said Hornblower.

Grimes cowered against the bulkhead as he pushed his way out; Hornblower emerged on to the quarter-deck. Six dozen eggs, and half of them bad. Two pounds of coffee  far less than a months supply if he drank coffee every day. Blackcurrant jam, and not much even of that. Those were the thoughts coursing through his mind as he walked past the sentry, and then they were expunged by the blessed air from the sea, and the instant approach of professional problems.

Prowse was peering out to port through his telescope; it was almost full daylight, and the haze had dissipated with the rain.

Black Stones broad on the port-beam, sir, reported Prowse. You can see the breakers sometimes.

Excellent, said Hornblower. At least his breakfast troubles had kept him from fretting during these final minutes before entering on to a decisive day. In fact he had actually to pause for several seconds to collect his thoughts before issuing the orders that would develop the plans already matured in his fevered mind.

Do you have good eyesight, Mr Orrock?

Well, sir

Have you or havent you?

Well, yes, sir.

Then take a glass and get aloft. See what you can see of the shipping as we pass the entrance to the roadstead. Consult with the look-out.

Aye aye, sir.

Good morning, Mr Bush. Call the hands.

Aye aye, sir.

Not for the first time Hornblower was reminded of the centurion in the New Testament who illustrated his authority by saying: I say to one, come, and he cometh, and to another, go, and he goeth. The Royal Navy and the Roman Army were identical in discipline.

Now, Mr Prowse. How far is the horizon now?

Two miles, sir. Perhaps three miles, answered Prowse, looking round and collecting his thoughts after being taken by surprise by the question.

Four miles, I should think, said Hornblower.

Maybe, sir, admitted Prowse.

Suns rising. Airs clearing. Itll be ten miles soon. Winds north of west. Well go down to the Parquette.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Bush, get the topgallants in, if you please. And the courses. Topsls and jibs all we need.

Aye aye, sir.

That way they would attract less notice; also they would, by moving more slowly, have longer for observation as they crossed the passage that led into Brest.

Sunset on a clear day, said Hornblower to Prowse. Would be a better moment. Then we could look in with the sun behind us.

Yes, sir. Youre right, sir, answered Prowse. There was a gleam of appreciation in his melancholy face as he said this; he knew, of course, that the Goulet lay almost east and west, but he had not made any deductions or plans on that basis.

But were here. We have this chance. Wind and weather serve us now. It may be days before we have another opportunity.

Yes, sir, said Prowse.

Course east by south, Mr Prowse.

Aye aye, sir.

Hotspur crept along. The day was cloudy but clear, and the horizon was extending every minute. There was the mainland of France, Pointe St Mathieu  Point Matthew  in plain view. From there the land trended away out of sight again.

Land on the lee bow! yelled Orrock from the fore-topmasthead.

Thatll be the other headland, sir, said Prowse.

Toulinguet, agreed Hornblower and then he corrected his pronunciation of Toolingwette. For months or years to come he might be beating about this coast, and he wanted no chance of misunderstanding with any of his officers when he gave orders.

Between those two headlands the Atlantic broke in through the wild Breton coast and reached deep inland to form the roadstead of Brest.

Can you make out the channel yet, Mr Orrock? yelled Hornblower.

Not yet, sir. At least, not very well.

A ship of war  a Kings ship  approaching a foreign coast was under a handicap on this sort of mission in peacetime. She could not enter into foreign territorial waters (except under stress of weather) without permission previously asked and obtained; she certainly could not trespass within the limits of a foreign naval base without occasioning a series of angry notes between the respective governments.

We must keep out of long cannon-shot of the shore, said Hornblower.

Yes, sir. Oh yes, of course, sir, agreed Prowse.

The second more hearty agreement was called forth when Prowse realised the implications of what Hornblower was saying. Nations asserted sovereignty over all the waters that could be dominated by their artillery, even if there was no cannon mounted at any particular point. In fact international law was hardening into a convention fixing an arbitrary limit of three miles.

Deck! yelled Orrock. I can see masts now. Can just see em.

Count all you can see, very carefully, Mr Orrock.

Orrock went on with his report. He had an experienced sailor beside him at the masthead, but Hornblower, listening, had no intention of trusting entirely to their observation, and Bush was fuming with impatience.

Mr Bush, said Hornblower. Ill be wearing ship in fifteen minutes. Would you be so kind as to take a glass to the mizzen-topmast-head? Youll have a good chance of seeing all that Orrocks seeing. Please take notes.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush.

He was at the mizzen shrouds in a moment. Soon he was running up the ratlines at a speed that would have been a credit to any young seaman.

That makes twelve of the line, sir, yelled Orrock. No topmasts hoisted. No yards crossed.

The seaman beside him interrupted his report.

Breakers on the lee bow!

Thats the Parquette, said Hornblower.

The Black Stones on the one side, the Parquette on the other, and, farther up, the Little Girls in the middle, marked off the passage into Brest. On a clear day like this, with a gentle wind, they were no menace, but lives by the hundred had been lost on them during storms. Prowse was pacing restlessly back and forward to the binnacle taking bearings. Hornblower was carefully gauging the direction of the wind. If the French squadron had no ship of the line ready for sea there was no need to take risks. A shift in the wind might soon find Hotspur embayed on a lee shore. He swept his glass round the wild coast that had grown up round his horizon.

Very well, Mr Prowse. Well wear ship now, while we can still weather the Parquette.

Aye aye, sir.

Prowses relief was obvious. His business was to keep the ship out of danger, and he clearly preferred a wide margin of safety. Hornblower looked round at the officer of the watch.

Mr Poole! Wear the ship, if you please.

The pipes shrilled and the orders were passed. Hands went to the braces as the helm was put up while Hornblower scanned the shore warily.

Steady as you go!

Hotspur settled sweetly on her new course. Hornblower was growing intimate with her ways, like a bridegroom learning about his bride. No, that was an unlucky simile, to be discarded instantly. He hoped that he and Hotspur were better suited to each other than he and Maria. And he must think about something else.

Mr Bush! Mr Orrock! You will please come down when you are sure you will see nothing more useful.

The ship was alive with a new atmosphere; Hornblower was sensitively aware of it as the hands went about their duties. Everyone on board was conscious that they were bearding Boney in his den, that they were boldly looking into the principal naval base of France, proclaiming the fact that England was ready to meet any challenge at sea. High adventure was looming up in the near future. Hornblower had the gratifying feeling that during these past days he had tempered a weapon ready for his hand, ship and ships company ready for any exploit, like a swordsman knowing well the weight and balance of his sword before entering upon a duel.

Orrock appeared, touching his hat, and Hornblower listened to his report. It was fortunate that Bush in the mizzen-top still had a view up the Goulet and had not descended; reports should be made independently, each officer out of the hearing of the other, but it would have been tactless to ask Bush to stand aside. Bush did not descend for several more minutes; he had methodically taken notes with paper and pencil, but Orrock could hardly be blamed for not having done so. The thirteen or fourteen ships of the line at anchor in the Roads were none of them ready for sea and three of them were missing at least one mast each. There were six frigates, three with their topmasts sent up and one with her yards crossed and sails furled.

That will be the Loire, commented Hornblower to Bush.

You know about her, sir? asked Bush.

I know shes there, answered Hornblower. He would gladly have explained further, but Bush was going on with his report, and Hornblower was content to have something more added to his reputation for omniscience.

On the other hand, there was considerable activity in the roadstead. Bush had seen lighters and tenders moving about, and believed he had identified a sheer hulk, a vessel rigged solely for the purpose of putting new masts into large ships.

Thank you, Mr Bush, said Hornblower. That is excellent. We must look in like this every day if possible.

Yes, sir.

Constant observation would increase their information in geometrical progression  ships changing anchorage, ships sending up topmasts, ships setting up their rigging. The changes would be more significant than anything that could be deduced from a single inspection.

Now lets find some more fishing-boats, went on Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

Bush trained his glass out towards the Parquette, whose sullen black rocks, crowned by a navigation beacon, seemed to rise and fall as the Atlantic swell surged round them.

Theres one in the lee of the reef there, sir, said Bush.

Whats he doing there?

Lobster pots, sir, reported Bush. Getting in his catch, I should say, sir.

Indeed?

Twice in his life Hornblower had eaten lobster, both occasions being during those bleak bitter days when under the compulsion of hunger and cold he had acted as a professional gambler in the Long Rooms. Wealthy men there had called for supper, and had tossed him an invitation. It was a shock to realise that it was only a fortnight ago that that horrible period in his life had ended.

I think, said Hornblower, slowly, I should like lobster for my supper tonight. Mr Poole! Let her edge down a little towards the reef. Mr Bush, I would be obliged if you would clear away the quarter-boat ready for launching.

The contrast between these days and those was quite fantastic. These were golden April days; a strange limbo between peace and war. They were busy days, during which Hornblower had friendly chats with fishing-boats captains and dispensed gold pieces in exchange for a small portion of their catch. He could drill his crew and he could take advantage of those exercises to learn all he could about the behaviour of the Hotspur. He could peep up the Goulet and measure the preparation of the French fleet for sea. He could study this Gulf of Iroise  the approaches to Brest, in other words  with its tides and its currents. By observing the traffic there he could obtain an insight into the difficulties of the French naval authorities in Brest.

Brittany was a poor province, neither productive nor well-populated, at the extremity of France, and by land the communications between Brest and the rest of the country were most inferior. There were no navigable rivers, no canals. The enormously ponderous materials to equip a fleet could never be brought to Brest by road. The artillery for a first-rate weighed two hundred tons; guns and anchors and shot could only be brought by sea from the foundries in Belgium round to the ships in Brest. The mainmast of a first-rate was a hundred feet long and three feet thick; only ships could transport those, in fact only ships specially equipped.

To man the fleet that lay idle in Brest would call for twenty thousand men. The seamen  what seamen there were  would have to march hundreds of miles from the merchant ports of Le Havre and Marseille if they were not sent round by sea. Twenty thousand men needed food and clothing, and highly specialised food and clothing moreover. The flour to make biscuit, the cattle and pigs and the salt to salt them down, and the barrel-staves in which to store them  where were they to come from? And provisioning was no day-to-day, hand-to-mouth operation, either. Before going to sea the ships would need rations for a hundred days  two million rations to be accumulated over and above daily consumption. Coasting vessels by the hundred were needed  Hornblower observed a constant trickle of them heading into Brest, rounding Ushant from the north and the Pointe du Raz from the south. If war should come  when war should come  it would be the business of the Royal Navy to cut off this traffic. More particularly it would be the business of the light craft to do this  it would be Hotspurs business. The more he knew about all these conditions the better.

These were the thoughts that occupied Hornblowers mind as Hotspur stood in once more past the Parquette for a fresh look into Brest. The wind was south-easterly this afternoon, and Hotspur was running free  creeping along under topsails  with her look-outs posted at her mastheads in the fresh morning sunshine. From foremast and mizzen-mast came two successive hails.

Deck! Theres a ship coming down the channel!

Shes a frigate, sir! That was Bush supplementing Cheesemans report.

Very well, hailed Hornblower in return. Maybe the appearance of the frigate had nothing to do with his own evolutions in the Iroise, but the contrary was much more likely. He glanced round the ship; the hands were engaged in the routine of holystoning the decks, but he could effect a transformation in five minutes. He could clear for action or he could set all sail at a moments notice.

Steady as you go, he growled at the quartermaster. Mr Cargill, well hoist our colours, if you please.

There she is, sir, said Prowse. The glass showed a frigates topgallant sails; she was reaching down the Goulet with a fair wind, on a course that would intersect Hotspurs some miles ahead.

Mr Bush! Id like you on deck, if you please, as soon as you have completed your observations.

Aye aye, sir.

Hotspur stole quietly along; there was no purpose in hurriedly setting additional sail and pretending to be innocent  the French fleet must have heard from a dozen sources about her continued presence in the approaches.

Youre not going to trust em, sir? This was from Bush, back on the quarter-deck and in a state of some anxiety; the anxiety was not displayed by any change in Bushs imperturbable manner, but by the very fact that he volunteered advice in this positive form.

Hornblower did not want to run away. He had the weather gauge, and in a moment he could set all sail and come to the wind and stand out to sea, but he did not want to. He could be quite sure that if he were to do so the frigate would follow his example and chase him, ignominiously, out into the Atlantic with his tail between his legs. A bold move would stimulate his crew, would impress the French and  this was the point  would subdue his own doubts about himself. This was a test. His instinct was to be cautious; but he told himself that his caution was probably an excuse for cowardice. His judgement told him that there was no need for caution; his fears told him that the French frigate was planning to lure him within range of her guns and then overwhelm him. He must act according to his judgement and he must abhor the counsel of his fears, but he wished his heart would not beat so feverishly, he wished his palms would not sweat nor his legs experience these pins-and-needles feelings. He wished Bush were not crowding him at the hammock netting, so that he might take a few paces up and down the quarter-deck; and then he told himself that he could not possibly at this moment pace up and down and reveal to the world that he was in a state of indecision.

Today coasters had been swarming out of Brest, taking advantage of the fair wind; if war had been declared they would have been doing nothing of the sort. He had spoken to three different fishing-boats, and from none of them had he received a hint of war  they might all have been taking part in a conspiracy to lull him into a sense of security, but that was most unlikely. If news of war had reached Brest only an hour ago the frigate could never have prepared herself for sea and come down the Goulet in this time. And to support his judgement from the other direction was the thought that the French naval authorities, even if war was not declared, would act in just this way. Hearing of the audacious British sloop cruising outside they would find men enough for the frigate by stripping other ships of their skeleton crews and would send her out to scare the British ship away. He must not be scared away; this wind could easily persist for days, and if he once ran down to leeward it would be a long time before he could beat back and resume his observation of Brest.

The frigate was hull-up now; through his glass he could see her down to the waterline. She was big; there were her painted ports, twenty of them a side besides the guns on quarter-deck and forecastle. Eighteen pounders, probably; she had not merely twice as many guns as Hotspur but would discharge a weight of broadside four times as great. But her guns were not run out, and then Hornblower raised his glass to study her yards. He strained his eyes; this time he must not only trust his judgement but his eyesight. He was sure of what he saw. Fore-yard and fore-topsail-yard, main-yard and maintopsail-yard; they were not supported by chain slings. If the frigate were ready for action they would never have omitted that precaution. She could not be planning to fight; this could not be an ambush.

Any orders, sir? asked Bush.

Bush would have liked to clear for action, to open the ports and run out the guns. If anything could precipitate hostilities it would be that, and Hornblower remembered how his orders from Cornwallis, both written and oral, had stressed the necessity to do nothing that would bring on England the odium of starting a war.

Yes, said Hornblower in reply to Bushs question, but the relief that showed instantly in Bushs expression changed back into concern as he noted the gleam in Hornblowers eyes.

We must render passing honours, Mr Bush, said Hornblower. There was something madly stimulating in forcing himself to be coldly formal when internally he was boiling with excitement. That must be what went on inside one of Mr Watts steam engines when the safety valve did not function.

Aye aye, sir, said Bush; the disciplined answer, the only answer when a superior officer spoke.

Do you remember the procedure, Mr Bush?

Never in his life had Hornblower rendered honours to a French ship of war; through his whole professional career until now sighting had meant fighting.

Yes, sir.

Then be so good as to give the orders.

Aye aye, sir. All hands! All hands! Man the side! Mr Wise! See that the men keep order. Sergeant of marines! Parade your men on the quarter-deck! Smartly now. Drummer on the right. Bosns mates! Stand by to pipe on the beat of the drum. Bush turned to Hornblower. Weve no music, sir, except the drum and the pipes.

They wont expect more, said Hornblower, his eye still at his glass. One sergeant, one corporal, twelve privates and a drummer were all the marines allotted to a sloop of war, but Hornblower was not devoting any further thought to the marines. His whole attention was concentrated on the French frigate. No doubt on the Frenchmans deck a dozen glasses were being trained on the Hotspur. As the bustle began on the Hotspurs deck he could see a corresponding bustle on the Frenchmans. They were manning the side, an enormous crowd of them. Carried by the water came the noise as four hundred excited Frenchmen took up their stations.

Silence! ordered Bush at that very moment. There was a certain strangeness about his voice as he continued, because he did not want his words to be overheard in the Frenchman, and so he was endeavouring to bellow sotto voce. Show the Frogs how a British crew behaves. Heads up, there, and keep still.

Blue coats and white breeches; these were French soldiers forming up on the frigates quarter-deck; Hornblowers glass detected the flash of steel as bayonets were fixed, and the gleam of brass from the musical instruments. The ships were closing steadily on their converging courses, with the frigate under her greater canvas drawing ahead of the sloop. Nearer and nearer. Hotspur was the visiting ship. Hornblower put away his telescope.

Now, he said.

Drum! ordered Bush.

The drummer beat a long roll.

Present-arr-ums! ordered the sergeant of marines, and in a much lower voice, One. Two. Three!

The muskets of the marines and the half-pike of the sergeant came to the present in the beautiful movements of the prescribed drill. The pipes of the bosns mates twittered, long and agonisingly. Hornblower took off his hat and held it before his chest; the offhand salute with hand to the brim was not for this occasion. He could see the French captain on his quarter-deck now, a bulky man, holding his hat over his head in the French fashion. On his breast gleamed a star, which must be this new-fangled Legion of Honour which Boney had instituted. Hornblower came back to reality; he had been the first to render the honours, and he must be the first to terminate them. He growled a word to Bush.

Drum! ordered Bush, and the long roll ended. With that the twittering of the pipes died away, a little more raggedly than Hornblower liked. On the French quarter-deck someone  the drum major, perhaps  raised a long staff hung with brass bells into the air and brought it down again with a thump. Instantly the drums rolled, half a dozen of them, a martial, thrilling sound, and then over the water came the sound of music, that incomprehensible blend of noises which Hornblower could never appreciate; the drum majors staff rose and fell rhythmically. At last the music stopped, with a final roll of the drums. Hornblower put on his hat, and the French captain did the same.

Sl-o-o-ope ar-rums, yelled the sergeant of marines.

All hands! Dismiss! yelled Bush, and then, reverting to his softer tone, Quietly, there! Silence!

The hands were excited and prone to chatter with the order to dismiss  never in any of their lives, either, had they passed a French ship of war so close without guns firing. But Bush was determined to make the Frenchman believe that Hotspur was manned entirely by stoics. Wise with his rattan enforced the order, and the crew dispersed in an orderly mob, the good order only disturbed by a single quickly suppressed yelp as the rattan struck home on some rash posterior.

Shes the Loire, surely enough, sir, said Bush. They could see the name entwined in gilded letters amid the scrollwork of the frigates stern; Hornblower remembered that Bush still was in ignorance of his source of information. It was amusing to be thought omniscient, even without justification.

And you were right, sir, not to run away from them, went on Bush. Why was it so intolerable in this case to note the gleam of admiration in Bushs eyes? Bush did not know of the quickening heartbeats and the sweaty palms.

Its given our fellows a close look at a Frenchman, said Hornblower, uneasily.

It certainly did that, sir, agreed Bush. I never expected in all my life to hear that tune from a French frigate!

What tune? asked Hornblower unguardedly, and was instantly furious with himself for this revelation of his weakness.

God Save The King, sir, answered Bush, simply. Luckily it never occurred to him that anyone could possibly fail to recognise the national anthem. If wed had any music on board wed have had to play their Marseillaise.

So we would, said Hornblower; it was desperately necessary to change the subject. Look! Hes getting in his topgallants. Quick! Time him! Well see what sort of seamen they are.


CHAPTER VI
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NOW IT WAS blowing a gale, a two-reef gale from the westward. The unbelievably fine weather of the past week had come to an end, and now the Atlantic was asserting itself in its usual fashion. Under her close-reefed topsails Hotspur was battling against it, close-hauled on the port tack. She was presenting her port bow to the huge rollers that were advancing upon her, unimpeded in their passage over three thousand miles of water, from Canada to France. She would roll, lift, pitch, and then roll again. The tremendous pressure of the wind on her topsails steadied her to the extent that she hardly leaned over at all to windward; she would heel over to starboard, hang for a moment, and then come back to the vertical. But even with her roll restricted in this fashion, she was pitching extravagantly, and she was rising and falling bodily as each wave passed under her bottom, so that a man standing on her deck would feel the pressure of his feet on her planking increasing and diminishing as she ascended and dropped away again. The wind was shrieking in the rigging, and her fabric groaned as the varying strains worked on her, bending her lengthwise, upward in the centre first and then upward at the ends next. But that groaning was a reassuring sound; there were no sharp cracks or disorderly noises, and what could be heard was merely an indication that Hotspur was being flexible and sensible instead of being rigid and brittle.

Hornblower came out on to the quarter-deck. He was pallid with sea-sickness because the change of motion had found him out, but the attack had not been as severe as he had experienced during the run down-channel. He was muffled in his coat, and he had to support himself against the roll, for his sea-legs had not yet learned this advanced lesson. Bush appeared from the waist, followed by the boatswain; he touched his hat and then turned, with Wise beside him, to survey the ship in searching fashion.

Its not until the first gale that you know what can carry away, sir, said Bush.

Gear that seemed perfectly well secured would begin to show alarming tendencies to come adrift when submitted to the unpredictable strains of continued heavy weather, and Bush and Wise had just completed a long tour of inspection.

Anything amiss? asked Hornblower.

Only trifles, sir, except for the stream anchor. Thats secure again now.

Bush had a grin on his face and his eyes were dancing; obviously he enjoyed this change of climate, this bustling of the wind, and the activity it called for. He rubbed his hands and breathed deep of the gale. Hornblower could console himself with the memory that there had been times when he had enjoyed dirty weather, and even the hope that there would be more, but as he felt at present, he bitterly told himself, it was a hollow memory and an empty hope.

Hornblower took his glass and looked about him. Momentarily the weather was fairly clear and the horizon at some distance. Far away on the starboard quarter the telescope picked up a flash of white; steadying himself as best he could he managed to catch it in the field again. That was the surf on Ar Men  curious Breton name, that  the most southerly and the most seaward of the rocks and reefs that littered the approaches to Brest. As he watched a fresh roller came in to catch the rock fully exposed. The surf burst upon it in a towering pillar of white water, reaching up as high as a first-rates maintopsails, before the wind hurled it into nothingness again. Then a fresh squall hurtled down upon the ship, bringing with it driving rain, so that the horizon closed in around them, and Hotspur became the centre of a tiny area of tossing grey sea, with the lowering clouds hardly clear of the mastheads.

She was as close in to that lee shore as Hornblower dared risk. A timid man would have gone out farther to sea at the first sign of bad weather, but then a timid man would be likely next to find himself with a shift of wind far away to leeward of the post he was supposed to be watching. Then whole days might pass before he could be back at his post  days when that wind would be fair for the French to do whatever they wanted, unobserved. It was as if there were a line drawn on the chart along with the parallels of longitude  rashness on the one side, boldness on the other, and Hornblower keeping to the very boundary of rashness. Now there was nothing further to do except  as always in the navy  to watch and wait. To battle with the gale with a wary eye noting every shift in the wind, to struggle northward on one tack and then to go about and struggle southward on the other, beating up and down outside Brest until he had a chance to risk a closer view again. So he had done all day yesterday, and so he would do for countless days to come should the threatening war break out. He went back into his cabin to conceal another flurry of sea-sickness.

Some time after the misery had in part subsided he was summoned by a thundering at the door.

What is it?

Lookouts hailing from the masthead, sir. Mr Bush is calling him down.

Ill come.

Hornblower emerged just in time to see the look-out transfer himself to the backstay and come sliding all the way down the deck.

Mr Cargill, said Bush. Send another hand aloft to take his place.

Bush turned to Hornblower.

I couldnt hear what this man was saying, sir, thanks to the wind, so I called him down. Well, what dyou have to say?

The look-out stood cap in hand, a little abashed at confronting the officers.

Dont rightly know if its important, sir, but during that last clear spell I caught a glimpse of the French frigate.

Where away? demanded Hornblower; at the last moment before he spoke he had managed to modify his originally intended brusqueness. There was nothing to be gained and something to be lost by bullying this man.

Two points on the lee bow, sir. She was hull-down but I could see her topsls, sir. I know em.

Since the incident of the passing honours Hotspur had frequently sighted the Loire at various points in the Iroise channel  it had been a little like a game of hide-and-seek.

What was her course?

She was close-hauled, sir, under double-reefed topsls, on the starboard tack, sir.

You were quite right to report her. Get back to your post now. Keep that other man aloft with you.

Aye aye, sir.

The man turned away and Hornblower gazed out to sea. Thick weather had closed round them again, and the horizon was close in. Was there anything odd about the Loires coming out and braving the gale? She might well wish to drill her men in heavy weather. No; he had to be honest in his thinking, and that was a rather un-French notion. There was a very marked tendency in the French navy to conserve material in a miserly fashion.

Hornblower became aware that Bush was standing beside him waiting for him to speak.

What do you think, Mr Bush?

I expect she anchored last night in Berthon Bay, sir.

I wouldnt be surprised.

Bush was referring to Bertheaume Bay, just on the seaward side of the Goulet, where it was just possible to ride to a long cable with the wind anywhere to the north of west. And if she lay there she would be in touch with the shore. She could receive news and orders sent overland from Brest, ten miles away. She might have heard of a declaration of war. She might be hoping to take Hotspur by surprise, and he must act on that assumption. In that case the safest thing to do would be to put the ship about. Heading south on the starboard tack he would have plenty of sea room, would be in no danger from a lee shore, and would be so far ahead of the Loire as to be able to laugh at pursuit. But  this was like Hamlets soliloquy, at the point where Hamlet says Theres the rub  he would be far from his post when Cornwallis should arrive, absent perhaps for days. No, this was a case where he must risk his ship. Hotspur was only a trifle in the clash of two enormous navies. She was important to him personally, but the information she had gleaned was a hundred times more important than her fabric to Cornwallis.

Well hold our course, Mr Bush, said Hornblower.

She was two points on our lee bow, sir, said Bush. We ought to be well to windward of her when we meet.

Hornblower had already made that calculation; if the result had been different he would have put Hotspur about five minutes ago and would have been racing for safety.

Clearing again a little, sir, commented Bush, looking about him, and at that very moment the masthead yelled again.

There she is, sir! One point before the starboard beam!

Very well!

With the moderation of the squall it was just possible to carry on a conversation with the masthead from the deck.

Shes there all right, sir, said Bush, training his glass.

As Hotspur lifted to a wave Hornblower saw her topsails, not very plainly. They were braced sharp round, presenting only their edge to his telescope. Hotspur was at least four miles to windward of her.

Look! Shes going about, sir!

The topsails were broadening into oblongs; they wavered for a moment, and then settled down; they were braced round now parallel to the Hotspurs topsails; the two ships were now on the same tack.

She went about the moment she was sure who we were, sir. Shes still playing hide-and-seek with us.

Hide-and-seek? Mr Bush, I believe we are at war.

It was hard to make that momentous statement in the quiet conversational tone that a man of iron nerve would employ; Hornblower did his best. Bush had no such inhibitions. He stared at Hornblower and whistled. But he could follow now the same lines of thought as Hornblower had already traced.

I think youre right, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Hornblower said that spitefully, to his instant regret. It was not fair to make Bush pay for the tensions his captain had been experiencing; nor was it in accord with Hornblowers ideal of imperturbability to reveal that such tensions had existed. It was well that the next order to be given would most certainly distract Bush from any hurt he might feel.

I think you had better send the hands to quarters, Mr Bush. Clear for action, but dont run out the guns.

Aye aye, sir!

Bushs grin revealed his instant excitement. Now he was bellowing his orders. The pipes were twittering through the ship. The marine drummer came scrambling up from below. He was a child of no more than twelve, and his equipment was all higgledy-piggledy. He made not only a slap-dash gesture of coming to attention on the quarter-deck, he quite omitted the formal drill of raising the drumsticks high before he began to beat the long roll, so anxious was he to begin.

Prowse approached; as acting-master his station in battle was on the quarter-deck beside his captain.

Shes broad on the starboard beam now, sir, he said, looking over at the Loire. She took a long time to go about. Thats what youd expect.

One of the factors that had entered into Hornblowers calculations was the fact that Hotspur would be quicker in stays than the Loire. Bush came up, touching his hat.

Ship cleared for action, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush.

Now here was navy life epitomised in these few minutes. A moment of decision, of bustle, and excitement, and then  settle down to a long wait again. The two ships were thrashing along close-hauled, four miles apart. Hotspur almost dead to windward of the Loire. Those four miles, that direction of the wind, conferred immunity upon Hotspur. As long as she could preserve that distance she was safe. If she could not  if some accident occurred  then the Loires forty eighteen-pounders would make short work of her. She could fight for honour, but with no hope of victory. Clearing for action was hardly more than a gesture; men would die, men would be horribly mutilated, but the result would be the same as if Hotspur had tamely surrendered.

Whos at the wheel? asked Prowse of nobody in particular, and he walked over to supervise the steering  perhaps his thoughts were running along those same lines.

The boatswain came rolling aft; as the warrant officer charged with the general supervision of sails and rigging he had no particular station in action, and was justified in moving about. But he was being very formal at the moment. He took off his hat to Bush, instead of merely touching it, and stood holding it, his pigtail thumping his shoulders in the gale. He must be asking permission to speak.

Sir, said Bush. Mr Wise is asking on behalf of the hands, sir. Are we at war?

Yes? Or no?

The Frogs know, and we dont  yet, Mr Wise. There was no harm in a captain admitting ignorance when the reason for it should be perfectly clear as soon as the hands had time to consider the matter, as they would have. This might be the time to make a resplendent speech, but second thoughts assured Hornblower it was not. Yet Hornblowers instinct told him that the situation demanded something more than his last bald sentence.

Any man in this ship who thinks theres a different way of doing his duty in peacetime is likely to have his back scratched, Mr Wise. Say that to the hands.

That was sufficient for the occasion; Prowse was back again, squinting up at the rigging and gauging the behaviour of the ship.

Do you think she could carry the main-topmast staysl, sir?

That was a question with many implications, but there was only one answer.

No, said Hornblower.

That staysail might probably give Hotspur a little more speed through the water. But it would lay her over very considerably, which along the additional area exposed to the wind would increase her leeway by an appreciable proportion. Hornblower had seen Hotspur in dry dock, knew the lines of the turn of her bilge, and could estimate the maximum angle at which she could retain her grip on the water. Those two factors would balance out, and there was a third one to turn the scale  any increase in the amount of canvas exposed would increase the chances of something carrying away. A disaster, petty or great, from the parting of a line to the loss of a topmast, would thrust Hotspur helplessly within range of the enemys guns.

If the wind moderates thats the first extra canvas Ill set, went on Hornblower to modify the brusqueness of his refusal, and he added, Take note of how that ship bears from us.

Ive done that, sir, answered Prowse; a good mark to Prowse.

Mr Bush! You may dismiss the watch below.

Aye aye, sir.

This chase  this race  might continue for hours, even for days, and there was no purpose in fatiguing all hands prematurely. The gale developed a new gust within itself, hurling rain and spray across the deck; the Loire faded from sight again as he looked at her, while the Hotspur plunged and tossed like a toy boat as she battled against wind and wave.

I wonder how many hands are sea-sick over there? said Hornblower. He uttered that distasteful word in the same way that a man might tease a sore tooth.

A good few, I dare say, sir, answered Bush in a completely neutral tone.

Call me when shes in sight again, said Hornblower. Call me in any case of need, of course.

He said these words with enormous dignity. Then it was an exhausting physical exercise to struggle aft again back into his cabin; his dizziness exaggerated the leaping of the deck under his feet, and the swing of his cot as he sank groaning across it. It was Bush himself who roused him later on.

Weathers clearing, sir, came Bushs voice through the cabin door, over the clamour of the storm.

Very well. Ill come.

A shadowy shape was already visible to starboard when he came out, and soon the Loire was revealed sharply as the air cleared. There she was, lying steeply over, yards braced up, her gun-ports plain enough to be counted when she rose level again, spray bursting in clouds over her weather-bow, and then, as she lay over again, a momentary glimpse, pinky-brown, of her copper bottom. Hornblowers eye told him something that Prowse and Bush put simultaneously into words.

Shes head reaching on us! said Bush.

Shes a full point forrard of the beam now, said Prowse.

The Loire was going faster through the water than Hotspur, gaining in the race to that extent. Everyone knew that French ship designers were cleverer than English ones; French ships were usually faster. But in this particular case it might mean tragedy. But there was worse news than this.

I think, sir, said Bush, slowly, as if each word caused him pain, shes weathering on us, too.

Bush meant that the Loire was not yielding to the same extent as the Hotspur to the thrust of the wind down to leeward; relatively Hotspur was drifting down upon the Loire, closer to her guns. Hornblower, with a twinge of apprehension, knew that he was right. It would only be a question of time, if the present weather conditions persisted, before the Loire could open her ports and commence fire. So the simplest way of keeping out of trouble was denied him. If Hotspur had been the faster and the more weatherly of the two he could have maintained any distance he chose. His first line of defence was broken through.

Its not to be wondered at, he said. He tried to speak coldly, or nonchalantly, determined to maintain his dignity as captain. Shes twice our size.

Size was important when clawing to windward. The same waves battered against small ships as against big ones, but they would push the small ships farther to leeward; moreover the keels of big ships reached down farther below the surface, farther below the turbulence, and maintained a better hold in the more tranquil water.

The three telescopes, as of one mind, trained out towards the Loire.

Shes luffing up a little, said Bush.

Hornblower could see the Loires topsails shiver momentarily. She was sacrificing some of her headway to gain a few yards to windward; having superior speed through the water she could afford to do so.

Yes. Weve drawn level with her again, said Prowse.

That French captain knew his business. Mathematically, the best course to take when trying to close on a ship to windward was to keep the ship being chased right in the winds eye, and that was where the Hotspur now found herself again, relative to the Loire, while the latter, resuming her former course, close-hauled, was twenty or thirty yards nearer to her in the direction of the wind. A gain of twenty or thirty yards, repeated often enough, and added to the steady gain resulting from being the more weatherly ship, would eventually close the gap.

The three telescopes came down from the three eyes, and Hornblower met the gaze of his two subordinates. They were looking to him to make the next move in this crisis.

Call all hands, if you please, Mr Bush. I shall put the ship about.

Aye aye, sir.

Here was a moment of danger. If Hotspur were mishandled she was lost. If she missed stays  as she once had done with Cargill handling her  she would lie dead in the water for minutes, sagging down to leeward with the Loire coming up fast upon her, while in this gale the sails might thrash themselves to ribbons leaving her more helpless still, even if nothing more vital carried away. The operation must be carried out to perfection. Cargill by coincidence was officer of the watch. He could be given the task. So might Bush, or Prowse. But Hornblower knew perfectly well that he could not tolerate the thought of anyone other than himself bearing the responsibility, whether in his own eyes or in those of the ships company.

Im going to put the ship about, Mr Cargill, he said, and that fixed the responsibility irrevocably.

He walked over the wheel, and stared round him. He felt the tension, he felt the beating of his heart, and noticed with momentary astonishment that this was pleasurable, that he was enjoying this moment of danger. Then he forced himself to forget everything except the handling of the ship. The hands were at their stations; every eye was on him. The gale shrieked past his ears as he planted his feet firmly and watched the approaching seas. This was the moment.

Handsomely, now, he growled to the hands at the wheel. Put your wheel down.

There was a brief interval before Hotspur answered. Now her bow was turning.

Helms alee! shouted Hornblower.

Headsail sheets and bowlines were handled, with Hornblower watching the behaviour of the ship like a tiger stalking its prey.

Tacks and sheets! and then turning back to the wheel. Now! Hard over!

She was coming rapidly into the wind.

Mainsl haul! The hands were keyed up with the excitement of the moment. Bowlines and braces were cast off and the yards came ponderously round at the exact moment that Hotspur was pointing directly into the wind.

Now! Meet her! Hard over! snapped Hornblower to the wheel. Hotspur was turning fast, and still carrying so much way that the rudder could bite effectively, checking the swing before she could turn too far.

Haul off all!

The thing was done; Hotspur had gone from one tack to the other without the unnecessary loss of a second or a yard, thrashing along now with her starboard bow butting into the waves. But there was no time to feel relief or pleasure; Hornblower hurried to the port quarter to train his glass on the Loire. She was tacking naturally; the mathematics of the theory of the pursuit to windward demanded that the pursuer should tack at the same moment as the pursued. But she was bound to be a little late; her first inkling that Hotspur was about to tack would be when she saw her fore-topsail shiver, and even if Loire had all hands at their stations for going about the Hotspur would have two minutes grace. And she was far slower in stays. Even now, when Hotspur was settled on the new tack with every inch of sail drawing, the Loires fore-topsail was still shivering, her bows were still turning. The longer she took to go about the more distance she would lose in the race to windward.

Weve weathered on her, sir, said Prowse, watching through his glass. Now were head reaching on her.

Hotspur had won back some of her precious lead, and Hornblowers second line of defence was proving at least stronger than his first.

Take the bearing again, ordered Hornblower.

Once settled on the new tack the Loires natural advantages asserted themselves once more. She showed her extra speed and extra weatherliness; she drew up again from Hotspurs quarter to her beam; then she could luff up briefly and gain a little more to windward on the Hotspur. The minutes passed like seconds, an hour like a minute, as the Hotspur plunged along, with every man braced on the heeling deck and the wind shrieking.

Time to go about again, sir? asked Bush, tentatively and greatly daring, but the theoretically correct moment was passing.

Well wait a little longer, said Hornblower. Well wait for that squall.

It was hurtling down wind upon them, and as it reached them the world was blotted out with driving rain. Hornblower turned from the hammock netting over which he was peering and climbed up the steep deck to the wheel. He took the speaking-trumpet.

Stand by to go about.

In the gusts that were blowing the crew could hardly hear what he said, but every eye was on him, everyone was alert, and, drilled as they were, they could not mistake his orders. It was a tricky business to tack while the squall prevailed, because the gusts were liable to veer a point or two, unpredictably. But the Hotspur was so handy  as long as the manoeuvre was well-timed  that she had a good deal to spare for emergencies. The slight change in the winds direction which threatened to take her aback was defeated because she still had sufficient steerage way and command to keep her swinging. The gust died away and the blinding chilly rain ceased while the hands were trimming all sharp, and the last of the squall drove off to leeward, still hiding the Loire from view.

Thats done him! said Bush with satisfaction. He was revelling in the mental picture of the Loire still thrashing along on the one tack while the Hotspur was comfortably on the other and the gap between the two ships widening rapidly.

They watched the squall travelling over the foam-flecked grey water, shrieking towards France. Then in the thickness they saw a more solid nucleus take shape: they saw it grow sharper in outline.

God exclaimed Bush; he was too disconcerted, too dumb-founded, to finish the oath. For there was Loire emerging from the squall, comfortably on the same tack as Hotspur, plunging along in her relentless pursuit with the distance in no way diminished.

Thats a trick we wont try a second time, said Hornblower. He was forcing a smile, tight-lipped.

The French captain was no fool, evidently. He had observed the Hotspur delaying past the best moment for tacking, he had seen the squall engulfing her, and had anticipated her action. He must have tacked at the very same moment. In consequence he had lost little while tacking, and that little had been regained by the time the two ships were in sight of each other once more. Certainly he was a dangerous enemy. He must be one of the more able captains that the French navy possessed. There were several who had distinguished themselves in the last war; true, in consequence of the overpowering British naval strength, most of them had ended the war as prisoners, but the Peace of Amiens had set them free.

Hornblower turned away from Bush and Prowse and tried to pace the heeling deck, to think out all the implications. This was a dangerous situation, as dangerous as the worst he had envisaged. Inexorably wind and wave were forcing Hotspur closer to the Loire. Even as he tried to pace the deck he felt her shudder and lurch, out of the rhythm of her usual pitch and roll. That was the rogue wave, generated by some unusual combination of wind and water, thumping against Hotspurs weather side like a battering ram. Every few seconds rogue waves made themselves felt, checking Hotspurs way and pushing her bodily to leeward; Loire was encountering exactly similar rogue waves, but with her greater size she was not so susceptible to their influence. They played their part along with the other forces of nature in closing the gap between the two ships.

Supposing he were compelled to fight a close action? No, he had gone through that before. He had a good ship and well-trained crew, but on this tossing sea that advantage would be largely discounted by the fact that the Loire provided a steadier gun platform. Odds of four to one in weight of metal were greater than it was advisable to risk. Momentarily Hornblower saw himself appearing in the written history of the future. He might have the distinction of being the first British captain in the present war to fall a victim to the French navy. What a distinction! Then even in the cold gale blowing round him he could feel the blood hot under his skin as he pictured the action. Horrors presented themselves in endless succession to the crack of doom like the kings in Macbeth. He thought of death. He thought of mutilation, of agony under the surgeons knife, and of being wheeled about legless through a blank future. He thought of being a prisoner of war; he had experienced that already in Spain and only by a miracle he had achieved release. The last war had gone on for ten years; this one might do the same. Ten years in prison! Ten years during which his brother officers would be gaining fame, distinguishing themselves, making fortunes in prize money while he would fret himself to pieces in prison, emerging at the end a cranky eccentric, forgotten by all his world  forgotten even by Maria, he fancied. He would rather die, just as he would rather die than be mutilated; or so he thought (he told himself brutally) until the choice should be more imminently presented to him. Then he might well flinch, for he did not want to die. He tried to tell himself that he was not afraid of death, that he merely regretted the prospect of missing all the interesting and amusing things that life held in store for him, and then he found himself sneering at himself for not facing the horrid truth that he was afraid.

Then he shook himself out of this black mood. He was in danger, and this was no time for morbid introspection. It was resolution and ingenuity that he demanded of himself. He tried to make his face a mask to hide his recent feelings as he met the gaze of Bush and Prowse.

Mr Prowse, he said. Bring your journal. Lets look at the chart.

The rough log recorded every change of course, every hourly measurement of speed, and by its aid they could calculate  or guess at  the present position of the ship starting from her last point of departure at Ar Men.

Were making fully two points of leeway, said Prowse despondently. His long face seemed to grow longer and longer as he looked down at Hornblower seated at the chart-table. Hornblower shook his head.

Not more than a point and a half. And the tides been making in our favour for the last two hours.

I hope youre right, sir, said Prowse.

If Im not, said Hornblower, working the parallel rulers, well have to make fresh plans.

Despondency for the sake of despondency irritated Hornblower when displayed by other people; he knew too much about it.

In another two hours, said Prowse The Frenchmanll have us under his guns.

Hornblower looked fixedly at Prowse, and under that unwavering gaze Prowse was at length reminded of his omission, which he hastily remedied by belatedly adding the word sir. Hornblower was not going to allow any deviation from discipline, not in any crisis whatever  he knew well enough how these things might develop in the future. Even if there might be no future. Having made his point there was no need to labour it.

You can see well weather Ushant, he said, looking down at the line he had pencilled on the chart.

Maybe, sir, said Prowse.

Comfortably, went on Hornblower.

I wouldnt say exactly comfortably, sir, demurred Prowse.

The closer the better, said Hornblower. But we cant dictate that. We darent make an inch more of leeway.

He had thought more than once about that possibility, of weathering Ushant so close that Loire would not be able to hold her course. Then Hotspur would free herself from pursuit like a whale scraping off a barnacle against a rock; an amusing and ingenious idea, but not practicable as long as the wind stayed steady.

But even if we weather Ushant, sir, persisted Prowse, I dont see how it will help us. Well be within range by then, sir.

Hornblower put down his pencil. He had been about to say Perhaps youd advise saving trouble by hauling down our colours this minute, Mr Prowse, but he remembered in time that such a mention of the possibility of surrender, even with a sarcastic intention, was contrary to the Articles of War. Instead he would penalise Prowse by revealing nothing of the plan he had in mind; and that would be just as well, in case the plan should fail and he should have to fall back on yet another line of defence.

Well see when the time comes, he said, curtly, and rose from his chair. Were wanted on deck. By now itll be time to go about again.

On deck there was the wind blowing as hard as ever; there was the spray flying; there was the Loire, dead to leeward and luffing up to narrow the gap by a further important trifle. The hands were at work on the pumps; in these weather conditions the pumps had to be employed for half an hour every two hours to free the ship from the seawater which made its way on board through the straining seams.

Well tack the ship, Mr Poole, as soon as the pumps suck.

Aye aye, sir.

Some way ahead lay Ushant and his plan to shake off the Loire, but before that he had to tack twice more at least, each time with its possibilities of making a mistake, of handing Hotspur and himself over to the enemy. He must not stumble over an obstacle at his feet through keeping his eyes on the horizon. He made himself perform the manoeuvre as neatly as ever, and made himself ignore any feelings of relief when it was completed.

We gained a full cables length on him that time, sir, said Bush, after watching Loire steady herself on the starboard tack on Hotspurs beam.

We may not always be so lucky, said Hornblower. But well make this leg a short one and see.

On the starboard tack he was heading away from his objective; when they went about on the port tack again he must hold on for a considerably longer time, but he must make it appear as though by inadvertence. If he could deceive Bush it would be an indication that he was deceiving the French captain.

The hands seemed to be actually enjoying this sailing contest. They were lighthearted, revelling in the business of cheating the wind and getting every inch of way out of the Hotspur. It must be quite obvious to them that Loire was gaining in the race, but they did not care; they were laughing and joking as they looked across at her. They had no conception of the danger of the situation, or, rather, they made light of it. The luck of the British navy would save them, or the unhandiness of the French. Or the skill of their captain  without faith in him they would be far more frightened.

Time to go about again and beat towards Ushant. He resumed charge of the ship and turned her about. It was only after the turn was completed that he noted, with satisfaction, that he had forgotten his nervousness in the interest he was taking in the situation.

Were closing fast, sir, said Prowse, gloomy as ever. He had his sextant in his hand and had just finished measuring the angle subtended between the Loires masthead and her waterline.

I can see that for myself, thank you, Mr Prowse, snapped Hornblower. For that matter the eye was as trustworthy as any instrumental observation on that heaving sea.

My duty, sir, said Prowse.

Im glad to see you executing your duty, Mr Prowse, said Hornblower. The tone he used was the equivalent of saying, Damn your duty, which would have also been contrary to the Articles of War.

Northward the Hotspur held her steady course. A squall engulfed her, blinding her, while the quartermasters juggled desperately at the wheel, allowing her, perforce, to pay off in the worst of the gusts, and putting down the wheel to keep her to the wind when the wind backed a point. The final gust went by, flapping Hornblowers coat-tails. It whipped the trouser-legs of the quartermasters at the wheel so that a momentary glance would make a stranger believe that, with their swaying arms and wavering legs, they were dancing some strange ritual dance. As ever, when the squall passed on, all eyes not dedicated to present duty turned to leeward to look for the Loire.

Look at that! yelled Bush. Look at that, sir! Weve fooled him properly!

Loire had gone about. There she was, just settling down on the starboard tack. The French captain had been too clever. He had decided that Hotspur would go about when concealed by the squall, and had moved to anticipate her. Hornblower watched the Loire. That French captain must be boiling with rage at having his too-great-cleverness revealed to his ships company in this fashion. That might cloud his judgement later. It might make him over-anxious. Even so, he showed little sign of it from here. He had been about to haul his bowlines, but he reached a rapid and sensible decision. To tack again would necessitate standing on for some time on his present course while his ship regained speed and manoeuvrability, so that instead he made use of the turning momentum she still possessed, put up his helm and completed the circle, wearing his ship round so that she momentarily presented her stern to the wind before arriving at last on her original tack again. It was a cool-headed piece of work, making the best of a bad job, but the Loire had lost a good deal of ground.

Two full points abaft the beam, said Prowse.

And hes farther down to looard, too, supplemented Bush.

The greatest gain, Hornblower decided, watching her, was that it made possible, and plausible, the long leg to the northward that his plan demanded. He could make a long beat on the port tack without the French captain seeing anything unusual in that.

Keep her going, there! he shouted to the wheel. Let her fall off a little! Steady as you go!

The race was resumed, both ships plunging along, battling with the unremitting gale. Hornblower could see the wide angle from the vertical described by the Loires masts as she rolled; he could see her yards dipping towards the sea, and he could be sure that Hotspur was acting in the same way, rolling even a trifle more deeply, perhaps. So this very deck on which he stood was over at that fantastic angle too; he was proud of the fact that he was regaining his sea-legs so rapidly. He could stand balanced, one knee straight and rigid, the other considerably bent, while he leaned over against the heel, and then he could straighten with the roll almost as steadily as Bush could. And his sea-sickness was better as well  no; a pity he had let that subject return to his mind, for he had to struggle with a qualm the moment it did so.

Making a long leg like this gives him a chance, sir, grumbled Prowse, juggling with telescope and sextant. Hes drawing up on us fast.

Were doing our best, answered Hornblower.

His glass could reveal many details of the Loire now, as he concentrated upon her to distract himself from his sea-sickness. Then, as he was about to lower the glass to ease his eye he saw something new. The gun-ports along her weather side seemed to change their shape, and as he continued to look he saw, first from one gun-port and then from another and finally from the whole line, the muzzles of her guns come nosing their way out, as the invisible crews strained at the tackles to drag the ponderous weights up against the slope of the deck.

Shes running out her guns, sir, said Bush, a little unnecessarily.

Yes.

There was no purpose in imitating her example yet. It would be the lee side guns that Hotspur would have to run out. They would increase her heel and render her by that much less weatherly. Lying over as she was she would probably take in water over the port-sills at the low point of her roll. Lastly, even at extreme elevation, they would nearly all the time be depressed by the heel below the horizontal, and would be useless, even with good timing on the part of the gun-captains, against a target at any distance.

The look-outs at the fore-topmasthead were yelling something, and then one of them launched himself into the rigging and came running aft to the quarter-deck.

Why dont you use the backstay like a seaman? demanded Bush, but Hornblower checked him.

What is it?

Land, sir, spluttered the seaman. He was wet to the skin with water streaming from every angle, whisked away by the wind as it dripped.

Where away?

On the lee bow, sir.

How many points?

He thought for a moment.

A good four, sir.

Hornblower looked across at Prowse.

Thatll be Ushant, sir. We ought to weather it with plenty to spare.

I want to be sure of that. Youd better go aloft, Mr Prowse. Make the best estimate you can.

Aye aye, sir.

It would not do Prowse any harm to make the tiring and exacting journey to the masthead.

Hell be opening fire soon, sir, said Bush, referring to the Frenchman and not to Prowses departing figure. Not much chance of replying as yet. On the other tack, maybe, sir.

Bush was ready for a fight against any odds, and he was unaware that Hornblower had no intention of tacking again.

Well see when the time comes, said Hornblower.

Hes opening fire now, sir.

Hornblower whipped round, just in time to see a puff of smoke vanishing in the gale, and then others, all down the Loires side, enduring hardly for a second before the wind overcame the force of the powder that impelled them. That was all. No sound of the broadside reached them against the wind, and there was not a sight of the fall of shot.

Long range, sir, said Bush.

A chance for him to exercise his guns crews, said Hornblower.

His glass showed him the Loires gun-muzzles disappearing back into the ship as the guns were run in again for reloading. There was a strange unreality about all this, about the silence of that broadside, about the fact that Hotspur was under fire, about the fact that he himself might be dead at any moment now as the result of a lucky hit.

Hes hoping for a lucky hit, I suppose, sir, said Bush, echoing the very words of Hornblowers thoughts in a manner that made the situation all the more uncanny and unreal.

Naturally. Hornblower forced himself to say that word, and in this strange mood his voice, pitched against the gale, seemed to come from very far away.

If the Frenchman had no objection to a prodigious waste of powder and shot he might as well open fire at this range, at extreme cannon-shot, in the hope of inflicting enough damage on Hotspurs rigging to slow her down. Hornblower could think clearly enough, but it was as if he was looking on at someone elses adventure.

Now Prowse was returning to the quarter-deck.

Well weather the land by a good four miles, sir, he said; the spray tossed up by the weather-bow had wetted him just as thoroughly as the seamen. He looked over at the Loire. Not a chance of our paying off, I suppose, sir.

Of course not, said Hornblower. Long before such a plan could bear fruit he would be engaged in close action were he to drop down to leeward, in the hope of forcing the Loire to go about to avoid running ashore. How long before were up to the land?

Less than an hour, sir. Maybe half. It ought to be in sight from the deck any minute.

Yes! said Bush. There it is, sir!

Over the lee bow Hornblower could see the black bold shore-line of Ushant. Now the three points of the triangle, Ushant, Hotspur and Loire, were all plain to him, and he could time his next move. He would have to hold on to his present course for some considerable time; he would have to brave further broadsides, whether he liked it or not  insane words those last, for no one could like being under fire. He trained his glass on the land, watching his ships movement relative to it, and then as he looked away he saw something momentarily out of the corner of his eye. It took him a couple of seconds to deduce what it was he had seen; two splashes, separated by a hundred feet in space and by a tenth of a second in time. A cannon-ball had skipped from the top of one wave crest and plunged into the next.

Theyre firing very deliberately, sir, said Bush.

Hornblowers attention was directed to the Loire in time to see the next brier puff of smoke from her side; they saw nothing of the ball. Then came the next puff.

I expect they have some marksman on board moving along from gun to gun, said Hornblower.

If that were the case the marksman must wait each time for the right conditions of roll  a slow rate of firing, but, allowing for the length of time to reload and run up, not impossibly slower than firing broadsides.

You can hear the guns now, sir. The sounds carried by the water.

It was an ugly, flat, brief clap, following just after each puff of smoke.

Mr Bush, said Hornblower speaking slowly as he felt the excitement of the approaching crisis boiling up within him. You know your watch  and quarter-bills off by heart, Im sure.

Yes, sir, replied Bush, simply.

I want Hornblower checked the position of Loire again. I want sufficient hands at the braces and bowlines to handle the ship properly. But I want crews sufficient for the guns of one side too.

Not very easy, sir.

Impossible?

Nearly, sir. I can do it, though.

Then I want you to arrange it. Station crews at the port side guns, if you please.

Aye aye, sir. Port side.

The repetition was in the usual navy style to ensure against misunderstanding; there was only the faintest questioning note in Bushs voice, for the port side was that turned away from the enemy.

I want went on Hornblower, still slowly. I want the port side guns run out when we go about, Mr Bush. Ill give the order. Then I want them run in again like lightning and the ports closed. Ill give the order for that, too.

Aye aye, sir. Run em in again.

Then theyre to cross to the starboard side and run those guns out ready to open fire. You understand, Mr Bush?

Y-yes, sir.

Hornblower looked round at the Loire and at Ushant again.

Very well, Mr Bush. Mr Cargill will need four hands for a special duty, but you can start stationing the rest.

Now he was committed. If his calculations were incorrect he would appear a fool in the eyes of the whole ships company. He would also be dead or a prisoner. But now he was keyed up, the fighting spirit boiling within him as it had done once when he boarded Renown to effect her recapture. There was a sudden shriek overhead, so startling that even Bush stopped short as he was moving forward. A line mysteriously parted in mid-air, the upper end blowing out horizontal in the wind, the lower end flying out to trail overside. A luckier shot than any so far had passed over the Hotspur twenty feet above her deck.

Mr Wise! yelled Hornblower into the speaking-trumpet. Get that halliard re-rove.

Aye aye, sir.

The spirit of mischief asserted itself in Hornblowers mind along with his excitement, and he raised the trumpet again.

And Mr Wise! If you think proper you can tell the hands were at war!

That raised the laugh that Hornblower anticipated, all over the ship, but there was no more time for frivolity.

Pass the word for Mr Cargill.

Cargill presented himself with a faint look of anxiety on his round face.

Youre not in trouble, Mr Cargill. Ive selected you for a responsible duty.

Yes, sir?

Arrange with Mr Bush to give you four steady hands and take your station on the focsle at the jib halliard and jib sheet. I shall be going about very shortly, and then I shall change my mind and come back on my original tack. So now you can see what you have to do. The moment you get my signal run the jib up the stay and then flat it out to port. I want to be quite sure you understand?

Several seconds went by while Cargill digested the plan before he answered Yes, sir.

Im relying on you to keep us from being laid flat a-back, Mr Cargill. Youll have to use your own judgement after that. The moment the ships turning and under command again run the jib down. You can do that?

Yes, sir.

Very well, carry on.

Prowse was standing close by, straining to hear all this. His long face was longer than ever, it seemed.

Is it the gale thats making your ears flap, Mr Prowse? snapped Hornblower, in no mood to spare anyone; he regretted the words as soon as they were said, but now there was no time to compensate for them.

Loire was dead to leeward, and beyond her was Ushant. They had opened up the Bay of Lampoul on Ushants seaward side, and now were beginning to close it again. The moment had come; no, better to wait another minute. The scream of a cannon-ball and a simultaneous crash. There was a gaping hole in the weather side bulwark; the shot had crossed the heeling deck and smashed its way through from within outwards. A seaman at the gun there was looking stupidly at his left arm where the blood was beginning to flow from a splinter wound.

Stand by to go about! yelled Hornblower.

Now for it. He had to fool the French captain, who had already proved he was no fool.

Keep your glass on the Frenchman, Mr Prowse. Tell me just what hes doing. Quartermaster, a little lee helm. Just a little. Handsomely. Helms alee!

The fore-topsail shivered. Now every moment was precious, and yet he must delay so as to induce the Frenchman to commit himself.

His helms alee, sir! Hes coming round.

This would be the moment  actually it was just past the moment  when the Frenchman would expect him to tack to avoid the gunfire, and the Frenchman would try to tack as nearly simultaneously as possible.

Now, quartermaster. Hard down. Tacks and sheets!

Hotspur was coming to the wind. Despite the brief delay she was still well under command.

Mr Bush!

On the weather side they opened the gun-ports, and the straining gun crews dragged the guns up the slope. A rogue wave slapping against the side came in through the ports and flooded the deck knee deep in water; but the Frenchman must see those gun muzzles run out on the port side.

Hes coming about, sir! reported Prowse. Hes casting off the braces!

He must make quite sure.

Mainsail haul!

This was the danger point.

Hes past the winds eye, sir. His foretopsls coming round.

Ava-a-ast!

The surprised crew stopped dead as Hornblower screamed into the speaking-trumpet.

Brace all back again! Jump to it! Quartermaster! Hard-a-port! Mr Cargill!

Hornblower waved his hand, and the jib rushed up the stay. With its tremendous leverage on the bowsprit the jib, given a chance, would turn the ship back irresistibly. Cargill and his men were hauling it out to port by main force. There was just enough of an angle for the wind to act upon it in the right direction. Was there? Yes! Hotspur was swinging back again, gallantly ignoring her apparent mistreatment and the wave that she met bows-on which burst over her forecastle. She was swinging, more and more rapidly, Cargill and his men hauling down the jib that had played so great a part in the operation.

Braces, there! Shes coming before the wind. Stand by! Quartermaster, meet her as she swings. Mr Bush!

The guns crews flung themselves on the tackles and ran the guns in again. It was a pleasure to see Bush restraining their excitement and making certain that they were secure. The ports slammed shut and the crews raced over to the starboard side. He could see the Loire now that Hotspur had completed her turn, but Prowse was still reporting, as his order dictated.

Shes in irons, sir. Shes all a-back.

That was the very thing Hornblower had hoped for. He had believed it likely that he would be able to effect his escape to leeward, perhaps after an exchange of broadsides; this present situation had appeared possible but too good to materialise. The Loire was hanging helpless in the wind. Her captain had noted Hotspurs manoeuvre just too late. Instead of going round on the other tack, getting his ship under command, and then tacking once more in pursuit, he had tried to follow Hotspurs example and revert to his previous course. But with an unskilled crew and without a carefully prepared plan the improvisation had failed disastrously. While Hornblower watched he saw Loire yaw off the wind and then swing back again, refusing obstinately, like a frightened horse, to do the sensible thing. And Hotspur, dead before the wind, was rushing down upon her. Hornblower measured the dwindling gap with a calculating eye all the keener for his excited condition.

Well render passing honours, Mr Bush! he yelled  no trumpet needed with the wind behind him. You gunners! Hold your fire until her mainmast comes into your sights. Quartermaster! Starboard a little. Well pass her close.

Pistol shot was the ideal range for firing a broadside according to old tradition, or even half pistol shot, twenty yards or ten yards. Hotspur was passing Loire starboard side to starboard side, but on the starboard side Hotspur had her guns run out, manned, and ready, while Loire presented to his gaze a line of blank ports  no wonder, with the ship in her present state of confusion.

They were level with her. No. 1 gun went off with a crash; Bush was standing beside it and gave the word, and apparently he intended to walk along the battery firing each gun in turn, but Hotspur with the wind behind her was going far too fast for him. The other guns went off in a straggling roll. Hornblower saw the splinters fly from the Frenchmans side, saw the holes battered in it. With the wind behind her Hotspur was hardly rolling at all; she was pitching, but any cool-headed gun captain could make sure of hitting his mark at fifteen yards. Hornblower saw a single gun-port open in Loires side  they were trying to man the guns, minutes too late. Then he was level with the Loires quarter-deck. He could see the bustling crowd there; for a moment he thought he distinguished the figure of the French captain, but at that moment the carronade beside him went off with a crash that took him by surprise so that he almost leaped from the deck.

Canister on top of the round-shot, sir, said the gun captain turning to him with a grin. Thatll learn em.

A hundred and fifty musket bullets in a round of canister would sweep the Loires quarter-deck like a broom. The marines posted on the deck were all biting fresh cartridges and plying their ramrods  they must have been firing too, without Hornblower perceiving it. Bush was back beside him.

Every shot told! he spluttered. Every single shot, sir!

It was amazing and interesting to see Bush so excited, but there was still no time for trifles. Hornblower looked back at the Loire; she was still in irons  that broadside must have thrown her crew into complete disorder again. And over there was Ushant, grim and black.

Port two points, he said to the men at the wheel. A sensible man would conserve all the sea room available.

Shall we come to the wind and finish her off, sir? asked Bush.

No.

That was the sensible decision, reached in spite of his fighting madness. Despite the advantage gained by firing an unanswered broadside Hotspur was far too weak to enter voluntarily into a duel with Loire. If Loire had lost a mast, if she had been disabled, he would have tried it. The ships were already a mile apart; in the time necessary to beat back to his enemy she would recover and be ready to receive him. There she was; now she had swung, she had come under control again. It simply would not do.

The crew were chattering like monkeys, and like monkeys they were dancing about the deck in their excitement. Hornblower took the speaking-trumpet to magnify his order.

Silence!

At his bellow the ship instantly fell silent, with every eye turned towards him. He was impervious to that, strangely. He paced across the quarter-deck and back again, judging the distance of Ushant, now receding over the starboard quarter, and of the Loire, now before the wind. He waited, almost reached his decision, and then waited again, before he gave his orders.

Helm a-weather! Mr Prowse, back the maintopsl, if you please.

They were in the very mouth of the English Channel now, with Loire to windward and with an infinite avenue of escape available to leeward. If Loire came down upon him he would lure her up channel. In a stern chase and with night coming on he would be in little enough danger, and the Loire would be cutting herself off from safety with every prospect of encountering powerful units of the British Navy. So he waited, hove-to, on the faint chance that the Frenchman might not resist temptation. Then he saw her yards swing, saw her come about, on to the starboard tack. She was heading for home, heading to keep Brest under her lee. She was acting conservatively and sensibly. But to the world, to everyone in Hotspur  and to everyone in the Loire, for that matter  Hotspur was challenging her to action and she was running for safety with her tail between her legs. At the sight of her in flight the Hotspurs crew raised an undisciplined cheer; Hornblower took the speaking-trumpet again.

Silence!

The rasp in his voice came from fatigue and strain, for reaction was closing in upon him in the moment of victory. He had to stop and think, he had to prod his mind into activity before he could give his next orders. He hung the speaking-trumpet on its becket and turned to Bush; the two unplanned gestures took on a highly dramatic quality in the eyes of the ships company, who were standing watching him and expecting some further speech.

Mr Bush! You can dismiss the watch below, if you would be so kind. Those last words were the result of a considerable effort.

Aye aye, sir.

Secure the guns, and dismiss the men from quarters.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Prowse! Hornblower gauged by a glance at Ushant the precious distance they had lost to leeward. Put the ship on the port tack close-hauled, if you please.

Close-hauled on the port tack. Aye aye, sir.

Strictly speaking, that was the last order he need give at this moment. He could abandon himself to his fatigue now, this very second. But a few words of explanation were at least desirable, if not quite necessary.

We shall have to beat back. Call me when the watch is changed. As he said those words he could form a mental picture of what they implied. He would be able to fall across his cot, take the weight off his weary legs, let the tensions drain out of him, abandon himself to his fatigue, close his aching eyes, revel in the thought that no further decisions would be demanded of him for an hour or two. Then he recalled himself in momentary surprise. Despite those visions he was still on the quarter-deck with all eyes on him. He knew what he had to say; he knew what was necessary  he had to make an exit, like some wretched actor leaving the stage as the curtain fell. On these simple seamen it would have an effect that would compensate them for their fatigue, that would be remembered and quoted months later, and would  this was the only reason for saying it  help to reconcile them to the endless discomforts of the blockade of Brest. He set his tired legs in motion towards his cabin, and paused at the spot where the greatest number of people could hear his words to repeat them later.

We are going back to watch Brest again. The melodramatic pause. Loire or no Loire.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img52.jpg]

HORNBLOWER WAS SEATED in the cramped chart-room eating his dinner. This salt beef must have come from the new cask, for there was an entirely different tang about it, not unpleasant. Presumably it had been pickled at some other victualling yard, with a different quality of salt. He dipped the tip of his knife into the mustard pot; that mustard was borrowed  begged  from the ward-room, and he felt guilty about it. The ward-room stores must be running short by now  but on the other hand he himself had sailed with no mustard at all, thanks to the distractions of getting married while commissioning his ship.

Come in! he growled in response to a knock.

It was Cummings, one of the young gentlemen, First Class Volunteers, Kings Letter Boys, with whom the ship was plagued in place of experienced midshipmen, thanks again to the haste with which she had been commissioned.

Mr Poole sent me, sir. Theres a new ship joining the Inshore Squadron.

Very well. Ill come.

It was a lovely summer day. A few cumulus clouds supplied relief to the blue sky. Hotspur was hardly rocking at all as she lay hove-to, her mizzen-topsail to the mast, for she was so far up in the approaches to Brest that the moderate easterly wind had little opportunity, since leaving the land, to raise a lop on the water. Hornblower swept his eye round as he emerged on the quarter-deck, landward at first, naturally. They lay right in the mouth of the Goulet, with a view straight up into the Outer Roads. On one side, was the Capuchins, on the other the Petit Minou, with Hotspur carefully stationed  as in the days of peace but for a more forceful reason  so that she was just out of cannon-shot of the batteries on those two points. Up the Goulet lay the reefs of the Little Girls, with their outlier, Pollux Reef, and beyond the Little Girls, in the outer roadstead, lay the French navy at anchor, forced to tolerate this constant invigilation because of the superior might of the Channel Fleet waiting outside, just over the horizon.

Hornblower naturally turned his gaze in that direction next. The main body was out of sight, so as to conceal its strength; even Hornblower did not know its present numbers correctly  some twelve ships of the line or so. But well in sight, only three miles out to sea, lay the Inshore Squadron, burly two-deckers lying placidly hove-to, ready at any minute to support Hotspur and the two frigates, Doris and Naiad, should the French decide to come out and drive off these insolent sentries. There had been three of these ships of the line; now, as Hornblower looked, a fourth was creeping in close-hauled to join them. Automatically Hornblower looked over again at the Petit Minou. As he expected, the semaphore arms of the telegraph on the cliffs at the point there were swinging jerkily, from vertical to horizontal and back again. The watchers there were signalling to the French fleet the news of the arrival of this fourth ship to join the inshore squadron; even the smallest activity was noted and reported, so that in clear weather the French admiral was informed within minutes. It was an intolerable nuisance  it helped to smooth the path of the coasters perennially trying to sneak into Brest through the passage of the Raz. Some action should be taken about that semaphore station.

Bush was rating Foreman, whom he was patiently  impatiently  training to be the signal officer of the Hotspur.

Cant you get that number yet? he demanded.

Foreman was training his telescope; he had not acquired the trick of keeping the other eye open, yet idle. In any case it was not easy to read the flags, with the wind blowing almost directly from one ship to the other.

Seventy-nine, sir, said Foreman at length.

Youve read it right for once, marvelled Bush. Now lets see what you do next.

Foreman snapped his fingers as he recalled his duties, and hastened to the signal book on the binnacle. The telescope slipped with a crash to the deck from under his arm as he tried to turn the pages, but he picked it up and managed to find the reference. He turned back to Bush, but a jerk of Bushs thumb diverted him to Hornblower.

Tonnant, sir, he said.

Now, Mr Foreman, you know better than that. Make your report in proper form and as fully as you can.

Tonnant, sir. Eighty-four guns. Captain Pellew. Hornblowers stony face and steady silence spurred Foreman into remembering the rest of what he should say. Joining the Inshore Squadron.

Thank you, Mr Foreman, said Hornblower with the utmost formality, but Bush was already addressing Foreman again, his voice pitched as loudly as if Foreman were on the forecastle instead of three yards away.

Mr Foreman! The Tonnants signalling! Hurry up, now.

Foreman scuttled back and raised his telescope.

Thats our number! he said.

So I saw five minutes ago. Read the signal.

Foreman peered through the telescope, referring to the book, and checked his reference before looking up at the raging Bush.

 Send boat, it says, sir.

Of course it does. You ought to know all routine signals by heart, Mr Foreman. Youve had long enough. Sir, Tonnant signals us to send a boat.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Acknowledge, and clear away the quarter boat.

Aye aye, sir. Acknowledge! A second later Bush was blaring again. Not that halliard, you careless  you careless young gentleman. Tonnant cant see the signal through the mizzen-topsl. Send it up to the maintopsl yardarm.

Bush looked over at Hornblower and spread his hands in resignation. Partly he was indicating that he was resigned to this duty of training ignorant young subordinates, but partly the dumb show conveyed some of the feelings aroused by having, in view of Hornblowers known preferences, to call Foreman a young gentleman instead of using some much more forcible expression. Then he turned away to supervise Cummings as he hoisted out the quarter boat. There was everything to be said in favour of these young men being harassed and bullied as they went about their duties, although Hornblower did not subscribe to the popular notion that young men were actually the better for harassment and bullying. They would learn their duties all the quicker; and one of these days Foreman might easily find himself having to read and transmit signals amid the smoke and confusion and slaughter of a fleet action, while Cummings might be launching and manning a boat in desperate haste for a cutting-out expedition.

Hornblower remembered his unfinished dinner.

Call me when the boat returns, if you please, Mr Bush.

This was the last of the blackcurrant jam; Hornblower, ruefully contemplating the sinking level in the final pot, admitted to himself that compulsorily he had actually acquired a taste for blackcurrant. The butter was all gone, the eggs used up, after forty days at sea. For the next seventy-one days, until the ships provisions were all consumed he was likely to be living on seamens fare, unrelieved salt beef and pork, dried peas, biscuit. Cheese twice a week and suet pudding on Sundays.

At any rate there was time for a nap before the boat returned. He could go to sleep peacefully  a precaution in case the exigencies of the service disturbed his night  thanks to the naval might of Britain, although five miles away there were twenty thousand enemies any one of whom would kill him on sight.

Boat coming alongside, sir.

Very well, answered Hornblower sleepily.

The boat was deeply laden, right down to her gunwales. The hands must have had a long stiff pull back to the Hotspur; it was the purest bad luck on them that they could run under sail to the Tonnant when lightly laden and then have to row all the way back deeply laden in the teeth of the gentle wind. From the boat as she approached there came a strange roaring noise, a kind of bellow.

What the devils that? asked Bush of himself as he stood beside Hornblower on the gangway.

The boat was heaped high with sacks.

Theres fresh food, anyway, said Hornblower.

Reeve a whip at the main-yardarm! bellowed Bush  odd how his bellow was echoed from the boat.

Foreman came up the side to report.

Cabbages, potatoes, cheese, sir. And a bullock.

Fresh meat, by God! said Bush.

With half a dozen hands tailing on to the whip at the yardarm the sacks came rapidly up to the deck; as the boat was cleared there lay revealed in the bottom a formless mass of rope netting; still bellowing. Slings were passed beneath it and soon it lay on deck; a miserable undersized bullock, lowing faintly. A terrified eye rolled at them through the netting that swathed it. Bush turned to Hornblower as Foreman completed his report.

Tonnant brought twenty-four cattle out for the fleet from Plymouth, sir. This ones our share. If we butcher it tomorrow, sir, and let it hang for a day, you can have steak on Sunday, sir.

Yes, said Hornblower.

We can swab the blood off the deck while its still fresh, sir. No need to worry about that. An therell be tripe, sir! Ox tongue!

Yes, said Hornblower.

He could still see that terrified eye. He could wish that Bush was not so enthusiastic, because he felt quite the reverse. As his vivid imagination pictured the butchering he felt no desire at all for meat provided by such a process. He had to change the subject.

Mr Foreman! Were there no messages from the fleet?

Foreman started guiltily and plunged his hand into his side pocket to produce a bulky packet. He blanched as he saw the fury on Hornblowers face.

Dont you ever do that again, Mr Foreman! Despatches before everything! You need a lesson and this is the time for it.

Shall I pass the word for Mr Wise, sir? asked Bush.

The boatswains rattan could make vigorous play over Foremans recumbent form bent over the breech of a gun. Hornblower saw the sick fright in Foremans face. The boy was as terrified as the bullock; he must have the horror of corporal punishment that occasionally was evident in the navy. It was a horror that Hornblower himself shared. He looked into the pleading desperate eyes for five long seconds to let the lesson sink in.

No, he said, at length. Mr Foreman would only remember that for a day. Ill see he gets reminded every day for a week. No spirits for Mr Foreman for seven days. And anyone in the midshipmans berth who tries to help him out will lose his ration for fourteen days. See to that, if you please, Mr Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower snatched the packet from Foremans lifeless hand, and turned away with contempt in the gesture. No child of fifteen would be any the worse for being deprived of ardent spirits.

In the cabin he had to use his penknife to open the tarred canvas packet. The first thing to tumble out was a grape-shot; the navy had developed through the centuries a routine in these matters  the tarred canvas preserved the contents from salt water if it had to be transported by boat in stormy weather, and the grape-shot would sink it if there were danger of its falling into the hands of the enemy. There were three official letters and a mass of private ones; Hornblower opened the official ones in haste. The first was signed Wm. Cornwallis, Vice Ad. It was in the usual form, beginning with the statement of the new situation. Captain Sir Edward Pellew, K.B., in the Tonnant, had, as senior officer, received the command of the Inshore Squadron. You are therefore requested and required to obey the orders of the said Captain Sir Edward Pellew, and to pay him the strictest attention, as issued with the authority of the Commander in Chief. The next was signed Ed. Pellew, Capt, and was drily official in three lines, confirming the fact that Pellew now considered Hornblower and Hotspur as under his command. The third abandoned the formal Sir which began the others.

My dear Hornblower,

It is with the greatest of pleasure that I hear that you are serving under me, and what I have been told of your actions already in the present war confirms the opinion I formed when you were my best midshipman in the old Indefatigable. Please consider yourself at liberty to make any suggestions that may occur to you for the confounding of the French and the confusion of Bonaparte.

Your sincere friend,

Edward Pellew.

Now that was a really flattering letter, warming and comforting. Warming, indeed; as Hornblower sat with the letter in his hand he could feel the blood running faster through his veins. For that matter he could almost feel a stirring within his skull as the ideas began to form, as he thought about the signal station on Petit Minou, as the germs of plans began to sprout. They were taking shape; they were growing fast in the hot-house atmosphere of his mind. Quite unconsciously he began to rise from his chair; only by pacing briskly up and down the quarter-deck could he bring those plans to fruition and create an outlet for the pressure building up inside him. But he remembered the other letters in the packet; he must not fall into the same fault as Foreman. There were letters for him  one, two, six letters all in the same handwriting. It dawned upon him that they must be from Maria  odd that he did not recognise his own wifes handwriting. He was about to open them when he checked himself again. Not one of the other letters was addressed to him, but people in the ship were probably anxiously waiting for them.

Pass the word for Mr Bush, he bellowed; Bush, when he arrived, was handed the other letters without a word, nor did he stay for one, seeing that his captain was so deeply engaged in reading that he did not even look up.

Hornblower read, several times, that he was Marias Dearest Husband. The first two letters told him how much she missed her Angel, how happy she had been during their two days of marriage, and how anxious she was that her Hero was not running into danger, and how necessary it was to change his socks if they should get wet. The third letter was dated from Plymouth. Maria had ascertained that the Channel Fleet was based there, and she had decided to move so as to be on the spot should the necessities of the Service send Hotspur back into port; also, as she admitted sentimentally, she would be nearer her Beloved. She had made the journey in the coasting hoy, committing herself (with many thoughts of her Precious) to the Briny Deep for the first time, and as she gazed at the distant land she had reached a better understanding of the feelings of her Valient Sailor Husband. Now she was comfortably established in lodgings kept by a most respectable woman, widow of a boatswain.

The fourth letter began precipitately with the most delightful, the most momentous news for her Darling. Maria hardly knew how to express this to her most Loved, her most Adored Idol. Their marriage, already so Blissful, was now to be further Blessed, or at least she fancied so. Hornblower opened the fifth letter in haste, passing over the hurried postscript which said that Maria had just learned the news of her Intrepid Warrior adding to his Laurels by engaging with the Loire, and that she hoped he had not exposed himself more than was necessary to his Glory. He found the news confirmed. Maria was more sure than ever that she was destined to be so vastly fortunate in the future as to be the Mother of the Child of her Ideal. And the sixth letter repeated the confirmation. There might be a Christmas Baby, or a New Years Child; Hornblower noted wryly that much more space in these later letters was devoted to the Blessed Increase than to her Longed-for but Distant Jewel. In any case Maria was consumed with hope that the Little Cherub, if a Boy, would be the Image of his Famous Father, or, if a Girl, that she should display his Sweetness of Disposition.

So that was the news. Hornblower sat with the six letters littered before him, his mind in just as much disorder. Perhaps to postpone realisation he dwelt at first on the thought of the two letters he had written  addressed to Southsea they would be a long time before they caught up with Maria  and their comparatively formal and perhaps chilling content. He would have to remedy that. He would have to write a letter full of affection and full of delight at the news, whether he were delighted or not  and at that point he could reach no decision. Plunged as he was into professional problems the episode of his marriage was suffused in his memory with unreal quality. The affair was so brief, and even at the time it had been so overlain by the business of getting to sea, that it had seemed strange to him that it should involve the lasting effects of marriage; and this news was an indication of more lasting and permanent effects still. He was going to be a father. For the life of him he could not tell if he were pleased or not. Certainly he was sorry for the child if he  or she  were destined to inherit his accursed unhappy temperament. The more the child should prove to be like him, whether in looks or in morals, the sorrier he would be. Yet was that quite true? Was there not something flattering, something gratifying, in the thought that his own characteristics might be perpetuated? It was hard to be honest with himself.

He could remember, with his mind now diverted from his present life, more clearly the details of his honeymoon. He could conjure up more exactly his memories of Marias doting affection, of the wholehearted way in which she gave herself to believe, that she could not give so much love without its being as hotly reciprocated. He must never let her guess at the quality of his feelings for her, because that would be a cruelty that he could not contemplate. He reached for pen and paper, returning to the commonplace world with his routine annoyance at having a left wing pen. Pens from the left wing of the goose were cheaper than right wing ones, because when held in position for writing they pointed towards the writers eye and not conveniently out over his elbow as right wing ones did. But at least he had cut a good point and the ink had not yet grown muddy. Grimly he applied himself to his task. Partly it was a literary exercise, an Essay on Unbounded Affection, and yet  and yet  he found himself smiling as he wrote; he felt tenderness within him, welling out perhaps along his arm and down his pen. He was even on the verge of admitting to himself that he was not entirely the cold-hearted and unscrupulous individual he believed himself to be.

Towards the close of the letter, as he searched for synonyms for wife and child, his glance strayed back to the letters from Pellew, and he actually caught his breath, his thoughts reverting to his duty, to his plans for slaughter, to the harsh realities of the world he was living in. Hotspur was riding easily over the placid sea, but the very fact that she was lying hove-to meant that there was a fair wind out of Brest and that at any moment a shout from the topmast-head would announce that the French Navy was on its way out to contest in thunder and smoke the mastery of the sea. And he had plans; even as he re-read the latest lines of his letter to Maria his vision was blurred by the insistence on his attention of his visualisation of the chart of the entrance to Brest. He had to take tight hold of himself to compel himself to finish the letter to Maria in the same strain as he had begun it. He made himself finish it, he made himself re-read it, he made himself fold it; a shout to the sentry brought in Grimes with a lighted dip with which to seal it, and when he had completed the tiresome process it was with eager relief that he laid the letter aside and reached for a fresh sheet of paper.

H.M. Sloop Hotspur, at sea, the Petit Minou bearing north one league.

May 14th, 1803.

Sir

This was an end of mellifluous phrasing, of blundering attempts to deal with a totally unfamiliar situation; no longer was he addressing (as if in a dream) the Dear Companion of our Lives Together in Happy Years to Come. Now he was applying himself to a task that he felt competent and eager to do, and for phrasing he had only to draw upon the harsh and unrelieved wording of a myriad official letters before this one. He wrote rapidly and with little pause for consideration, because fantastically his plans had reached complete maturity during his preoccupation with Maria. The sheet was covered, turned and half covered again, and the plan was sketched out in full detail. He wrote the conclusion:

Respectfully submitted by

Your obdt servant

Horatio Hornblower.

He wrote the address:

Captain Sir E. Pellew, K.B.

H.M.S. Tonnant.

When the second letter was sealed he held the two of them in his hand; new life in the one, and death and misery in the other. That was a fanciful thought  of far more importance was the question as to whether Pellew would approve of his suggestions.


CHAPTER VIII
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HORNBLOWER LAY STRETCHED out on his cot waiting for the time to pass. He would have preferred to be asleep, but during the afternoon sleep had refused to come to him. It was better to go on lying here in any case, for he would need all his strength during the night to come, and if he followed his inclinations and went on deck he would not only tire himself but he would reveal his anxieties and tensions to his subordinates. So he lay as relaxed as he could manage, flat on his back with his hands behind his head; the sounds that he heard on deck told him of the progress of the ships routine. Just over his head the tell-tale compass which he had had fitted to the deck-beams was literally carrying out its functions and telling the tale of Hotspurs small alterations of heading as she lay hove-to, and these could be correlated with the play of the beams of sunshine that came in through the stern windows. Those were now curtained, and the sunbeams came in around the curtains as they swayed gently with the ships motion. Most captains curtained  and furnished  their cabins with gay chintz, or even, if wealthy, with damask, but these curtains were of canvas. They were of the finest, No. 8, sailcloth to be found in the ship and had only hung there for the last two days. Hornblower thought about this pleasantly, for they had been a present to him from the ward-room; Bush and Prowse, and the surgeon, Wallis, and the purser, Huffnell, had made the presentation after a mysterious request from Bush that they should be allowed to enter his cabin for a moment in his absence. Hornblower had returned to the cabin to find the deputation there and the cabin transformed. There were curtains and cushions  stuffed with oakum  and a coverlet, all gay with red and blue roses and green leaves painted on with ships paint by some unknown artist in the ships company. Hornblower had looked round in astonishment that made it impossible to conceal his pleasure. There was no time to glower or look stern, as nine captains out of ten would have done at such an unwarrantable liberty on the part of the ward-room. He could do no more than thank them in halting phrases; and the greatest pleasure only came after later consideration, when he faced the situation realistically. They had not done this as a joke, or in a silly attempt to win his favour. He had to believe the unbelievable, and accept the fact that they had done it because they liked him. That showed their poor judgement; gratification warred with guilt in his mind, yet the fact that they had dared to do such a thing was a strange but undeniable confirmation that the Hotspur was welding herself into a fighting entity.

Grimes knocked at the door and entered.

Theyre calling the watch, sir, he said.

Thank you. Ill come. The squeals of the pipes and the bellowings of the petty officers echoing through the ship made Grimes words a little superfluous, but Hornblower had to act the part of a newly awakened man. He retied his neckcloth and pulled on his coat, slipped on his shoes and walked out on deck. Bush was there with paper and pencil in his hand.

The semaphores been signalling, sir, he reported. Two long messages at fifteen minutes past four and four-thirty. Two short ones at  there they go again, sir.

The long gaunt arms of the semaphore were jerkily swinging out and up and back again.

Thank you, Mr Bush. It was sufficient to know that the semaphore had been busy. Hornblower took the glass and trained it out to seaward. The Inshore Squadron was sharply silhouetted against the clear sky; the sun, just down on the horizon, was still so bright that he could not look towards it at all, but the squadron was well to the northward of it.

Tonnants signalling again, sir, but its a ninety one signal, reported Foreman.

Thank you.

It had been agreed that all flag-signals from Tonnant preceded by the numerals ninety-one should be disregarded; Tonnant was only making them to deceive the French on Petit Minou into thinking some violent action was being planned by the inshore squadron.

There goes Naiad, sir, said Bush.

Under easy sail the frigate was creeping northward from her station to the south where she had been watching over Camaret Bay, heading to join the big ships and the Doris. The sun was now touching the sea; small variations in the water content of the nearly clear air were causing strange freaks of refraction, so that the reddening disc was slightly out of shape as it sank.

Theyre heaving the long boat up out of its chocks, sir, commented Bush.

Yes.

The sun was half-way down in the sea, the remaining half pulled by refraction into twice its normal length. There was still plenty of light for an observer with a good glass on Petit Minou  and undoubtedly there was one  to pick out the preparations going on on the Doriss deck and in the big ships. The sun had gone. Above where it had sunk a small sliver of cloud shone brilliantly gold and then turned to pink as he looked. Twilight was closing in on them.

Send the hands to the braces, if you please, Mr Bush. Fill the maintopsl and lay her on the starboard tack.

Starboard tack. Aye aye, sir.

Hotspur crept northward through the growing night, following after Doris, heading towards the big ships and Point Matthew.

There goes the semaphore again, sir.

Thank you.

There was just light enough in the darkening sky to see the telegraphic arms silhouetted against it, as they spun round, signalling the latest move on the part of the British, this concentration towards the north  this relaxing of the hold of the British navy on the passages of the south.

Only just keep her going, said Hornblower to the quartermasters at the helm. Dont let the Frogs see what were up to.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower was feeling nervous; he did not want to leave the Toulinguet Passage too far behind him. He turned his glass towards the inshore squadron. Now there was a strip of red sky along the horizon behind it  the last light of day  and against it the sails of the ships of the line stood out in startling black. The red was fading rapidly, and above it Venus could be seen; Pellew over there was holding on to the last possible moment. Pellew was not only a man of iron nerve; he was a man who never underestimated his enemy. At last; the rectangles of the silhouetted topsails shortened, hesitated, and lengthened again.

Inshore Squadrons hauled its wind, sir.

Thank you.

Already the topsails were out of sight with the complete fading of the sky. Pellew had timed the move perfectly. A Frenchman on Petit Minou could not help but think that Pellew, looking towards the night-covered east, had thought that his ships were now invisible, and had come to the wind without realising that the move could still be seen by an observer looking towards the west. Hornblower stared round him. His eyes were aching, so that with his hands on the hammock netting he closed his eyes to rest them. Never had a minute seemed so long as that one. Then he opened them again. The light was all gone. Venus was shining where once the sun had shone. The figures about him were almost invisible. Now one or two of the brighter stars could be seen, and Hotspur must be lost to sight, to that unknown observer on Petit Minou. He gulped, braced himself, and plunged into action.

Take in the topsls and topgallants!

Hands rushed aloft. In the gentle night the vibration of the shrouds as fifty men ran up the ratlines could be distinctly heard.

Now, Mr Bush, wear the ship, if you please. Course sou by west.

Sou by west, sir.

Soon it was time for the next order.

Send the topgallant masts down!

This was the time when drill and practice revealed their value. In the dark night what had once been a mere toilsome exercise was performed without a hitch.

Set the fore- and main-topmast staysls. Get the foresl in.

Hornblower walked over to the binnacle.

How does she handle under this sail?

There was a pause while the almost invisible figure at the wheel spun it tentatively this way and that. Well enough, sir.

Very well.

Hornblower had altered the silhouette of the Hotspur as entirely as he could. With only her fore and aft sails and her main course set, and her topgallant masts sent down, even an experienced seaman on this dark night would have to look twice or thrice to recognise what he saw. Hornblower peered at the chart in the faint light of the binnacle. He concentrated on it, to find the effort unnecessary. For two days now he had been studying it and memorising this particular section; it was fixed in his mind and it seemed as if he would be able to visualise it to his dying day  which might be today. He looked up, to find, as he expected, that exposure to that faint light had temporarily made his eyes quite blind in the darkness. He would not do it again.

Mr Prowse! You can keep your eye on the chart from now on when you think it necessary. Mr Bush! Choose the best two hands you know with the lead and send them aft to me. When the two dark figures reported Hornblower gave them curt orders. Get into the mainchains on each side. I dont want you to make a sound more than you can help. Dont make a cast unless I order it. Haul your lines in and then let em out to four fathoms. Were making three knots through the water, and when the flood starts well be making next to nothing over the ground. Keep your fingers on your lines and pass the word quietly about what you feel. Ill station hands to pass the word. Understand?

Aye aye, sir.

Four bells struck to mark the end of the second dog watch.

Mr Bush, thats the last time I want the bell to strike. Now you may clear for action. No, wait a moment, if you please. I want the guns loaded with two rounds of shot each and run out. Have the coigns in and the guns at extreme depression. And as soon as the men are at their quarters I dont want to hear another sound. Not a word, not a whisper. The man who drops a hand-spike on the deck will get two dozen. Not the slightest sound.

Aye aye, sir.

Very well, Mr Bush. Carry on.

There was a roar and a rattle as the hands went to their quarters, as the gun-ports opened and the guns were run out. Then silence closed in upon the ship. Everything was ready, from the gunner down in the magazine to the look-out in the foretop, as the Hotspur reached silently down to the southward with the wind one point abaft the beam.

One bell in the first watch, sir, whispered Prowse, turning the sand-glass by the binnacle. An hour ago the flood tide had started to make. In another half-hour the clustered coasters to the southward, huddled under the shelter of the batteries at Camaret, would be casting off; no, they would be doing that at this moment, for there should be just enough water for them. They would be sweeping and kedging out, to run with the flood up the dangerous Toulinguet Passage, round the point and up the Goulet. They would hope to reach the Little Girls and safety, as the tide carried them into Brest Roads where the provisions and the cordage and the canvas with which they were laden were so eagerly awaited by the French fleet. To the north, back at the Petit Minou, Hornblower could imagine the bustle and the excitement. The movements of the Inshore Squadron must have been noted. Sharp eyes on the French shore had told anxious minds of the insufficiently concealed preparations for a concentration of force and a heavy blow. Four ships of the line and two big frigates could muster a landing force  even without drawing on the main fleet  of a thousand men or more. There were probably twice as many French infantry and artillery-men along the coast there, but, spread out along five miles, they were vulnerable to a sharp attack launched at an unexpected point on a dark night. There was a large accumulation of coasting vessels there as well, sheltering under the batteries on the far side of Cape Matthew. They had crept from battery to battery for hundreds of miles  spending weeks in doing so  and now were huddled in the little creeks and bays waiting for a chance to complete the last and most dangerous run into Brest. The menacing approach of the inshore squadron would make them nervous in case the British meditated some new attack, a cutting-out expedition, or fireships, or bomb-vessels, or even these new-fangled rockets. But at least this concentration of the British strength to the north left the south unwatched, as the signal station of Petit Minou would report. The coasters round Camaret  chasse-marees, tide-chasers  would be able to take advantage of the tide run through the horribly dangerous Toulinguet Passage up into the Goulet. Hornblower was hoping, in fact he was confident, that Hotspur had not been seen to turn back to stop this bolt hole. She drew six feet of water less than any frigate, hardly more than the big chasse-marees, and were she boldly handled her arrival among the rocks and shoals of Toulinguet would be totally unexpected.

Two bells, sir, whispered Prowse. This was the moment when the tide would be running at its fastest, a four knot tide, rising a full thirty feet, racing up through Toulinguet Passage and round the Council Rocks into the Goulet. The hands were behaving well; only twice had restless individuals started skylarking in the darkness, to be instantly suppressed by stern mutterings from the petty officers.

Touching bottom to starboard, sir, came a whisper from the gangway, and instantly afterwards, Touching bottom to port.

The hands at the leads had twenty-four feet of line out between the leads and the surface of the water, but with the ship moving gently in this fashion even the heavy leads trailed behind to some extent. There must be some sixteen feet only  five feet to spare.

Pass the word. What bottom do you feel?

In ten seconds the answer came back. Sandy bottom, sir.

That must be well off Council Rocks, sir, whispered Prowse.

Yes. Quartermaster, one point to starboard.

Hornblower stared through the night-glass. There was the shadowy shore-line just visible. Yes, and there was a gleam of white, the gentlest of surfs breaking on Council Rocks. A whisper from the gangway.

Rocky bottom now, sir, shoaling a little.

Very well.

On the starboard bow he could see faint whiteness too. That was the surf on all the wild tangle of rocks and shoals outside the Passage  Corbin, Trepieds, and so on. The tiny night breeze was still holding steady.

Pass the word. What bottom?

The question awaited an answer for some time, as the chain of communication broke down and the answer had to be repeated. At last it came.

Rocky bottom, sir. But were hardly moving over the ground.

So Hotspur was now stemming the rising tide, hanging suspended in the darkness, less than a yard of water under her keel, the tide rushing past her, the wind thrusting her into it. Hornblower worked out problems in his head.

Quartermaster, two points to port.

It called for nice calculation, for now Hotspur was braced sharp up  twice the staysails had flapped in warning  and there was leeway to be allowed for as Hotspur crept crabwise across the tide.

Mr Bush, go forrard to the port side mainchains and come back to report.

What a lovely night it was, with this balmy air sighing through the rigging, the stars shining and the gentle sound of the surf.

Were moving over the ground, sir, whispered Bush. Rocky bottom, and the port side leads under the ship.

Hotspurs crabwise motion would produce that effect.

Three bells, sir, reported Prowse.

There would be water enough now for the coasters to negotiate the shoals off Rougaste and to have entered into the channel. It could not be long now, for the tide flowed for no more than four and a half hours and the coasters could not afford to waste time  or so he had calculated when he had made his suggestion to Pellew, for this moonless night with the tide making at this particular moment. But it might of course all end in a ridiculous fiasco, even if Hotspur did not touch on one of the menacing rocks that beset her course.

Look, sir! Look! whispered Bush urgently. One point before the beam!

Yes. A shadowy shape, a darker nucleus on the dark surface. More than that; the splash of a sweep at work. More than that; other dark shapes beyond. There had been fifty coasters, by the last intelligence, at Camaret, and the chances were they would try the run all together.

Get down to the starboard battery, Mr Bush. Warn the guns crews. Wait for my order, and then make every shot tell.

Aye aye, sir.

Despite the precautions he had taken, Hotspur would be far more visible than the coasters; she should have been observed from them by now; except that the Frenchmen would be preoccupied with their problems of navigation. Ah! There was a yell from the nearest coaster, a whole series of hails and shouts and warnings.

Open fire, Mr Bush!

A red glare in the darkness, an ear-splitting bang, the smell of powder smoke. Another glare, another bang. Hornblower fumbled for the speaking-trumpet, ready to make himself heard through the firing. But Bush was behaving admirably, and the gunners were keeping their heads, with the guns going off singly as the captains made sure of their targets. With the guns depressed the two round-shot hurtling from each would sweep the smooth surface of the sea. Hornblower thought he could hear shrieks from the stricken coasters, but the guns were firing at only the briefest intervals. The gentle wind swept the smoke along the ship, clouds of it billowing in dark waves round Hornblower. He leaned out to keep clear of it. The din was continuous now, as guns fired, as the carriage-trucks rumbled over the deck, as gun-captains bellowed orders. The flash of a gun illuminated something close overside  a sinking coaster, deck level with the water. Her frail side must have been beaten in by half a dozen round-shot. A yell from the mainchains cut through the din.

Heres one of em coming aboard!

Some desperate swimmer had reached the Hotspur; Hornblower could leave Bush to deal with prisoners of that sort. There were more dark shapes to starboard, more targets presenting themselves. The mass of the coasters was being hurried along by the three-knot tide which Hotspur was stemming by the aid of the wind. Tug at their sweeps as they might, the French crews could not possibly counter the tide. They could not turn back; to turn aside was possible  but on one side were the Council Rocks, on the other were Corbin and Trepieds and the whole tangle of reefs round-about them. Hotspur was having experiences like those of Gulliver; she was a giant compared with these Lilliputian coasters after having been a dwarf in her encounter with the Brobdingnagian Loire.

Fine on the port bow Hornblower caught sight of half a dozen pin-points of fire. That would be the battery on Toulinguet, two thousand yards away. At that range they were welcome to try their luck, firing at Hotspurs gun flashes. Hotspur, still travelling slowly over the ground, was a moving target, and the French would be disturbed in their aim through fear of hitting the coasters. Night-firing in those conditions was a waste of powder and shot. Foreman was yelling, wild with excitement, to the crew of the quarter-deck carronade.

Shes aground! Drop it  dead un!

Hornblower swung round to look; the coaster there was undoubtedly on the rocks and consequently not worth firing at. He mentally gave a mark of approval to Foreman, who despite his youth and his excitement was keeping his head, even though he made use of the vocabulary of the rat-killing pit.

Four bells, sir, reported Prowse amid the wild din. That was an abrupt reminder to Hornblower that he must keep his head, too. It was hard to think and to calculate, harder still to recall his visualisation of the chart, and yet he had to do so. He realised that Hotspur could have nothing to spare over on the landward side.

Wear the ship  Mr Prowse, he said; he remembered just too late to use the formal address completely naturally. Get her over on the port tack.

Aye aye, sir.

Prowse seized the speaking-trumpet and somewhere in the darkness disciplined men hurried to sheets and braces. As Hotspur swung about another dark shape came down at her from the channel.

Je me rends! Je me rends! a voice was shouting from it.

Someone in that coaster was trying to surrender before Hotspurs broadside could blow her out of the water. She actually bumped against the side as the current took her round, and then she was free  her surrender had been premature, for now she was past Hotspur and vanishing in the farther darkness.

Main chains, there, yelled Hornblower. Take a cast of the lead.

Two fathoms! came the answering cry. There was only six inches under Hotspurs keel, but now she was drawing away from the perils on one side and approaching those on the other.

Man the port side guns! Keep the lead going on the starboard!

Hotspur was steady on her new course as another unhappy coaster loomed up. In the momentary stillness Hornblower could hear Bushs voice as he called the port side guns crews to attention, and then came the crash of the firing. The smoke billowed round, and through the clouds came the cry of the leadsman.

By the mark three!

The smoke and the lead told conflicting stories.

And a half three!

Wind must be backing, Mr Prowse. Keep your eye on the binnacle.

Aye aye, sir. And its five bells, sir.

The tide was almost at its height; another factor to be remembered. At the port side quarter-deck carronade the crew were slewing their weapon round to the limit of its arc, and Hornblower, looking over the quarter, could see a coaster escaping past Hotspurs stern. Two flashes from the dark shape, and a simultaneous crash under Hornblowers feet. That coaster had guns mounted, and was firing her pop-gun broadside, and at least one shot had told. A pop-gun broadside perhaps, but even a four-pounder could smash a hole in Hotspurs frail side. The carronade roared out in reply.

Luff a little, said Hornblower to the quartermasters; his mind was simultaneously recording the cries of the men at the leads. Mr Bush! Stand by with the port side guns as we luff.

Hotspur came to the wind; on the main-deck there were creakings and groanings as the guns crews laboured with hand-spike and crowbar to train their weapons round.

Take your aim! shouted Bush, and after some pregnant seconds, Fire!

The guns went off almost together, and Hornblower thought  although he was sure he was wrong  that he could hear instantly afterwards the crash of the shot upon the coasters hulls. Certainly after that he heard shouts and cries from that direction while the smoke blinded him, but he had no time to spare for that. There was only half an hour of flood tide left. No more coasters could be coming along the channel, for if they did they would not be able to round the Council Rocks before the ebb set in. And it was full time to extricate Hotspur from the reefs and shoals that surrounded her. She needed what was left of the flood to carry her out, and even at half-tide she was likely to touch bottom and be left ignominiously stranded, helpless in daylight under the fire of the Toulinguet battery.

Time to say good-bye, he said to Prowse. He realised with a shock that he was on the edge of being lightheaded with strain and excitement, for otherwise he would not have said such a ridiculous thing. He must keep himself under control for a long while to come. It would be far more dangerous to touch bottom on a falling tide than on a rising one. He gulped and steadied himself, regaining his self-command at the cost of one more fierce effort.

Ill handle the ship, Mr Prowse. He raised the trumpet.

Hands to the braces! Hands wear ship.

A further order to the wheel brought the ship round on the other tack, with Prowse at the binnacle calling her heading. Now he had to thread his way out through the perils that encompassed her. The hands, completely carefree, were inclined to show their elation by noisy skylarking, but one single savage reproof from Bush silenced them, and Hotspur fell as quiet as a church as she crept out.

Winds backed three points since sunset, sir, reported Prowse.

Thank you.

With the wind just abaft the beam Hotspur handled easily, but by this time instinct had to take the place of calculation. Hornblower had come in to the very limit of safety at high water over shallows hardly covered at high tide. He had to feel his way out, by the aid of the lead, by what could be seen of the shore and the shoals. The wheel spun over and back again as the ship nosed her way out. For a few perilous seconds she was sailing by the lee, but Hornblower was able to order the helm over again in the nick of time.

Slack water now, sir, reported Prowse.

Thank you.

Slack water, if any of the incalculable factors had not intervened. The wind had been slight but steady for several days from the southeastward. He had to bear that in mind along with all the other factors.

By the mark five! called the leadsman.

Thank God! muttered Prowse.

For the first time Hotspur had nearly twenty feet of water under her keel, but there were still some outlying pinnacles of rock to menace her.

Starboard a point, ordered Hornblower.

Deep six!

Mr Bush! Hornblower must stay steady and calm. He must betray no relief, no human feelings, although within him the desire to laugh like an idiot welled up in combat with the frightful exhaustion he felt. Kindly secure the guns. Then you may dismiss the hands from general quarters.

Aye aye, sir.

I must thank you, Mr Prowse, for your very able assistance.

Me, sir? Prowse went on in incoherent self-depreciation. Hornblower could imagine the lantern-jaws working in surprise, and he ignored the mumblings.

You may heave the ship to, Mr Prowse. We dont want dawn to find us under the guns of Petit Minou.

No, sir, of course not, sir.

All was well. Hotspur had gone in and come out again. The coasters from the south had received a lesson they would not forget for a long time. And now it was apparent that the night was not so dark; it was not a question of eyes becoming habituated to the darkness, but something more definite than that. Faces were now a blur of white, visible across the deck. Looking aft Hornblower could see the low hills of Quelern standing out in dark relief against a lighter sky, and while he watched a grain of silver became visible over their summits. He had actually forgotten until this moment that the moon was due to rise now; that had been one of the factors he had pointed out in his letter to Pellew. The gibbous moon rose above the hilltops and shone serenely down upon the Gulf. The topgallant masts were being sent up, topsails were being set, staysails got in.

Whats that noise? asked Hornblower, referring to a dull thumping somewhere forward.

Carpenter plugging a shot hole, sir, explained Bush. That last coaster holed us just above the waterline on the starboard side right forrard.

Anyone hurt?

No, sir.

Very well.

His questions and his formal termination of the conversation were the result of one more effort of will.

I can trust you not to lose your way now, Mr Bush, he said. He could not help being jocular, although he knew it sounded a false note. The hands at the braces were backing the maintopsail, and Hotspur could lie hove-to in peace and quiet. You may set the ordinary watches, Mr Bush. And see that I am called at eight bells in the middle watch.

Aye aye, sir.

There were four and a half hours of peace and quiet ahead of him. He yearned with all his weary mind and body for rest  for oblivion, rather than rest. An hour after dawn, at the latest, Pellew could expect him to send in his report on the events of the evening, and it would take an hour to compose it. And he must take the opportunity to write to Maria so that the letter could be sent to Tonnant along with the report and so have a chance to reach the outside world. It would take him longer to write to Maria than to Pellew. That reminded him of something else. He had to make one more effort.

Oh, Mr Bush!

Sir?

Ill be sending a boat to Tonnant during the morning watch. If any officer  or if any of the men  wish to send letters that will be their opportunity.

Aye aye, sir. Thank you, sir.

In his cabin he faced one further effort to pull off his shoes, but the arrival of Grimes saved him the trouble. Grimes took off his shoes, eased him out of his coat, unfastened his neckcloth. Hornblower allowed him to do it; he was too weary even to be self-conscious. For one moment he luxuriated in allowing his weary feet free play in his stockings, but then he fell spreadeagled on to his cot, half-prone, half on his side, his head on his arms, and Grimes covered him up and left him.

That was not the most sensible attitude to adopt, as he discovered when Grimes shook him awake. He ached in every joint, it seemed, while to dash cold seawater on his face did little enough to clear his head. He had to struggle out of the after-effects of a long period of strain as other men had to struggle out of the after effects of a drinking bout. But he had recovered sufficiently to move his left-handed pen when he sat down and began his report.

Sir,

In obedience to your instructions, dated the 16th instant, I proceeded on the afternoon of the 18th . . .

He had to leave the last paragraph until the coming of daylight should reveal what he should write in it, and he laid the letter aside and took another sheet. He had to bite the end of his pen before he could even write the salutation in this second letter, and when he had written My dear Wife he had to bite it again before he could continue. It was something of a relief to have Grimes enter at last.

Mr Bushs compliments, sir, and its not far off daylight.

That made it possible to conclude the letter.

And now, my dearest Hornblower glanced at Marias letter to select an endearment Angel, my duty calls me once more on deck, so that I must end this letter with another reference fondest love to my dear Wife, the loved Mother of the Child to be.

Your affectionate Husband,

Horatio.

Daylight was coming up fast when he arrived on deck.

Brace the maintopsl round, if you please, Mr Young. Well stand to the suthard a little. Good morning, Mr Bush.

Good morning, sir.

Bush was already trying to see to the southward through his telescope. Increasing light and diminishing distance brought rapid results.

There they are, sir! God, sir  one, two, three  and there are two others over on the Council Rocks. And that looks like a wreck right in the fairway  thats one we sunk, Ill wager, sir.

In the glittering dawn the half-tide revealed wrecks littering the shoals and the shore, black against the crystal light, the coasters which had paid the penalty of trying to run the blockade.

Theyre all holed and waterlogged, sir, said Bush. Not a hope of salvage.

Hornblower was already composing in his mind the final paragraph of his report.

I have reason to believe that not less than ten sail of coasters were sunk or forced to run aground during this encounter. This happy result . . .

Thats a fortune lost, sir, grumbled Bush. Thats a tidy sum in prize money over on those rocks.

No doubt, but in those decisive moments last night there could have been no question of capture. Hotspurs duty had been to destroy everything possible, and not to fill her captains empty purse by sending boats to take possession, at the cost of allowing half the quarry to escape. Hornblowers reply was cut off short, as the smooth water on the starboard beam suddenly erupted in three successive jets of water. A cannon-ball had come skipping towards them over the surface, to make its final plunge a cables length away. The sound of gunfire reached their ears at the same moment, and their instantly elevated telescopes revealed a cloud of smoke engulfing the Toulinguet battery.

Fire away, Monseer le Frog, said Bush. The damage is done.

We may as well make sure were out of range, said Hornblower. Put the ship about, if you please.

He was trying as best he could to reproduce Bushs complete indifference under fire. He told himself that he was only being sensible, and not cowardly, in making certain that there was no chance of Hotspurs being hit by a salvo of twenty-four-pounders, but he was inclined to sneer at himself, all the same.

Yet there was one source of self-congratulation. He had held his tongue when the subject of prize money had come up in the conversation. He had been about to burst out condemning the whole system as pernicious, but he had managed to refrain. Bush thought him a queer character in any case, and if he had divulged his opinion of prize money  of the system by which it was earned and paid  Bush would have thought him more than merely eccentric. Bush would think him actually insane, and liberal-minded, revolutionary, subversive and dangerous as well.


CHAPTER IX
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HORNBLOWER STOOD READY to go down the side into the waiting boat. He made the formal, legal speech.

Mr Bush, you will take command.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower remembered to look about him as he prepared to make the descent. He glowered round at the sideboys in the white gloves that Bush had had made for this ceremonial purpose out of white twine by some seaman adept with a hook crochet was the French name for this process. He ran his eyes up and down the bosns mates as they piped his departing salute. Then he went over the side. The piping stopped at the same moment as his foot reached for the thwart  that was a measure of the height of Hotspurs free-board, for by the rules of ceremonial the honours ceased the moment the departing officers head was at the level of the deck. Hornblower scrambled into the stern sheets, embarrassed by hat and gloves and sword and boat cloak, and he barked an order to Hewitt. The boat-hook released its hold and there was a moment of apparent disorder as the boat left the ships side and four brawny arms at the halliards sent the balance-lug up the mast. There was a decided strangeness at sitting here on a level with the water, with the green waves close at hand; it was over eight weeks since Hornblower had last set foot outside the ship.

The boat settled on her course, running free because the wind had backed southerly several points, and Hornblower looked back at Hotspur lying hove-to. He ran a professional eye over her lines, noting, as an observer from the outside again, the relative heights of her masts, the distances at which they were stepped, the rake of the bowsprit. He knew a great deal now about the behaviour of the ship under sail, but there was always more to learn. Not at this moment, though, for a stronger puff of wind laid the boat over and Hornblower felt suddenly uncertain both of his surroundings and himself. The little waves of which Hotspur took no notice were monstrous when encountered in a small boat, which, besides lying over, was now rising and swooping in a most unpleasant fashion. After the reassuring solidity of Hotspurs deck  after painfully accustoming himself to her motion  these new surroundings and these new antics were most unsettling, especially as Hornblower was excited and tense at the prospect before him. He swallowed hard, battling against the sea-sickness which had leaped out of ambush for him; to divert his mind he concentrated his attention upon the Tonnant, growing slowly nearer  much too slowly.

At her main topgallant masthead she sported the coveted broad pendant in place of the narrow one worn by other ships in commission. It was the sign of a captain with executive powers over other ships besides his own. Pellew was not only high up in the captains list but clearly destined for important command as soon as he reached flag rank; there must be rear admirals in the Channel Fleet bitterly jealous of Pellews tenure of the Inshore Command. A boat came along her starboard side, painted white picked out with red, and of a design unlike that of the workaday boats supplied by the Navy Office. Hornblower could see the matching red and white uniforms of the boats crew; this must be some very dandy captain at least, paying a call  or more likely a flag-officer. Hornblower saw a ribboned and epauletted figure go up the side, and across the water came the sound of the squealing of the pipes and the boomp-bump noise that to his ears indicated a band playing. Next moment the White Ensign broke out at the fore-topmasthead. A vice-admiral of the White! That could be no other than Cornwallis himself.

Hornblower realised that this meeting to which he had been summoned by the curt signal All captains, was something more than a sociable gathering. He looked down in distress at his shabby clothing, reminded as he did so to open his boat cloak and reveal the epaulette on his left shoulder  a shabby brassy thing, dating back to the time of his earlier, disallowed appointment as commander, two years ago. Hornblower distinctly saw the officer of the watch, in attendance at the gangway, turn from his telescope and give an order which sent four of the eight white-gloved sideboys there scurrying out of sight, so that a mere commander should not share the honours given a vice admiral. The admirals barge had sheered off and the Hotspurs boat took its place, with Hornblower not too sea-sick and nervous to worry about the way it was handled, in case it did not reflect credit on his ship. The worry, however, was instantly overlaid by the necessity for concentration on the process of going up the side. This was a lofty two-decker, and although the considerable tumble-home was of help it was a tricky business for the gangling Hornblower to mount with dignity encumbered as he was. Somehow he reached the deck, and somehow, despite his shyness and embarrassment, he remembered to touch his hat in salute to the guard that presented arms to him.

Captain Hornblower? enquired the officer of the watch. He knew him by the single epaulette on his left shoulder, the only commander in the Inshore Squadron, perhaps the only one in the Channel Fleet. This young gentleman will act as your guide.

The deck of the Tonnant seemed incredibly spacious after the cramped deck of the Hotspur, for the Tonnant was no mere seventy-four. She was an eighty-four, with dimensions and scantlings worthy of a three-decker. She was a reminder of the era when the French built big ships in the hope of overpowering the British seventy-fours by brute force instead of by skill and discipline. How the venture had turned out was proved by the fact that Tonnant now flew the flag of England.

The great poop-cabins had been thrown into a single suite for Pellew, in the absence of a flag-officer permanently on board. It was incredibly luxurious. Once past the sentry the decks were actually carpeted  Wilton carpets in which the foot sank noiselessly. There was an anteroom with a steward in dazzling white ducks to take Hornblowers hat and gloves and cloak.

Captain Hornblower, sir, announced the young gentleman, throwing open the door.

The deck-beams above were six feet clear, over the carpet, and Pellew had grown so used to this that he advanced to shake hands with no stoop at all, in contrast with Hornblower, who instinctively crouched with his five-foot-eleven.

Delighted to see you, Hornblower, said Pellew. Genuinely delighted. There is much to say to you, for letters are always inadequate. But I must make the introductions. The Admiral has already made your acquaintance, I think?

Hornblower shook hands with Cornwallis, mumbling the same politenesses as he had already addressed to Pellew. Other introductions followed, names known to everyone who had read in the Gazette the accounts of naval victories; Grindall of the Prince, Marsfield of the Minotaur, Lord Henry Paulet of the Terrible, and half a dozen others. Hornblower felt dazzled, although he had just come in from the bright outer world. In all this array there was one other officer with a single epaulette, but he wore it on his right shoulder, proof that he, too, had attained the glorious rank of post captain, and had only to go on living to mount a second epaulette on attaining three years seniority, and  if long life was granted him  eventually to attain the unspeakable heights of flag rank. He was far higher above a commander than a commander was above a lowly lieutenant.

Hornblower sat in the chair offered him, instinctively edging it backward so as to make himself, the most junior, the infinitely junior officer, as inconspicuous as possible. The cabin was finished in some rich material  damask, Hornblower guessed  with a colour scheme of nutmeg and blue unobtrusive and yet incredibly satisfying to the eye. Daylight poured in through a vast stern window, to glint upon the swaying silver lamps. There was a shelf of books, some in good leather bindings, but Hornblowers sharp eye detected tattered copies of the Mariners Guide and the Admiralty publications for the coasts of France. On the far side were two large masses so draped as to be shapely and in keeping so that no uninitiated person could guess that inside were two eighteen-pounder carronades.

This must take you a full five minutes to clear for action, Sir Edward, said Cornwallis.

Four minutes and ten seconds by stop-watch, sir, answered Pellew, to strike everything below, including the bulkheads.

Another steward, also in dazzling white ducks, entered at this moment and spoke a few words in a low tone to Pellew, like a well-trained butler in a ducal house, and Pellew rose to his feet.

Dinner, gentlemen, he announced. Permit me to lead the way.

A door, thrown open in the midships bulkhead, revealed a dining-room, an oblong table with white damask, glittering silver, sparkling glasses, while more stewards in white ducks were ranged against the bulkhead. There could be little doubt about precedence, when every captain in the Royal Navy had, naturally, studied his place in the captains list ever since his promotion; Hornblower and the single-epauletted captain were headed for the foot of the table when Pellew halted the general sorting-out.

At the Admirals suggestion, he announced, We are dispensing with precedence today. You will find your names on cards at your places.

So now every one began a feverish hunt for their names; Hornblower found himself seated between Lord Henry Paulet and Hosier of the Fame, and opposite him was Cornwallis himself.

I made the suggestion to Sir Edward, Cornwallis was saying as he leisurely took his seat, because otherwise we always find ourselves sitting next to our neighbours in the captains list. In blockade service especially, variety is much to be sought after.

He lowered himself into his chair, and when he had done so his juniors followed his example. Hornblower, cautiously on guard about his manners, still could not restrain his mischievous inner self from mentally adding a passage to the rules of naval ceremonial, to the lines of the rule about the officers head reaching the level of the main-deck when the Admirals backside shall touch the seat of his chair

Pellew provides good dinners, said Lord Henry, eagerly, scanning the dishes with which the stewards were now crowding the table. The largest dish was placed in front of him, and when the immense silver dish cover was whipped away a magnificent pie was revealed. The pastry top was built up into a castle, from the turret of which flew a paper Union Jack.

Prodigious! exclaimed Cornwallis. Sir Edward, what lies below the dungeons here?

Pellew shook his head sadly. Only beef and kidneys, sir. Beef stewed to rags. Our ships bullock this time, as ever, was too tough for ordinary mortals, and only stewing would reduce his steaks to digestibility. So I called in the aid of his kidneys for a beefsteak and kidney pie.

But what about the flour?

The Victualling Officer sent me a sack, sir. Unfortunately it had rested in bilge water, as could only be expected, but there was just enough at the top unspoiled for the pie-crust.

Pellews gesture, indicating the silver bread barges filled with ships biscuit, hinted that in more fortunate circumstances they might have been filled with fresh rolls.

Im sure its delicious, said Cornwallis. Lord Henry, might I trouble you to serve me, if you can find it in your heart to destroy those magnificent battlements?

Paulet set to work with carving knife and fork on the pie, while Hornblower pondered the phenomenon of the son of a Marquis helping the son of an Earl to a steak and kidney pie made from a ration bullock and spoiled flour.

Thats a ragout of pork beside you, Captain Hosier, said Pellew. Or so my chef would call it. You may find it even saltier than usual, because of the bitter tears he shed into it. Captain Durham has the only live pig left in the Channel Fleet, and no gold of mine would coax it from him, so that my poor fellow had to make do with the contents of the brine tub.

He has succeeded perfectly with the pie, at least, commented Cornwallis. He must be an artist.

I engaged him during the Peace, said Pellew, and brought him with me on the outbreak of war. At quarters he points a gun on the starboard side lower-deck.

If his aim is as good as his cooking, said Cornwallis, reaching for his glass which a steward had filled, then  confusion to the French!

The toast was drunk with murmured acclaim.

Fresh vegetables! said Lord Henry ecstatically. Cauliflower!

Your quota is on the way to your ship at this moment, Hornblower, said Cornwallis. We try not to forget you.

Hotspurs like Uriah the Hittite, said a saturnine captain at the end of the table whose name appeared to be Collins. In the forefront of the battle.

Hornblower was grateful to Collins for that speech, because it brought home to him a truth, like a bright light, that he had not realised before; he would rather be on short commons in the forefront of the battle than back in the main body with plenty of vegetables.

Young carrots! went on Lord Henry, peering into each vegetable dish in turn. And whats this? I cant believe it!

Spring greens, Lord Henry, said Pellew. We still have to wait for peas and beans.

Wonderful!

How do you get these chickens so fat, Sir Edward? asked Grindall.

A matter of feeding, merely. Another secret of my chef.

In the public interest you should disclose it, said Cornwallis. The life of a sea-sick chicken rarely conduces to putting on flesh.

Well, sir, since you ask. This ship has a complement of six hundred and fifty men. Every day thirteen fifty-pound bread bags are emptied. The secret lies in the treatment of those bags.

But how? asked several voices.

Tap them, shake them, before emptying. Not enough to make wasteful crumbs, but sharply enough. Then take out the biscuits quickly, and behold! At the bottom of each bag is a mass of weevils and maggots, scared out of their natural habitat and with no time allowed to seek shelter again. Believe me, gentlemen, there is nothing that fattens a chicken so well as a diet of rich biscuit-fed weevils. Hornblower, your plates still empty. Help yourself, man.

Hornblower had thought of helping himself to chicken, but somehow  and he grinned at himself internally  this last speech diverted him from doing so. The beefsteak pie was in great demand and had almost disappeared, and as a junior officer he knew better than to anticipate his seniors second helpings. The ragout of pork, rich in onions, was at the far end of the table.

Ill make a start on this, sir, he said, indicating an untouched dish before him.

Hornblower has a judgement that puts us all to shame, said Pellew. Thats a kickshaw in which my chef takes particular pride. To go with it youll need these purée potatoes, Hornblower.

It was a dish of brawn, from which Hornblower cut himself moderately generous slices, and it had dark flakes in it. There was no doubt that it was utterly delicious; Hornblower diving down into his general knowledge, came up with the conclusion that the black flakes must be truffle, of which he had heard but which he had never tasted. The purée potatoes, which he would have called mashed, were like no mashed potatoes he had ever sampled either on shipboard or in a sixpenny ordinary in England. They were seasoned subtly and yet to perfection  if angels ever ate mashed potatoes they would call on Pellews chef to prepare them. With spring greens and carrots  for both of which he hungered inexpressibly  they made a plateful, along with the brawn, of sheer delight. He found himself eating like a wolf and pulled himself up short, but the glance that he stole round the table reassured him, for the others were eating like wolves too, to the detriment of conversation, with only a few murmured words to mingle with the clash of cutlery.

Wine with you, sir. Your health, Admiral. Would you give the onions a fair wind, Grindall? and so on.

Wont you try the galantine, Lord Henry? asked Pellew. Steward, a fresh plate for Lord Henry.

That was how Hornblower learned the real name of the brawn he was eating. The ragout of pork drifted his way and he helped himself generously; the steward behind him changed his plate in the nick of time. He savoured the exquisite boiled onions that wallowed in the beatific sauce. Then like magic the table was cleared and fresh dishes made their appearance, a pudding rich with raisins and currants, jellies of two colours; much labour must have gone into boiling down the bullocks feet and into subsequent straining to make that brilliant gelatine.

No flour for that duff, said Pellew apologetically. The galley staff has done its best with biscuit crumbs.

That best was as near perfection as mind could conceive; there was a sweet sauce with it, hinting of ginger, that made the most of the richness of the fruit. Hornblower found himself thinking that if ever he became a post captain, wealthy with prize money, he would have to devote endless thought to the organisation of his cabin stores. And Maria would not be of much help, he thought ruefully. He was still drifting along with thoughts of Maria when the table was swept clear again.

Caerphilly, sir? murmured a steward in his ear. Wensleydale? Red Cheshire?

These were cheeses that were being offered him. He helped himself at random  one name meant no more to him than another  and went on to make an epoch-making discovery, that Wensleydale cheese and vintage port were a pair of heavenly twins, Castor and Pollux riding triumphantly as the climax of a glorious procession. Full of food and with two glasses of wine inside him  all he allowed himself  he felt vastly pleased with the discovery, rivalling those of Columbus and Cook. Almost simultaneously he made another discovery which amused him. The chased silver fingerbowls which were put on the table were very elegant; the last time he had seen anything like them was as a midshipman at a dinner at Government House in Gibraltar. In each floated a fragment of lemon peel, but the water in which the peel floated  as Hornblower discovered by a furtive taste as he dabbed his lips  was plain sea water. There was something comforting in that fact.

Cornwalliss blue eyes were fixed on him.

Mr Vice, the King, said Cornwallis.

Hornblower came back from pink hazes of beatitude. He had to take a grip of himself, as when he had tacked Hotspur with the Loire in pursuit; he had to await the right moment for the attention of the company. Then he rose to his feet and lifted his glass, carrying out the ages old ritual of the junior officer present.

Gentlemen, the King, he said.

The King! echoed everyone present, and some added phrases like God Bless him and Long may he reign before they sat down again.

His Royal Highness the Duke of Clarence, said Lord Henry in conversational tone, told me that during his time at sea he had knocked his head  hes a tall man, as you know  so often on so many deck-beams while drinking his fathers health that he seriously was considering requesting His Majestys permission, as a special privilege, for the Royal Navy to drink the royal health while sitting down.

At the other corner of the table Andrews, captain of the Flora, was going on with an interrupted conversation.

Fifteen pounds a man, he was saying, Thats what my Jacks were paid on account of prize money, and we were in Cawsand Bay ready to sail. The women had left the ship, not a bumboat within call, and so my men  the ordinary seamen, mind you  still have fifteen pounds apiece in their pockets.

All the better when they get a chance to spend it, said Marsfield.

Hornblower was making a rapid calculation. The Flora would have a crew of some three hundred men, who divided a quarter of the prize money between them. The captain had one quarter to himself, so that Andrews would have been paid  on account, not necessarily in full  some four thousand five hundred pounds as a result of some lucky cruise, probably without risk, probably without a life being lost, money for seizing French merchant ships intercepted at sea. Hornblower thought ruefully about Marias latest letter, and about the uses to which he could put four thousand five hundred pounds.

Therell be lively times in Plymouth when the Channel Fleet comes in, said Andrews.

That is something which I wish to explain to you gentlemen, said Cornwallis, breaking in on the conversation. There was something flat and expressionless about his voice, and there was a kind of mask-like expression on his good-tempered face, so that all eyes turned on him.

The Channel Fleet will not be coming in to Plymouth, said Cornwallis. This is the time to make that plain.

A silence ensued, during which Cornwallis was clearly waiting for a cue. The saturnine Collins supplied it.

What about water, sir? Provisions?

They are going to be sent out to us.

Water, sir?

Yes. I have had four water-hoys constructed. They will bring us water. Victualling ships will bring us our food. Each new ship which joins us will bring us fresh food, vegetables and live cattle, all they can carry on deck. That will help against scurvy. Im sending no ship back to replenish.

So well have to wait for the winter gales before we see Plymouth again, sir?

Not even then, said Cornwallis. No ship, no captain, is to enter Plymouth without my express orders. Do I have to explain why, to experienced officers like you?

The reasons were as obvious to Hornblower as to the others. The Channel Fleet might well have to run for shelter when south westerly gales blew, and with a gale at southwest the French fleet could not escape from Brest. But Plymouth Sound was difficult; a wind from the eastward would delay the British fleets exit, prolong it over several days, perhaps, during which time the wind would be fair for the French fleet to escape. There were plenty of other reasons, too. There was disease; every captain knew that ships grew healthier the longer they were at sea. There was desertion. There was the fact that discipline could be badly shaken by debauches on shore.

But in a gale, sir? asked someone. We could get blown right up-Channel.

No, answered Cornwallis decisively. If were blown off this station our rendezvous is Tor Bay. There we anchor.

Confused murmurings showed how this information was being digested. Tor Bay was an exposed uncomfortable anchorage, barely sheltered from the west, but it had the obvious advantage that at the first shift of wind the fleet could put to sea, could be off Ushant again before the unwieldy French fleet could file out down the Goulet.

So none of us will set foot on English soil again until the end of the war, sir? said Collins.

Cornwalliss face was transfigured by a smile. We need never say that. All of you, any one of you, can go ashore . . . the smile broadened as he paused, the moment I set foot ashore myself.

That caused a laugh, perhaps a grudging laugh, but with an admiring echo. Hornblower, watching the scene keenly, suddenly came to a fresh realisation. Collinss questions and remarks had been very apt, very much to the point. Hornblower suspected that he had been listening to a prepared piece of dialogue, and his suspicions were strengthened by the recollection that Collins was First Captain under Cornwallis, somebody whom the French would call a Chief of Staff. Hornblower looked about him again. He could not help feeling admiration for Cornwallis, whose guileless behaviour concealed such unsuspected depths of subtlety. And it was a matter for self-congratulation that he had guessed the secret, he, the junior officer present, surrounded by all these captains of vast seniority, of distinguished records and of noble descent. He felt positively smug, a most unusual and gratifying feeling.

Smugness and vintage port combined to dull his awareness of all the implications at first, and then suddenly everything changed. The new thought sent him sliding down an Avernus of depression. It brought about an actual physical sensation in the pit of his stomach, like the one he felt when Hotspur, close-hauled, topped a wave and went slithering and rolling down the farther side. Maria! He had written so cheerfully saying he would be seeing her soon. There were only fifty days provisions and water left in Hotspur; fresh food would eke out the provisions, but little enough could be done (he had thought) regarding water. He had been confident that Hotspur would be making periodic calls at Plymouth for food and water and firewood. Now Maria would never have the comfort of his presence during her pregnancy. Nor would he himself (and the violence of this reaction surprised him) have the pleasure of seeing her during her pregnancy. And one more thing; he would have to write to her and tell her that he would not be keeping his promises, that there was no chance of their meeting. He would be causing her terrible pain, not only because her idol would be revealed to her as a man who could not, or perhaps even would not, keep his word.

He was recalled suddenly from these thoughts, from these mental pictures of Maria, by hearing his name spoken during the conversation round the table. Nearly every one present was looking at him, and he had to ferret hurriedly through his unconscious memory to recapture what had been said. Someone  it must have been Cornwallis himself  had said that the information he had gathered from the French coast had been satisfactory and illuminating. But for the life of him Hornblower could not recall what had next been said, and now here he was, with every eye on him, gazing round the table with a bewilderment that he tried to conceal behind an impassive countenance.

We are all interested in your sources of information, Hornblower, prompted Cornwallis, apparently repeating something already said.

Hornblower shook his head in decisive negation; that was his instant reaction, before he could analyse the situation, and before he could wrap up a blunt refusal in pretty words.

No, he said, to back up the shaking of his head.

There were all these people present; nothing would remain a secret if known to so large a group. The pilchard fishermen and lobster-pot men with whom he had been having furtive dealings and on whom he had been lavishing British gold  French gold, to be exact  would meet with short shrift if their activities became known to the French authorities. Not only would they die, but they would never be able to supply him with any further news. He was passionately anxious for his secrets to remain secrets, yet he was surrounded by all these senior officers any one of whom might have an influence on his career. Luckily he was already committed by the curt negative that had been surprised out of him  nothing could commit him more deeply than that, and that was thanks to Maria. He must not think about Maria, yet he must find some way of softening his abrupt refusal.

Its more important than a formula for fattening chickens, sir, he said, and then, with a bright further inspiration he shifted the responsibility. I would not like to disclose my operations without a direct order.

His sensibilities, keyed to the highest pitch, detected sympathy in Cornwalliss reaction.

Im sure theres no need, Hornblower, said Cornwallis, turning back to the others. Now, before he turned, was it true that the eyelid of his left eye, nearest to Hornblower, flickered a trifle? Was it? Hornblower could not be sure.

As the conversation reverted to a discussion of future operations Hornblowers sense, almost telepathic, became aware of something else in the past atmosphere which called up hot resentment in his mind. These fighting officers, these captains of ships of the line, were content to leave the dirty details of the gathering of intelligence to a junior, to someone hardly worthy of their lofty notice. They would not sully their aristocratic white hands; if the insignificant Commander of an insignificant sloop chose to do the work they would leave it to him in tolerant contempt.

Now the contempt was in no way one-sided. Fighting captains had their place in the scheme of things, but only an insignificant place, and anyone could be a fighting captain, even if he had to learn to swallow down the heart from his mouth and master the tensions that set his limbs a-tremble. Hornblower was experiencing symptoms not unlike these at this moment, when he was in no danger at all. Vintage port and a good dinner, thoughts of Maria and resentment against the captains, combined within him in a witches brew that threatened to boil over. Luckily the bubbling mixture happened to distil off a succession of ideas, first one and then another. They linked themselves in a logical chain. Hornblower, along with his agitation, could feel the flush of blood under his skin that foretold the development of a plan, in the same way that the witch in Macbeth could tell the approach of something wicked by the pricking in her thumbs. Soon the plan was mature, complete, and Hornblower was left calm and clear-headed after his spiritual convulsion; it was like the clearness of head that follows the crisis of an attack of fever  possibly that was exactly what it was.

The plan called for a dark night, and for half-flood an hour before dawn; nature would supply those sooner or later, following her immutable laws. It called for some good fortune, and it would call for resolution and promptitude of action, but those were accessory ingredients in every plan. It included possibilities of disaster, but was there ever a plan that did not? It also called for the services of a man who spoke perfect French, and Hornblower, measuring his abilities with a cold eye, knew that he was not that man. The penniless noble French refugee who in Hornblowers boyhood had instructed him, with fair success, in French and Deportment (and, totally unsuccessfully, in Music and Dancing), had never managed to confer a good accent upon his tone-deaf pupil. His grammar and his construction were excellent, but no one would ever mistake him for a Frenchman.

Hornblower had reached every necessary decision by the time the party began to break up, and he made it his business to take his stand, casually, beside Collins at the moment the Admirals barge was called.

Is there anyone in the Channel Fleet who speaks perfect French, sir? he asked.

You speak French yourself, replied Collins.

Not well enough for what I have in mind, sir, said Hornblower, more struck by the extent of Collins knowledge than flattered. I might find a use for a man who speaks French exactly like a Frenchman.

Theres Côtard, said Collins, meditatively rubbing his chin. Lieutenant in the Marlborough. Hes a Guernsey-man. Speaks French like a native  always spoke it as a child, I believe. What do you want him to do?

Admirals barge coming alongside, sir, reported a breathless messenger to Pellew.

Hardly time to tell you now, sir, said Hornblower. I can submit a plan to Sir Edward. But itll be no use without someone speaking perfect French.

The assembled company was now filing to the gangway; Collins, in accordance with naval etiquette, would have to go down the side into the barge ahead of Cornwallis.

Ill detail Côtard from his ship on special service, said Andrews hastily. Ill send him over to you and you can look him over.

Thank you, sir.

Cornwallis was now thanking his host and saying good-bye to the other captains; Collins unobtrusively yet with remarkable rapidity contrived to do the same, and disappeared over the side. Cornwallis followed, with all the time-honoured ceremonial of guard of honour and band and sideboys, while his flag was hauled down from the fore-topmast head. After his departure barge after barge came alongside, each gaudy with new paint, with every crew tricked out in neat clothing paid for out of their captains pockets, and captain after captain went down into them, in order of seniority, and shoved off to their respective ships.

Lastly came Hotspurs drab little quarter-boat, its crew dressed in the clothes issued to them in the slop-ship the day they were sent on board.

Good-bye, sir, said Hornblower, holding out his hand to Pellew.

Pellew had shaken so many hands, and had said so many goodbyes, that Hornblower was anxious to cut this farewell as short as possible.

Good-bye, Hornblower, said Pellew, and Hornblower quickly stepped back, touching his hat. The pipes squealed until his head was below the level of the main-deck, and then he dropped perilously into the boat, hat, gloves, sword and all, all of them shabby.


CHAPTER X
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ILL TAKE THIS opportunity, Mr Bush, said Hornblower, Of repeating what I said before. Im sorry youre not being given your chance.

It cant be helped, sir. Its the way of the Service, replied the shadowy figure confronting Hornblower on the dark quarter-deck. The words were philosophical, but the tone was bitter. It was all part of the general logical madness of war, that Bush should feel bitter at not being allowed to risk his life, and that Hornblower, about to be doing so, should commiserate with Bush, speaking in flat formal tones as if he were not in the least excited  as if he were feeling no apprehension at all.

Hornblower knew himself well enough to be sure that if some miracle were to happen, if orders were to arrive forbidding him to take personal part in the coming raid, he would feel a wave of relief; delight as well as relief. But it was quite impossible, for the orders had definitely stated that the landing party will be under the command of Captain Horatio Hornblower of the Hotspur. That sentence had been explained in advance in the preceding one . . . because Lieut Côtard is senior to Lieut Bush. Côtard could not possibly have been transferred from one ship and given command of a landing party largely provided by another; nor could he be expected to serve under an officer junior to him, and the only way round the difficulty had been that Hornblower should command. Pellew, writing out those orders in the quiet of his magnificent cabin, had been like a Valkyrie in the Norse legends now attaining a strange popularity in England  he had been a Chooser of the Slain. Those scratches of his pen could well mean that Bush would live and Hornblower would die.

But there was another side to the picture. Hornblower had grudgingly to admit to himself that he would have been no more happy if Bush had been in command. The operation planned could only be successful if carried through with a certain verve and with an exactness of timing that Bush possibly could not provide. Absurdly, Hornblower was glad he was to command, and that was one demonstration in his mind of the defects of his temperament.

You are sure about your orders until I return, Mr Bush? he said, And in case I dont return?

Yes, sir.

Hornblower had felt a cold wave up his spine while he spoke so casually about the possibility of his death. An hour from now he might be a disfigured stiffening corpse.

Then Ill get myself ready, he said, turning away with every appearance of nonchalance.

He had hardly reached his cabin when Grimes entered.

Sir! said Grimes, and Hornblower swung round and looked at him. Grimes was in his early twenties, skinny, highly strung, and excitable. Now his face was white  his duties as steward meant that he spent little time on deck in the sun  and his lips were working horribly.

Whats the matter? demanded Hornblower curtly.

Dont make me come with you, sir! spluttered Grimes. You dont want me with you, sir, do you, sir?

It was an astonishing moment. In all his years of service Hornblower had never met with any experience in the least similar, and he was taken aback. This was cowardice; it might even be construed as mutiny. Grimes had in the last five seconds made himself liable not merely to the cat but to the noose. Hornblower could only stand and stare, wordless.

Ill be no use, sir, said Grimes. I  I might scream!

Now that was a very definite point. Hornblower, giving his orders for the raid, had nominated Grimes as his messenger and aide-de-camp. He had given no thought to the selection; he had been a very casual Chooser of the Slain. Now he was learning a lesson. A frightened man at his elbow, a man made clumsy by fear, could imperil the whole expedition. Yet the first words he could say echoed his earlier thoughts.

I could hang you, by God! he exclaimed.

No, sir! No, sir! Please, sir Grimes was on the point of collapse; in another moment he would be down on his knees.

Oh, for Gods sake said Hornblower. He was conscious of contempt, not for the coward, but for the man who allowed his cowardice to show. And then he asked himself by what right he felt this contempt. And then he thought about the good of the Service, and then  . He had no time to waste in these trivial analyses.

Very well, he snapped, You can stay on board. Shut your mouth, you fool!

Grimes was about to show gratitude, but Hornblowers words cut it off short.

Ill take Hewitt out of the second boat. He can come with me. Pass the word for him.

The minutes were fleeting by, as they always did with the final touches to put on to a planned scheme. Hornblower passed his belt through the loop on a cutlass-sheath, and buckled it round him. A sword hanging on slings could be a hindrance, would strike against obstructions, and the cutlass was a handier weapon for what he contemplated. He gave a final thought to taking a pistol, and again rejected the idea. A pistol might be useful in certain circumstances, but it was a bulky encumbrance. Here was something more silent  a long sausage of stout canvas filled with sand, with a loop for the wrist. Hornblower settled it conveniently in his right hand pocket.

Hewitt reported, and had to be briefly told what was expected of him. The sidelong glance he gave to Grimes revealed much of what Hewitt thought, but there was no time for discussion; that matter would have to be sorted out later. Hewitt was shown the contents of the bundle originally allotted to Grimes  the flint and steel for use if the dark lantern were extinguished, the oily rags, the slow match, the quick match, the blue lights for instant intense combustion. Hewitt took solemn note of each item and weighed his sandbag in his hand.

Very well. Come along, said Hornblower.

Sir! said Grimes at that moment in a pleading tone, but Hornblower would not  indeed could not  spare time to hear any more.

On deck it was pitch dark, and Hornblowers eyes took long to adjust themselves.

Officer after officer reported all ready.

Youre sure of what you have to say, Mr Côtard?

Yes, sir.

There was no hint of the excitable Frenchman about Côtard. He was as phlegmatic as any commanding officer could desire.

Fifty-one rank and file present, sir, reported the captain of marines.

Those marines, brought on board the night before, had lain huddled below decks all day, concealed from the telescopes on Petit Minou.

Thank you, Captain Jones. Youve made sure no musket is loaded?

Yes, sir.

Until the alarm was given not a shot was to be fired. The work was to be done with the bayonet and the butt, and the sandbag  but the only way to be certain of that was to keep the muskets unloaded.

First landing party all down in the fishing-boat, sir, reported Bush.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Very well, Mr Côtard, we may as well start.

The lobster-boat, seized earlier in the night to the surprise of its crew, lay alongside. The crew were prisoners down below; their surprise was due to the breach of the traditional neutrality enjoyed during the long wars by fishing-boats. These men were all acquainted with Hornblower, had often sold him part of their catch in exchange for gold, yet they had hardly been reassured when they were told that their boat would be returned to them later. Now it lay alongside, and Côtard followed Hewitt, and Hornblower followed Côtard, down into it. Eight men were squatting in the bottom where the lobster-pots used to lie.

Sanderson, Hewitt, Black, Downes take the oars. The rest of you get down below the gunnels. Mr Côtard, sit here against my knees, if you please.

Hornblower waited until they had settled themselves. The black silhouette of the boat must appear no different in the dark night. Now came the moment.

Shove off, said Hornblower.

The oars dragged through the water, bit more effectively at the next stroke, pulled smoothly at the third, and they were leaving Hotspur behind them. They were setting off on an adventure, and Hornblower was only too conscious that it was his own fault. If he had not been bitten with this idea they might all be peacefully asleep on board; tomorrow men would be dead who but for him would still be alive.

He put the morbid thought to one side, and then immediately he had to do the same with thoughts about Grimes. Grimes could wait perfectly well until his return, and Hornblower would not trouble his mind about him until then. Yet even so, as Hornblower concentrated on steering the lobster-boat, there was a continual undercurrent of thought  like ships noises during a discussion of plans  regarding how the crew on board would be treating Grimes, for Hewitt, before leaving the ship, would have certainly told the story to his cronies.

Hornblower, with his hand on the tiller, steered a steady course northward towards Petit Minou. A mile and a quarter to go, and it would never do if he missed the little jetty so that the expedition would end in a miserable fiasco. He had the faint outline of the steep hills on the northern shore of the Goulet to guide him; he knew them well enough now, after all these weeks of gazing at them, and the abrupt shoulder, where a little stream came down to the sea a quarter of a mile west of the semaphore, was his principal guide. He had to keep that notch open as the boat advanced, but after a few minutes he could actually make out the towering height of the semaphore itself, just visible against the dark sky, and then it was easy.

The oars groaned in the rowlocks, the blades splashing occasionally in the water; the gentle waves which raised them and lowered them seemed to be made of black glass. There was no need for a silent or invisible approach; on the contrary, the lobster-boat had to appear as if she were approaching on her lawful occasions. At the foot of the abrupt shore was a tiny half-tide jetty, and it was the habit of the lobster-boats to land there and put ashore a couple of men with the pick of the catch. Then, each with a basket on his head containing a dozen live lobsters, they would run along the track over the hills into Brest so as to be ready for the opening of the market, regardless of whether the boat was delayed by wind and tide or not. Hornblower, scouting at a safe distance in the jolly boat, had ascertained during a succession of nights such of the routine as he had not been able to pick up in conversation with the fishermen.

There it was. There was the jetty. Hornblower found his grip tightening on the tiller. Now came the loud voice of the sentry at the end of the jetty.

Qui va la?

Hornblower nudged Côtard with his knee, unnecessarily, for Côtard was ready with the answer.

Camille, he hailed, and continued in French, Lobster-boat. Captain Quillien.

They were already alongside; the crucial moment on which everything depended. Black, the burly Captain of the Forecastle, knew what he had to do the moment opportunity offered. Côtard spoke from the depths of the boat.

I have the lobster for your officer.

Hornblower, standing up and reaching for the jetty, could just see the dark of the sentry looking down, but Black had already leaped up from the bows like a panther, Downes and Sanderson following him. Hornblower saw a swift movement of shadows, but there was not a sound  not a sound.

All right, sir, said Black.

Hornblower, with a line in his hand, managed to propel himself up the slippery side, arriving on the top on his hands and knees. Black was standing holding the inanimated body of the sentry in his arms. Sandbags were silent; a vicious blow from behind at the exposed back of the neck, a quick grab, and it was finished. The sentry had not even dropped his musket; he and it were safe in Blacks monstrous arms.

Black lowered the body  senseless or dead, it did not matter which  on to the slimy stone flags of the jetty.

If he makes a sound cut his throat, said Hornblower.

This was all orderly and yet unreal, like a nightmare. Hornblower, turning to drop a clove-hitch with his line over a bollard, found his upper lip was still drawn up in a snarl like a wild beasts. Côtard was already beside him; Sanderson had already made the boat fast forward.

Come on.

The jetty was only a few yards long; at the far end, where the paths diverged up to the batteries, they would find the second sentry. From the boat they passed up a couple of empty baskets, and Black and Côtard held them on their heads and set off, Côtard in the middle, Hornblower on the left, and Black on the right where his right arm would be free to swing his sandbag. There was the sentry. He made no formal challenge, greeting them in jocular fashion while Côtard spoke again about the lobster which was the recognised though unofficial toll paid to the officer commanding the guard for the use of the jetty. It was a perfectly ordinary encounter until Black dropped his basket and swung with his sandbag and they all three leaped on the sentry, Côtard with his hands on the sentrys throat, Hornblower striking madly with his sandbag as well, desperately anxious to make sure. It was over in an instant, and Hornblower looked round at the dark and silent night with the sentrys body lying at his feet. He and Black and Côtard were the thin point of the wedge that had pierced the ring of the French defences. It was time for the wedge to be driven home. Behind them were the half-dozen others who had crouched in the lobster-boat, and following them up were the seventy marines and seamen in the boats of the Hotspur.

They dragged the second sentry back to the jetty and left him with the two boat-keepers. Now Hornblower had eight men at his back as he set his face to the steep climb up the path, the path he had only seen through a telescope from Hotspurs deck. Hewitt was behind him; the smell of hot metal and fat in the still night air told him that the dark lantern was still alight. The path was stony and slippery, and Hornblower had to exert his self-control as he struggled up it. There was no need for desperate haste, and although they were inside the ring of sentries, in an area where civilians apparently passed fairly freely, there was no need to scramble noisily and attract too much attention.

Now the path became less steep. Now it was level, and here it intersected another path at right angles.

Halt! grunted Hornblower to Hewitt, but he took another two paces forward while Hewitt passed the word back; a sudden stop would mean that the people behind would be cannoning into each other.

This was indeed the summit. Owing to the levelling-off of the top this was an area unsearched by telescopes from the Hotspur; even from the main topgallant masthead, with the ship far out in the Iroise, they had not been able to view the ground here. The towering telegraph had been plainly in view, and at its foot just a hint of a roof, but they had not been able to see what was at ground level here, nor had Hornblower been able to obtain any hint in his conversations with fishermen.

Wait! he whispered back, and stepped cautiously forward, his hands extended in front of him. Instantly they came into contact with a wooden paling, quite an ordinary fence and by no means a military obstacle. And this was a gate, an ordinary gate with a wooden latch. Obviously the semaphore station was not closely guarded  fence and gate were only polite warnings to unauthorised intruders  and of course there was no reason why they should be, here among the French coastal batteries.

Hewitt! Côtard!

They came up to him and all three strained their eyes in the darkness.

Do you see anything?

Looks like a house, whispered Côtard.

Something in two storeys. Windows in the lower one, and above that a sort of platform. The crew who worked the telegraph must live here. Hornblower cautiously fumbled with the latch of the gate, and it opened without resistance. Then a sudden noise almost in his ear tensed him rigid, to relax again. It was a cock crowing, and he could hear a fluttering of wings. The semaphore crew must keep chickens in coops here, and the cock was giving premature warning of day. No reason for further delay; Hornblower whispered his orders to his band whom he called up to the gate. Now was the time; and this was the moment when the parties of marines must be half-way up the climb to the battery. He was on the point of giving the final word when he saw something else which stopped him dead, and Côtard grabbed his shoulder at the same moment. Two of the windows before him were showing a light, a tiny glimmer, which nevertheless to their dilated pupils made the whole cottage plain to their view.

Come on!

They dashed forward, Hornblower, Côtard, Hewitt, and the two men with axes in one group, the other four musket men scattering to surround the place. The path led straight to a door, again with a wooden latch, which Hornblower feverishly tried to work. But the door resisted; it was bolted on the inside, and at the rattling of the latch a startled cry made itself heard inside. A womans voice! It was harsh and loud, but a womans voice, undoubtedly. The axeman at Hornblowers shoulder heaved up his axe to beat in the door, but at the same moment the other axeman shattered a window and went leaping through followed by Côtard. The womans voice rose to a scream; the bolt was drawn and the door swung open and Hornblower burst in.

A tallow dip lit the odd scene, and Hewitt opened the shutter of the dark lantern to illuminate it further, sweeping its beam in a semicircle. There were large baulks of timber, each set at an angle of forty-five degrees, to act as struts for the mast. Where floor space remained stood cottage furniture, a table and chairs, a rush mat on the floor, a stove. Côtard stood in the centre with sword and pistol, and at the far side stood a screaming woman. She was hugely fat, with a tangle of black hair, and all she wore was a nightshirt that hardly came to her knees. There was an inner door from which emerged a bearded man with hairy legs showing below his shirt-tails. The woman still screamed, but Côtard spoke loudly in French, waving his pistol  empty presumably  and the noise ceased, not, perhaps, because of Côtards threats but because of the womans sheer curiosity regarding these dawn intruders. She stood goggling at them, making only the most perfunctory gestures to conceal her nakedness.

But decisions had to be made; those screams might have given the alarm and probably had done so. Against the thick bulk of the semaphore mast a ladder led up to a trap door. Overhead must be the apparatus for working the semaphore arms. The bearded man in his shirt must be the telegraphist, a civilian perhaps, and he and his wife presumably lived beside their work. It must have been convenient for them that the construction of the working platform overhead made it easy to build these cottage rooms underneath.

Hornblower had come to burn the semaphore, and burn it he would, even if a civilian dwelling were involved. The rest of his party were crowding into the living-room, two of the musket men appearing from the bedroom into which they must have made their way by another window. Hornblower had to stop and think for a perceptible space. He had expected that at this moment he would be fighting French soldiers, but here he was already in complete possession and with a woman on his hands. But his wits returned to him and he was able to put his thoughts in order.

Get out, you musket men, he said. Get out to the fence and keep watch. Côtard, up that ladder. Bring down all the signal books you can find. Any papers there are. Quick  Ill give you two minutes. Heres the lantern. Black, get something for this woman. The clothes from the bedll do, and then take these two out and guard em. Are you ready to burn this place, Hewitt?

It flashed through his mind that the Moniteur in Paris could make a great deal of noise about ill-treatment of a woman by the licentious British sailors, but it would do that however careful he might be. Black hung a ragged quilt over the womans shoulders and then hustled his charge out of the front door. Hewitt had to stop and think. He had never set about burning a house before, and clearly he did not adapt himself readily to new situations.

Thats the place, snapped Hornblower, pointing to the foot of the telegraph mast. There were the great baulks of timber round the mast; Hornblower joined with Hewitt in pushing the furniture under them, and then hurried into the bedroom to do the same.

Bring some rags here! he called.

Côtard came scrambling down the ladder with one arm full of books.

Now. Lets start the fire, said Hornblower.

It was a strange thing to do, in cold blood.

Try the stove, suggested Côtard.

Hewitt unlatched the door of the stove, but it was too hot to touch after that. He set his back to the wall and braced his feet against the stove and shoved; the stove fell and rolled, scattering a few embers over the floor. But Hornblower had snatched up a handful of blue lights from Hewitts bundle; the tallow dip was still burning and available to light the fuses. The first fuse spluttered and then the firework spouted flames. Sulphur and saltpetre with a sprinkling of gunpowder; blue lights were ideal for this purpose. He tossed the blazing thing on to the oily rags, lit another and threw it, lit another still.

This was like some scene in Hell. The uncanny blue gleam lit the room, but soon the haze of smoke made everything dim, and the fumes of the burning sulphur offended their nostrils as the fireworks hissed and roared, while Hornblower went on lighting fuses and thrusting the blue lights where they would be most effective in living-room and bedroom. Hewitt in an inspired moment tore the rush mat up from the floor and flung it over the rising flames of the rags. Already the timber was crackling and throwing out showers of yellow sparks to compete with the blue glare and the thickening smoke.

Thatll burn! said Côtard.

The flames from the blazing mat were playing on one of the sloping timbers, and engendering new flames which licked up the rough wooden surface. They stood and watched fascinated. On this rocky summit there could be no well, no spring, and it would be impossible to extinguish this fire once it was thoroughly started. The laths of the partition wall were alight in two places where Hornblower had thrust blue lights into the crannies; he saw the flames at one point suddenly leap two feet up the partition with a volley of loud reports and fresh showers of sparks.

Come on! he said.

Outside the air was keen and clear and they blinked their dazzled eyes and stumbled over inequalities at their feet, but there was a faint tiny light suffusing the air, the first glimmer of daylight. Hornblower saw the vague shape of the fat woman standing huddled in her quilt; she was sobbing in a strange way, making a loud gulping noise regularly at intervals of a couple of seconds or so. Somebody must have kicked over the chicken coop, because there seemed to be clucking chickens everywhere in the half-light. The interior of the cottage was all ablaze, and now there was light enough in the sky for Hornblower to see the immense mast of the telegraph against it, oddly shaped with its semaphore arms dangling. Eight stout cables radiated out from it, attached to pillars sunk in the rock. The cables braced the unwieldy mast against the rude winds of the Atlantic, and the pillars served also to support the tottering picket fence that surrounded the place. There was a pathetic attempt at a garden on small patches of soil that might well have been carried up by hand from the valley below; a few pansies, a patch of lavender, and two unhappy geraniums trodden down by some blunderer.

Yet the light was still only just apparent; the flames that were devouring the cottage were brighter. He saw illuminated smoke pouring from the side of the upper storey, and directly after that flames shot out from between the warping timbers.

The devil of a collection of ropes and blocks and levers up there, said Côtard. Not much of it left by this time.

No onell put that out now. And weve heard nothing from the marines, said Hornblower. Come along, you men.

He had been prepared to fight a delaying action with his musket men if the enemy had appeared before the place was we alight. Now it was unnecessary, so well had everything gone. So well, indeed, that it called for a moment or twos delay to collect the men. These leisurely minutes had made all haste appear unnecessary as they filed out through the gate. There was a slight haze lying over the surface of the summer sea; the topsails of the Hotspur  maintopsail aback  were far more visible than her hull, a grey pearl in the pearly mist. The fat woman stood at the gate, all modesty gone with the quilt that had fallen from her shoulders, waving her arms and shrieking curses at them.

From the misty valley on their right as they faced the descent came the notes of a musical instrument, some trumpet or bugle.

Thats their reveille, commented Côtard, sliding down the path on Hornblowers heels.

He had hardly spoken when the call was taken up by other bugles. A second or two later came the sound of a musket shot, and then more musket shots, and along with them the echoing roll of a drum, and then more drums beating the alarm.

Thats the marines, said Côtard

Yes, snapped Hornblower. Come on!

Musketry meant a bad mark against the landing party that had gone up against the battery. Very likely there was a sentry there, and he should have been disposed of silently. But somehow the alarm had been given. The guard had turned out  say twenty men armed and equipped  and now the main body was being roused. That would be the artillery unit in their hutments below the ridge; not too effective, perhaps, fighting with musket and bayonet, but over the other side there was a battalion of infantry at this very moment being roused from sleep. Hornblower had given his order and broken into a run along the right-hand path towards the battery before these thoughts had formulated themselves quite so clearly. He was ready with his new plan before they topped the ridge.

Halt!

They assembled behind him.

Load!

Cartridges were bitten open; pans were primed, and charges poured down the barrels of muskets and pistols. The wadded cartridge papers were thrust into the muzzles, the bullets were spat in on top, and then the ramrods were plied to drive all home.

Côtard, take the musket men out to the flank. You others, come with me.

There was the great battery with its four thirty-two pounders looking through the embrasures of its curving parapet. Beyond it a skirmish line of marines, their uniforms showing scarlet in the growing light, were holding at bay a French force only outlined by musket flashes and puffs of smoke. The sudden arrival of Côtard and his men, an unknown force on their flank caused the momentary withdrawal of this French force.

In the centre of the inner face of the parapet Captain Jones in his red coat with four other men were struggling with a door; beside him was laid out a bundle similar to the one Hewitt carried, blue lights, reels of slow match and quick match. Beyond him lay two dead marines, one of them shot hideously in the face. Jones looked up as Hornblower arrived, but Hornblower wasted no time in discussion.

Stand aside! Axemen!

The door was of solid wood and reinforced with iron, but it was only intended to keep out thieving civilians; a sentry was supposed to guard it, and under the thundering of the axes, it gave way rapidly.

The guns are all spiked, said Jones.

That was only the smallest part of the business. An iron spike driven into the touch-hole of a gun would render it useless in the heat of the moment, but an armourer working with a drill would clear it in an hours work. Hornblower was on the step of the parapet looking over the top; the French were rallying for a new attack. But an axehandle was working as a lever through a gap driven in the door. Black had hold of the edge of a panel and with a wild effort tore it free. A dozen more blows, another wrench, and there was a way open through the door. A crouching man could make his way into the blackness inside.

Ill go, said Hornblower. He could not trust Jones or the marines. He could trust no one but himself. He seized the reel of quick match and squeezed through the shattered door. There were timbered steps under his feet, but he expected that and so did not fall down them. He crouched under the roof and felt his way down. There was a landing and a turn, and then more steps, much darker, and then his outstretched hands touched a hanging curtain of serge. He thrust this aside and stepped cautiously beyond it. Here it was utterly black. He was in the magazine. He was in the area where the ammunition party would wear list slippers, because nailed shoes might cause a spark to ignite the gunpowder. He felt cautiously about him; one hand touched a wall of cartridges, serge cylinders ready filled, and the other hand touched the harsh outline of a cask. Those were the powder-barrels  his hand involuntarily withdrew itself, as though it had touched a snake. No time for that sort of idiocy, he was surrounded by violent death.

He drew his cutlass, snarling in the darkness with the intensity of his emotion. Twice he stabbed into the wall of cartridges, and his ears were rewarded by the whispering sound of a cascade of powder-grains pouring out through the gashes he had made. He must have a firm anchorage for the fuse; and he stooped and sank the blade of the cutlass into another cartridge. He unravelled a length of quick match and wound a bight firmly round the hilt, and he buried the end in the pile of powder-grains on the floor; an unnecessarily careful measure, perhaps, when a single spark would set off the explosion. Unreeling the quick match behind him, carefully, very carefully, lest he jerk the cutlass loose, he made his way out past the curtain again, and up the steps, up into the growing light, round the corner. The light through the broken door was dazzling, and he blinked as he came out crouching through it, still unreeling the quick match.

Cut this! he snapped, and Black whipped out his knife and sawed through the quick match at the point indicated by Hornblowers hand.

Quick match burned faster than the eye could follow; the fifty feet or so that extended down to the magazine would burn in less than a second.

Cut me a yard off that! said Hornblower pointing to the slow match.

Slow match was carefully tested. It burned in still air at exactly thirty inches in one hour, one inch in two minutes. Hornblower had no intention whatever of allowing an hour or more for the combustion of this yard, however. He could hear the muskets banging; he could hear drums echoing in the hills. He must keep calm.

Cut off another foot and light it!

While Black was executing this order Hornblower was tying quick match to slow match, making sure they were closely joined. Yet he still had to think of the general situation in addition to these vital details.

Hewitt! he snapped, looking up from his work. Listen carefully. Run to the lieutenants party of marines over the ridge there. Tell him were going to fall back now, and he is to cover our retreat at the last slope above the boats. Understand?

Aye aye, sir.

Then run.

Just as well that it was not Grimes who had to be entrusted with the mission. The fuses were knotted together now, and Hornblower looked round him.

Bring that dead man over here!

Black asked no questions, but dragged the corpse to the foot of the door. Hornblower had looked first for a stone, but a corpse would be better in every way. It was not yet stiff, and the arm lay limply across the quick match just above the knot, after Hornblower had passed all excess slack back through the shattered door. The dead man served to conceal the existence of the fuse. If the French arrived too early he would gain valuable seconds for the plan; the moment the fire reached the quick match it would flash under the dead mans arm and shoot on down to the powder. If to investigate the magazine they dragged the corpse out of the way, the weight of a fuse inside the door would whisk the knot inside and so gain seconds too  perhaps the burning end would tumble down the steps, perhaps right into the magazine.

Captain Jones! Warn everybody to be ready to retreat. At once, please. Give me that burning fuse, Black.

Let me do that, sir.

Shut your mouth.

Hornblower took the smouldering slow match and blew on it to quicken its life. Then he looked down at the length of slow match knotted to the quick match. He took special note of a point an inch and a half from the knot; there was a black spot there which served to mark the place. An inch and a half. Three minutes.

Get up on the parapet, Black. Now. Yell for them to run. Yell!

As Black began to bellow Hornblower pressed the smouldering end down upon the black spot. After two seconds he withdrew it; the slow match was alight and burning in two directions  in one, harmlessly towards the inoperative excess, and in the other towards the knot, the quick match an inch and a half away. Hornblower made sure it was burning, and then he scrambled to his feet and leaped up on the parapet.

The marines were trooping past him, with Côtard and his seamen bringing up the rear. A minute and a half  a minute, now, and the French were following them up, just out of musket range.

Better hurry, Côtard. Come on!

They broke into a dogtrot.

Steady, there! yelled Jones. He was concerned about panic among his men if they ran from the enemy instead of retreating steadily, but there was a time for everything. The marines began to run, with Jones yelling ineffectually and waving his sword.

Come on, Jones, said Hornblower as he passed him, but Jones was filled with fighting madness, and went on shouting defiance at the French, standing alone with his face to the enemy.

Then it happened. The earth moved back and forth under their feet so that they tripped and staggered, while a smashing, overwhelming explosion burst on their ears, and the sky went dark. Hornblower looked back. A column of smoke was still shooting upwards, higher and higher, and dark fragments were visible in it. Then the column spread out, mushrooming at the top. Something fell with a crash ten yards away, throwing up chips of stone which rattled round Hornblowers feet. Something came whistling through the air, something huge, curving down as it twirled. Selectively, inevitably, it fell, half a ton of rock, blown from where it roofed the magazine right on to Jones in his red coat, sliding along as if bestially determined to wipe out completely the pitiful thing it dragged beneath it. Hornblower and Côtard gazed at it in mesmerised horror as it came to rest six feet from their left hands.

It was the most difficult moment of all for Hornblower to keep his senses, or to regain them. He had to shake himself out of a daze.

Come on.

He still had to think clearly. They were at the final slope above the boats. The lieutenants party of marines, sent out as a flank guard, had fallen back to this point and were drawn up here firing at a threatening crowd of Frenchmen. The French wore white facings on their blue uniforms  infantry men, not the artillery men who had opposed them round the battery. And beyond them was a long column of infantry, hurrying along, with a score of drums beating an exhilarating rhythm  the pas de charge.

You men get down into the boats, said Hornblower, addressing the rallying group of seamen and marines from the battery, and then he turned to the lieutenant.

Captain Jones is dead. Make ready to run for it the moment those others reach the jetty.

Yes, sir.

Behind Hornblowers back, turned as it was to the enemy, they heard a sharp sudden noise, like the impact of a carpenters axe against wood. Hornblower swung round again. Côtard was staggering, his sword and the books and papers he had carried all this time fallen to the ground at his feet. Then Hornblower noticed his left arm, which was swaying in the air as if hanging by a thread. Then came the blood. A musket bullet had crashed into Côtards upper armbone, shattering it. One of the axemen who had not yet left caught him as he was about to fall.

Ah  ah  ah! gasped Côtard, with the jarring of his shattered arm. He stared at Hornblower with bewildered eyes.

Sorry youve been hit, said Hornblower, and to the axeman, Get him down to the boat.

Côtard was gesticulating towards the ground with his right hand, and Hornblower spoke to the other axeman.

Pick those papers up and go down to the boat too.

But Côtard was not satisfied.

My sword! My sword!

Ill look after your sword, said Hornblower. These absurd notions of honour were so deeply engrained that even in these conditions Côtard could not bear the thought of leaving his sword on the field of battle. Hornblower realised he had no cutlass as he picked up Côtards sword. The axeman had gathered up the books and papers.

Help Mr Côtard down, said Hornblower, and added, as another thought struck him. Put a scarf round his arm above the wound and strain it tight. Understand?

Côtard, supported by the other axeman was already tottering down the path. Movement meant agony. That heart rendering ah  ah  ah! came back to Hornblowers ears at every step Côtard took.

Here they come! said the marine lieutenant.

The skirmishing Frenchmen, emboldened by the near approach of their main body, were charging forward. A hurried glance told Hornblower that the others were all down on the jetty; the lobster-boat was actually pushing off, full of men.

Tell your men to run for it, he said, and the moment after they started he followed them.

It was a wild dash, slipping and sliding, down the path to the jetty, with the French yelling in pursuit. But here was the covering party, as Hornblower had ordered so carefully the day before; Hotspurs own thirteen marines, under their own sergeant. They had built a breastwork across the jetty, again as Hornblower had ordered when he had visualised this hurried retreat. It was lower than waist-high, hurriedly put together with rocks and fish-barrels full of stones. The hurrying mob poured over it, Hornblower, last of all, gathering himself together and leaping over it, arms and legs flying, to stumble on the far side and regain his footing by a miracle.

Hotspurs marines! Line the barricade. Get into the boats, you others!

Twelve marines knelt at the barricade; twelve muskets levelled themselves over it. At the sight of them the pursuing French hesitated, tried to halt.

Aim low! shouted the marine lieutenant hoarsely.

Go back and get the men into the boats, Mr Whats-your-name, snapped Hornblower. Have the launch ready to cast off, while you shove off in the yawl and get away.

The French were coming forward again; Hornblower looked back and saw the lieutenant drop off the jetty on the heels of the last marine.

Now sergeant. Let em have it.

Fire! said the sergeant.

That was a good volley, but there was not a moment to admire it.

Come on! yelled Hornblower. Over to the launch!

With the weight of Hotspurs marines leaping into it the launch was drifting away by the time he was at the edge; there was a yard of black water for Hornblower to leap over, but his feet reached the gunnel and he pitched forward among the men clustered there; he luckily remembered to drop Côtards sword so that he fell harmlessly into the bottom of the boat without wounding anyone. Oars and boat-hook thrust against the jetty and the launch surged away while Hornblower scrambled into the stern sheets. He almost stepped on Côtards face; Côtard was lying apparently unconscious on the bottom boards.

Now the oars were grinding in the rowlocks. They were twenty yards away, thirty yards away, before the first Frenchmen came yelling along the jetty, to stand dancing with rage and excitement on the very edge of the masonry. For an invaluable second or two they even forgot the muskets in their hands. In the launch the huddled men raised their voices in a yell of derision that excited Hornblowers cold rage.

Silence! Silence, all of you!

The stillness that fell on the launch was more unpleasant than the noise. One or two muskets banged off on the jetty, and Hornblower, looking over his shoulder, saw a French soldier drop on one knee and take deliberate aim, saw him choose a target, saw the musket barrel fore-shorten until the muzzle was pointed directly at him. He was wildly contemplating throwing himself down into the bottom of the boat when the musket went off. He felt a violent jar through his body, and realised with relief that the bullet had buried itself in the solid oak transom of the launch against which he was sitting. He recovered his wits; looking forward he saw Hewitt trying to force his way aft to his side and he spoke to him as calmly as his excitement permitted.

Hewitt! Get forard to the gun. Its loaded with grape. Fire when it bears. Then he spoke to the oarsmen and to Cargill at the tiller. Hard-a-port. Starboard side oars, back water.

The launch turned her clumsy length.

Port side, back water.

The launch ceased to turn; she was pointed straight at the jetty, and Hewitt, having shoved the other men aside, was cold-bloodedly looking along the sights of the four-pounder carronade mounted in the bows, fiddling with the elevating coign. Then he leaned over to one side and pulled the lanyard. The whole boat jerked sternwards abruptly with the recoil, as though when under way she had struck a rock, and the smoke came back round them in a sullen pall.

Give way, starboard side! Pull! Hard-a-starboard! The boat turned ponderously. Give way, port side!

Nine quarter pound grapeshot-balls had swept through the group on the jetty; there were struggling figures, quiescent figures, lying there. Bonaparte had a quarter of a million soldiers under arms, but he had now lost some of them. It could not be called a drop out of the bucketful, but perhaps a molecule. Now they were out of musket shot, and Hornblower turned to Cargill in the stern sheets beside him.

You managed your part of the business well enough. Mr Cargill.

Thank you, sir.

Cargill had been appointed by Hornblower to land with the marines and to take charge of the boats and prepare them for the evacuation.

But it might have been better if youd sent the launch away first and kept the yawl back until the last. Then the launch could have lain off and covered the others with her gun.

I thought of that, sir. But I couldnt be sure until the last moment how many men would be coming down in the last group. I had to keep the launch for that.

Maybe youre right, said Hornblower, grudgingly, and then, his sense of justice prevailing, In fact Im sure youre right.

Thank you, sir, said Cargill again, and, after a pause, I wish you had let me come with you, sir.

Some people had queer tastes, thought Hornblower bitterly to himself, having regard to Côtard lying unconscious with a shattered arm at their feet, but he had to smooth down ruffled feelings in these touchy young men thirsting for honour and for the promotion that honour might bring.

Use your wits, man, he said, bracing himself once more to think logically. Someone had to be in charge on the jetty, and you were the best man for the job.

Thank you, sir, said Cargill all over again, but still wistfully, and therefore still idiotically.

A sudden thought struck Hornblower, and he turned and stared back over his shoulder. He actually had to look twice, although he knew what he was looking for. The silhouette of the hills had changed. Then he saw a wisp of black smoke still rising from the summit. The semaphore was gone. The towering thing that had spied on their movements and had reported every disposition of the Inshore Squadron was no more. Trained British seamen and riggers and carpenters could not replace it  if they had such a job to do  in less than a weeks work. Probably the French would take two weeks at least; his own estimate would be three.

And there was Hotspur waiting for them, maintopsail aback, as he had seen her half an hour ago; half an hour that seemed like a week. The lobster-boat and the yawl were already going round to her port side, and Cargill steered for her starboard side; in these calm waters and with such a gentle wind there was no need for the boats to be offered a lee.

Oars! said Cargill, and the launch ran alongside, and there was Bush looking down on them from close overhead. Hornblower seized the entering-ropes and swung himself up. It was his right as captain to go first, and it was also his duty. He cut Bushs congratulations short.

Get the wounded out as quick as you can, Mr Bush. Send a stretcher down for Mr Côtard.

Is he wounded, sir?

Yes. Hornblower had no desire to enter into unnecessary explanations. Youll have to lash him to it and then sway the stretcher up with a whip from the yardarm. His arms in splinters.

Aye aye, sir, Bush by now had realised that Hornblower was in no conversational mood.

The surgeons ready?

Hes started work, sir.

A wave of Bushs hand indicated a couple of wounded men who had come on board from the yawl and were being supported below.

Very well.

Hornblower headed for his cabin; no need to explain that he had his report to write; no need to make excuses. But as always after action he yearned for the solitude of his cabin even more than he yearned to sink down and forget his weariness. But at the second step he pulled up short. This was not a neat clean end to the venture. No peace for him at the moment, and he swore to himself under this final strain, using filthy black blasphemies such as he rarely employed.

He would have to deal with Grimes, and instantly. He must make up his mind about what he should do. Punish him? Punish a man for being a coward? That would be like punishing a man for having red hair. Hornblower stood first on one foot and then on the other, unable to pace, yet striving to goad his weary mind to further action. Punish Grimes for showing cowardice? That was more to the point. Not that it would do Grimes any good, but it would deter other men from showing cowardice. There were officers who would punish, not in the interests of discipline, but because they thought punishment should be inflicted in payment for crime, as sinners had to go to Hell. Hornblower would not credit himself with the divine authority some officers thought natural.

But he would have to act. He thought of the court martial. He would be the sole witness, but the court would know he was speaking the truth. His word would decide Grimes fate, and then  the hangmans noose, or at the very least five hundred lashes, with Grimes screaming in pain until he should fall unconscious, to be nursed round for another day of torture, and another after that, until he was a gibbering idiot with neither mind nor strength left.

Hornblower hated the thought. But he remembered that the crew must have already guessed. Grimes must have already started his punishment, and yet the discipline of the Hotspur must be preserved. Hornblower would have to do his duty; he must pay one of the penalties for being a naval officer, just as he suffered sea-sickness  just as he risked his life. He would have Grimes put under arrest at once, and while Grimes was spending twenty-four hours in irons he could make up his mind to the final decision. He strode aft to his cabin, with all relief gone from the thought of relaxation.

Then he opened the door, and there was no problem left; only horror, further horror. Grimes hung there, from a rope threaded through the hook that supported the lamp. He was swaying with the gentle motion of the ship, his feet dragging on the deck so that even his knees were almost on the deck too. There was a blackened face and protruding tongue  actually there was no likeness to Grimes at all in the horrible thing hanging there. Grimes had not the courage to face the landing operation, but when the realisation had come to him, when the crew had displayed their feelings, he had yet had the determination to do this thing, to submit himself to this slow strangulation, falling with a small preliminary jerk from a cramped position crouching on the cot.

In all the crew of the Hotspur Grimes had been the one man who as captains steward could find the necessary privacy to do this thing. He had foreseen the flogging or the hanging, he had suffered the scorn of his shipmates; there was bitter irony in the thought that the semaphore station which he had feared to attack had turned out to be defended by a helpless civilian and his wife.

Hotspur rolled gently on the swell, and as she rolled the lolling head and the dangling arms swayed in unison, and the feet scraped over the deck. Hornblower shook off the horror that had seized him, drove himself to be clear-headed once more despite his fatigue and his disgust. He went to the door of the cabin; it was excusable that no sentry had yet been reposted there, seeing that the Hotspurs marines had only just come on board.

Pass the word for Mr Bush, he said.

Within a minute Bush hurried in, to pull up short as soon as he saw the thing.

Ill have that removed at once, if you please, Mr Bush. Put it over the side. Give it a burial, Christian burial, if you like.

Aye aye, sir.

Bush shut his mouth after his formal statement of compliance. He could see that Hornblower was in even less a conversational mood in this cabin than he had been when on deck. Hornblower passed into the chart-room and squeezed himself into the chair, and sat still, his hands motionless on the table. Almost immediately he heard the arrival of the working-party Bush had sent. He heard loud amazed voices, and something like a laugh, all instantly repressed when they realised that he was next door. The voices died to hoarse whispers. There was a clump or two, and then a dragging noise and he knew the thing was gone.

Then he got to his feet to carry out the resolution formed during his recent clarity of mind. He walked firmly into the cabin, a little like someone unwillingly going into a duel. He did not want to; he hated this place, but in a tiny ship like Hotspur he had nowhere else to go. He would have to grow used to it. He put aside the weak thought that he could move himself into one of the screened-off cabins in the tween decks, and send, for instance, the warrant officers up here. That would occasion endless inconvenience, and  even more important  endless comment as well. He had to use this place and the longer he contemplated the prospect the less inviting it would be. And he was so tired he could hardly stand. He approached the cot; a mental picture developed in his minds eye of Grimes kneeling on it, rope round his neck, to pitch himself off. He forced himself coldly to accept that picture, as something in the past. This was the present, and he dropped on to the cot, shoes on his feet, cutlass-sheath at his side, sandbag in his pocket. Grimes was not present to help him with those.


CHAPTER XI
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HORNBLOWER HAD WRITTEN the address, the date, and the word Sir before he realised that the report would not be so easy to write. He was quite sure that this letter would appear in the Gazette, but he had been sure of that from the moment he had faced the writing of it. It would be a Gazette Letter, one of the few, out of the many hundreds of reports coming into the Admiralty, selected for publication, and it would be his first appearance in print. He had told himself that he would simply write a standard straight forward report along the time-honoured lines, yet now he had to stop and think, although stage fright had nothing to do with it. The publication of this letter meant that it would be read by the whole world. It would be read by the whole Navy, which meant that his subordinates would read it, and he knew, only too well, how every careless word would be scanned and weighed by touchy individuals.

Much more important still; it would be read by all England, and that meant that Maria would read it. It would open a peephole into his life that so far she had never been able to look through. From the point of view of his standing with the Navy it might be desirable to let the dangers he had undergone be apparent, in a modest sort of way, but that would be in direct contradiction of the breezy lighthearted letter he intended to write to Maria. Maria was a shrewd little person, and he could not deceive her; to read the Gazette letter after his letter would excite her mistrust and apprehension at a moment when she was carrying what might well be the heir to the Hornblower name, with possibly the worst effects both on Maria and on the child.

He faced the choice, and it had to be in favour of Maria. He would make light of his difficulties and dangers, and even then he could still hope that the Navy would read between the lines that which Maria in her ignorance would not guess at. He re-dipped his pen, and bit the end in a momentary mental debate as to whether all the Gazette Letters he had read had been written in the face of similar difficulties, and decided that was probably true of the majority. Well, it had to be written. There was no avoiding it  for that matter there was no postponing it. The necessary preliminary words, In accordance with your orders set him off, started the flow. He had to remember all that he had to put in. Mr William Bush, my first lieutenant, very handsomely volunteered his services, but I directed him to remain in command of the ship. Later on it was no effort to write Lieut Charles Côtard, of H.M.S. Marlborough, who had volunteered for the expedition, gave invaluable assistance as a result of his knowledge of the French language. I regret very much to have to inform you that he received a wound which necessitated amputation, and his life is still in danger. Then there was something else he had to put in. Mr  what was his first name? Mr Alexander Cargill, Masters Mate, was allotted by me the duty of superintending the re-embarkation, which he carried out very much to my satisfaction. The next passage would satisfy Maria. The Telegraph Station was seized by the party under my personal command without the slightest opposition, and was set on fire and completely destroyed after the confidential papers had been secured. Intelligent naval officers would have a higher opinion of an operation carried through without loss of life than of one which cost a monstrous butchers bill.

Now for the battery; he had to be careful about this. Captain Jones of the Royal Marines, having gallantly secured the battery, was unfortunately involved in the explosion of the magazine, and I much regret to have to report his death, while several other Royal Marines of his party are dead or missing. One of them had been as useful dead as alive. Hornblower checked himself. He still could not bear to remember those minutes by the magazine door. He went on with his letter. Lieutenant Reid of the Royal Marines guarded the flank and covered the retreat with small loss. His conduct calls for my unreserved approbation.

That was very true, and pleasant to write. So was the next passage. It is with much gratification that I can inform you that the battery is completely wrecked. The parapet is thrown down along with the guns, and the gun-carriages destroyed, as will be understood because not less than one ton of gunpowder was exploded in the battery. There were four thirty-two pounders in that battery. A single charge for one of these guns was ten pounds of powder, and the magazine, sunk deep below the parapets, must have contained charges for fifty rounds per gun as a minimum. A crater had been left where once the parapet stood.

Not much more to write now. The retreat was effected in good order. I append the list of killed, wounded, and missing. The rough list lay in front of him, and he proceeded to copy it out carefully; there were widows and bereaved parents who might derive consolation from the sight of those names in the Gazette. One seaman had been killed and several slightly wounded. He recorded their names and began a fresh paragraph. Royal Marines. Killed. Captain Henry Jones. Privates A thought struck him at this moment and he paused with his pen in the air. There was not only consolation in seeing a name in the Gazette; parents and widows could receive the back pay of the deceased and some small gratuity. He was still thinking when Bush came hurrying in the door.

Capn, sir. Id like to show you something from the deck.

Very well. Ill come.

He paused for only a short while. There was a single name in the paragraph headed Seamen killed  James Johnson, Ordinary Seaman. He added another name. John Grimes, Captains Steward and then he put down the pen and came out on deck.

Look over there, sir, said Bush, pointing eagerly ashore and proffering his telescope.

The landscape was still unfamiliar, with the semaphore gone and the battery  easily visible previously  replaced now by a mound of earth. But that was not what Bush was referring to. There was a considerable body of men on horseback riding along the slopes; through the telescope Hornblower could fancy he could detect plumes and gold lace.

Those must be generals, sir, said Bush excitedly, come out to see the damage. The commandant, and the governor, an the chief engineer, an all the rest of em. Were nearly in range now, sir. We could drop down without their noticing, run out the guns smartly, full elevation, and  we ought to hit a target that size with one shot in a broadside at least, sir.

I think we could, agreed Hornblower. He looked up at the wind-vane and over at the shore. We could wear ship and

Bush waited for Hornblower to complete his speech, but the end never came.

Shall I give the order, sir?

There was another pause.

No, said Hornblower at last. Better not.

Bush was too good a subordinate to protest, but his disappointment showed plainly enough, and it was necessary to soften the refusal with an explanation. They might kill a general, although the odds were that it would merely be an orderly dragoon. On the other hand they would be drawing most forcible attention to the present weakness of this portion of coast.

Then theyll be bringing field batteries, went on Hornblower, Only nine-pounders, but

Yes, sir. They might be a nuisance, said Bush in reluctant agreement. Do you have anything in mind, sir?

Not me. Him, said Hornblower. All operations of the Inshore Squadron were Pellews responsibility and should be to Pellews credit. He pointed towards the Inshore Squadron where Pellews broad pendant flew.

But the broad pendant was to fly there no longer. The boat that took Hornblowers report to the Tonnant returned not only with stores but with official despatches.

Sir, said Orrock, after handing them over, The Commodore sent a man with me from the Tonnant who carries a letter for you.

Where is he?

He seemed a very ordinary sort of seaman, dressed in the standard clothes of the slop-chest. His thick blond pigtail, as he stood hat in hand, indicated that he had long been a seaman. Hornblower took the letter and broke the seal.

My dear Hornblower,

It is with infinite pain to myself that I have to confirm the news, conveyed to you in the official despatches, that your latest report will also be the last that I shall have the pleasure of reading. My flag has come, and I shall hoist it as Rear-Admiral commanding the squadron assembling for the blockade of Rochefort. Rear-Admiral Wm. Parker will take over the command of the Inshore Squadron and I have recommended you to him in the strongest terms although your actions speak even more strongly for you. But Commanding officers are likely to have their favourites, men with whom they are personally acquainted. We can hardly quarrel on this score, seeing that I have indulged myself in a favourite whose initials are H. H.! Now let us leave this subject for another even more personal.

I noted in your report that you have had the misfortune to lose your steward, and I take the liberty to send you James Doughty as a substitute. He was steward of the late Captain Stevens of the Magnificent, and he has been persuaded to volunteer for the Hotspur. I understand that he has had much practical experience in attending to gentlemens needs, and I hope you will find him suitable and that he will look after you for many years. If during that time you are reminded of me by his presence I shall be well satisfied.

Your sincere friend,

Ed. Pellew.

Even with all his quickness of mind it took Hornblower a little while to digest the manifold contents of this letter after reading it. It was all bad news; bad news about the change of command, and just as bad, although in a different way, that he was being saddled with a gentlemans gentleman who would sneer at his domestic arrangements. Yet if there was anything that a naval career taught anybody, it was to be philosophic about drastic changes.

Doughty? said Hornblower.

Sir.

Doughty looked respectful, but there might be something quizzical in his glance.

Youre going to be my servant. Do your duty and you have nothing to fear.

Yes, sir. No, sir.

Youve brought your dunnage?

Aye aye, sir.

The First Lieutenant will detail someone to show you where to sling your hammock. Youll share a berth with my clerk.

The captains steward was the only ordinary seaman in the ship who did not have to sleep in the tiers.

Aye aye, sir.

Then you can take up your duties.

Aye aye, sir.

It was only a few minutes later that Hornblower, in his cabin, looked up to find a silent figure slipping in through the door; Doughty knew that as a personal servant he did not knock if the sentry told him the captain was alone.

Have you had your dinner, sir?

It took a moment to answer that question, at the end of a broken day following an entirely sleepless night. During that moment Doughty looked respectfully over Hornblowers left shoulder. His eyes were a startling blue.

No, I havent. Youd better see about something for me, replied Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

The blue eyes looked round the cabin and found nothing.

No. There are no cabin stores. Youll have to go to the galley. Mr Simmonds will find something for me. The ships cook, as a warrant officer, rated the Mr in front of his name. No. Wait. There are two lobsters somewhere in this ship. Youll find em in a barrel of seawater somewhere on the booms. And that reminds me. Your predecessor has been dead for nearly twenty-four hours and that water hasnt been changed. You must do that. Go to the officer of the watch with my compliments and ask him to put the wash-deck pump to work on it. Thatll keep one lobster alive while I have the other.

Yes, sir. Or you could have this one hot tonight and the other one cold tomorrow if I boil them both now, sir.

I could, agreed Hornblower without committing himself.

Mayonnaise, said Doughty. Are there any eggs in this ship, sir? Any salad oil?

No there are not! rasped Hornblower. There are no cabin stores whatever in this ship except those two damned lobsters.

Yes, sir. Then Ill serve this one with drawn butter and Ill see what I can do tomorrow, sir.

Do whatever you damned well like and dont trouble me, said Hornblower.

He was working into a worse and worse temper. He not only had to storm batteries but he also had to remember about keeping lobsters alive. And Pellew was leaving the Brest fleet; the official orders he had just read gave details about salutes to the new flags tomorrow. And tomorrow this damned Doughty and his damned mayonnaise, whatever that was, would be pawing over his patched shirts.

Yes, sir, said Doughty, and disappeared as quietly as he had entered.

Hornblower went out on deck to pace off his bad temper. The first breath of the delightful evening air helped to soothe him; so, too, did the hurried movement of everyone on the quarter-deck over to the lee side so as to leave the weather side to him. For him there was as much space as heart could desire  five long strides forward and aft  but all the other officers had now to take the air under crowded conditions. Let em. He had to write out his report to Pellew three times, the original draught, the fair copy, and the copy in his confidential letter book. Some captains gave that work to their clerks, but Hornblower would not do so. Captains clerks made a practice of exploiting their confidential position; there were officers in the ship who would be glad to hear what their captain said about them, and what the future plans might be. Martin would never have the chance. He could confine himself to muster rolls and returns of stores and the other nuisances that plagued a captains life.

Now Pellew was leaving them, and that was a disaster. Earlier today Hornblower had actually allowed his mind to dally with the notion that some day he might know the inexpressible joy of being made Post, of being promoted to Captain. That called for the strongest influence, in the Fleet and in the Admiralty. With Pellews transfer he had lost a friend in the Fleet. With Parrys retirement he had lost a friend in the Admiralty  he did not know a single soul there. His promotion to Commander had been a fantastic stroke of luck. When Hotspur should be paid off there were three hundred ambitious young Commanders all with uncles and cousins and all anxious to take his place. He could find himself rotting on the beach on half-pay. With Maria. With Maria and the child. The reverse side of the penny was no more attractive than the front.

This was not the way to work off the gloom that threatened to engulf him. He had written Maria a letter to be proud of, reassuring, cheerful, and as loving as he had found it possible to make it. Over there was Venus, shining out in the evening sky. This sea air was stimulating, refreshing, delightful. Surely this was a better world than his drained nervous condition allowed him to believe. It took a full hour of pacing to convince him fully of this. At the end of that time the comfortably monotonous exercise had slowed down his overactive mind. He was healthily tired now, and the moment he thought about it he knew he was ravenously hungry. He had seen Doughty flitting about the deck more than once, for however lost in distraction Hornblower might be he nevertheless took instant note, consciously or subconsciously, of everything that went on in the ship. He was growing desperately impatient, and night had entirely closed in, when his pacing was intercepted.

Your dinners ready, sir.

Doughty stood respectfully in front of him.

Very well. Ill come.

Hornblower sat himself down at the chart-room table, Doughty standing at his chair in the cramped space.

One moment, sir, while I bring your dinner from the galley. May I pour you some cider, sir?

Pour me some . . . ?

But Doughty was already pouring from jug to cup, and then he vanished. Hornblower tasted gingerly. There was no doubt about it, it was excellent cider, rough and yet refined, fruity and yet in no way sweet. After water months in cask it was heavenly. He only took two preliminary sips before his head went back and the whole cupful shot delightfully down his throat. He had not begun to debate this curious phenomenon when Doughty slipped into the chart-room again.

The plate is hot, sir, he said.

What the devils this? asked Hornblower.

Lobster cutlets, sir, said Doughty, pouring more cider, and then, with a gesture not quite imperceptible, he indicated the wooden saucer he had laid on the table at the same time. Butter sauce, sir.

Extraordinary. There were neat brown cutlets on his plate that bore no outward resemblance to lobster, but when Hornblower cautiously added sauce and tasted, the result was excellent. Minced lobster. And when Doughty took the cover off the cracked vegetable dish there was a dream of delight revealed. New potatoes, golden and lovely. He helped himself hurriedly and very nearly burned his mouth on them. Nothing could be quite as nice as the first new potatoes of the year.

These came with the ships vegetables, sir, explained Doughty. I was in time to save them.

Hornblower did not need to ask from what those new potatoes had been saved. He knew a good deal about Huffnell the purser, and he could guess at the appetite of the ward-room mess. Lobster cutlets and new potatoes and this pleasant butter sauce; he was enjoying his dinner, resolutely putting aside the knowledge that the ships biscuit in the bread barge was weevily. He was used to weevils, which always showed up after the first month at sea, or earlier if the biscuit had been long in store. He told himself as he took another mouthful of lobster cutlet that he would not allow a weevil in his biscuit to be a fly in his ointment.

He took another pull at the cider before he remembered to ask where it came from.

I pledged your credit for it, sir, said Doughty. I took the liberty of doing so, to the extent of a quarter of a pound of tobacco.

Who had it?

Sir, said Doughty, I promised not to say.

Oh, very well, said Hornblower.

There was only one source for cider  the Camilla, the lobster-boat he had seized last night. Of course the Breton fishermen who manned it would have a keg on board, and somebody had looted it; Martin, his clerk, most likely.

I hope you bought the whole keg, said Hornblower.

Only some of it, I am afraid, sir. All that remained.

Out of a two-gallon keg of cider  Hornblower hoped it might be more  Martin could hardly have downed more than a gallon in twenty-four hours. And Doughty must have noted the presence of a keg in the berth he shared with Martin; Hornblower was quite sure that more pressure than the offer of a mere quarter of a pound of tobacco had been applied to make Martin part with the keg, but he did not care.

Cheese, sir, said Doughty; Hornblower had eaten everything else in sight.

And the cheese  the ration cheese supplied for the ships company  was reasonably good, and the butter was fresh; a new firkin must have come in the boat and Doughty must somehow have got at it although the rancid previous assignment had not been used up. The cider jug was empty and Hornblower felt more comfortable than he had felt for days.

Ill go to bed now, he announced.

Yes, sir.

Doughty opened the chart-room door and Hornblower passed into his cabin. The lamp swayed from the deck beam. The patched nightshirt was laid out on the cot. Perhaps it was because he was full of cider that Hornblower did not resent Doughtys presence as he brushed his teeth and made ready for bed. Doughty was at hand to take his coat as he pulled it off; Doughty retrieved his trousers when he let them fall; Doughty hovered by as he dropped into bed and pulled the blankets over him.

Ill brush this coat, sir. Heres your bed gown if youre called in the night, sir. Shall I put out the lamp, sir?

Yes.

Good night, sir.

It was not until next morning that Hornblower remembered again that Grimes had hanged himself in this cabin. It was not until next morning that he remembered those minutes down in the magazine with the gunpowder. Doughty had already proved his worth.


CHAPTER XII
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THE SALUTES HAD been fired. Pellews flag had been hoisted and then the Tonnant had sailed away to initiate the blockade of Rochefort. The Dreadnought had hoisted Admiral Parkers flag, and each flag had received thirteen guns from every ship. The French on their hillsides must have seen the smoke and heard the firing, and the naval officers among them must have deduced that one more rear admiral had joined the Channel Fleet; and must have shaken their heads a little sadly at this further proof that the British Navy was increasing its lead over the French in the race to build up maritime strength.

Hornblower, peering up the Goulet, over the black shapes of the Little Girls, could count the vessels of war swinging to their anchors in Brest Roads. Eighteen ships of the line now, and seven frigates, but with sub-minimum crews and incomplete stores; no match for the fifteen superb ships of the Line under Cornwallis who waited for them outside, growing daily in efficiency and in moral ascendancy. Nelson off Toulon and now Pellew off Rochefort similarly challenged inferior French squadrons, and under their protection the merchant fleets of Britain sailed the seas unmolested except by privateers  and the merchant fleet themselves, bunched in vast convoys, received constant close cover from further British squadrons of a total strength even exceeding that of the blockading fleets. Cordage and hemp, timber and iron and copper, turpentine and salt, cotton and nitre, could all flow freely to the British Isles and be as freely distributed round them, maintaining the ship yards in constant activity, whilst the French yards were doomed to idleness, to the gangrene that follows the cutting off of the circulation.

But the situation was nevertheless not without peril. Along the Channel Coast Bonaparte had two hundred thousand soldiers, the most formidable army in the world, and collecting in the Channel Ports, from St. Malo to Ostend and beyond was a flotilla of seven thousand flat-bottomed boats. Admiral Keith with his frigates, backed by a few ships of the line, held the Channel secure against Bonapartes threat; there was no chance of invasion as long as England held naval command of the Channel.

Yet in a sense that command was precarious. If the eighteen ships of the line in Brest Roads could escape, could round Ushant and come up-Channel with Cornwallis distracted in some fashion, Keith might be driven away, might be destroyed. Three days would be sufficient to put Bonapartes army into the boats and across the Channel, and Bonaparte would be issuing decrees from Windsor Castle as he had already done from Milan and Brussels. Cornwallis and his squadron, Hotspur and her mightier colleagues, were what made this impossible; a moment of carelessness, a misjudged movement, and the tricolour might fly over the Tower of London.

Hornblower counted the ships in Brest Roads, and as he did so he was very conscious that this morning routine was the ultimate, most insolent expression of the power of England at sea. England had a heart, a brain, an arm, and he and Hotspur were the final sensitive fingertip of that long arm. Nineteen ships of the line at anchor, two of them three-deckers. Seven frigates. They were the ones he had observed yesterday. Nothing had contrived to slip out unnoticed during the night, by the passage of the Four or the Raz.

Mr Foreman! Signal to the Flag, if you please. Enemy at anchor. Situation unchanged. 

Foreman had made that signal several times before, but, while Hornblower watched him unobtrusively, he checked the numbers in the signal book. It was Foremans business to know all the thousand arbitrary signals off by heart, but it was best, when time allowed, that he should corroborate what his memory told him. An error of a digit might send the warning that the enemy was coming out.

Flag acknowledges, sir, reported Foreman.

Very well.

Poole, as officer of the watch, made note of the incident in the rough log. The hands were washing down the deck, the sun was lifting over the horizon. It was a beautiful day, with every promise of being a day like any other.

Seven bells, sir, reported Prowse.

Only half an hour more of the ebb; time to withdraw from this lee shore before the flood set in.

Mr Poole! Wear the ship, if you please. Course west by north.

Good morning, sir.

Good morning, Mr Bush.

Bush knew better than to indulge in further conversation, besides, he could devote his attention to watching how smartly the hands braced the maintopsail round, and to how Poole handled the ship when the topsails filled. Hornblower swept the northern shore, seeking as ever for any signs of change. His attention was concentrated on the ridge beyond which Captain Jones had met his death, when Poole reported again.

Winds come westerly, sir. Cant make west by north.

Make it west norwest, replied Hornblower, his eye still to the telescope.

Aye aye, sir. West norwest, full and bye. There was a hint of relief in Pooles voice; an officer is likely to be apprehensive when he has to tell his captain that the last order was impossible to execute.

Hornblower was aware that Bush had taken his stand beside him with his telescope trained in the same direction.

A column of troops, sir, said Bush.

Yes.

Hornblower had detected the head of the column crossing the ridge. He was watching now to see to what length the column would stretch. It continued interminably over the ridge, appearing through his glass like some caterpillar hurrying over the even rougher hillside. Ah! There was the explanation. Beside the caterpillar appeared a string of ants, hurrying even faster along the path. Field artillery  six guns and limbers with a wagon bringing up the rear. The head of the caterpillar was already over the farther ridge before the tail appeared over the nearer one. That was a column of infantry more than a mile long, five thousand men or more  a division of infantry with its attendant battery. It might be merely a portion of the garrison of Brest turning out for exercises and manoeuvres on the hillside, but its movements were somewhat more hurried and purposeful than would be expected in that case.

He swept his glass farther round the coast, and then checked it with a start and a gulp of excitement. There were the unmistakable lugsails of a French coaster coming round the bold headland of Point Matthew. There was another pair  a whole cluster. Could it possibly be that a group of coasters was trying to run the blockade into Brest in broad daylight in the teeth of Hotspur? Hardly likely. Now there was a bang  bang  bang of guns, presumably from the field battery, invisible over the farther ridge. Behind the coasters appeared a British frigate, and then another, showing up at the moment when the coasters began to go about; as the coasters tacked they revealed that they had no colours flying.

Prizes, sir. And thats Naiad an Doris said Bush.

The two British frigates must have swooped down during the night by the passage of the Four inshore of Ushant and cut out these coasters from the creeks of Le Conquet where they had been huddled for shelter. A neat piece of work, undoubtedly, but bringing them out had only been made possible by the destruction of the battery on the Petit Minou. The frigates tacked in the wake of the coasters, like shepherd dogs following a flock of sheep. They were escorting their prizes in triumph back to the Inshore Squadron, whence, presumably they would be dispatched to England for sale. Bush had taken his telescope from his eye and had turned his gaze full on Hornblower, while Prowse came up to join them.

Six prizes, sir, said Bush.

A thousand pound each, those coasters run, sir, said Prowse. More, if its naval stores, and I expect it is. Six thousand pound. Seven thousand. An no trouble selling em, sir.

By the terms of the royal proclamation issued on the declaration of war, prizes taken by the Royal Navy became  as was traditional by now  the absolute property of the captors.

And we werent in sight, sir, said Bush.

The proclamation also laid down the proviso that the value of the prizes, after a deduction for flag officers, should be shared among those ships in sight at the moment the colours came down or possession was secured.

We couldnt expect to be, said Hornblower. He was honestly implying that Hotspur was too preoccupied with her duty of watching the Goulet, but the others misinterpreted the speech.

No, sir, not with Bush broke off what he was saying before he became guilty of mutiny. He had been about to continue not with Admiral Parker in command but he had more sense than to say it, after Hornblowers meaning had become clear to him.

One eighthd be nigh on a thousand pounds, said Prowse.

An eighth of the value of the prizes was, by the proclamation, to be divided among the lieutenants and masters taking part in the capture of the ships. Hornblower was making a different calculation. The share of the captains was two-eighths; if Hotspur had been associated in the venture with Naiad and Doris he would have been richer by five hundred pounds.

And it was us that opened the way for em, sir, went on Prowse.

It was you, sir, who Bush broke off his speech for the second time.

Thats the fortune of war, said Hornblower, lightly. Or the misfortune of war.

Hornblower was quite convinced that the whole system of prize money was vicious, and tended towards making the navy less effective in war. He told himself that this was sour grapes, that he would think differently if he had won great amounts of prize money, but that did not soften his present conviction.

Forard, there! yelled Poole from beside the binnacle. Get the lead going in the mainchains.

The three senior officers beside the hammock nettings came back to the present world with a general start. Hornblower felt a chill wave of horror over his ribs as he realised his inexcusable carelessness. He had forgotten all about the course he had set. Hotspur was sailing tranquilly into peril, was in danger of running aground, and it was his fault, the result of his own inattention. He had no time for self-reproach at the present moment, all the same. He lifted his voice, trying to pitch it steadily.

Thank you, Mr Poole, he called. Belay that order. Put the ship on the other tack, if you please.

Bush and Prowse were wearing guilty, hangdog looks. It had been their duty, it had been Prowses particular duty, to warn him when Hotspur was running into navigational dangers. They would not meet his eye; they tried to assume a pose of exaggerated interest in Pooles handling of the ship as she went about. The yards creaked as she came round, the sails flapped and then drew again, the wind blew on their faces from a different angle.

Hard-a-lee! ordered Poole, completing the manoeuvre. Fore-tack! Haul the bowlines!

Hotspur settled down on her new course, away from the dangerous shore to which she had approached too close, and all danger was averted.

You see, gentlemen, said Hornblower coldly, and he waited until he had the full attention of Bush and Prowse. You see, there are many disadvantages about the system of prize money. I am aware now of a new one, and I hope you are too. Thank you, that will do.

He remained by the hammock netting as they slunk away; he was taking himself to task. It was his first moment of carelessness in a professional career of ten years. He had made mistakes through ignorance, through recklessness, but never carelessness before. If there had been a fool as officer of the watch just now utter ruin would have been possible. If Hotspur had gone aground, in clear weather and a gentle breeze, it would have been the end of everything for him. Court martial and dismissal from the service, and then . . . ? In his bitter self-contempt he told himself that he would not be capable even of begging his bread, to say nothing of Marias. He might perhaps ship before the mast, and with his clumsiness and abstraction he would be the victim of the cat, of the boatswains rattan. Death would be better. He shuddered with cold.

Now he turned his attention to Poole, standing impassive by the binnacle. What had been the motives that had impelled him to order the lead into use? Had it been mere precaution, or had it been a tactful way of calling his captains attention to the situation of the ship? His present manner and bearing gave no hint of the answer. Hornblower had studied his officers carefully since Hotspur was commissioned; he was not aware of any depths of ingenuity or tact in Poole, but he freely admitted to himself that they might exist, unobserved. In any case, he must allow for them. He sauntered down the quarter-deck.

Thank you, Mr Poole, he said, slowly and very distinctly.

Poole touched his hat in reply, but his homely face did not change its expression. Hornblower walked on, nettled  amused  that his questions remained unanswered. It was a momentary relief from the torments of conscience which still plagued him.

The lesson he had learned remained with him during that summer to trouble his conscience. Otherwise during those golden months the blockade of Brest might have been for Hotspur and Hornblower a yachting holiday, a holiday with a certain macabre quality. Just as some lay theologians advanced the theory that in Hell sinners would be punished by being forced to repeat, in unutterable tedium and surfeit, the sins they had committed during life, so Hornblower spent those delightful months doing delightful things until he felt he could not do them any longer. Day after day, and night after night, through the finest summer in human memory, Hotspur cruised in the approaches to Brest. She pressed up to the Goulet with the last of the flood, and cannily withdrew in to safety with the last of the ebb. She counted the French fleet, she reported the result of her observations to Admiral Parker. She drifted, hove-to, over calm seas amid gentle breezes. With westerly winds she worked her way out to give the lee shore a wide berth; with easterly winds she beat back again to beard the impotent French in their safe harbour.

They were months of frightful peril for England, with the Grande Armee, two hundred thousand strong, poised within thirty miles of the Kentish beaches, but they were months of tranquillity for Hotspur, even with a score of hostile battleships in sight. There were occasional flurries when the coasters tried too boldly to enter or leave; there were occasional busy moments when squalls came down and topsails had to be reefed. There were encounters after dark with fishing vessels, conversations over a glass of rum with the Breton captains, purchases of crabs and lobsters and pilchards  and of the latest decree of the Inscription Maritime, or of a week-old copy of the Moniteur.

Hornblowers telescope revealed ant-like hordes of workmen rebuilding the blown-up batteries, and for a couple of weeks he watched the building of scaffolding and the erection of sheers on the Petit Minou, and, for three continuous days, as a result, the slow elevation to the vertical of the new mast of the semaphore station. The subsequent days added horizontal and vertical arms; before the summer was over those arms were whirling about reporting once more the movements of the blockading squadron.

Much good might that do the French, huddled in their anchored ships in the Roads. Inertia and a sense of inferiority would work their will on the unfortunate crews. The ships ready for sea might slowly increase in number; men might slowly be found for them, but every day the balance of fighting quality, of naval power, swung faster and faster over in favour of the British, constantly exercising at sea, and constantly reinforced by the seaborne tribute of the world.

There was a price to be paid; the dominion of the seas was not given free by destiny. The Channel Fleet paid in blood, in lives, as well as in the sacrifice of the freedom and leisure of every officer and man on board. There was a constant petty drain. Ordinary sickness took only small toll; among men in the prime of life isolated from the rest of the world illnesses were few, although it was noticeable that after the arrival of victualling ships from England epidemics of colds would sweep through the fleet, while rheumatism  the sailors disease  was always present.

The losses were mainly due to other causes. There were men who, in a moment of carelessness or inattention, fell from the yards. There were the men who ruptured themselves, and they were many, for despite the ingenuity of blocks and tackles there were heavy weights to haul about by sheer manpower. There were crushed fingers and crushed feet when ponderous casks of salted provisions were lowered into boats from the storeships and hauled up on to the decks of the fighting ships. And frequently a lacerated limb would end  despite all the care of the surgeons  in gangrene, in amputation, and death. There were the careless men who, during target practice with the cannon, lost their arms by ramming a cartridge into an improperly sponged gun, or who did not remove themselves from the line of the recoil. Three times that year there were men who died in quarrels, when boredom changed to hysteria and knives were drawn; and on each of those occasions another life was lost, a life for a life, a hanging with the other ships clustered round and the crews lining the sides to learn what happened when a man lost his temper. And once the crews manned the sides to see what happened when a wretched young seaman paid the price for a crime worse even than murder  for raising his fist to his superior officer. Incidents of that sort were inevitable as the ships beat back and forth monotonously, over the eternal grey inhospitable sea.

It was as well for the Hotspur that she was under the command of a man to whom any form of idleness or monotony was supremely distasteful. The charts of the Iroise were notoriously inaccurate; Hotspur set herself to run line after line of soundings, to take series after series of careful triangulations from the headlands and hilltops. When the fleet ran short of silver sand, so necessary to keep the decks spotless white, it was Hotspur who supplied the deficiency, finding tiny lost beaches round the coast where a party could land  trespassing upon Bonapartes vaunted dominion over Europe  to fill sacks with the precious commodity. There were fishing competitions, whereby the lower-decks rooted objection to fish as an item of diet was almost overcome; a prize of a pound of tobacco for the biggest catch by an individual mess set all the messes to work on devising more novel fish-hooks and baits. There were experiments in ship-handling, when obsolescent and novel methods were tested, when by careful and accurate measurement with the log the effect of goose-winging the topsails was ascertained; or, it being assumed that the rudder was lost, the watch keeping officers tried their hands at manoeuvring the ship by the sails alone.

Hornblower himself found mental exercise in working out navigational problems. Conditions were ideal for taking lunar observations, and by their aid it was possible to arrive at an accurate determination of longitude  a subject of debate since the days of the Carthaginians  at the cost of endless calculations. Hornblower was determined to perfect himself in this method, and his officers and young gentlemen bewailed the decision, for they, too, had to make lunar observations and work out the resulting sums. The longitude of the Little Girls was calculated on board the Hotspur a hundred times that summer, with nearly a hundred different results.

To Hornblower it was a satisfactory occupation, the more satisfactory as it became obvious that he was acquiring the necessary knack. He tried to acquire the same facility in another direction, without the same satisfaction, as he wrote his weekly letters to Maria. There was only a limited number of endearments, only a limited number of ways of saying that he missed her, that he hoped her pregnancy was progressing favourably. There was only the one way of excusing himself for not returning to England as he had promised to do, and Maria was inclined to be a little peevish in her letters regarding the exigencies of the service. When the water-hoys arrived periodically and the enormous labour had to be undertaken of transferring the already stale liquid into the Hotspur Hornblower always found himself thinking that getting those eighteen tons of water on board meant another month of writing letters to Maria.


CHAPTER XIII
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HOTSPURS BELL STRUCK two double strokes; it was six oclock in the evening, and the first dog watch had come to an end in the gathering darkness.

Sunset, sir, said Bush.

Yes, agreed Hornblower.

Six oclock exactly. The equinox, sir.

Yes, agreed Hornblower again; he knew perfectly well what was coming.

Well have a westerly gale, sir, or my names not William Bush.

Very likely, said Hornblower, who had been sniffing the air all day long.

Hornblower was a heretic in this matter. He did not believe that the mere changing from a day a minute longer than twelve hours to one a minute shorter made gales blow from out of the west. Gales happened to blow at this time because winter was setting in, but ninety-nine men out of a hundred firmly believed in a more direct, although more mysterious causation.

Winds freshening and seas getting up a bit, sir, went on Bush, inexorably.

Yes.

Hornblower fought down the temptation to declare that it was not because the sun happened to set at six oclock, for he knew that if he expressed such an opinion it would be received with the tolerant and concealed disagreement accorded to the opinions of children and eccentrics and captains.

Weve water for twenty-eight days, sir. Twenty-four allowing for spillage and ullage.

Thirty-six, on short allowance, corrected Hornblower.

Yes, sir, said Bush, with a world of significance in those two syllables.

Ill give the order within the week, said Hornblower.

No gale could be expected to blow for a month continuously, but a second gale might follow the first before the water-hoys could beat down from Plymouth to refill the casks. It was a tribute to the organisation set up by Cornwallis that during nearly six continuous months at sea Hotspur had not yet had to go on short allowance for water. Should it become necessary, it would be one more irksome worry brought about by the passage of time.

Thank you, sir, said Bush, touching his hat and going off about his business along the darkened reeling deck.

There were worries of all sorts. Yesterday morning Doughty had pointed out to Hornblower that there were holes appearing in the elbows of his uniform coat, and he only had two coats apart from full dress. Doughty had done a neat job of patching, but a search through the ship had not revealed any material of exactly the right weather-beaten shade. Furthermore the seats of nearly all his trousers were paper-thin, and Hornblower did not fancy himself in the baggy slop-chest trousers issued to the lower-deck; yet as that store was fast running out he had had to secure a pair for himself before they should all go. He was wearing his thick winter underclothing; three sets had appeared ample last April, but now he faced the prospect, in a gale, of frequent wettings to the skin with small chance of drying anything. He cursed himself and went off to try to make sure of some sleep in anticipation of a disturbed night. At least he had a good dinner inside him; Doughty had braised an oxtail, the most despised and rejected of all the portions of the weekly ration bullock, and had made of it a dish fit for a king. It might be his last good dinner for a long time if the gale lasted  winter affected land as well as sea, so that he could expect no other vegetables than potatoes and boiled cabbage until next spring.

His anticipation of a disturbed night proved correct. He had been awake for some time, feeling the lively motion of the Hotspur and trying to make up his mind to rise and dress or to shout for a light and try to read, when they came thundering on his door.

Signal from the Flag, sir!

Ill come.

Doughty was really the best of servants; he arrived at the same moment, with a storm lantern.

Youll need your pea jacket, sir, and oilskins over it. Your souwester, sir. Better have your scarf, sir, to keep your pea jacket dry.

A scarf round the neck absorbed spray that might otherwise drive in between souwester and oilskin coat and soak the pea jacket. Doughty tucked Hornblower into his clothes like a mother preparing her son for school, while they reeled and staggered on the leaping deck. Then Hornblower went out into the roaring darkness.

A white rocket and two blue lights from the Flag, sir, reported Young. That means take offshore stations. 

Thank you. What sail have we set? Hornblower could guess the answer by the feel of the ship, but he wanted to be sure. It was too dark for his dazzled eyes to see as yet.

Double reefed topsls and main course, sir.

Get that course in and lay her on the port tack.

Port tack. Aye aye, sir.

The signal for offshore stations meant a general withdrawal of the Channel Fleet. The main body took stations seventy miles to seaward off Brest, safe from that frightful lee shore and with a clear run open to them for Tor Bay  avoiding Ushant on the one hand and the Start on the other  should the storm prove so bad as to make it impossible to keep the sea. The Inshore Squadron was to be thirty miles closer in. They were the most weatherly ships and could afford the additional risk in order to be close up to Brest should a sudden shift of wind enable the French to get out.

But there was not merely the question of the French coming out, but of other French ships coming in. Out in the Atlantic there were more than one small French squadron  Bonapartes own brother was on board one of them, with his American wife  seeking urgently to regain a French port before food and water should be completely exhausted. So Naiad and Doris and Hotspur had to stay close in, to intercept and report. They could best encounter the dangers of the situation. And they could best be spared if they could not. So Hotspur had to take her station only twenty miles to the west of Ushant, where French ships running before the gale could be best expected to make their landfall.

Bush loomed up in the darkness, shouting over the gale.

The equinox, just as I said, sir.

Yes.

Itll be worse before its better, sir.

No doubt.

Hotspur was close-hauled now, soaring, pitching, and rolling over the vast invisible waves that the gale was driving in upon her port bow. Hornblower felt resentfully that Bush was experiencing pleasure at this change of scene. A brisk gale and a struggle to windward was stimulating to Bush after long days of fair weather, while Hornblower struggled to keep his footing and felt a trifle doubtful about the behaviour of his stomach as a result of this sudden change.

The wind howled round them and the spray burst over the deck so that the black night was filled with noise. Hornblower held on to the hammock netting; the circus riders he had seen in his childhood, riding round the ring, standing upright on two horses with one foot on each, had no more difficult task than he had at present. And the circus riders were not smacked periodically in the face with bucketfuls of spray.

There were small variations in the violence of the wind. They could hardly be called gusts; Hornblower took note that they were increases in force without any corresponding decreases. Through the soles of his feet, through the palms of his hands, he was aware of a steady increase in Hotspurs heel and a steady stiffening in her reaction. She was showing too much canvas. With his mouth a yard from Youngs ear he yelled his order.

Four reefs in the topsls!

Aye aye, sir.

The exaggerated noises of the night were complicated now with the shrilling of the pipes of the bosns mates; down in the waist the orders were bellowed at hurrying, staggering men.

All hands reef topsls!

The hands clawed their way to their stations; this was the moment when a thousand drills bore fruit, when men carried out in darkness and turmoil the duties that had been ingrained into them in easier conditions. Hornblower felt Hotspurs momentary relief as Young set the topsails a-shiver to ease the tension on them. Now the men were going aloft to perform circus feats compared with which his maintenance of his foothold was a trifle. No trapeze artist ever had to do his work in utter darkness on something as unpredictable as a foot-rope in a gale, or had to exhibit the trained strength of the seaman passing the ear-ring while hanging fifty feet above an implacable sea. Even the lion tamer, keeping a wary eye on his treacherous brutes, did not have to encounter the ferocious enmity of the soulless canvas that tried to tear the topmast men from their precarious footing.

A touch of the helm set the sails drawing again, and Hotspur lay over in her fierce struggle with the wind. Surely there was no better example of the triumph of mans ingenuity over the blind forces or nature than this, whereby a ship could wring advantage out of the actual attempt of the gale to push her to destruction. Hornblower clawed his way to the binnacle and studied the heading of the ship, working out mental problems of drift and leeway against the background of his mental picture of the trend of the land. Prowse was there, apparently doing the same thing.

I should think weve made our offing, sir. Prowse had to shout each syllable separately. Hornblower had to do the same when he replied.

Well hold on a little longer, while we can.

Extraordinary how rapidly time went by in these circumstances. It could not be long now until daylight. And this storm was still working up: it was nearly twenty-four hours since Hornblower had detected the premonitory symptoms, and it had not yet reached its full strength. It was likely to blow hard for a considerable time, as much as three days more, possibly even longer than that. Even when it should abate the wind might stay westerly for some considerable further time, delaying the water-hoys and the victuallers in their passage from Plymouth, and when eventually they should come, Hotspur might well be up in her station off the Goulet.

Mr Bush! Hornblower had to reach out and touch Bushs shoulder to attract his attention in the wind. Well reduce the water allowance from today. Two between three.

Aye aye, sir. Just as well, I think, sir.

Bush gave little thought to hardship, either for the lower-deck or for himself. It was no question of giving up a luxury; to reduce the water ration meant an increase in hardship. The standard issue of a gallon a day a head was hardship, even though a usual one; a man could just manage to survive on it. Two-thirds of a gallon a day was a horrible deprivation; after a few days thirst began to colour every thought. As if in mockery the pumps were going at this moment. The elasticity and springiness that kept Hotspur from breaking up under these strains meant also that the sea had greater opportunities of penetrating her fabric, working its way in through the straining seams both above and below the water line. It would accumulate in the bilge, one  two  three feet deep. While the storm blew most of the crew would have six hours hard physical work a day  an hour each watch  pumping the water out.

Here was the grey dawn coming, and the wind was still increasing, and Hotspur could not battle against it any longer.

Mr Cargill! Cargill was now officer of the watch. Well heave to. Put her under main-topmast staysl.

Hornblower had to shout the order at the top of his lungs before Cargill nodded that he understood.

All hands! All hands!

Some minutes of hard work effected a transformation. Without the immense leverage of the topsails Hotspur ceased to lie over quite so steeply; the more gentle influence of the main-topmast staysail kept her reasonably steady, and now the rudder desisted from its hitherto constant effort to force the little ship to battle into the wind. Now she rose and swooped more freely, more extravagantly yet with less strain. She was leaping wildly enough, and still shipping water over her weather-bow, but her behaviour was quite different as she yielded to the wind instead of defying it at the risk of being torn apart.

Bush was offering him a telescope, and pointing to windward, where there was now a grey horizon dimly to be seen  a serrated horizon, jagged with the waves hurrying towards them. Hornblower braced himself to put two hands to the telescope. Sea and then sky raced past the object glass as Hotspur tossed over successive waves. It was hard to sweep the area indicated by Bush; that had to be done in fits and starts, but after a moment something flashed across the field, was recaptured  many hours of using a telescope had developed Hornblowers reflex skills  and soon could be submitted to intermittent yet close observation.

Naiad, sir, shouted Bush into his ear.

The frigate was several miles to windward, hove-to like Hotspur. She had one of those new storm-topsails spread, very shallow and without reefs. It might be of considerable advantage when lying-to, for even the reduction in height alone would be considerable, but when Hornblower turned his attention back to the Hotspur and observed her behaviour under her main-topmast staysail he felt no dissatisfaction. Politeness would have led him to comment on it when he handed back the glass, but politeness stood no chance against the labour of making conversation in the wind, and contented himself with a nod. But the sight of Naiad out there to windward was confirmation that Hotspur was on her station, and beyond her Hornblower had glimpses of the Doris reeling and tossing on the horizon. He had done all there was to be done at present. A sensible man would get his breakfast while he might, and a sensible man would resolutely ignore the slight question of stomach occasioned by this new and different motion of the ship. All he had to do now was to endure it.

There was a pleasant moment when he reached his cabin and Huffnell the purser came in to make his morning report, for then it appeared that at the first indication of trouble Bush and Huffnell between them had routed out Simmonds the cook and had set him to work cooking food.

Thats excellent, Mr Huffnell.

It was laid down in your standing orders, sir.

So it was, Hornblower remembered. He had added that paragraph after reading Cornwalliss orders regarding stations to be assumed in westerly gales. Simmonds had boiled three hundred pounds of salt pork in Hotspurs cauldrons, as well as three hundred pounds of dried peas, before the weather had compelled the galley fires to be extinguished.

Pretty nigh on cooked, anyway, sir, said Huffnell.

So that for the next three days  four at a pinch  the hands would have something more to eat than dry biscuit. They would have cold parboiled pork and cold pease porridge; the latter was what the Man in the Moon burned his mouth on according to the nursery rhyme.

Thank you, Mr Huffnell. Its unlikely that this gale will last more than four days.

That was actually the length of time that gale lasted, the gale that ushered in the worst winter in human memory, following the best summer. For those four days Hotspur lay hove-to, pounded by the sea, flogged by the wind, while Hornblower made anxious calculations regarding leeway and drift; as the wind backed northerly his attention was diverted from Ushant to the north to the Isle de Sein to the south of the approaches to Brest. It was not until the fifth day that Hotspur was able to set three-reefed topsails and thrash her way back to station while Simmonds managed to start his galley fires again and to provide the crew  and Hornblower  with hot boiled beef as a change from cold boiled pork.

Even then that three-reefed gale maintained the long Atlantic rollers in all their original vastness, so that Hotspur soared over them and slithered unhappily down the far side, adding her own corkscrew motion as her weather-bow met the swells, her own special stagger when a rogue wave crashed into her, and the worse lurch when  infrequently  a higher wave than usual blanketed her sails so that she reeled into the sea instead of yielding, with a bursting of green water over her decks. But an hours work at the pumps every watch kept the bilges clear, and by tacking every two hours Hotspur was able to beat painfully out to sea again  not more than half a miles gain to windward on each tack  and recover the comparative safety of her original station before the next storm.

It was as if in payment for that fair weather summer that these gales blew, and perhaps that was not an altogether fanciful thought; to Hornblowers mind there might be some substance to the theory that prolonged local high pressure during the summer now meant that the pent-up dirty weather to the westward could exert more than its usual force. However that might be, the mere fresh gale that endured for four days after the first storm then worked up again into a tempest, blowing eternally from the westward with almost hurricane force; grey dreary days of lowering cloud, and wild black nights, with the wind howling unceasingly in the rigging until the ear was sated with the noise, until no price seemed too great to pay for five minutes of peace  and yet no price however great could buy even a second of peace. The creaking and the groaning of Hotspurs fabric blended with the noise of the wind, and the actual woodwork of the ship vibrated with the vibration of the rigging until it seemed as if body and mind, exhausted with the din and with the fatigues of mere movement, could not endure for another minute, and yet went on to endure for days.

The tempest died down to a fresh gale, to a point when the topsails needed only a single reef, and then, unbelievably, worked up into a tempest again, the third in a month, during which all on board renewed the bruises that covered them as a result of being flung about by the motion of the ship. And it was during that tempest that Hornblower went through a spiritual crisis. It was not a mere question of calculation, it went far deeper than that, even though he did his best to appear quite imperturbable as Bush and Huffnell and Wallis the surgeon made their daily reports. He might have called them into a formal council of war; he might have covered himself by asking for their opinions in writing, to be produced in evidence should there be a court of inquiry, but that was not in his nature. Responsibility was the air he breathed; he could no more bring himself to evade it than he could hold his breath indefinitely.

It was the first day that reefed topsails could be set that he reached his decision.

Mr Prowse, Id be obliged if you would set a course to close Naiad so that she can read our signals.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower, standing on the quarter-deck in the eternal, infernal wind, hated Prowse for darting that inquiring glance at him. Of course the ward-room had discussed his problem. Of course they knew of the shortage of drinking water; of course they knew that Wallis had discovered three cases of sore gums  the earliest symptoms of scurvy in a navy that had overcome scurvy except in special conditions. Of course they had wondered about when their captain would yield to circumstances. Perhaps they had made bets on the date. The problem, the decision, had been his and not theirs.

Hotspur clawed her way over the tossing sea to the point on Naiads lee bow when the signal flags would blow out at right angles to the line of sight.

Mr Foreman! Signal to Naiad, if you please. Request permission to return to port. 

Request permission to return to port. Aye aye, sir.

Naiad was the only ship of the Inshore Squadron  of the Channel Fleet  in sight, and her captain was therefore senior officer on the station. Every captain was senior to the captain of the Hotspur.

Naiad acknowledges, sir, reported Foreman, and then, after ten seconds wait Naiad to Hotspur, sir Interrogative. 

Somehow it might have been more politely put. Chambers of the Naiad might have signalled Kindly give reasons for request, or something like that. But the single interrogative hoist was convenient and rapid. Hornblower framed his next signal equally tersely.

Hotspur to Naiad. Eight days water. 

Hornblower watched the reply soar up Naiads signal halliards. It was not the affirmative; if it was permission, it was a qualified permission.

Naiad to Hotspur, sir. Remain four more days.

Thank you, Mr Foreman.

Hornblower tried to keep all expression out of his voice and his face.

Ill wager he has two months water on board, sir, said Bush, angrily.

I hope he has, Mr Bush.

They were seventy leagues from Tor Bay; two days sailing with a fair wind. There was no margin for misfortune. If at the end of four days the wind should shift easterly, as was perfectly possible, they could not reach Tor Bay in a week or even more; the water-hoys might come down-channel, but might easily not find them at once, and then it was not unlikely that the sea would be too rough for boat work. There was an actual possibility that the crew of the Hotspur might die of thirst. It had not been easy for Hornblower to make his request; he had no desire to be thought one of those captains whose sole desire was to return to port, and he had waited to the last sensible moment. Chambers saw the problem differently, as a man well might do as regards the possible misfortune of other people. This was an easy way of demonstrating his resolution and firmness. An easy way, a comfortable way, a cheap way.

Send this signal, if you please, Mr Foreman. Thank you. Am returning to station. Good-bye, Mr Prowse, we can bear away when that signal is acknowledged. Mr Bush, from today the water ration is reduced. One between two.

Two quarts of water a day for all purposes  and such water  to men living on salted food, was far below the minimum for health. It meant sickness as well as discomfort, but the reduction also meant that the last drop of water would not be drunk until sixteen days had passed.

Captain Chambers had not foreseen the future weather, and perhaps he could not be blamed for that, seeing that on the fourth day after the exchange of signals the westerly wind worked up again, unbelievably, into the fourth tempest of that gale-ridden autumn. It was towards the end of the afternoon watch that Hornblower was called on deck again to give his permission for the reefed topsails to be got in and the storm staysail set once more. Significantly it was growing dark already; the days of the equinox when the sun set at six oclock were long past, and, equally significantly, that roaring westerly gale now had a chilling quality about it. It was cold; not freezing, not icy, but cold, searchingly cold. Hornblower tried to pace the unstable deck in an endeavour to keep his circulation going; he grew warm, not because of his walking, but because the physical labour of keeping his feet was great enough for the purpose. Hotspur was leaping like a deer beneath him, and from down below, too, came the dreary sound of the pumps at work.

Six days water on board now; twelve at half-rations. The gloom of the night was no more gloomy than his thoughts. It was five weeks since he had last been able to send a letter to Maria, and it was six weeks since he had last heard from her, six weeks of westerly gales and westerly tempests. Anything might have happened to her or to the child, and she would be thinking that anything might have happened to the Hotspur or to him.

A more irregular wave than usual, roaring out of the darkness, burst upon Hotspurs weather-bow. Hornblower felt her sudden sluggishness, her inertia, beneath his feet. That wave must have flooded the waist to a depth of a yard or more, fifty or sixty tons of water piled up on her deck. She lay like something dead for a moment. Then she rolled, slightly at first, and then more freely; the sound of the cataracts of water pouring across could be clearly heard despite the gale. She freed herself as the water cascaded out through the overworked scuppers, and she came sluggishly back to life, to leap once more in her mad career from wave crest to trough. A blow like that could well be her death; some time she might not rise to it; some time her deck might be burst in. Another wave beat on her bow like the hammer of a mad giant, and another after that.

Next day was worse, the worst day that Hotspur had experienced in all these wild weeks. Some slight shift in the wind, or the increase in its strength, had worked up the waves to a pitch that was particularly unsuited to Hotspurs idiosyncrasies. The waist was flooded most of the time now, so that she laboured heavily without relief, each wave catching her before she could free herself. That meant that the pumps were at work three hours out of every four, so that even with petty officers and idlers and waisters and marines all doing their share, every hand was engaged on the toilsome labour for twelve hours a day.

Bushs glance was more direct even than usual when he came to make his report.

Were still sighting Naiad now and then, sir, but not a chance of signals being read.

This was the day when by Captain Chamberss orders they were free to run for harbour.

Yes. I dont think we can bear away in this wind and sea.

Bushs expression revealed a mental struggle. Hotspurs powers of resistance to the present battering were not unlimited, but on the other hand to turn tail and run would be an operation of extreme danger.

Has Huffnell reported to you yet, sir?

Yes, said Hornblower.

There were nine hundred-gallon casks of freshwater left down below, which had been standing in the bottom tier for a hundred days. And now one of them had proved to be contaminated with seawater and was hardly drinkable. The others might perhaps be even less so.

Thank you, Mr Bush, said Hornblower, terminating the interview. Well remain hove-to for today at least.

Surely a wind of this force must moderate soon, even though Hornblower had a premonition that it would not.

Nor did it. The slow dawn of the new day found Hotspur still labouring under the dark clouds, the waves still as wild, the wind still as insane. The time had come for the final decision, as Hornblower well knew as he came out on deck in his clammy clothes. He knew the dangers, and he had spent a large part of the night preparing his mind to deal with them.

Mr Bush, well get her before the wind.

Aye aye, sir.

Before she could come before the wind she would have to present her vulnerable side to the waves. There would be seconds during which she could be rolled over on to her beam ends, beaten down under the waves, pounded into a wreck.

Mr Cargill!

This was going to be a moment far more dangerous than being chased by the Loire, and Cargill would have to be trusted to carry out a similar duty as on a tense occasion then. Face close to face, Hornblower shouted his instructions.

Get forard. Make ready to show a bit of the fore-topmast staysl. Haul it up when I wave my arm.

Aye aye, sir.

Get it in the moment I wave a second time.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Bush! We shall need the fore-topsl.

Aye aye, sir.

Goose-wing it.

Aye aye, sir.

Stand by the sheets. Wait for me to wave my arm the second time.

The second time. Aye aye, sir.

Hotspurs stern was nearly as vulnerable as her side. If she presented it to the waves while stationary she would be pooped  a wave would burst over her and sweep her from stern to stem, a blow she would probably not survive. The fore-topsail would give her the necessary way, but spreading it before she was before the wind would lay her over on her beam ends. Goose-winging it  pulling down the lower corners while leaving the centre portion still furled  would expose less canvas than the reefed sail; enough in that gale to carry her forward at the necessary speed.

Hornblower took his station beside the wheel, where he could be clearly seen from forward. He ran his eyes aloft to make sure that the preparations for goose-winging the fore-topsail were complete, and his gaze lingered for a while longer as he observed the motion of the spars relative to the wild sky. Then he transferred his attention to the sea on the weather side, to the immense rollers hurrying towards the ship. He watched the roll and the pitch; he gauged the strength of the howling wind which was trying to tear him from his footing. That wind was trying to stupefy him, to paralyse him, too. He had to keep the hard central core of himself alert and clear thinking while his outer body was numbed by the wind.

A rogue wave burst against the weather-bow in a huge but fleeting pillar of spray, the green mass pounding aft along the waist, and Hornblower swallowed nervously while it seemed as if Hotspur would never recover. But she did, slowly and wearily, rolling off the load from her deck. As she cleared herself the moment came, a moment of regularity in the on-coming waves, with her bow just lifting to the nearest one. He waved his arm, and saw the slender head of the fore-topmast staysail rising up the stay, and the ship lay over wildly to the pressure.

Hard-a-port, he yelled to the hands at the wheel.

The enormous leverage of the staysail, applied to the bowsprit, began to swing the Hotspur round like a weather-vane; as she turned, the wind thrusting more and more from aft gave her steerage way so that the rudder could bite and accelerate the turn. She was down in the trough of the wave but turning, still turning. He waved his arm again. The clews of the fore-topsail showed themselves as the hands hauled on the sheets, and Hotspur surged forward with the impact of the wind upon the canvas. The wave was almost upon them, but it disappeared out of the tail of Hornblowers eye as Hotspur presented first her quarter and then her stern to it.

Meet her! Midships!

The tug of the sail on the foremast would put Hotspur right before the wind without the use of the rudder; indeed the rudder would only delay her acquiring all the way she could. Time enough to put the rudder to work again when she was going at her fastest. Hornblower braced himself for the impact of the wave now following them up. The seconds passed and then it came, but the stern had begun to lift and the blow was deprived of its force. Only a minor mass of water burst over the taffrail, to surge aft again as Hotspur lifted her bows. Now they were racing along with the waves; now they were travelling through the water ever so little faster. That was the most desirable point of speed; there was no need to increase or decrease even minutely the area of canvas exposed by the goose-winged fore-topsail. The situation was safe and yet unutterably precarious, balanced on a knife edge. The slightest yawing and Hotspur was lost.

Keep her from falling off! Hornblower yelled to the men at the wheel, and the grizzled senior quartermaster, his wet grey ringlets flapping over his cheeks from out of his souwester, nodded without taking his eyes from the fore-topsail. Hornblower knew  with his vivid imagination he could feel the actual sensation up his arms  how uncertain and unsatisfactory was the feel of wheel and rudder when running before a following sea, the momentary lack of response to the turning spokes, the hesitation of the ship as a mounting wave astern deprived the fore-topsail of some of the wind that filled it, the uncontrolled slithering sensation as the ship went down a slope. A moments inattention  a moments bad luck  could bring ruin.

Yet here they were momentarily safe before the wind, and running for the Channel. Prowse was already staring into the binnacle and noting the new course on the traverse board, and at a word from him Orrock and a seaman struggled aft to cast the log and determine the speed. And here came Bush, ascending to the quarter-deck, grinning over the success of the manoeuvre and with the exhilaration of the new state of affairs.

Course noreast by east, sir, reported Prowse. Speed better than seven knots.

Now there was a new set of problems to deal with. They were entering the Channel. There were shoals and headlands ahead of them; there were tides  the tricky tidal streams of the Channel  to be reckoned with. The very nature of the waves would change soon, with the effect upon the Atlantic rollers of the shallowing water and the narrowing Channel and the varying tides. There was the general problem of avoiding being blown all the way up Channel, and the particular one of trying to get into Tor Bay.

All this called for serious calculation and reference to tide tables, especially in face of the fact that running before the wind like this it would be impossible to take soundings.

We ought to get a sight of Ushant on this course, sir, yelled Prowse.

That would be a decided help, a solid base for future calculations, a new departure. A shouted word sent Orrock up to the fore-topmasthead with a telescope to supplement the look-out there, while Hornblower faced the first stage of the new series of problems  the question of whether he could bring himself to leave the deck  and the second stage  the question of whether he should invite Prowse to share his calculations. The answer to both was necessarily in the affirmative. Bush was a good seaman and could be trusted to keep a vigilant eye on the wheel and on the canvas; Prowse was a fair navigator and was by law co-responsible with Hornblower for the course to be set and so would have just cause for grievance if he was not consulted, however much Hornblower wished to be free of his company.

So it came about that Prowse was with Hornblower in the chart-room, struggling with the tide tables, when Foreman opened the door  his knocking not having been heard in the general din  and admitted all the noise of the ship in full volume.

Message from Mr Bush, sir. Ushant in sight on the starboard beam, seven or eight miles, sir.

Thank you, Mr Foreman.

That was a stroke of good fortune, the first they had had. Now they could plan the next struggle to bend the forces of nature to their will. It was a struggle indeed; for the men at the wheel a prolonged physical ordeal which made it necessary to relieve them every half-hour and for Hornblower a mental ordeal which was to keep him at full-strain for the next thirty hours. There was the tentative trying of the wheel, to see if it were possible to bring the wind a couple of points on her port quarter. Three times they made the attempt, to abandon it hastily as wind and wave rendered the ship unmanageable, but at the fourth try it became possible, with the shortening of the waves in their advance up-Channel and the turn of the tide over on the French coast. Now they tore through the water, speed undiminished despite the drag of the rudder as the helmsmen battled with the wheel that kicked and struggled as if it were alive and malignant under their hands, and while the whole strength of the crew handled the braces to trim the yard exactly to make certain there was no danger of sailing by the lee.

At least the danger of running Hotspur bodily under water was now eliminated. There was no chance of her putting her bows into the slack back of a dilatory wave and never lifting them again. To balance the leverage of the fore-topsail they hauled up the mizzen-staysail, which brought relief to the helmsmen even though it laid Hotspur over until her starboard gun-ports were level with the water. It lasted for a frantic hour, and it seemed to Hornblower that he was holding his breath during all that time, and until it burst in the centre with a report like a twelve pounder, splitting into flying pendants of canvas that cracked in the wind like coach-whips as the helmsmen fought against the renewed tendency of Hotspur to turn away from the wind. Yet the temporary success justified replacing the sail with the mizzen-topmast staysail, just a corner of it showing, and the head and the tack still secured by gaskets. It was a brand new sail, and it managed to endure the strain, to compensate for the labour and difficulty of setting it.

The short dark day drew to an end, and now everything had to be done in roaring night, while lack of sleep intensified the numbness and fatigue and the stupidity induced by the unremitting wind. With his dulled sensitivity Hornblowers reaction was slow to the changed behaviour of Hotspur under his feet. The transition was gradual, in any case, but at last it became marked enough for him to notice it, his sense of touch substituting for his sense of sight to tell him that the waves were becoming shorter and steeper; this was the choppiness of the Channel and not the steady sweep of the Atlantic rollers.

Hotspurs motion was more rapid, and in a sense more violent; the waves broke over her bow more frequently though in smaller volume. Although still far below the surface the floor of the Channel was rising, from a hundred fathoms deep to forty fathoms, and there was the turn of the tide to be considered, even though this westerly tempest must have piled up the waters of the Channel far above mean level. And the Channel was narrower now; the rollers that had found ample passage between Ushant and Scilly were feeling the squeeze, and all these factors were evident in their behaviour. Hotspur was wet all the time now, and only continuous working of the pumps kept the water down below within bounds  pumps worked by weary men, thirsty men, hungry men, sleepy men, throwing their weight on the long handles each time with the feeling that they could not repeat the effort even once more.

At four in the morning Hornblower was conscious of a shift in the wind, and for a precious hour he was able to order a change of course until a sudden veering of the wind forced them back on the original course again, but he had gained, so his calculations told him, considerably to the northward; there was so much satisfaction in that that he put his forehead down on his forearms on the chart-room table and was surprised into sleep for several valuable minutes before a more extravagant leaping of the ship banged his head upon his arms and awakened him to make his way wearily out upon the quarter-deck again.

Wish we could take a sounding, sir, shouted Prowse.

Yes.

There was no sense in wasting strength in voicing wishes.

Yet now, even in the darkness, Hornblower could feel that the recent gain and the change in the character of the sea made it justifiable to heave to for a space. He could goad his mind to deal with the problem of drift and leeway; he could harden his heart to face the necessity of calling upon the exhausted topmen to make the effort to furl the goose-winged fore-topsail while he stood by, alert, to bring the ship to under the mizzen-staysail; bring the helm over at the right moment so that she met the steep waves with her bow. Riding to the wind her motion was wilder and more extravagant than ever, but they managed to cast the deep sea lead, with the crew lined up round the ship, calling Watch! Watch! as each man let his portion of line loose. Thirty-eight  thirty-seven  thirty-eight fathoms again; the three casts consumed an hour, with everyone wet to the skin and exhausted. It was a fragment more of the data necessary, while heaving-to eased the labour of the worn-out quartermasters and actually imposed so much less strain on the seams that the pumps steadily gained on the water below.

At the first watery light of dawn they set the goose-winged fore-topsail again while Hornblower faced the problem of getting Hotspur round with the wind over her quarter without laying her over on her beam ends. Then they were thrashing along in the old way, decks continually under water, rolling until every timber groaned, with Orrock freezing at the fore-topmasthead with his glass. It was noon before he sighted the land; half an hour later Bush returned to the quarter-deck from the ascent he made to confirm Orrocks findings. Bush was more weary than he would ever admit, his dirty hollow cheeks overgrown with a stubble of beard, but he could still show surprise and pleasure.

Bolt Head, sir! he yelled. Fine on the port bow. And I could just make out the Start.

Thank you.

Even though it meant shouting, Bush wanted to express his feelings about this feat of navigation, but Hornblower had no time for that, nor the patience, nor, for that matter, the strength. There was the question of not being blown too far to leeward at this eleventh hour, of making preparations to come to an anchor in conditions that would certainly be difficult. There was the tide rip off the Start to be borne in mind, the necessity of rounding-to as close under Berry Head as possible. There was the sudden inexpressible change in wind and sea as they came under the lee of the Start; the steep choppiness here seemed nothing compared with what Hotspur had been enduring five minutes before, and the land took the edge off the hurricane wind to reduce it to the mere force of a full gale that still kept Hotspur flying before it. There was the Newstone and the Blackstones  here as well as in the Iroise  and the final tricky moment of the approach to Berry Head.

Ships of war at anchor, sir, reported Bush, sweeping Tor Bay with his glass as they opened it up. Thats Dreadnought. Thats Temeraire. Its the Channel Fleet. My God! Theres one aground in Torquay Roads. Two-decker  she must have dragged her anchors.

Yes. Well back the best bower anchor before we let go, Mr Bush. Well have to use the launchs carronade. Youve time to see about that.

Aye aye, sir.

Even in Tor Bay there was a full gale blowing; where a two-decker had dragged her anchors every precaution must be taken at whatever further cost in effort. The seven hundredweight of the boat carronade, attached to the anchor-cable fifty feet back from the one ton of the best bower, might just save that anchor from lifting and dragging. And so Hotspur came in under goose-winged fore-topsail and storm mizzen-staysail, round Berry Head, under the eyes of the Channel Fleet, to claw her way in towards Brixham pier and to round-to with her weary men furling the fore-topsail and to drop her anchors while with a last effort they sent down the topmasts and Prowse and Hornblower took careful bearings to make sure she was not dragging. It was only then that there was leisure to spare to make her number to the flagship.

Flag acknowledges, sir, croaked Foreman.

Very well.

It was still possible to do something more without collapsing. Mr Foreman, kindly make this signal. Need drinking water. 


CHAPTER XIV
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TOR BAY WAS a tossing expanse of white horses. The land lessened the effect of the wind to some extent; the Channel waves were hampered in their entry by Berry Head, but all the same the wind blew violently and the waves racing up the Channel managed to wheel leftwards, much weakened, but now running across the wind, and with the tide to confuse the issue Tor Bay boiled like a cauldron. For forty hours after Hotspurs arrival the Hibernia, Cornwalliss big three-decker, flew the signal 715 with a negative beside it, and 715 with a negative meant that boats were not to be employed.

Not even the Brixham fishermen, renowned for their small boat work, could venture out into Tor Bay while it was in that mood, so that until the second morning at anchor the crew of the Hotspur supported an unhappy existence on two quarts of tainted water a day. And Hornblower was the unhappiest man on board, from causes both physical and mental. The little ship almost empty of stores was the plaything of wind and wave and tide; she surged about at her anchors like a restive horse. She swung and she snubbed herself steady with a jerk; she plunged and snubbed herself again. With her topmasts sent down she developed a shallow and rapid roll. It was a mixture of motions that would test the strongest stomach, and Hornblowers stomach was by no means the strongest, while there was the depressing association in his memory of his very first day in a ship of war, when he had made himself a laughing stock by being sea-sick in the old Justinian at anchor in Spithead.

He spent those forty hours vomiting his heart out, while to the black depression of sea-sickness was added the depression resulting from the knowledge that Maria was only thirty miles away in Plymouth, and by a good road. Cornwalliss representations had caused the government to cut that road, over the tail end of Dartmoor, so that the Channel Fleet in its rendezvous could readily be supplied from the great naval base. Half a day on a good horse and Hornblower could be holding Maria in his arms, he could be hearing news first-hand about the progress of the child, on whom (to his surprise) his thoughts were beginning to dwell increasingly. The hands spent their free moments on the forecastle, round the knightheads, gazing at Brixham and Brixham Pier; even in that wind with its deluges of rain there were women to be seen occasionally, women in skirts, at whom the crew stared like so many Tantaluses. After one good nights sleep, and with pumping only necessary now for half an hour in each watch, those men had time and energy so that their imaginations had free play. They could think about women, and they could think about liquor  most of them dreamed dreams of swilling themselves into swinish unconsciousness on Brixhams smuggled brandy, while Hornblower could only vomit and fret.

But he slept during the second half of the second night, when the wind not only moderated but backed two points northerly, altering the conditions in Tor Bay like magic, so that after he had assured himself at midnight that the anchors were still holding, his fatigue took charge and he could sleep without moving for seven hours. He was still only half awake when Doughty came bursting in on him.

Signal from the Flag, sir.

There were strings of bunting flying from the halliards of the Hibernia; with the shift of wind they could be read easily enough from the quarter-deck of the Hotspur.

Theres our number there, sir, said Foreman, glass at eye. It comes first.

Cornwallis was giving orders for the victualling and re-watering of the fleet, establishing the order in which the ships were to be replenished, and that signal gave Hotspur priority over all the rest.

Acknowledge, ordered Hornblower.

Were lucky, sir, commented Bush.

Possibly, agreed Hornblower. No doubt Cornwallis had been informed about Hotspurs appeal for drinking water, but he might have further plans, too.

Look at that, sir, said Bush. They waste no time.

Two lighters, each propelled by eight sweeps, and with a six-oared yawl standing by, were creeping out round the end of Brixham Pier.

Ill see about the fend-offs, sir, said Bush, departing hastily.

These were the water-lighters, marvels of construction, each of them containing a series of vast cast-iron tanks. Hornblower had heard about them; they were of fifty tons burthen each of them, and each of them carried ten thousand gallons of drinking water, while Hotspur, with every cask and hogshead brim full, could not quite store fifteen thousand.

So now began an orgy of freshwater, clear springwater which had not lain in the cast-iron tanks for more than a few days. With the lighters chafing uneasily alongside, a party from Hotspur went down to work the beautiful modern pumps which the lighters carried, forcing the water up through four superb canvas hoses passed in through the ports and then down below. The deck scuttle butt, so long empty, was swilled out and filled, to be instantly emptied by the crew and filled again; just possibly at that moment the hands would rather have freshwater than brandy.

It was glorious waste; down below the casks were swilled and scrubbed out with freshwater, and the swillings drained into the bilge whence the ships pumps would later have to force it overboard at some cost of labour. Every man drank his fill and more; Hornblower gulped down glass after glass until he was full, yet half an hour later found him drinking again. He could feel himself expanding like a desert plant after rain.

Look at this, sir, said Bush, telescope in hand and gesturing towards Brixham.

The telescope revealed a busy crowd at work there, and there were cattle visible.

Slaughtering, said Bush. Fresh meat.

Soon another lighter was creeping out to them; hanging from a frame down the midship line were sides of beef, carcasses of sheep and pigs.

I wont mind a roast of mutton, sir, said Bush.

Bullocks and sheep and swine had been driven over the moors to Brixham, and slaughtered and dressed on the waterfront immediately before shipping so that the meat would last fresh as long as possible.

Four days rations there, sir, said Bush making a practised estimate. An theres a live bullock an four sheep an four pigs. Excuse me, sir, and Ill post a guard at the side.

Most of the hands had money in their pockets and would spend it freely on liquor if they were given the chance, and the men in the victualling barges would sell to them unless the closest supervision were exercised. The water-lighters had finished their task and were casting off. It had been a brief orgy; from the moment that the hoses were taken in ships routine would be re-established. One gallon of water per man per day for all purposes from now on.

The place of the watering barges was taken by the dry victualling barge, with bags of biscuit, sacks of dried peas, kegs of butter, cases of cheese, sacks of oatmeal, but conspicuous on top of all this were half a dozen nets full of fresh bread. Two hundred four-pound loaves  Hornblower could taste the crustiness of them in his watering mouth when he merely looked at them. A beneficent government, under the firm guidance of Cornwallis, was sending these luxuries aboard; the hardships of a life at sea were the result of natural circumstances quite as much as of ministerial ineptitude.

There was never a quiet moment all through that day. Here was Bush touching his hat again with a final demand on his attention.

Youve given no order about wives, sir.

Wives?

Wives, sir.

There was an interrogative lift in Hornblowers voice as he said the word; there was a flat, complete absence of expression in Bushs. It was usual in His Majestys Ship when they lay in harbour for women to be allowed on board, and one or two of them might well be wives. It was some small compensation for the system that forbade a man to set foot on shore lest he desert; but the women inevitably smuggled liquor on board, and the scenes of debauchery that ensued on the lower-deck were as shameless as in Neros court. Disease and indiscipline were the natural result; it took days or weeks to shake the crew down again into an efficient team. Hornblower did not want his fine ship ruined but if Hotspur were to stay long at anchor in Tor Bay he could not deny what was traditionally a reasonable request. He simply could not deny it.

Ill give my orders later this morning, he said.

It was not difficult, some minutes later, to intercept Bush at a moment when a dozen of the hands were within earshot.

Oh, Mr Bush! Hornblower hoped his voice did not sound as stilted and theatrical as he feared. Youve plenty of work to be done about the ship.

Yes, sir. Theres a good deal of standing rigging Id like set up again. And theres running rigging to be re-rove. And theres the paint work

Very well, Mr Bush. When the ships complete in all respects well allow the wives on board, but not until then. Not until then, Mr Bush. And if we have to sail before then it will be the fortune of war.

Aye aye, sir.

Next came the letters; word must have reached the post office in Plymouth of the arrival of Hotspur in Tor Bay, and the letters had been sent across overland. Seven letters from Maria; Hornblower tore open the last first, to find that Maria was well and her pregnancy progressing favourably, and then he skimmed through the others, to find, as he expected, that she had rejoiced to read her Valiant Heros Gazette letter although she was perturbed by the risks run by her Maritime Alexander, and although she was consumed with sorrow because the Needs of the Service had denied from her eyes the light of his Countenance. Hornblower was half-way through writing a reply when a midshipman came escorted to his cabin door with a note . . .

H.M.S. Hibernia

Tor Bay

Dear Captain Hornblower,

If you can be tempted out of your ship at three oclock this afternoon to dine in the flagship it would give great pleasure to

Your obt servant,

Wm. Cornwallis, Vice Ad.

P.S.  An affirmative signal hung out in the Hotspur is all the acknowledgement necessary.

Hornblower went out on to the quarter-deck.

Mr Foreman. Signal Hotspur to Flag. Affirmative. 

Just affirmative, sir?

You heard me.

An invitation from the Commander in Chief was as much a royal command as if it had been signed George R.  even if the postscript did not dictate the reply.

Then there was the powder to be put on board, with all the care and precautions that operation demanded; Hotspur had fired away one ton of the five tons of gunpowder that her magazine could hold. The operation was completed when Prowse brought up one of the hands who manned the powder-barge.

This fellow says he has a message for you, sir.

This was a swarthy gypsy-faced fellow who met Hornblowers eye boldly with all the assurance to be expected of a man who carried in his pocket a protection against impressment.

What is it?

Message for you from a lady, sir, and I was to have a shilling for delivering it to you.

Hornblower looked him over keenly. There was only one lady who could be sending a message.

Nonsense. That lady promised sixpence. Now didnt she?

Hornblower knew that much about Maria despite his brief married life.

Well, yes, sir.

Heres the shilling. Whats the message?

The lady said look for her on Brixham Pier, sir.

Very well.

Hornblower took the glass from its becket and walked forward. Busy though the ship was, there were nevertheless a few idlers round the knightheads who shrank away in panic at the remarkable sight of their captain here. He trained the glass; Brixham Pier, as might be expected, was crowded with people, and he searched for a long time without result, training the glass first on one woman and then on another. Was that Maria? She was the only woman wearing a bonnet and not a shawl. Of course it was Maria; momentarily he had forgotten that this was the end of the seventh month. She stood in the front row of the crowd; as Hornblower watched she raised an arm and fluttered a scarf. She could not see him, or at least she certainly could not recognise him at that distance without a telescope. She must have heard, along with the rest of Plymouth, of the arrival of Hotspur in Tor Bay; presumably she had made her way here via Totnes in the carriers cart  a long and tedious journey.

She fluttered her scarf again, in the pathetic hope that he was looking at her. In that part of his mind which never ceased attending to the ship Hornblower became conscious of the pipes of the bosns mate  the pipes had been shrilling one call or another all day long.

Quarter-boat away-ay-ay!

Hornblower had never been so conscious of the slavery of the Kings service. Here he was due to leave the ship to dine with the Commander-in-Chief, and the Navy had a tradition of punctuality that he could not flout. And there was Foreman, breathless from his run forward.

Message from Mr Bush, sir. The boats waiting.

What was he to do? Ask Bush to write Maria a note and send it by a shore boat? No, he would have to risk being late  Maria could not bear to receive second hand messages at this time of all times. A hurried scribble with the left-handed quill.

My own darling,

So much pleasure in seeing you, but not a moment to spare yet. I will write to you at length.

Your devoted husband,

H.

He used that initial in all his letters to her; he did not like his first name and he could not bring himself to sign Horry. Damn it all, here was the half-finished letter, interrupted earlier that day and never completed. He thrust it aside and struggled to apply a wafer to the finished note. Seven months at sea had destroyed every vestige of gum and the wafer would not adhere. Doughty was hovering over him with sword and hat and cloak  Doughty was just as aware of the necessity for punctuality as he was. Hornblower gave the open note to Bush.

Seal this, if you please, Mr Bush. And send it by shore boat to Mrs Hornblower on the pier. Yes, shes on the pier. By a shore boat, Mr Bush; no one from the ships to set foot on land. Down the side and into the boat. Hornblower could imagine the explanatory murmur through the crowd on the pier, as Maria would learn from better informed bystanders what was going on.

Thats the captain going down into the boat. She would feel a surge of excitement and happiness. The boat shoved off, the conditions of wind and current dictating that her bow was pointing right at the pier; that would be Marias moment of highest hope. Then the boat swung round while the hands hauled at the halliards and the balance-lug rose up the mast. Next moment she was flying towards the flagship, flying away from Maria without a word or a sign, and Hornblower felt a great welling of pity and remorse within his breast.

Hewitt responded to the flagships hail, turned the boat neatly into the wind, dropped the sail promptly, and with the last vestige of the boats way ran her close enough to the starboard mainchains for the bowman to hook on. Hornblower judged his moment and went up the ships side. As his head reached the level of the main-deck the pipes began to shrill in welcome. And through that noise Hornblower heard the three sharp double strokes of the ships bell. Six bells in the afternoon watch; three oclock, the time stated in his invitation.

The great stern cabin in the Hibernia was furnished in a more subdued fashion than Pellew had affected in the Tonnant, more Spartan and less lavish, but comfortable enough. Somewhat to Hornblowers surprise there were no other visitors; present in the cabin were only Cornwallis, and Collins, the sardonic Captain of the Fleet, and the flag-lieutenant, whose name Hornblower vaguely heard as one of these new-fangled double barrelled names with a hyphen.

Hornblower was conscious of Cornwalliss blue eyes fixed upon him, examining him closely in a considering, appraising way that might have unsettled him in other conditions. But he was still a little preoccupied with his thoughts about Maria, on the one hand, while on the other seven months at sea, seven weeks of continuous storms, provided all necessary excuse for his shabby coat and his seamans trousers. He could meet Cornwalliss glance without shyness. Indeed, the effect of Cornwalliss kindly but unsmiling expression was much modified because his wig was slightly awry; Cornwallis still affected a horsehair bobwig of the sort that was now being relegated by fashion to noblemens coachmen, and today it had a rakish cant that dissipated all appearance of dignity.

Yet, wig or no wig, there was something in the air, some restraint, some tension, even though Cornwallis was a perfect host who did the honours of his table with an easy grace. The quality of the atmosphere was such that Hornblower hardly noticed the food that covered the table, and he felt acutely that the polite conversation was guarded and cautious. They discussed the recent weather; Hibernia had been in Tor Bay for several days, having run for shelter just in time to escape the last hurricane.

How were your stores when you came in, Captain? asked Collins.

Now here was another sort of atmosphere, something artificial. There was an odd quality about Collins tone, accentuated by the formal Captain, particularly when addressed to a lowly Commander. Then Hornblower identified it. This was a stilted and prepared speech, exactly of the same nature as his recent speech to Bush regarding the admission of women to the ship. He could identify the tone, but he still could not account for it. But he had a commonplace answer, so commonplace that he made it in a commonplace way.

I still had plenty, sir. Beef and pork for a month at least.

There was a pause a shade longer than natural, as if the information was being digested, before Cornwallis asked the next question in a single word.

Water?

That was different, sir. Id never been able to fill my casks completely from the hoys. We were pretty low when we got in. That was why we ran for it.

How much did you have?

Two days at half-rations, sir. Wed been on half-rations for a week, and two-thirds rations for four weeks before that.

Oh, said Collins, and in that instant the atmosphere changed.

You left very little margin for error, Hornblower, said Cornwallis, and now he was smiling, and now Hornblower in his innocence realised what had been going on. He had been suspected of coming in unnecessarily early, of being one of those captains who wearied of combating tempests. Those were the captains Cornwallis was anxious to weed out from the Channel Fleet, and Hornblower had been under consideration for weeding out.

You should have come in at least four days earlier, said Cornwallis.

Well, sir Hornblower could have covered himself by quoting the orders of Chambers of the Naiad, but he saw no reason to, and he changed what he was going to say. It worked out all right in the end.

Youll be sending in your journals, of course, sir? asked the flag lieutenant.

Of course, said Hornblower.

The ships log would be documentary proof of his assertions, but the question was a tactless, almost an insulting, impugning of his veracity, and Cornwallis instantly displayed a hot-tempered impatience at this awkwardness on the part of his flag lieutenant.

Captain Hornblower can do that all in his own good time, he said. Now, wine with you, sir?

It was extraordinary how pleasant the meeting had become; the change in the atmosphere was as noticeable as the change in the lighting at this moment when the stewards brought in candles. The four of them were laughing and joking when Newton, captain of the ship, came in to make his report and for Hornblower to be presented to him.

Winds steady at west norwest, sir, said Newton.

Thank you, captain. Cornwallis rolled his blue eyes on Hornblower. Are you ready for sea?

Yes, sir. There could be no other reply.

The winds bound to come easterly soon, meditated Cornwallis. The Downs, Spithead, Plymouth Sound  all of them jammed with ships outward bound and waiting for a fair wind. But one points all you need with Hotspur.

I could fetch Ushant with two tacks now, sir, said Hornblower. There was Maria huddled in some lodging in Brixham at this moment, but he had to say it.

Mm, said Cornwallis, still in debate with himself. Im not comfortable without you watching the Goulet, Hornblower. But I can let you have one more day at anchor.

Thank you, sir.

That is if the wind doesnt back any further. Cornwallis reached a decision. Here are your orders. You sail at nightfall tomorrow. But if the wind backs one more point you hoist anchor instantly. That is, with the wind at norwest by west.

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower knew how he liked his own officers to respond to his orders, and he matched his deportment with that mental model. Cornwallis went on, his eye still considering him.

We took some reasonable claret out of a prize a month ago, I wonder if you would honour me by accepting a dozen, Hornblower?

With the greatest of pleasure, sir.

Ill have it put in your boat.

Cornwallis turned to give the order to his steward, who apparently had something to say in return in a low voice; Hornblower heard Cornwallis reply, Yes, yes, of course, before he turned back.

Perhaps your steward would pass the word for my boat at the same time, sir? said Hornblower, who was in no doubt that his visit had lasted long enough by Cornwalliss standards.

It was quite dark when Hornblower went down the side into the boat, to find at his feet the case that held the wine, and by now the wind was almost moderate. The dark surface of Tor Bay was spangled with the lights of ships, and there were the lights of Torquay and of Paignton and Brixham visible as well. Maria was somewhere there, probably uncomfortable, for these little places were probably full of naval officers wives.

Call me the moment the wind comes norwest by west, said Hornblower to Bush as soon as he reached the deck.

Norwest by west. Aye aye, sir. The hands managed to get liquor on board, sir.

Did you expect anything else?

The British sailor would find liquor somehow at any contact with the shore; if he had no money he would give his clothes, his shoes, even his earrings in exchange.

I had trouble with some of em, sir, especially after the beer issue.

Beer was issued instead of rum whenever it could be supplied.

You dealt with em?

Yes, sir.

Very well, Mr Bush.

A couple of hands were bringing the case of wine in from the boat, under the supervision of Doughty, and when Hornblower entered his cabin he found the case lashed to the bulkhead, occupying practically the whole of the spare deck space, and Doughty bending over it, having prized it open with a hand-spike.

The only place to put it, sir, explained Doughty, apologetically.

That was probably true in two senses; with the ship crammed with stores, even with raw meat hung in every place convenient and inconvenient, there could hardly be any space to spare, and in addition wine would hardly be safe from the hands unless it were here where a sentry constantly stood guard. Doughty had a large parcel in his arms, which he had removed from the case.

Whats that? demanded Hornblower; he had already observed that Doughty was a little disconcerted, so that when his servant hesitated he repeated the question more sharply still.

Its just a parcel from the Admirals steward, sir.

Show me.

Hornblower expected to see bottles of brandy or some other smuggled goods.

Its only cabin stores, sir.

Show me.

Just cabin stores, sir, as I said. Doughty examined the contents while exhibiting them in a manner which proved he had not been certain of what he would find. This is sweet oil, sir, olive oil. And here are dried herbs. Marjoram, thyme, sage. And heres coffee  only half a pound, by the look of it. And pepper. And vinegar. And . . .

How the devil did you get these?

I wrote a note, sir, to the Admirals steward, and sent it by your coxsn. It isnt right that you shouldnt have these things sir. Now I can cook for you properly.

Does the Admiral know?

Id be surprised if he did, sir.

There was an assured superior expression on Doughtys face as he said this, which suddenly revealed to Hornblower a world of which he had been ignorant until then. There might be Flag Officers and Captains, but under that glittering surface was an unseen circle of stewards, with its own secret rites and passwords, managing the private lives of their officers without reference to them.

Sir! This was Bush, entering the cabin with hurried step. Winds norwest by west, sir. Looks as if itll back further still.

It took a moment for Hornblower to re-orient his thoughts, to switch from stewards and dried herbs to ships and sailing orders. Then he was himself again, rapping his commands.

Call all hands. Sway the topmasts up. Get the yards crossed. I want to be under way in twenty minutes. Fifteen minutes.

Aye aye, sir.

The quiet of the ship was broken by the pipes and the curses of the petty officers, as they drove the hands to work. Heads bemused by beer and brandy cleared themselves with violent exercise and the fresh air of the chilly night breeze. Clumsy fingers clutched hoists and halliards. Men tripped and stumbled in the darkness and were kicked to their feet by petty officers goaded on by the masters mates goaded on in turn by Bush and Prowse. The vast cumbersome sausages that were the sails were dragged out from where they had been laid away on the booms.

Ready to set sail, sir, reported Bush.

Very well. Send the hands to the capstan. Mr Foreman, whats the night signal for Am getting under way. 

One moment, sir. Foreman had not learned the night signal book as thoroughly as he should have done in seven months. One blue light and one Bengal fire shown together, sir.

Very well. Make that ready. Mr Prowse, a course from the Start to Ushant, if you please.

That would let the hands know what fate awaited them, if they did not guess already. Maria would know nothing at all until she looked out at Tor Bay tomorrow to find Hotspurs place empty. And all she had to comfort her was the curt note he had sent before dinner; cold comfort, that. He must not think of Maria, or of the child.

The capstan was clanking as they hove the ship up towards the best bower. They would have to deal with the extra weight of the boat carronade that backed that anchor; the additional labour was the price to be paid for the security of the past days. It was a clumsy, as well as a laborious operation.

Shall I heave short on the small bower, sir?

Yes, if you please, Mr Bush. And you can get under way as soon as is convenient to you.

Aye aye, sir.

Make that signal, Mr Foreman.

The quarter-deck was suddenly illuminated, the sinister blue light blending with the equally sinister crimson of the Bengal fire. The last splutterings had hardly died away before the answer came from the flagship, a blue light that winked three times as it was momentarily screened.

Flagship acknowledges, sir!

Very well.

And this was the end of his stay in harbour, of his visit to England. He had seen the last of Maria for months to come; she would be a mother when he saw her next.

Sheet home!

Hotspur was gathering way, turning on her heel with a fair wind to weather Berry Head. Hornblowers mind played with a score of inconsequential thoughts as he struggled to put aside his overwhelming melancholy. He remembered the brief private conversation that he had witnessed between Cornwallis and the steward. He was quite sure that the latter had been telling his Admiral about the parcel prepared for transmission to Hotspur. Doughty was not nearly as clever as he thought he was. That conclusion called up a weak smile as Hotspur breasted the waters of the Channel, with Berry Head looming up on her starboard beam.


CHAPTER XV
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NOW IT WAS cold, horribly cold; the days were short and the nights were very, very long. Along with the cold weather came easterly winds  the one involved the other  and a reversal of the tactical situation. For although with the wind in the east Hotspur was relieved of the anxiety of being on a lee shore her responsibilities were proportionately increased. There was nothing academic now about noting the direction of the wind each hour; it was no mere navigational routine. Should the wind blow from any one of ten points of the compass out of thirty-two it would be possible even for the lubberly French to make their exit down the Goulet and enter the Atlantic. Should they make the attempt it was Hotspurs duty to pass an instant warning for the Channel Fleet to form line of battle if the French were rash enough to challenge action, and to cover every exit  by the Raz, by the Iroise, by the Four  if, as would be more likely, they attempted merely to escape.

Today the last of the flood did not make until two oclock in the afternoon, a most inconvenient time, for it was not until then that Hotspur could venture in to make her daily reconnaissance at closest range. To do so earlier would be to risk that a failure of the wind, leaving her at the mercy of the tide, would sweep her helplessly up, within range of the batteries on Petit Minou and the Capuchins  the Toulinguet battery; and more assuredly fatal than the batteries would be the reefs, Pollux and the Little Girls.

Hornblower came out on deck with the earliest light  not very early on this almost the shortest day of the year  to check the position of the ship while Prowse took the bearings of the Petit Minou and the Grand Gouin.

Merry Christmas, sir, said Bush. It was typical of a military service that Bush should have to touch his hat while saying those words.

Thank you. The same to you, Mr Bush.

It was typical, also, that Hornblower should have been acutely aware that it was December 25th and yet should have forgotten that it was Christmas Day; tide tables made no reference to the festivals of the church.

Any news of your good lady, sir? asked Bush.

Not yet, answered Hornblower, with a smile that was only half-forced. The letter I had yesterday was dated the eighteenth, but theres nothing as yet.

It was one more indication of the way the wind had been blowing, that he should have received a letter from Maria in six days; a victualler had brought it out with a fair wind. That also implied that it might be six weeks before his reply reached Maria, and in six weeks  in one week  everything would be changed, and the child would be born. A naval officer writing to his wife had to keep one eye on the wind-vane just as the Lords of the Admiralty had to do when drafting their orders for the movements of fleets. New Years Day was the date Maria and the midwife had decided upon; at that time Maria would be reading the letters he wrote a month ago. He wished he had written more sympathetically, but nothing he could do could recall, alter, or supplement those letters.

All he could do would be to spend some of this morning composing a letter that might belatedly compensate for the deficiencies of its predecessors (and Hornblower realised with a stab of conscience that this was not the first time he had reached that decision) while it would be even more difficult than usual because it would have to be composed with an eye to all eventualities. All eventualities; Hornblower felt in that moment the misgivings of every prospective father.

He spent until eleven oclock on these unsatisfactory literary exercises, and it was with guilty relief that he returned to the quarter-deck to take Hotspur up with the last of the tide with the well-remembered coasts closing in upon her on both sides. The weather was reasonably clear; not a sparkling Christmas Day, but with little enough haze at noon, when Hornblower gave the orders that hove Hotspur to, as close to Pollux Reef as he dared. The dull thud of a gun from Petit Minou coincided with his orders. The rebuilt battery there was firing its usual range-testing shot in the hope that this time he had come in too far. Did they recognise the ship that had done them so much damage? Presumably.

Their morning salute, sir, said Bush.

Yes.

Hornblower took the telescope into his gloved, yet frozen, hands and trained it up the Goulet as he always did. Often there was something new to observe. Today there was much.

Four new ships at anchor, sir, said Bush.

I make it five. Isnt that a new one  the frigate in line with the church steeple?

Dont think so, sir. Shes shifted anchorage. Only four new ones by my count.

Youre right, Mr Bush.

Yards crossed, sir. And  sir, would you look at those topsl yards?

Hornblower was already looking.

I cant be sure.

I think those are topsls furled over-all, sir.

Its possible.

A sail furled over-all was much thinner and less noticeable, with the loose part gathered into the bunt about the mast, than one furled in the usual fashion.

Ill go up to the masthead myself, sir. And young Foreman has good eyes. Ill take him with me.

Very well. No, wait a moment, Mr Bush. Ill go myself. Take charge of the ship, if you please. But you can send Foreman up.

Hornblowers decision to go aloft was proof of the importance he attached to observation of the new ships. He was uncomfortably aware of his slowness and awkwardness, and it was only reluctantly that he exhibited them to his lightfooted and lighthearted subordinates. But there was something about those ships . . .

He was breathing heavily by the time he reached the fore-topmasthead, and it took several seconds to steady himself sufficiently to fix the ships in the field of the telescope, but he was much warmer. Foreman was there already, and the regular look-out shrank away out of the notice of his betters. Neither Foreman nor the look-out could be sure about those furled topsails.

They thought it likely, yet they would not commit themselves.

Dyou make out anything else about those ships, Mr Foreman?

Well, no, sir. I cant say that I do.

Dyou think theyre riding high?

Maybe, yes, sir.

Two of the new arrivals were small two-deckers  sixty-fours, probably  and the lower tier of gun-ports in each case might be farther above the waterline than one might expect. It was not a matter of measurement, all the same; it was more a matter of intuition, of good taste. Those hulls were just not quite right, although, Foreman, willing enough to oblige, clearly did not share his feelings.

Hornblowers glass swept the shores round the anchorage, questing for any further data. There were the rows of hutments that housed the troops. French soldiers were notoriously well able to look after themselves, to build themselves adequate shelter; the smoke of their cooking fires was clearly visible  today, of course, they would be cooking their Christmas dinners. It was from here that had come the battalion that had chased him back to the boats the day he blew up the battery. Hornblowers glass checked itself, moved along, and returned again. With the breeze that was blowing he could not be certain, but it seemed to him that from two rows of huts there was no smoke to be seen. It was all a little vague; he could not even estimate the number of troops those huts would house; two thousand men, five thousand men; and he was still doubtful about the absence of cooking smoke.

Captain, sir! Bush was hailing from the deck. The tides turned.

Very well. Ill come down.

He was abstracted and thoughtful when he reached the deck.

Mr Bush, Ill be wanting fish for my dinner soon. Keep a special look-out for the Dukes Freers.

He had to pronounce it that way to make sure Bush understood him. Two days later he found himself in his cabin drinking rum  pretending to drink rum  with the captain of the Deux Frères. He had bought himself half a dozen unidentifiable fish, which the captain strongly recommended as good eating. Carrelets, the captain called them  Hornblower had a vague idea that they might be flounders. At any rate, he paid for them with a gold piece which the captain slipped without comment into the pockets of his scale-covered serge trousers.

Inevitably the conversation shifted to the sights to be seen up the Goulet, and from the general to the particular, centring on the new arrivals in the anchorage. The captain dismissed them with a gesture as unimportant.

Armes en flûte, he said, casually.

En flûte! That told the story. That locked into place the pieces of the puzzle. Hornblower took an unguarded gulp at his glass of rum and water and fought down the consequent cough so as to display no special interest. A ship of war with her guns taken out was like a flute when her ports were opened  she had a row of empty holes down her side.

Not to fight, explained the captain. Only for stores, or troops, or what you will.

For troops especially. Stores could best be carried in merchant ships designed for cargo, but ships of war were constructed to carry large numbers of men  their cooking arrangements and water storage facilities had been built in with that in mind. With only as many seamen on board as were necessary to work the ship there was room to spare for soldiers. Then the guns would be unnecessary, and at Brest they could be immediately employed in arming new ships. Removing the guns meant a vast increase in available deck space into which more troops could be crammed; the more there were the more strain on the cooking and watering arrangements, but on a short voyage they would not have long to suffer. A short voyage. Not the West Indies, nor Good Hope, and certainly not India. A forty-gun frigate armed en flûte might have as many as a thousand soldiers packed into her. Three thousand men, plus a few hundred more in the armed escorts. The smallness of the number ruled out England  not even Bonaparte, so improvident with human life, would throw away a force that size in an invasion of England where there was at least a small army and a large militia. There was only one possible target; Ireland, where a disaffected population meant a weak militia.

They are no danger to me, then, said Hornblower, hoping that the interval during which he had been making these deductions had not been so long as to be obvious.

Not even to this little ship, agreed the Breton captain with a smile.

It called for the exertion of all Hornblowers moral strength to continue the interview without allowing his agitation to show. He wanted to get instantly into action, but he dared not appear impatient, the Breton captain wanted another three-finger glass of rum and was unaware of any need for haste. Luckily Hornblower remembered an admonition from Doughty, who had impressed on him the desirability of buying cider as well as fish, and Hornblower introduced the new subject. Yes, agreed the captain, there was a keg of cider on board the Deux Frères, but he could not say how much was left, as they had tapped it already during the day. He would sell what was left.

Hornblower forced himself to bargain; he did not want the Breton captain to know that his recent piece of information was worth further gold. He suggested that the cider, of an unknown quantity, should be given him for nothing extra, and the captain with an avaricious gleam in his peasants eye, indignantly refused. For some minutes the argument proceeded while the rum sank lower in the captains glass.

One franc, then, offered Hornblower at last. Twenty sous.

Twenty sous and a glass of rum, said the captain, and Hornblower had to reconcile himself to that much further delay, but it was worth it to retain the captains respect and to allay the captains suspicions.

So that it was with his head swimming with rum  a sensation he detested  that Hornblower sat down at last to write his urgent despatch, having seen his guest down the side. No mere signal could convey all that he wanted to say, and no signal would be secret enough, either. He had to choose his words as carefully as the rum would permit, as he stated his suspicions that the French might be planning an invasion of Ireland, and as he gave his reasons for those suspicions. He was satisfied at last, and wrote H. Hornblower, Commander, at the foot of the letter. Then he turned over the sheet and wrote the address: Rear Admiral William Parker, Commanding the Inshore Squadron, on the other side, and folded and sealed the letter. Parker was one of the extensive Parker clan; there were and had been admirals and captains innumerable with that name, none of them specially distinguished; perhaps this letter would alter that tradition.

He sent it off  a long and arduous trip for the boat, and waited impatiently for the acknowledgement.

Sir,

Your letter of this date has been received and will be given my full attention.

Your obd servt,

Wm. Parker.

Hornblower read the few words in a flash; he had opened the letter on the quarter-deck without waiting to retire with it to his cabin, and he put it in his pocket hoping that his expression betrayed no disappointment.

Mr Bush, he said, We shall have to maintain a closer watch than ever over the Goulet, particularly at night and in thick weather.

Aye aye, sir.

Probably Parker needed time to digest the information, and would later produce a plan; until that time it was Hornblowers duty to act without orders.

I shall take the ship up to the Little Girls whenever I can do so unobserved.

The Little Girls? Aye aye, sir.

It was a very sharp glance that Bush directed at him. No one in his senses  at least no one except under the strongest compulsion  would risk his ship near those navigational dangers in conditions of bad visibility. True; but the compulsions existed. Three thousand well-trained French soldiers landing in Ireland would set that distressful country in a flame from end to end, a wilder flame than had burned in 1798.

Well try it tonight, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir.

The Little Girls lay squarely in the middle of the channel of the Goulet, on either side lay a fairway a scant quarter of a mile wide, and up and down those fairways raced the tide; it would only be during the ebb that the French would be likely to come down. No, that was not strictly true, for the French could stem the flood tide with a fair wind  with this chill easterly wind blowing. The Goulet had to be watched in all conditions of bad visibility and Hotspur had to do the watching.


CHAPTER XVI
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I BEG YOUR pardon, sir, said Bush, lingering after delivering his afternoon report, and hesitating before taking the next step he had clearly decided upon.

Yes, Mr Bush?

You know, sir, youre not looking as well as you should.

Indeed?

Youve been doing too much, sir. Day and night.

Thats a strange thing for a seaman to say, Mr Bush. And a Kings officer.

Its true, all the same, sir. You havent had an hours sleep at a time for days. Youre thinner than Ive ever known you, sir.

Im afraid Ill have to endure it, nevertheless, Mr Bush.

I can only say I wish you didnt have to, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Im going to turn in now, as a matter of fact.

Im glad of that, sir.

See that Im called the moment the weather shows signs of thickening.

Aye aye, sir.

Can I trust you, Mr Bush?

That brought a smile into what was too serious a conversation.

You can, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush.

It was interesting after Bushs departure to look into the speckled chipped mirror and observe his thinness, the cheeks and temples fallen in, the sharp nose and the pointed chin. But this was not the real Hornblower. The real one was inside, unaffected  as yet, at least  by privation or strain. The real Hornblower looked out at him from the hollow eyes in the mirror with a twinkle of recognition, a twinkle that brightened, not with malice, but with something akin to that  a kind of cynical amusement  at the sight of Hornblower seeking proof of the weaknesses of the flesh. But time was too precious to waste; the weary body that the real Hornblower had to drag about demanded repose. And, as regards the weaknesses of the flesh, how delightful, how comforting it was to clasp to his stomach the hot-water bottle that Doughty had put into his cot, to feel warm and relaxed despite the clamminess of the bedclothes and the searching cold that pervaded the cabin.

Sir, said Doughty, coming into the cabin after what seemed to be one minutes interval but which, his watch told him, was two hours. Mr Prowse sent me. Its snowing, sir.

Very well. Ill come.

How often had he said those words? Every time the weather had thickened he had taken Hotspur up the Goulet, enduring the strain of advancing blind up into frightful danger, watching wind and tide, making the most elaborate calculations, alert for any change in conditions, ready to dash out again at the first hint of improvement, not only to evade the fire of the batteries, but also to prevent the French from discovering the close watch that was being maintained over them.

Its only just started to snow, sir, Doughty was saying. But Mr Prowse says its set in for the night.

With Doughtys assistance Hornblower had bundled himself automatically into his deck clothing without noticing what he was doing. He went out into a changed world, where his feet trod a thin carpet of snow on the deck, and where Prowse loomed up in the darkness shimmering in the white coating of snow on his oilskins.

Winds nor by east, sir, moderate. An hour of flood still to go.

Thank you. Turn the hands up and send them to quarters, if you please. They can sleep at the guns.

Aye aye, sir.

Five minutes from now I dont want to hear a sound.

Aye aye, sir.

This was only regular routine. The less the distance one could see the readier the ship had to be to open fire should an enemy loom up close alongside. But there was no routine about his own duties; every time he took the ship up conditions were different, the wind blowing from a different compass point and the tide of a different age. This was the first time the wind had been so far round to the north. Tonight he would have to shave the shallows off Petit Minou as close as he dared, and then, close-hauled, with the last of the flood behind him, Hotspur could just ascend the northern channel, with the Little Girls to starboard.

There was spirit left in the crew; there were jokes and cries of surprise when they emerged into the snow from the stinking warmth of the tween deck, but sharp orders suppressed every sound. Hotspur was deadly quiet, like a ghost ship when the yards had been trimmed and the helm orders given and she began to make her way through the impenetrable night, night more impenetrable than ever with the air full of snowflakes silently dropping down upon them.

A shuttered lantern at the taffrail for reading the log, although the logs indications were of minor importance, when speed over the ground could be so different  instinct and experience were more important. Two hands in the port side mainchains with the lead. Hornblower on the weather side of the quarter-deck could hear quite a quiet call, even though there was a hand stationed to relay it if necessary. Five fathoms. Four fathoms. If his navigation were faulty they would strike before the next cast. Aground under the guns of Petit Minou, ruined and destroyed; Hornblower could not restrain himself from clenching his gloved hands and tightening his muscles. Six and a half fathoms. That was what he had calculated upon, but it was a relief, nevertheless  Hornblower felt a small contempt for himself at feeling relieved, at his lack of faith in his own judgement.

Full and bye, he ordered.

They were as close under Petit Minou as possible, a quarter of a mile from those well-known hills, but there was nothing visible at all. There might be a solid black wall a yard from Hornblowers eyes whichever way he turned them. Eleven fathoms; they were on the edge of the fairway now. The last of the flood, two days after the lowest neaps, and wind north by east; the current should be less than a knot and the eddy off Mengam non-existent.

No bottom!

More than twenty fathoms; that was right.

A good night this for the Frogs, sir, muttered Bush beside him, he had been waiting for this moment.

Certainly it was a good night for the French if they were determined to escape. They knew the times of ebb and flood as well as he did. They would see the snow. Comfortable time for them to up anchor and get under weigh, and make the passage of the Goulet with a fair wind and ebb tide. Impossible for them to escape by the Four with this wind; the Iroise was guarded  he hoped  by the Inshore Squadron, but on a night as black as this they might try it in preference to the difficult Raz du Sein.

Nineteen fathoms; he was above the Little Girls, and he could be confident of weathering Mengam. Nineteen fathoms.

Should be slack water now, sir, muttered Prowse, who had just looked at his watch in the light of the shaded binnacle.

They were above Mengam now; the lead should record a fairly steady nineteen fathoms for the next few minutes, and it was time that he should plan out the next move  the next move but one, rather. He conjured up the chart before his mental eye.

Listen! Bushs elbow dug into Hornblowers ribs with the urgency of the moment.

Avast there at the lead! said Hornblower. He spoke in a normal tone to make sure he was understood; with the wind blowing that way his voice would not carry far in the direction he was peering into.

There was the sound again; there were other noises. A long drawn monosyllable borne by the wind, and Hornblowers straining senses picked it up. It was a Frenchman calling Seize, sixteen. French pilots still used the old-fashioned toise to measure depths, and the toise was slightly greater than the English fathom.

Lights! muttered Bush, his elbow at Hornblowers ribs again. There was a gleam here and there  the Frenchman had not darkened his ship nearly as effectively as the Hotspur. There was enough light to give some sort of indication. A ghost ship sweeping by within biscuit toss. The topsails were suddenly visible  there must be a thin coating of snow on the after surfaces whose gleaming white could reflect any light there was. And then  

Three red lights in a row on the mizzen-topsl yard, whispered Bush.

Visible enough now; shaded in front, presumably, with the light directed aft to guide following ships. Hornblower felt a surge of inspiration, of instant decision, plans for the moment, plans for the next five minutes, plans for the more distant future.

Run! he snapped at Bush. Get three lights hoisted the same way. Keep em shaded, ready to show.

Bush was off at the last word, but the thoughts had to come more rapidly like lightning. Hotspur dared not tack; she must wear.

Wear ship! he snapped at Prowse  no time for the politenesses he usually employed.

As Hotspur swung round he saw the three separated red lights join together almost into one, and at the same moment he saw a blue glare, the French ship was altering course to proceed down the Goulet and was burning a blue light as an indication to the ships following to up helm in succession. Now he could see the second French ship, a second faint ghost  the blue light helped to reveal it.

Pellew in the old Indefatigable, when Hornblower was a prisoner in Ferrol, had once confused a French squadron escaping from Brest by imitating the French signals, but that had been in the comparatively open waters of the Iroise. It had been in Hornblowers mind to try similar tactics, but here in the narrow Goulet there was a possibility of more decisive action.

Bring her to the wind on the starboard tack, he snapped at Prowse, and Hotspur swung round further still, the invisible hands hauling at the invisible braces.

There was the second ship in the French line just completing her turn, with Hotspurs bows pointing almost straight at her.

Starboard a little. Hotspurs bows swung away. Meet her.

He wanted to be as close alongside as he possibly could be without running foul of her.

Ive sent a good hand up with the lights, sir. This was Bush reporting. Another two minutes and theyll be ready.

Get down to the guns, snapped Hornblower, and then, with the need for silence at an end, he reached for the speaking-trumpet.

Main-deck! Man the starboard guns! Run em out.

How would the French squadron be composed? It would have an armed escort, not to fight its way through the Channel Fleet, but to protect the transports, after the escape, from stray British cruising frigates. There would be two big frigates, one in the van and one bringing up the rear, while the intermediate ships would be defenceless transports, frigates armed en flûte.

Starboard! Steady!

Yard arm to yardarm with the second ship in the line, going down the Goulet alongside her, ghost ships side by side in the falling snow. The rumble of gun-trucks had ceased.

Fire!

At ten guns, ten hands jerked at the lanyards, and Hotspurs side burst into flame, illuminating the sails and hull of the Frenchman with a bright glare; in the instantaneous glare of snowflakes were visible as if stationary in mid air.

Fire away, you men!

There were cries and shouts to be heard from the French ship, and then a French voice speaking almost in his ear  the French captain hailing him from thirty yards away with his speaking-trumpet pointed straight at him. It would be an expostulation, the French captain wondering why a French ship should be firing into him, here where no British ship could possibly be. The words were cut off abruptly by the bang and the flash of the first gun of the second broadside, the others following as the men loaded and fired as fast as they could. Each flash brought a momentary revelation of the French ship, a flickering, intermittent picture. Those nine-pounder balls were crashing into a ship crammed with men. At this very moment, as he stood there rigid on the deck, men were dying in agony by the score just over there, for no more reason than that they had been forced into the service of a continental tyrant. Surely the French would not be able to bear it. Surely they would flinch under this unexpected and unexplainable attack. Ah! She was turning away, although she had nowhere to turn to except the cliffs and shoals of the shore close overside. There were the three red lights on her mizzen-topsail yard. By accident or design she had put her helm down. He must make sure of her.

Port a little.

Hotspur swung to starboard, her guns blazing. Enough.

Starboard a little. Steady as you go.

Now the speaking-trumpet. Cease fire!

The silence that followed was broken by the crash as the Frenchman struck the shore, the clatter of falling spars, the yells of despair. And in this darkness, after the glare of the guns, he was blinder than ever, and yet he must act as if he could see; he must waste no moment.

Back the maintopsl! Stay by the braces!

The rest of the French line must be coming down, willy-nilly; with the wind over their quarter and the ebb under their keels and rocks on either side of them they could do nothing else. He must think quicker than they; he still had the advantage of surprise  the French captain in the following ship would not yet have had time to collect his thoughts.

The Little Girls were under their lee; he must not delay another moment.

Braces, there!

Here she came, looming up, close, close, yells of panic from her forecastle.

Hard-a-starboard!

Hotspur had just enough way through the water to respond to her rudder; the two bows swung from each other, collision averted by a hairs breadth.

Fire!

The Frenchmans sails were all a-shiver; she was not under proper control, and with those nine-pounder balls sweeping her deck she would not recover quickly. Hotspur must not pass ahead of her; he still had a little time and a little room to spare.

Main topsl aback!

This was a well-drilled crew; the ship was working like a machine. Even the powder-boys, climbing and descending the ladders in pitch darkness, were carrying out their duties with exactitude, keeping the guns supplied with powder, for the guns never ceased from firing, bellowing in deafening fashion and bathing the Frenchman with orange light while the smoke blew heavily away on the disengaged side.

He could not spare another moment with the maintopsail aback. He must fill and draw ahead even if it meant disengagement.

Braces, there!

He had not noticed until now the infernal din of the quarter-deck carronades beside him; they were firing rapidly, sweeping the transports deck with grape. In their flashes he saw the Frenchmans masts drawing aft as Hotspur regained her way. Then in the next flash he saw something else, another momentary picture  a ships bowsprit crossing the Frenchmans deck from the disengaged side, and he heard a crash and the screams. The next Frenchman astern had run bows on into her colleague. The first rending crash was followed by others; he strode aft to try to see, but already the darkness had closed like a wall round his blinded eyes. He could only listen, but what he heard told him the story. The ship that rammed was swinging with the wind, her bowsprit tearing through shrouds and halliards until it snapped against the mainmast. Then the fore-topmast would fall, yards would fall. The two ships were locked together and helpless, with the Little Girls under their lee. Now he saw blue lights burning as they tried to deal with the hopeless situation; with the ships swinging the blue lights and the red lights on the yards were revolving round each other like some planetary system. There was no chance of escape for them; as wind and current carried him away he thought he heard the crash as they struck upon the Little Girls, but he could not be sure, and there was no time  of course there was no time  to think about it. At this stage of the ebb there was an eddy that set in upon Pollux Reef and he must allow for that. Then he would be out in the Iroise, whose waters he used to think so dangerous before he had ventured up the Goulet, and an unknown number of ships was coming down from Brest, forewarned now by all the firing and the tumult that an enemy was in their midst.

He took a hasty glance into the binnacle, gauged the force of the wind on his cheeks. The enemy  what there was left of them  would certainly, with this wind, run for the Raz du Sein, and would certainly give the Trepieds shoal a wide berth. He must post himself to intercept them; the next ship in the line must be close at hand in any case, but in a few seconds she would no longer be confined to the narrow channel of the Goulet. And what would the first frigate be doing, the one he had allowed to pass without attacking her?

Main chains, there! Get the lead going.

He must keep up to windward as best he could.

No bottom! No bottom with this line.

He was clear of Pollux, then.

Avast, there, with the lead.

They stood on steadily on the starboard tack; in the impenetrable darkness he could hear Prowse breathing heavily at his side and all else was silence round him. He would have to take another cast of the lead soon enough. What was that? Wind and water had brought a distinctive sound to his ears, a solemn noise, of a solid body falling into the water. It was the sound of a lead being cast  and then followed, at the appropriate interval, the high-pitched cry of the leadsman. There was a ship just up there to windward, and now with the distance lessening and with his hearing concentrate in that direction he could hear other sounds, voices, the working of yards. He leaned over the rail and spoke quietly down into the waist.

Stand by your guns.

There she was, looming faintly on the starboard bow.

Starboard two points. Meet her.

They saw Hotspur at that same moment; from out of the darkness came the hail of a speaking-trumpet, but in the middle of a word Hornblower spoke down into the waist again.

Fire!

The guns went off so nearly together that he felt Hotspurs light fabric heel a little with the force of the recoil, and there again was the shape of a ship lit up by the glare of the broadside. He could not hope to force her on the shoals; there was too much sea room for that. He took the speaking-trumpet.

Elevate your guns! Aim for her spars!

He could cripple her. The first gun of the new broadside went off immediately after he said the words  some fool had not paid attention. But the other guns fired after the interval necessary to withdraw the coigns, flash after flash, bang after bang. Again and again and again. Suddenly a flash revealed a change in the shape of the illuminated mizzen-topsail, and at the same moment that mizzen-topsail moved slowly back abaft the beam. The Frenchman had thrown all aback in a desperate attempt to escape this tormentor, risking being raked in the hope of passing under Hotspurs stern to get before the wind. He would wear the Hotspur round and bring her under the fire of the port broadside and chase her on to the Trepieds; the speaking-trumpet was at his lips when the darkness ahead erupted into a volcano of fire.

Chaos. Out of the black snow-filled night had come a broadside, raking the Hotspur from bow to stern. Along with the sound and the flash came the rending crash of splintered woodwork, the loud ringing noise as a cannon-ball hit the breech of a gun, the shriek of the flying splinters, and following on that came the screaming of a wounded man, cutting through the sudden new stillness.

One of the armed frigates of the escort  the leader of the line, most likely  had seen the firing and had been close enough to intervene. She had crossed Hotspurs bows to fire in a raking broadside.

Hard-a-starboard!

He could not tack, even if he were prepared to take the chance of missing stays with the rigging as much cut up as it must be, for he was not clear of the transport yet. He must wear, even though it meant being raked once more.

Wear the ship!

Hotspur was turning even as her last guns fired into the transport. Then came the second broadside from ahead, flaring out of the darkness, a fraction of a second between each successive shot, crashing into Hotspurs battered bows, while Hornblower stood, trying not to wince, thinking what he must do next. Was that the last shot? Now there was a new and rending crash forward, a succession of snapping noises, another thundering crash, and cries and shrieks from forward. That must be the foremast fallen. That must be the fore-topsail yard crashing on the deck.

Helm doesnt answer, sir, called the quartermaster at the wheel.

With the foremast down Hotspur would tend to fly up in the wind, even if the wreckage were not dragging alongside to act as a sea-anchor. He could feel the wind shifting on his cheek. Now Hotspur was helpless. Now she could be battered to destruction by an enemy twice her size, with four times her weight of metal, with scantlings twice as thick to keep out Hotspurs feeble shot. He would have to fight despairingly to the death. Unless . . . The enemy would be putting his helm a-starboard to rake Hotspur from astern, or he would be doing so as soon as he could make out in the darkness what had happened. Time would pass very fast and the wind was still blowing, thank God, and there was the transport close on his starboard side still. He spoke loudly into the speaking-trumpet.

Silence! Silence!

The bustle and clatter forward, where the hands had been struggling with the fallen spars, died away. Even the groaning wounded fell silent; that was discipline, and not the discipline of the cat o nine tails. He could just hear the rumble of the French frigates gun-trucks as they ran out the guns for the next broadside, and he could hear shouted orders. The French frigate was turning to deliver the coup de grace as soon as she made certain of her target. Hornblower pointed the speaking-trumpet straight upwards as if addressing the sky, and he tried to keep his voice steady and quiet. He did not want the French frigate to hear.

Mizzen topsail yard! Unmask those lights.

That was a bad moment; the lights might have gone out, the lad stationed on the yard might be dead. He had to speak again.

Show those lights!

Discipline kept the hand up there from hailing back, but there they were  one, two, three red lights along the mizzen-topsail yard. Even against the wind he heard a wild order being shouted from the French frigate, excitement, even panic in the voice. The French captain was ordering his guns not to fire. Perhaps he was thinking that some horrible mistake had already been made; perhaps in the bewildering darkness he was confusing Hotspur with her recent victim not so far off. At least he was holding fire; at least he was going off to leeward, and a hundred yards to leeward in that darkness was the equivalent of a mile in ordinary conditions.

Mask those lights again!

No need to give the Frenchman a mark for gunfire or an objective to which to beat back when he should clear up the situation. Now a voice spoke out of the darkness close to him.

Bush reporting, sir. Ive left the guns for the moment, if you give me leave, sir. Fore-topsls all across the starboard battery. Cant fire those guns in any case yet.

Very well, Mr Bush. Whats the damage?

Foremasts gone six feet above the deck, sir. Everything went over the starboard side. Most of the shrouds must have held  its all trailing alongside.

Then well get to work  in silence, Mr Bush. I want every stitch of canvas got in first, and then well deal with the wreckage.

Aye aye, sir.

Stripping the ship of her canvas would make her far less visible to the enemys eyes, and would reduce Hotspurs leeway while she rode to her strange sea anchor. Next moment it was the carpenter, up from below.

Were making water very fast, sir. Two feet in the hold. My men are plugging one shot hole, aft by the magazine, but there must be another one forard in the cable tier. Well need hands at the pumps, sir, an Id like half a dozen more in the cable tier.

Very well.

So much to be done, in a nightmare atmosphere of unreality, and then came an explanation of some of the unreality. Six inches of snow lay on the decks, piled in deeper drifts against the vertical surfaces, silencing as well as impeding every movement. But most of the sense of unreality stemmed from simple exhaustion, nervous and physical, and the exhaustion had to be ignored while the work went on, trying to think clearly in the numbing darkness, with the knowledge that the Trepieds shoal lay close under their lee, on a falling tide. Getting up sail when the wreckage had been cleared away, and discovering by sheer seamans instinct how to handle Hotspur under sail without her foremast, with only the feel of the wind on his cheeks and the wavering compass in the binnacle to guide him, and the shoals waiting for him if he miscalculated.

Id like you to set the sprit-sail, Mr Bush, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

A dangerous job for the hands that had to spread the sprit-sail under the bowsprit in the dark, with all the accustomed stays swept away by the loss of the foremast, but it had to be done to supply the necessary leverage forward to keep Hotspur from turning into the wind. Setting the ponderous main-course, because the main-topmast could not be trusted to carry sail. Then creeping westward, with the pumps clanking lugubriously, and the blackness turning slowly to dark grey, and the dark grey turning slowly to light grey, with the coming of the dawn and the cessation of the snowfall. Then it was light enough to see the disorder of the decks and the trampled snow  snow stained pink here and there, in wide areas. Then at last came the sight of the Doris, and help at hand; it might almost be called safety, except that later they would have to beat back against contrary winds and with a jury foremast and in a leaky ship, to Plymouth and refitting.

It was when they saw Doris hoisting out her boats, despatching additional manpower, that Bush could turn to Hornblower with a conventional remark. Bush was not aware of his own appearance, his powder blackened face, his hollow cheeks and his sprouting beard, but even without that knowledge the setting was bizarre enough to appeal to Bushs crude sense of humour.

A Happy New Year to you, sir, said Bush, with a deaths head grin.

It was New Years Day. Then to the two men the same thought occurred simultaneously, and Bushs grin was replaced by something more serious.

I hope your good lady . . .

He was taken unawares, and could not find the formal words.

Thank you, Mr Bush.

It was on New Years Day that the child was expected. Maria might be in labour at this moment while they stood there talking.


CHAPTER XVII
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WILL YOU BE having dinner on board, sir? asked Doughty.

No, replied Hornblower. He hesitated before he launched into the next speech that had occurred to him, but he decided to continue. Tonight Horatio Hornblower dines with Horatio Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

No joke ever fell as flat as that one. Perhaps  certainly  it was too much to expect Doughty to catch the classical allusion, but he might at least have smiled, because it was obvious that his captain had condescended so far as to be facetious.

Youll need your oilskins, sir. Its raining heavily still, said Doughty of the almost immovable countenance.

Thank you.

It seemed to have rained every single day since Hotspur had crawled into Plymouth Sound. Hornblower walked out from the dockyard with the rain rattling on his oilskins as if it were hail and not rain, and it continued all the time it took him to make his way to Drivers Alley. The landladys little daughter opened the door to his knock, and as he walked up the stairs to his lodgings he heard the voice of the other Horatio Hornblower loudly proclaiming his sorrows. He opened the door and entered the small, hot stuffy room where Maria was standing with the baby over her shoulder, its long clothes hanging below her waist. Her face lit with pleasure when she saw him, and she could hardly wait for him to peel off his dripping oilskins before she came to his arms. Hornblower kissed her hot cheek and tried to look round the corner at little Horatio, but the baby only put his face into his mothers shoulder and wailed.

Hes been fractious today, dear, said Maria, apologetically.

Poor little fellow! And what about you, my dear? Hornblower was careful to make Maria the centre of his thoughts whenever he was with her.

Im well enough now, dear. I can go up and down the stairs like a bird.

Excellent.

Maria patted the babys back.

I wish he would be good. I want him to smile for his father.

Perhaps I could try?

Oh, no!

Maria was quite shocked at the notion that a man should hold a crying baby, even his own, but it was a delightful kind of shock, all the same, and she yielded the baby to his proffered arms. Hornblower held his child  it was always a slight surprise to find how light that bundle of clothes was  and looked down at the rather amorphous features and the wet nose.

There! said Hornblower. The act of transfer had quieted little Horatio for a moment at least.

Maria stood bathed in happiness at the sight of her husband holding her son. And Hornblowers emotions were strangely mixed; one emotion was astonishment at finding pleasure in holding his child, for he found it hard to believe that he was capable of such sentiment. Maria held the back of the fireside armchair so that he could sit down in it, and then, greatly daring, kissed his hair.

And how is the ship? she asked, leaning over him.

Shes nearly ready for sea, said Hornblower.

Hotspur had been in and out of dock, her bottom cleaned, her seams recaulked, her shot holes patched. Her new foremast had been put in, and the riggers had set up the standing rigging. She only had to renew her stores.

Oh dear, said Maria.

Winds steady in the west, said Hornblower. Not that that would deter him from beating down-Channel if he could once work Hotspur down the Sound  he could not think why he had held out this shred of hope to Maria.

Little Horatio began to wail again.

Poor darling! said Maria. Let me take him.

I can deal with him.

No. It  it isnt right. It was all wrong, in Marias mind, that a father should be afflicted by his childs tantrums. She thought of something else. You wished to see this, dear. Mother brought it in this afternoon from Lockharts Library.

She brought a magazine from the side table, and gave it in exchange for the baby, whom she clasped once more to her breast.

The magazine was the new number of the Naval Chronicle, and Maria with her free hand helped Hornblower to turn the pages.

There! Maria pointed to the relevant passage, on almost the last page. On January 1st last . . . it began, it was the announcement of little Horatios birth.

The Lady of Captain Horatio Hornblower of the Royal Navy, of a son, read Maria. Thats me and little Horatio. Im  Im more grateful to you, dear, than I can ever tell you.

Nonsense, replied Hornblower. That was just what he thought it was, but he made himself look up with a smile that took out any sting from what he said.

They call you Captain,  went on Maria, with an interrogative in the remark.

Yes, agreed Hornblower. Thats because

He embarked once more on the explanation of the profound difference between a Commander by rank (and a Captain only by courtesy) and a Post Captain. He had said it all before, more than once.

I dont think its right, decided Maria.

Very few things are right, my dear, said Hornblower, a little absently. He was leafing through the other pages of the Naval Chronicle, working forward from the back page where he had started. Here was the Plymouth Report, and here was one of the things he was looking for.

Came in H.M. Sloop Hotspur under jury rig, from the Channel Fleet. She proceeded at once into dock. Captain Horatio Hornblower landed at once with despatches. Then came the Law Intelligence, and the Naval Courts Martial, and the Monthly Register of Naval Events, and the Naval Debates in the Imperial Parliament, and then, between the Debates and the Poetry, came the Gazette Letters. And here it was. First, in italics, came the introduction.

Copy of a letter from Vice Admiral Sir William Cornwallis to Sir Evan Nepean, Bart., dated on board of H.M.S. Hibernia, the 2nd instant.

Next came Cornwalliss letter.

Sir,

I herewith transmit for their Lordships information, copies of letters I have received from Captains Chambers of H.M.S. Naiad and Hornblower of H.M. Sloop Hotspur, acquainting me of the capture of the French national frigate Clorinde and of the defeat of an attempt by the French to escape from Brest with a large body of Troops. The conduct of both these officers appears to me to be highly commendable. I enclose also a copy of a letter I have received from Captain Smith of H.M.S. Doris.

I have the honour to be, with deepest respect

Your obdt servt,

Wm. Cornwallis.

Chambers report came next. Naiad had caught Clorinde near Molene and had fought her to a standstill, capturing her in forty minutes. Apparently the other French frigate which had come out with the transports had escaped by the Raz du Sein and had still not been caught.

Then at last came his own report. Hornblower felt the flush of excitement he had known before on reading his own words in print. He studied them afresh at this interval, and was grudgingly satisfied. They told, without elaboration, the bare facts of how three transports had been run ashore in the Goulet, and of how Hotspur while attacking a fourth had been in action with a French frigate and had lost her foremast. Not a word about saving Ireland from invasion; the merest half-sentence about the darkness and the snow and the navigational perils, but men who could understand would understand.

Smiths letter from the Doris was brief, too. After meeting Hotspur he had pushed in towards Brest and had found a French frigate, armed en flûte, aground on the Trepieds with shore boats taking off her troops. Under the fire of the French coastal batteries Doris had sent in her boats and had burned her.

Theres something more in the Chronicle that might interest you, dear, said Hornblower. He proffered the magazine with his finger indicating his letter.

Another letter from you, dear! said Maria. How pleased you must be!

She read the letter quickly.

I havent had time to read this before, she said, looking up. Little Horatio was so fractious. And  and  I never understand all these letters, dear. I hope you are proud of what you did. Im sure you are, of course.

Luckily little Horatio set up a wail at that moment to save Hornblower from a specific answer to that speech. Maria pacified the baby and went on.

The shopkeepers will know about this tomorrow and theyll all speak to me about it.

The door opened to admit Mrs Mason, her pattens clattering on her feet, raindrops sparkling on her shawl. She and Hornblower exchanged good evenings while she took off her outer clothing.

Let me take that child, said Mrs Mason to her daughter.

Horry has another letter in the Chronicle, countered Maria.

Indeed?

Mrs Mason sat down across the fire from Hornblower and studied the page with more care than Maria had done, but perhaps with no more understanding.

The Admiral says your conduct was very Commendable,  she said, looking up.

Yes.

Why doesnt he make you a real captain, post, as you call it?

The decision doesnt lie with him, said Hornblower. And I doubt if he would in any case.

Cant admirals make captains?

Not in home waters.

The god-like power of promotion freely exercised on distant stations was denied to commanders-in-chief where speedy reference to the Admiralty was possible.

And what about prize money?

Theres none for the Hotspur.

But this  this Clorinde was captured?

Yes, but we werent in sight.

But you were fighting, werent you?

Yes, Mrs Mason. But only ships in sight share in prize money. Except for the flag officers.

And arent you a flag-officer?

No. Flag officer means Admiral, Mrs Mason.

Mrs Mason sniffed.

It all seems very strange. So you do not profit at all by this letter?

No, Mrs Mason. At least not in the way Mrs Mason meant.

Its about time you made some prize money. I hear all the time about the ships that have made thousands. Eight pounds a month for Maria, and her with a child. Mrs Mason looked round at her daughter. Threepence a pound for neck of mutton! The cost of things is more than I can understand.

Yes, mother. Horry gives me all he can, Im sure.

As captain of a ship below the sixth rate Hornblowers pay was twelve pounds a month, and he still needed those new uniforms. Prices were rising with war-time demand, and the Admiralty, despite many promises, had not yet succeeded in obtaining an increase in pay for naval officers.

Some captains make plenty, said Mrs Mason.

It was prize money, and the possibility of gaining it, that kept the Navy quiet under the otherwise intolerable conditions. The great mutinies at Spithead and the Nore were less than ten years old. But Hornblower felt he would be drawn into a defence of the prize money system shortly if Mrs Mason persisted in talking as she did. Luckily the entrance of the landlady to lay the table for supper changed the subject of conversation. With another person in the room neither Mrs Mason nor Maria would discuss such a low subject as money, and they talked about indifferent matters instead. They sat down to dinner when the landlady brought in a steaming tureen.

The pearl barleys at the bottom, Horatio, said Mrs Mason, supervising him as he served the food.

Yes, Mrs Mason.

And youd better give Maria that other chop  that ones meant for you.

Yes, Mrs Mason.

Hornblower had learned to keep a still tongue in his head under the goadings of tyranny when he was a lieutenant in the old Renown under Captain Sawyers command, but he had well-nigh forgotten those lessons by now, and was having painfully to relearn them. He had married of his own free will  he could have said no at the altar, he remembered  and now he had to make the best of a bad business. Quarrelling with his mother-in-law would not help. It was a pity that Hotspur had come in for docking at the moment when Mrs Mason had arrived to see her daughter through her confinement, but he need hardly fear a repetition of the coincidence during the days  the endless days  to come.

Stewed mutton and pearl barley and potatoes and cabbage. It might have been a very pleasant dinner, except that the atmosphere was unfavourable; in two senses. The room, with its sea-coal fire, was unbearably hot. Thanks to the rain no washing could be hung out of doors, and Hornblower doubted if in the vicinity of Drivers Alley washing could be hung out of doors unwatched in any case. So that on a clothes-horse on the other side of the room hung little Horatios clothing, and somehow nature arranged it that every stitch little Horatio wore had to be washed, as often as several times a day. Hanging on the horse were the long embroidered gowns, and the long flannel gowns with their scalloped borders, and the flannel shirts, and the binders, as well as the innumerable napkins that might have been expected to sacrifice themselves, like a rearguard, in the defence of the main body. Hornblowers wet oilskins and Mrs Masons wet shawl added variant notes to the smells in the room, and Hornblower suspected that little Horatio, now in the cradle beside Marias chair, added yet another.

Hornblower thought of the keen clean air of the Atlantic and felt his lungs would burst. He did his best with his dinner, but it was a poor best.

Youre not making a very good dinner, Horatio, said Mrs Mason, peering suspiciously at his plate.

I suppose Im not very hungry.

Too much of Doughtys cooking, I expect, said Mrs Mason.

Hornblower knew already, without a word spoken, that the women were jealous of Doughty and ill at ease in his presence. Doughty had served the rich and the great; Doughty knew of fancy ways of cooking; Doughty wanted money to bring the cabin stores of the Hotspur up to his own fastidious standards; Doughty (in the womens minds, at least) was probably supercilious about Drivers Alley and the family his captain had married into.

I cant abide that Doughty, said Maria  the word was spoken now.

Hes harmless enough, my dear, said Hornblower.

Harmless! Mrs Mason said only that one word, but Demosthenes could not have put more vituperation into a whole Philippic; and yet, when the landlady came in to clear the table, Mrs Mason contrived to be at her loftiest.

As the landlady left the room Hornblowers instincts guided him into an action of which he was actually unconscious. He threw up the window and drew the icy evening air deep into his lungs.

Youll give him his death! said Marias voice, and Hornblower swung round, surprised.

Maria had snatched up little Horatio from his cradle and stood clasping him to her bosom, a lioness defending her cub from the manifest and well-known perils of the night air.

I beg your pardon, dear, said Hornblower. I cant imagine what I was thinking of.

He knew perfectly well that little babies should be kept in stuffy heated rooms, and he was full of genuine contrition regarding little Horatio. But as he turned back and pulled the window shut again his mind was dwelling on the Blackstones and the Little Girls, on bleak harsh days and dangerous nights, on a deck that he could call his own. He was ready to go to sea again.


CHAPTER XVIII
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WITH THE COMING of spring a new liveliness developed in the blockade of Brest. In every French port during the winter there had been much building of flat-bottomed boats. The French army, two hundred thousand strong, was still poised on the Channel coast, waiting for its chance to invade, and it needed gun-boats by the thousand to ferry it over when that chance should come. But the invasion coast from Boulogne to Ostend could not supply one-tenth, one-hundredth of the vessels needed; these had to be built whenever there were facilities, and then had to be moved along the coast to the assembling area.

To Hornblowers mind Bonaparte  the Emperor Napoleon, as he was beginning to call himself  was displaying a certain confusion of ideas in adopting this course of action. Seamen and shipbuilding materials were scarce enough in France; it was absurd to waste them on invasion craft when invasion was impossible without a covering fleet, and when the French navy was too small to provide such a fleet. Lord St Vincent had raised an appreciative smile throughout the Royal Navy when he had said in the House of Lords regarding the French army, I do not say they cannot come. I only say they cannot come by sea. The jest had called up a ludicrous picture in everyones mind of Bonaparte trying to transport an invading army by Montgolfier balloons, and the impossibility of such an attempt underlined the impossibility of the French building up a fleet strong enough to command the Channel even long enough for the gun-boats to row across.

It was only by the time summer was far advanced that Hornblower fully understood Bonapartes quandary. Bonaparte had to persist in this ridiculous venture, wasting the substance of his empire on ships and landing-craft even though a sensible man might well write off the whole project and devote his resources to some more profitable scheme. But to do so would be an admission that England was impregnable, could never be conquered, and such an admission would not only hearten his potential Continental enemies but would have a most unsettling effect on the French people themselves. He was simply compelled to continue along this road, to go on building his ships and his gun-boats to make the world believe there was a likelihood that England would soon be overthrown, leaving him dominant everywhere on earth, lord of the whole human race.

And there was always chance, even if it were not one chance in ten or one chance in a hundred, but one in a million. Some extraordinary, unpredictable combination of good fortune, of British mismanagement, of weather, and of political circumstances might give him the week he needed to get his army across. If the odds were enormous at least the stakes were fantastic. In itself that might appeal to a gambler like Bonaparte even without the force of circumstance to drive him on.

So the flat-bottomed boats were built at every little fishing-village along the coast of France, and they crept from their places of origin towards the great military camp of Boulogne, keeping to the shallows, moving by oar more than by sail, sheltering when necessary under the coastal batteries, each boat manned by fifty soldiers and a couple of seamen. And because Bonaparte was moving these craft, the Royal Navy felt bound to interfere with the movement as far as possible.

That was how it came about that Hotspur found herself momentarily detached from the Channel Fleet and forming a part of a small squadron under the orders of Chambers of the Naiad operating to the northward of Ushant, which was doing its best to prevent the passage of half a dozen gun-boats along the wild and rocky shore of Northern Brittany.

Signal from the Commodore, sir, reported Foreman.

Chambers spent a great deal of time signalling to his little squadron.

Well? asked Hornblower; Foreman was referring to his signal book.

Take station within sight bearing east noreast, sir.

Thank you, Mr Foreman. Acknowledge. Mr Bush, well square away.

A pleasant day, with gentle winds from the south east, and occasional white clouds coursing over a blue sky. Overside the sea was green and clear, and two miles off on the beam was the coast with its white breakers; the chart showed strange names, Aber Wrack and Aber Benoit, which told of the relationship between the Breton tongue and Welsh. Hornblower divided his attention between the Naiad and the coast as Hotspur ran down before the wind, and he experienced something of the misers feeling at some depletion of his gold. It might be necessary to go off like this to leeward, but every hour so spent might call for a day of beating back to windward. The decisive strategical point was outside Brest where lay the French ships of the line, not here where the little gun-boats were making their perilous passage.

You may bring-to again, Mr Bush.

Aye aye, sir.

They were now so far from Naiad that it would call for a sharp eye and a good glass to read her signals.

Were the terrier at the rat hole, sir, said Bush, coming back to Hornblower as soon as Hotspur had lain-to with her maintopsail to the mast.

Exactly, agreed Hornblower.

Boats are cleared away ready to launch sir.

Thank you.

They might have to dash in to attack the gun-boats when they came creeping along, just outside the surf.

Commodores signalling, sir, reported Foreman again. Oh, its for the lugger, sir.

There she goes! said Bush.

The small armed lugger was moving in towards the shore.

Thats the ferret going down the hole, Mr Bush, said Hornblower, unwontedly conversational.

Yes, sir. Theres a gun! Theres another!

They could hear the reports, borne on the wind, and could see the gusts of smoke.

Is there a battery there, sir?

Maybe. Maybe the gun-boats are using their own cannon.

Each gun-boat mounted one or two heavy guns in the bows, but they laboured under the disadvantage that half a dozen discharges racked the little vessels to pieces by the recoil. The theory behind those guns was that they were to be used for clearing the beaches of defending troops where the invasion should take place and the gun-boats should be safely beached.

Cant make out whats happening, fumed Bush; a low headland cut off their view.

Firings heavy, said Hornblower. Must be a battery there.

He felt irritated; the Navy was expending lives and material on an objective quite valueless, in his opinion. He beat his gloved hands together in an effort to restore their warmth, for there was an appreciable chilliness in the wind.

Whats that? exclaimed Bush, excitedly training his telescope. Look at that, sir! Dismasted, by God!

Just visible round the point now was a shape that could not instantly be recognised. It was the lugger, drifting disabled and helpless. Everything about the situation indicated that she had run into a well-planned ambush.

Theyre still firing at her, sir, remarked Prowse. The telescope just revealed the splashes round her as cannon-balls plunged into the sea.

Well have to save her, said Hornblower, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice. Square away, if you please, Mr Prowse, and well run down.

It was extremely irritating to have to go into danger like this, to redeem someone elses mismanagement of an expedition unjustified from the start.

Mr Bush, get a cable out aft ready to tow.

Aye aye, sir.

Commodores signalling, sir. This was Foreman speaking. Our number. Assist damaged vessel. 

Acknowledge.

Chambers had ordered that signal before he could see that Hotspur was already on the move.

Hornblower scanned the shore on this side of the headland. There was no gun-smoke on this side, no sign of any battery. With luck all he would have to do was to haul the lugger round the corner. Down in the waist the voices of Bush and Wise were urging a working-party to their utmost efforts as they took the ponderous cable aft. Things were happening fast, as they always did at crises. A shot screamed overhead as Hornblower reached for the speaking-trumpet.

Grasshopper! Stand by to take a line!

Somebody in the disabled lugger waved a handkerchief in acknowledgement.

Back the maintopsl, Mr Prowse, and well go down to her.

That was when the Grasshopper disintegrated, blew apart, in two loud explosions and a cloud of smoke. It happened right under Hornblowers eyes, as he leaned over with his speaking-trumpet; one second there was the intact hull of the lugger, with living men working on the wreckage, and the next the smoking explosions, the flying fragments, the billowing smoke. It must have been a shell from the shore; there were howitzers or mortars mounted there. Most likely a field howitzer battery, light and easily moved across country, which had been brought up to protect the gun-boats. A shell must have dropped into the lugger and burst in the magazine.

Hornblower had seen it all, and when the cloud of smoke dispersed the bow and stern did not disappear from sight. They were floating waterlogged on the surface, and Hornblower could see a few living figures as well, clinging to the wreckage among the fragments.

Lower the quarter-boat! Mr Young, go and pick up those men.

This was worse than ever. Shell fire was a horrible menace to a wooden ship that could so easily be set into an inextinguishable blaze. It was utterly infuriating to be exposed to these perils for no profit. The quarter-boat was on its way back when the next shell screamed overhead. Hornblower recognised the difference in the sound from that of a round-shot; he should have done so earlier. A shell from a howitzer had a belt about it, a thickening in the centre which gave its flight, as it arched across the sky, the peculiarly malevolent note he had already heard.

It was the French army that was firing at them. To fight the French navy was the essence of Hotspurs duty, and of his own, but to expose precious ships and seamen to the attack of soldiers who cost almost nothing to a government that enforced conscription was bad business, and to expose them without a chance of firing back was sheer folly. Hornblower drummed on the hammock cloths over the netting in front of him with his gloved hands in a fury of bad temper, while Young rowed about the wreckage picking up the survivors. A glance ashore coincided with the appearance of a puff of white smoke. That was one of the howitzers at least  before the wind dispersed it he could clearly see the initial upward direction of the puff; howitzers found their best range at an angle of fifty degrees, and at end of their trajectory the shells dropped at sixty degrees. This one was behind a low bank, or in some sort of ditch; his glass revealed an officer standing above it directing the operation of the gun at his feet.

Now came the shriek of the shell, not so far overhead; even the fountain of water that it threw up when it plunged into the sea was different in shape and duration from those flung up by round-shot from a cannon. Young brought the quarter-boat under the falls and hooked on; Bush had his men ready to tail away at the tackles, while Hornblower watched the operation and fumed at every second of delay. Most of the survivors picked up were wounded, some of them dreadfully. He would have to go and see they were properly attended to  he would have to pay a visit of courtesy  but not until Hotspur were safely out of this unnecessary peril.

Very well, Mr Prowse. Bring her before the wind.

The yards creaked round; the quartermaster spun the wheel round into firm resistance, and Hotspur slowly gathered way, to leave this hateful coast behind her. Next came a sudden succession of noises, all loud, all different, distinguishable even though not two seconds elapsed between the first and the last  the shriek of a shell, a crash of timber aloft, a deep note as the main-topmast backstay parted, a thud against the hammock nettings beside Hornblower, and then a thump three yards from his feet, and there on the deck death, sizzling death, was rolling towards him and as the ship heaved death changed its course with the canting of the deck in a blundering curve as the belt round the shell deflected its roll. Hornblower saw the tiny thread of smoke, the burning fuse one-eighth of an inch long. No time to think. He sprang at it as it wobbled on its belt, and with his gloved hand he extinguished the fuse, rubbing at it to make sure the spark was out, rubbing at it again unnecessarily before he straightened up. A marine was standing by and Hornblower gestured to him.

Throw the damned thing overboard! he ordered; the fact that he swore indicated his bad temper.

Then he looked round. Every soul on that crowded little quarter-deck was rigid, posed in unnatural attitudes, as if some Gorgons head had turned them all into stone, and then with his voice and his gesture they all came back to life again, to move and relax  it was as if time had momentarily stood still for everyone except himself. His bad temper was fanned by the delay, and he lashed out with his tongue indiscriminately.

What are you all thinking about? Quartermaster, put your helm over! Mr Bush! Just look at that mizzen-topsl yard! Send the hands aloft this minute! Splice that backstay! You, there! Havent you coiled those falls yet? Move, damn you!

Aye aye, sir! Aye aye, sir!

The automatic chorus of acknowledgements had a strange note, and in the midst of the bustle Hornblower saw first Bush from one angle and then Prowse from another, both looking at him with strange expressions on their faces.

Whats the matter with you? he blazed out, and with the last word understanding came to him.

That extinguishing of the fuse appeared to them in monstrous disproportion, as something heroic, even perhaps as something magnificent. They did not see it in its true light as the obvious thing to do, indeed the only thing to do; nor did they know of the instinctive flash of action that had followed his observation of that remaining one-eighth of an inch of fuse. All there was to his credit was that he had seen and acted quicker than they. He had not been brave, and most certainly not heroic.

He returned the glance of his subordinates, and with all his senses still keyed up to the highest pitch he realised that this was the moment of the conception of a legend, that the wildest tales would be told later about this incident, and he was suddenly hideously embarrassed. He laughed, and before the laugh was finished he knew it was a self-conscious laugh, the motiveless laugh of an idiot, and he was angrier than ever with himself and with Chambers of the Naiad and with the whole world. He wanted to be away from all this, back in the approaches to Brest, doing his proper work and not engaged in these hare-brained actions that did not forward the defeat of Bonaparte an iota.

Then another thought struck him, occasioned by the discovery that the fuse had burned a hole in his right hand glove. Those were the gloves Maria had given him on that dark morning when he had walked with her from the George to take Hotspur to sea.


CHAPTER XIX
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IN THE IROISE, comfortably sheltered with the wind to the east of south, Hotspur was completing her stores again. This was the second time since her refitting in Plymouth that she had gone through this laborious process, refilling her casks from the water-hoys, replacing the empty beef and pork barrels from the victuallers, and coaxing all the small stores she could from the itinerant slop-ship that Cornwallis had put into commission. She had been six months continuously at sea, and was now ready for three more.

Hornblower watched with something of relief the slop-ship bearing away; that six months at sea had barely been sufficient to get his ship clear of all the plagues that had come on board at Plymouth; disease, bed bugs, fleas and lice. The bed bugs had been the worst; they had been hunted from one hiding place in the woodwork to another, scorched with smouldering oakum, walled in with the paint, time after time, and each time that he had thought he had extirpated the pests some unfortunate seaman would approach his division officer and with a knuckling of his forehead would report, Please, sir, I think Ive got em this time.

He had seven letters from Maria to read  he had opened the last one already to make sure that she and little Horatio were well  and he had already completed this task when Bush came knocking at his door. Sitting at the chart-table Hornblower listened to what Bush had to report; trifles, only, and Hornblower wondered at Bush disturbing his captain about them. Then Bush produced something from his side pocket, and Hornblower, with a sigh, knew what had been the real object of this visit. It was the latest number of the Naval Chronicle, come on board with the mail; the ward-room mess subscribed to it jointly. Bush thumbed through the pages, and then laid the open magazine before him, a gnarled finger indicating the passage he had found. It only took Hornblower a couple of minutes to read it; Chambers report to Cornwallis on the affray off Aber Wrack, which apparently had been published in the Gazette to inform the public regarding the circumstances in which Grasshopper had been lost. Bushs finger pointed again to the last four lines. Captain Hornblower informs me that Hotspur suffered no casualties although she was struck by a five-inch shell which did considerable damage aloft but which fortunately failed to explode.

Well, Mr Bush? Hornblower put a stern lack of sympathy in his voice to warn Bush as much as he could.

It isnt right, sir.

This routine of serving so close to home had serious disadvantages. It meant that in only two or three months the fleet would be reading what had appeared in the Gazette and the newspapers, and it was extraordinary how touchy men were about what was written about them. It could well be subversive of discipline, and Hornblower meant to deal with that possibility from the start.

Would you kindly explain, Mr Bush?

Bush was not to be deterred. He blunderingly repeated himself. It isnt right, sir.

Not right? Do you mean that it wasnt a five-inch shell?

No, sir. It . . .

Do you imply that it didnt do considerable damage aloft?

Of course it did, sir, but . . .

Perhaps youre implying that the shell really did explode?

Oh no, sir. I . . .

Then I fail to see what you are taking exception to, Mr Bush.

It was highly unpleasant to be cutting and sarcastic with Mr Bush, but it had to be done. Yet Bush was being unusually obstinate.

 Tisnt right, sir. Tisnt fair. Tisnt fair to you, sir, or the ship.

Nonsense, Mr Bush. What dyou think we are? Actresses? Politicians? Were Kings officers, Mr Bush, with a duty to do, and no thought to spare for anything else. Never speak to me again like this, if you please, Mr Bush.

And there was Bush looking at him with bewildered eyes and still stubborn.

 Tisnt fair, sir, he repeated.

Didnt you hear my order, Mr Bush? I want to hear no more about this. Please leave this cabin at once.

It was horrible to see Bush shamble out of the cabin, hurt and depressed. The trouble with Bush was that he had no imagination; he could not envisage the other side. Hornblower could  he could see before his eyes at that moment the words he would have written if Bush had had his way. The shell fell on the deck and with my own hands I extinguished the fuse when it was about to explode. He could never have written such a sentence. He could never have sought for public esteem by writing it. Moreover, and more important, he would scorn the esteem of a public who could tolerate a man who would write such words. If by some chance his deeds did not speak for themselves he would never speak for them. The very possibility revolted him, and he told himself that this was not a matter of personal taste, but a well-weighed decision based on the good of the service; and in that respect he was displaying no more imagination than Bush.

Then he caught himself up short. This was all lies, all self-deception, refusal to face the truth. He had just flattered himself that he had more imagination than Bush; more imagination, perhaps, but far less courage. Bush knew nothing of the sick horror, the terrible moment of fear which Hornblower had experienced when that shell dropped. Bush did not know how his admired captain had had a moments vivid mental picture of being blown into bloody rags by the explosion, how his heart had almost ceased to beat  the heart of a coward. Bush did not know the meaning of fear, and he could not credit his captain with that knowledge either. And so Bush would never know why Hornblower had made so light of the incident of the shell, and why he had been so irascible when it was discussed. But Hornblower knew, and would know, whenever he could bring himself to face facts.

There were orders being bellowed on the quarter-deck, a rush of bare feet over the planking, a clatter of ropes against woodwork, and Hotspur was beginning to lean over on a new course. Hornblower was at the cabin door bent on finding out what was the meaning of this activity which he had not ordered, when he found himself face to face with Young.

Signal from the Flag, sir. Hotspur report to Commander-in-Chief. 

Thank you.

On the quarter-deck Bush touched his hat.

I put the ship about as soon as we read the signal, sir, he explained.

Very good, Mr Bush.

When a commander-in-chief demanded the presence of a ship no time was to be wasted even to inform the captain.

I acknowledged the signal, sir.

Very good, Mr Bush.

Hotspur was turning her stern to Brest; with the wind comfortably over her quarter she was running out to sea, away from France. For the commander-in-chief to demand the attendance of his farthest outpost must be of significance. He had summoned the ship, not merely the captain. There must be something more in the wind than this gentle breeze.

Bush called the crew to attention to render passing honours to Parkers flagship, the flagship of the Inshore Squadron.

Hope he has as good a ship as us to replace us, sir, said Bush, who evidently had the same feeling as Hornblower, to the effect that the departure was only the beginning of a long absence from the Iroise.

No doubt, said Hornblower. He was glad that Bush was bearing no malice for his recent dressing-down. Of course this sudden break in routine was a stimulant in itself, but Hornblower in a moment of insight realised that Bush, after a lifetime of being subject to the vagaries of wind and weather, could manage to be fatalistic about the unpredictable vagaries of his captain.

This was the open sea; this was the wide Atlantic, and there on the horizon was a long line of topsails in rigid order  the Channel Fleet, whose men and whose guns prevented Bonaparte from hoisting the Tricolor over Windsor Castle.

Our number from the Commander-in-Chief, sir. Pass within hail. 

Acknowledge. Mr Prowse, take a bearing, if you please.

A pleasant little problem, to set a course wasting as little time as possible, with Hibernia close-hauled under easy sail and Hotspur running free under all plain sail. It was a small sop to Prowses pride to consult him, for Hornblower had every intention of carrying out the manoeuvre by eye alone. His orders to the wheel laid Hotspur on a steadily converging course.

Mr Bush, stand by to bring the ship to the wind.

Aye aye, sir.

A big frigate was foaming along in Hibernias wake. Hornblower looked and looked again. That was the Indefatigable, once Pellews famous frigate  the ship in which he had served during those exciting years as midshipman. He had no idea she had joined the Channel Fleet. The three frigates astern of Indefatigable he knew at once; Medusa, Lively, Amphion, all veterans of the Channel Fleet. Bunting soared up Hibernias halliards.

 All captains, sir!

Clear away the quarter-boat, Mr Bush!

It was another example of how good a servant Doughty was, that he appeared on the quarter-deck with sword and boat cloak within seconds of that signal being read. It was highly desirable to shove off in the boat at least as quickly as the boats from the frigates, even though it meant that Hornblower had to spend longer pitching and tossing in the boat while his betters went up Hibernias side before him, but the thought that all this presaged some new and urgent action sustained Hornblower in the ordeal.

In the cabin of the Hibernia there was only one introduction to be made, of Hornblower to Captain Graham Moore of the Indefatigable. Moore was a strikingly handsome burly Scotsman; Hornblower had heard somewhere that he was the brother of Sir John Moore, the most promising general in the army. The others he knew, Gore of the Medusa, Hammond of the Lively, Sutton of the Amphion. Cornwallis sat with his back to the great stern window, with Collins on his left, and the five captains seated facing him.

No need to waste time, gentlemen, said Cornwallis abruptly. Captain Moore has brought me despatches from London and we must act on them promptly.

Even though he began with these words he spent a second or two rolling his kindly blue eyes along the row of captains, before he plunged into his explanations.

Our Ambassador at Madrid he went on, and that name made them all stir in their seats; ever since the outbreak of war the Navy had been expecting Spain to resume her old rôle of ally to France.

Cornwallis spoke lucidly although rapidly. British agents in Madrid had discovered the content of the secret clauses of the treaty of San Ildefonso between France and Spain; the discovery had confirmed long cherished suspicions. By those clauses Spain was bound to declare war on England whenever requested by France, and until that request was made she was bound to pay a million francs a month into the French treasury.

A million francs a month in gold and silver, gentlemen, said Cornwallis.

Bonaparte was in constant need of cash for his war expenses; Spain could supply it thanks to her mines in Mexico and Peru. Every month waggon-loads of bullion climbed the Pyrenean passes to enter France. Every year a Spanish squadron bore the products of the mines from America to Cadiz.

The next flota is expected this autumn, gentlemen, said Cornwallis. Usually it brings about four millions of dollars for the Crown, and about the same amount on private account.

Eight millions of dollars, and the Spanish silver dollar was worth, in an England cursed by a paper currency, a full seven shillings. Nearly three million pounds.

The treasure that is not sent to Bonaparte, said Cornwallis, will largely go towards re-equipping the Spanish navy, which can be employed against England whenever Bonaparte chooses. So you can understand why it is desirable that the flota shall not reach Cadiz this year.

So its war, sir? asked Moore, but Cornwallis shook his head.

No. I am sending a squadron to intercept the flota, and I expect youve already guessed that it is your ships that Im sending, gentlemen. But it is not war. Captain Moore, the senior officer, will be instructed to request the Spaniards to alter course and enter an English port. There the treasure will be removed and the ships set free. The treasure will not be seized. It will be retained by His Majestys Government as a pledge, to be returned to His Most Catholic Majesty on the conclusion of a general peace.

What ships are they, sir?

Frigates. Ships of war. Three frigates, sometimes four.

Commanded by Spanish naval officers, sir?

Yes.

Theyll never agree, sir. Theyll never violate their orders just because we tell em to.

Cornwallis rolled his eyes up to the deck-beams above and then down again.

You will have written orders to compel them.

Then well have to fight them, sir?

If they are so foolish as to resist.

And that will be war, sir.

Yes. His Majestys Government is of the opinion that Spain without eight million dollars is less dangerous as an open enemy than she would be as a secret enemy with that money available. Is the situation perfectly clear now, gentlemen?

It was instantly obvious. It could be grasped even more quickly than the problem in simple mental arithmetic could be solved. Prize money; one-quarter of three million pounds for the captains  something approaching eight hundred thousand pounds. Five captains. Say a hundred and fifty thousand pounds each. An enormous fortune; with that sum a captain could buy a landed estate and still have sufficient left over to provide an income on which to live in dignity when invested in the Funds. Hornblower could see that every one of the four other captains was working out that problem too.

I see you all understand, gentlemen. Captain Moore will issue his orders to you to take effect in case of separation, and he will make his own plans to effect the interception. Captain Hornblower every eye came round   will proceed immediately in Hotspur to Cadiz to obtain the latest information from His Britannic Majestys Consul there, before joining you at the position selected by Captain Moore. Captain Hornblower, will you be kind enough to stay behind after these gentlemen have left?

It was an extremely polite dismissal of the other four, whom Collins led away to receive their orders, leaving Hornblower face to face with Cornwallis. Cornwalliss blue eyes, as far as Hornblower knew, were always kindly, but apart from that they were generally remarkably expressionless. As an exception, this time they had an amused twinkle.

Youve never made a penny of prize money in your life, have you, Hornblower? asked Cornwallis.

No, sir.

It seems likely enough that you will make several pennies now.

You expect the Dons to fight, sir?

Dont you?

Yes, sir.

Only a fool would think otherwise, and youre no fool, Hornblower.

An ingratiating man would say Thank you, sir, to that speech, but Hornblower would do nothing to ingratiate himself.

Can we fight Spain as well as France, sir?

I think we can. Are you more interested in the war than in prize money, Hornblower?

Of course, sir.

Collins was back in the cabin again, listening to the conversation.

Youve done well in the war so far, Hornblower, said Cornwallis. Youre on the way towards making a name for yourself.

Thank you, sir. He could say that this time, because a name was nothing.

You have no interest at Court, I understand? No friends in the Cabinet? Or in the Admiralty?

No, sir.

Its a long, long step from Commander to Captain, Hornblower.

Yes, sir.

Youve no young gentlemen with you in Hotspur, either.

No, sir.

Practically every captain in the Navy had several boys of good family on board, rated as volunteers or as servants, learning to be sea officers. Most families had a younger son to be disposed of, and this was as good a way as any. Accepting such a charge was profitable to the captain in many ways, but particularly because by conferring such a favour he could expect some reciprocal favour from the family. A captain could even make a monetary profit, and frequently did, by appropriating the volunteers meagre pay and doling out pocket money instead.

Why not? asked Cornwallis.

When we were commissioned I was sent four volunteers from the Naval Academy, sir. And since then I have not had time.

The main reason why young gentlemen from the Naval Academy  Kings Letter Boys  were detested by captains was because of this very matter; their presence cut down on the number of volunteers by whom the captain could benefit.

You were unfortunate, said Cornwallis.

Yes, sir.

Excuse me, sir, said Collins, breaking in on the conversation. Here are your orders, captain, regarding your conduct in Cadiz. You will of course receive additional orders from Captain Moore.

Thank you, sir.

Cornwallis still had time for a moment more of gossip.

You were fortunate the day Grasshopper was lost that that shell did not explode, were you not, Hornblower?

Yes, sir.

It is quite unbelievable, said Collins, adding his contribution to the conversation, what a hot bed of gossip a fleet can be. The wildest tales are circulating regarding that shell.

He was looking narrowly at Hornblower, and Hornblower looked straight back at him in defiance.

You cant hold me responsible for that, sir, he said.

Of course not, interposed Cornwallis, soothingly. Well, may good fortune always go with you, Hornblower.


CHAPTER XX
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HORNBLOWER CAME BACK on board Hotspur in a positively cheerful state of mind. There was the imminent prospect of a hundred and fifty thousand pounds in prize money. That ought to satisfy Mrs Mason, and Hornblower found it possible not to dwell too long on the picture of Maria as chatelaine of a country estate. He could avoid that subject by thinking about the immediate future, a visit to Cadiz, a diplomatic contact, and then the adventure of intercepting a Spanish treasure fleet in the broad Atlantic. And if that were not sufficiently ample food for pleasant day-dreams, he could recall his conversation with Cornwallis. A Commander-in-Chief in home waters had small power of promotion, but surely his recommendations might have weight. Perhaps  ?

Bush, with his hand to his hat, welcoming him aboard again, was not smiling. He was wearing a worried, anxious look.

What is it, Mr Bush? asked Hornblower.

Something you wont like, sir.

Were his dreams to prove baseless? Had Hotspur sprung some incurable leak?

What is it? Hornblower bit back at the damn you that he nearly said.

Your servants under arrest for mutiny, sir, Hornblower could only stare as Bush went on. He struck his superior officer.

Hornblower could not show his astonishment or his distress. He kept his face set like stone.

Signal from the Commodore, sir! This was Foreman breaking in. Our number. Send boat. 

Acknowledge. Mr Orrock! Take the boat over at once.

Moore in the Indefatigable had already hoisted the broad pendant that marked him as officer commanding a squadron. The frigates were still hove-to, clustered together. There were enough captains there to constitute a general court martial, with power to hang Doughty that very afternoon.

Now, Mr Bush, come and tell me what you know about this.

The starboard side of the quarter-deck was instantly vacated as Hornblower and Bush walked towards it. Private conversation was as possible there as anywhere in the little ship.

As far as I can tell, sir, said Bush, it was like this

Taking stores on board at sea was a job for all hands, and even when they were on board there was still work for all hands, distributing the stores through the ship. Doughty, in the working-party in the waist, had demurred on being given an order by a bosns mate, Mayne by name. Mayne had swung his starter, his length of knotted line that petty officers used on every necessary occasion  too frequently, in Hornblowers judgement. And then Doughty had struck him. There were twenty witnesses, and if that were not enough, Maynes lip was cut against his teeth and blood poured down.

Maynes always been something of a bully, sir, said Bush. But this

Yes, said Hornblower.

He knew the Twenty-Second Article of War by heart. The first half dealt with striking a superior officer; the second half with quarrelling and disobedience. And the first half ended with the words shall suffer death; there were no mitigating words like or such less punishment. Blood had been drawn and witnesses had seen it. Even so, some petty officers in the give and take of heavy labour on board ship might have dealt with the situation unofficially, but not Mayne.

Wheres Doughty now? he asked.

In irons, sir. That was the only possible answer.

Orders from the Commodore, sir! Orrock was hastening along the deck towards them, waving a sealed letter which Hornblower accepted.

Doughty could wait; orders could not. Hornblower thought of returning to his cabin to read them at leisure, but a captain had no leisure. As he broke the seal Bush and Orrock withdrew to give him what little privacy was possible when every idle eye in the ship was turned on him. The opening sentence was plain enough and definite enough.

Sir,

You are requested and required to proceed immediately in H.M. Sloop Hotspur under your command to the port of Cadiz.

The second paragraph required him to execute at Cadiz the orders he had received from the Commander-in-Chief. The third and last paragraph named a rendezvous, a latitude and longitude as well as a distance and bearing from Cape St Vincent, and required him to proceed there with the utmost expedition as soon as he had carried out his orders for Cadiz.

He re-read, unnecessarily, the opening paragraph. There was the word immediately.

Mr Bush! Set all plain sail. Mr Prowse! A course to weather Finisterre as quickly as possible, if you please. Mr Foreman, signal to the Commodore. Hotspur to Indefatigable. Request permission to proceed. 

Only time for one pacing of the quarter-deck, up and down, and then  Commodore to Hotspur. Affirmative. 

Thank you, Mr Foreman. Up helm, Mr Bush. Course souwest by south.

Souwest by south. Aye aye, sir.

Hotspur came round, and as every sail began to fill she gathered way rapidly.

Course souwest by south, sir, said Prowse, breathlessly returning.

Thank you, Mr Prowse.

The wind was just abaft the beam, and Hotspur foamed along as sweating hands at the braces trimmed the yards to an angle that exactly satisfied Bushs careful eye.

Set the royals, Mr Bush. And well have the stunsl booms rigged out, if you please.

Aye aye, sir.

Hotspur lay over to the wind, not in any spineless fashion, but in the way in which a good sword-blade bends under pressure. A squadron of ships of the line lay just down to leeward, and Hotspur tore past them, rendering passing honours as she did so. Hornblower could imagine the feelings of envy in the breasts of the hands over these at the sight of this dashing little sloop racing off towards adventure. But in that case they did not allow for a year and a half spent among the rocks and shoals of the Iroise.

Set the stunsls, sir? asked Bush.

Yes, if you please, Mr Bush. Mr Young, what dyou get from the log?

Nine, sir. A little more, perhaps  nine an a quarter.

Nine knots, and the studding sails not yet set. This was exhilarating, marvellous, after months of confinement.

The old lady hasnt forgotten how to run, sir, said Bush, grinning all over his face with the same emotions; and Bush did not know yet that they were going to seek eight million dollars. Nor  and at that moment all Hornblowers pleasure suddenly evaporated.

He fell from the heights to the depths like a man falling from the main royal yard. He had forgotten until then all about Doughty. That word immediately in Moores orders had prolonged Doughtys life. With all those captains available, and the Commander-in-Chief at hand to confirm the sentence, Doughty could have been court-martialled and condemned within the hour. He could be dead by now; certainly he would have died tomorrow morning. The captains in the Channel Fleet would be unmerciful to a mutineer.

Now he had to handle the matter himself. There was no desperate emergency; there was no question of a conspiracy to be quelled. He did not have to use his emergency powers to hang Doughty. But he could foresee a dreary future of Doughty in irons and all the ships company aware they had a man in their midst destined for the rope. That would unsettle everyone. And Hornblower would be more unsettled than anyone else  except perhaps Doughty. Hornblower sickened at the thought of hanging Doughty. He knew at once that he had grown fond of him. He felt an actual respect for Doughtys devotion and attention to duty; along with his tireless attention Doughty had developed skills in making his captain comfortable comparable with those of a tarry-fingered salt making long splices.

Hornblower battled with his misery. For the thousandth time in his life he decided that the Kings service was like a vampire, as hateful as it was seductive. He could not think what to do. But first he had to know more about the business.

Mr Bush, would you be kind enough to order the master-at-arms to bring Doughty to me in my cabin?

Aye aye, sir.

The clank of iron; that was what heralded Doughtys arrival at the cabin door, with gyves upon his wrists.

Very well, master-at-arms. You can wait outside.

Doughtys hard blue eyes looked straight into his.

Well?

Im sorry, sir. Im sorry to put you out like this.

What the hell did you do it for?

There had always been a current of feeling  as Hornblower had guessed  between Mayne and Doughty. Mayne had ordered Doughty to do some specially dirty work, at this moment when Doughty wished to preserve his hands clean to serve his captains dinner. Doughtys protest had been the instant occasion for Mayne to wield his starter.

I  I couldnt take a blow, sir. I suppose Ive been too long with gentlemen.

Among gentlemen a blow could only be wiped out in blood; among the lower orders a blow was something to be received without even a word. Hornblower was captain of his ship, with powers almost unlimited. He could tell Mayne to shut his mouth; he could order Doughtys irons to be struck off, and the whole incident forgotten. Forgotten? Allow the crew to think that petty officers could be struck back with impunity? Allow the crew to think that their captain had favourites?

Damn it all! raved Hornblower, pounding on the chart-room table.

I could train someone to take my place, sir, said Doughty, before  before . . .

Even Doughty could not say those words.

No! No! No! It was utterly impossible to have Doughty circulating about the ship with every morbid eye upon him.

You might try Bailey, sir, the gun-room steward. Hes the best of a bad lot.

Yes.

It made matters no easier to find Doughty still so co-operative. And then there was a glimmer of light, the faintest hint of a possibility of a solution less unsatisfactory than the others. They were three hundred leagues and more from Cadiz, but they had a fair wind.

Youll have to await your trial. Master-at-arms! Take this man away. You neednt keep him in irons, and Ill give orders about his exercise.

Good-bye, sir.

It was horrible to see Doughty retaining the unmoved countenance so carefully cultivated as a servant, and yet to know that it concealed a dreadful anxiety. Hornblower had to forget about it, somehow. He had to come on deck with Hotspur flying along with every inch of canvas spread racing over the sea like a thoroughbred horse at last given his head after long restraint. The dark shadow might not be forgotten, but at least it could be lightened under this blue sky with the flying white clouds, and by the rainbows of spray thrown up by the bows, as they tore across the Bay of Biscay on a mission all the more exciting to the ships company in that they could not guess what it might be.

There was the distraction  the counter irritation  of submitting to the clumsy ministrations of Bailey, brought up from the gun-room mess. There was the satisfaction of making a neat landfall off Cape Ortegal, and flying along the Biscay coast just within sight of the harbour of Ferrol, where Hornblower had spent weary months in captivity  he tried vainly to make out the Dientes del Diablo where he had earned his freedom  and then rounding the far corner of Europe and setting a fresh course, with the wind miraculously still serving, as they plunged along, close-hauled now, to weather Cape Roca.

There was a night when the wind backed round and blew foul but gently, with Hornblower out of bed a dozen times, fuming with impatience when Hotspur had to go on the port tack and head directly out from the land, but then came the wonderful dawn with the wind coming from the southwest in gentle puffs, and then from the westward in a strong breeze that just allowed studding sails to be spread as Hotspur reached southward to make a noon position with Cape Roca just out of sight to leeward.

That meant another broken night for Hornblower to make the vital change of course off Cape St Vincent so as to head, with the wind comfortably over Hotspurs port quarter and every stitch of canvas still spread, direct for Cadiz. In the afternoon, with Hotspur still flying along at a speed often reaching eleven knots, the look-out reported a blur of land, low-lying, fine on the port bow, as the coast-wise shipping  hastily raising neutral Portuguese and Spanish colours at sight of this British ship of war  grew thicker. Ten minutes later another hail from the masthead told that the landfall was perfect, and ten minutes after that Hornblowers telescope, trained fine on the starboard bow, could pick up the gleaming white of the city of Cadiz.

Hornblower should have been pleased at his achievement, but as ever there was no time for self-congratulation. There were the preparations to be made to ask permission of the Spanish authorities to enter the port; there was the excitement of the prospect of getting into touch with the British representative; and  now or never  there was the decision to be reached regarding his plan for Doughty. The thought of Doughty had nagged at him during these glorious days of spread canvas, coming to distract him from his day-dreams of wealth and promotion, to divert him from his plans regarding his behaviour in Cadiz. It was like the bye-plots in Shakespeares plays, rising continually from the depths to assume momentarily equal importance with the development of the main plot.

Yet, as Hornblower had already admitted to himself, it was now or never. He had to decide and to act at this very minute; earlier would have been premature, and later would be too late. He had risked death often enough in the Kings service; perhaps the service owed him a life in return  a threadbare justification, and he forced himself to admit to mere self-indulgence as he finally made up his mind. He shut up his telescope with the same fierce decision that he had closed with the enemy in the Goulet.

Pass the word for my steward, he said. No one could guess that the man who spoke such empty words was contemplating a grave dereliction from duty.

Bailey, all knees and elbows, with the figure of a youth despite his years, put his hand to his forehead in salute to his captain, within sight, and (more important) within earshot of a dozen individuals on the quarter-deck.

I expect His Majestys Consul to sup with me tonight, said Hornblower. I want something special to offer him.

Well, sir said Bailey, which was exactly what, and all, Hornblower had expected him to say.

Speak up, now, rasped Hornblower.

I dont exactly know, sir, said Bailey. He had suffered already from Hornblowers irascibility  unplanned, during these last days, but lucky now.

Damn it, man. Lets have some ideas.

Theres a cut of cold beef, sir

Cold beef? For His Majestys Consul? Nonsense.

Hornblower took a turn up the deck in deep thought, and then wheeled back again.

Mr Bush! Ill have to have Doughty released from confinement this evening. This ninnys no use to me. See that he reports to me in my cabin the moment I have time to spare.

Aye aye, sir.

Very well, Bailey. Get below. Now, Mr Bush, kindly clear away number one carronade starboard side for the salutes. And isnt that the guarda costa lugger lying-to for us there?

The sun declining towards the west bathed the white buildings of Cadiz to a romantic pink as Hotspur headed in, and as health officers and naval officers and military officers came on board to see that Cadiz was guarded against infection and violations of her neutrality. Hornblower put his Spanish to use  rusty now, as he had not spoken Spanish since the last war, and more awkward still because of his recent use of French  but despite its rustiness very helpful during the formalities, while Hotspur under topsails glided in towards the entrance to the bay, so well-remembered despite the years that had passed since his last visit in the Indefatigable.

The evening breeze carried the sound of the salutes round the bay, as Hotspurs carronade spoke out and Santa Catalina replied, and while the Spanish pilot guided Hotspur between the Pigs and the Sows  Hornblower had a suspicion that the Pigs were Sea Pigs, Porpoises, in Spanish  and the hands stood by to take in sail and drop anchor. There were ships of war lying at anchor already in the bay, and not the Spanish navy, whose masts and yards Hornblower could just make out in the inner harbours.

Estados Unidos, said the Spanish naval officer, with a gesture towards the nearer frigate. Hornblower saw the Stars and Stripes, and the broad pendant at the main-topmast-head.

Mr Bush! Stand by to render passing honours.

Constitution. Commodore Preble, added a Spanish officer.

The Americans were fighting a war of their own, at Tripoli far up the Mediterranean; and presumably this Preble  Hornblower could not be sure of the exact name as he heard it  was the latest of a series of American commanders-in-chief. Drums beat and men lined the side and hats were lifted in salute as Hotspur crept by.

French frigate Félicité, went on the Spanish officer, indicating the other ship of war.

Twenty-two ports on a side  one of the big French frigates, but there was no need to pay her further attention. As enemies in a neutral harbour they would ignore each other, cut each other dead, as gentlemen would do if by unlucky chance they met in the interval between the challenge and the duel. Lucky that he did not have to give her further thought, too, seeing that the sight of the Constitution was causing modification in his other plans  the bye plot was intruding on the main plot again.

You can anchor here, Captain, said the Spanish officer.

Helm-a-lee! Mr Bush!

Hotspur rounded-to, her topsails were taken in with commendable rapidity, and the anchor-cable roared out through the hawse. It was as well that the operation went through faultlessly, seeing that it was carried out under the eyes of the navies of three other nations. A flat report echoed round the bay.

Sunset gun! Take in the colours, Mr Bush.

The Spanish officers were standing formally in line, hats in hand, as they bowed their farewells. Hornblower put on his politest manner and took off his hat with his politest bow as he thanked them and escorted them to the side.

Here comes your consul already, said the naval officer just before he went down.

In the gathering darkness a rowing skiff was heading out to them from the town, and Hornblower almost cut his final farewells short as he tried to recall what honours should be paid to a consul coming on board after sunset. The western sky was blood red, and the breeze dropped, and here in a bay it seemed breathless and stifling after the airy delights of the Atlantic. And now he had to deal with secrets of state and with Doughty.

Recapitulating his worries to himself revived another one. There would now be a break in his letters to Maria; it might be months before she heard from him again, and she would fear the worst. But there was no time to waste in thinking. He had to act instantly.


CHAPTER XXI
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WITH THE WIND dropping Hotspur had swung to her anchors, and now from the stern window of the chart-room USS Constitution was visible, revealed by her lights as she rode idly in slack water.

If you please, sir, asked Doughty, as respectful as ever, what is this place?

Cadiz, replied Hornblower; his surprise was only momentary at the ignorance of a prisoner immured below  it was possible that some even of the crew still did not know. He pointed through the cabin window. And thats an American frigate, the Constitution.

Yes, sir.

Until Hornblower had seen the Constitution at anchor he had been visualising a drab future for Doughty, as a penniless refugee on the waterfront at Cadiz, not daring to ship as a hand before the mast in some merchant ship for fear of being pressed and recognised, starving at worst as a beggar, at best as a soldier enlisted in the ragged Spanish army. A better future than the rope, all the same. Now there was a better one still. Ships of war never had enough men, even if Preble did not need a good steward.

Bailey came in from the cabin with the last bottle of claret.

Doughty will decant that, said Hornblower. And Doughty, see that those glasses are properly clean. I want them to sparkle.

Yes, sir.

Bailey, get forard to the galley. See that theres a clear fire ready for the marrow bones.

Aye aye, sir.

It was as simple as that as long as each move was well-timed. Doughty applied himself to decanting the claret while Bailey bustled out.

By the way, Doughty, can you swim?

Doughty did not raise his head.

Yes, sir, his voice was hardly more than a whisper. Thank you, sir.

Now the expected knock on the door.

Boats coming alongside, sir!

Very well, Ill come.

Hornblower hurried out on to the quarter-deck and down the gangway to greet the visitor. Darkness had fallen and Cadiz Bay was quite placid, like a dark mirror.

Mr Carron wasted no time; he hurried aft ahead of Hornblower with strides that equalled Hornblowers at his hastiest. When he sat in a chair in the chart-room he seemed to fill the little place completely, for he was a big heavily built man. He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief and then readjusted his wig.

A glass of claret, sir?

Thank you. Mr Carron still wasted no time, plunging into business while Hornblower filled the glasses.

Youre from the Channel Fleet?

Yes, sir, under orders from Admiral Cornwallis.

You know about the situation then. You know about the flota? Carron dropped his voice at the last words.

Yes, sir. Im here to take back the latest news to the frigate squadron.

Theyll have to act. Madrid shows no sign of yielding.

Very well, sir.

Godoys terrified of Boney. The country doesnt want to fight England but Godoy would rather fight than offend him.

Yes, sir.

Im sure theyre only waiting for the flota to arrive and then Spain will declare war. Boney wants to use the Spanish navy to help out his scheme for invading England.

Yes, sir.

Not that the Dons will be much help to him. There isnt a ship here ready for sea. But theres the Félicité here. Forty-four guns. You saw her, of course?

Yes, sir.

Shell warn the flota if she gets an inkling of whats in the wind.

Of course, sir.

My last news is less than three days old. The courier had a good journey from Madrid. Godoy doesnt know yet that weve found out about the secret clauses in the treaty of San Ildefonso, but hell guess soon enough by the stiffening of our attitude.

Yes, sir.

So the sooner you get away the better. Heres the despatch for the officer commanding the intercepting squadron. I prepared it as soon as I saw you coming into the Bay.

Thank you, sir. Hes Captain Graham Moore in the Indefatigable.

Hornblower put the despatch into his pocket. He had been aware for some time of sounds and subdued voices from the cabin next door, and he guessed the reason. Now there was a knock and Bushs face appeared round the door.

One moment, please, Mr Bush. You ought to know Im busy. Yes, Mr Carron?

Bush was the only man in the ship who would dare to intrude at that moment, and he only if he thought the matter urgent.

You had better leave within the hour.

Yes, sir. I was hoping you might sup with me this evening.

Duty before pleasure, although I thank you. Ill cross the bay now and make the arrangements with the Spanish authorities. The land breeze will start to make before long, and that will take you out.

Yes, sir.

Make every preparation for weighing anchor. You know of the twenty-four hour rule?

Yes, sir.

Under the rules of neutrality a ship of one contending nation could not leave a neutral harbour until one whole day after the exit of a ship of another contending nation.

The Dons may not enforce it on the Félicité, but theyll certainly enforce it on you if you give them the opportunity. Two-thirds of Félicités crew are in the taverns of Cadiz at this moment, so you must take your chance now. Ill be here to remind the Dons about the twenty-four hour rule if she tries to follow you. I might delay her at least. The Dons dont want to offend us while the flotas still at sea.

Yes, sir. I understand. Thank you, sir.

Carron was already rising to his feet, with Hornblower following his example.

Call the Consuls boat, said Hornblower as they emerged on to the quarter-deck. Bush still had something to say, but Hornblower still ignored him.

And even when Carron had left there was still an order for Bush with which to distract him.

I want the small bower hove in, Mr Bush, and heave short on the best bower.

Aye aye, sir. If you please, sir

I want this done in silence, Mr Bush. No pipes, no orders that Félicité can hear. Station two safe men at the capstan with old canvas to muffle the capstan pawls. I dont want a sound.

Aye aye, sir. But

Go and attend to that yourself personally, if you please, Mr Bush.

No one else dare intrude on the captain as he strode the quarter-deck in the warm night. Nor was it long before the pilot came on board; Carron had certainly succeeded in hastening the slow process of the Spanish official mind. Topsails sheeted home, anchor broken out, Hotspur glided slowly down the bay again before the first gentle puffs of the nightly land breeze, with Hornblower narrowly watching the pilot. It might be a solution of the Spaniards problem if Hotspur were to take the ground as she went to sea, and Hornblower determined that should not happen. It was only after the pilot had left them and Hotspur was standing out to the south westward that he had a moment to spare for Bush.

Sir! Doughtys gone.

Gone?

It was too dark on the quarter-deck for Hornblowers face to be seen, and he tried his best to make his voice sound natural.

Yes, sir. He must have nipped out of the stern window of your cabin, sir. Then he could have lowered himself into the water by the rudder-pintles, right under the counter where no one could see him, and then he must have swum for it, sir.

Im extremely angry about this, Mr Bush. Somebody will smart for it.

Well, sir

Well, Mr Bush?

It seems you left him alone in the cabin when the Consul came on board, sir. Thats when he took his chance.

You mean its my fault, Mr Bush?

Well, yes, sir, if you want to put it that way.

Mm. Maybe youre right, even if I do say it. Hornblower paused, still trying to be natural. God, thats an infuriating thing to happen. Im angry with myself. I cant think how I came to be so foolish.

I expect you had a lot on your mind, sir.

It was distasteful to hear Bush standing up for his captain in the face of his captains self-condemnation.

Theres just no excuse for me. Ill never forgive myself.

Ill mark him as R on the ships muster, sir.

Yes. Youd better do that.

Cryptic initials in the ships muster rolls told various stories D for discharged, D D for dead, and R for run  deserted.

But theres some good news, too, Mr Bush. In accordance with my orders I must tell you, Mr Bush, in case of something happening to me, but none of what Im going to say is to leak out to the ships company.

Of course, sir.

Treasure; prize money, doubloons and dollars. A Spanish treasure fleet. If there were anything that could take Bushs mind off the subject of Doughtys escape from justice it was this.

Itll be millions, sir! said Bush.

Yes. Millions.

The seamen in the five ships would share one-quarter of the prize money  the same sum as would be divided between five captains  and that would mean six hundred pounds a man. Lieutenants and masters and captains of marines would divide one-eighth. Fifteen thousand pounds for Bush, at a rough estimate.

A fortune, sir!

Hornblowers share would be ten of those fortunes.

Do you remember, sir, the last time we captured a flota? Back in 99, I think it was, sir. Some of our Jacks when they got their prize money bought gold watches an fried em on Gosport Hard just to show how rich they were.

Well, you can sleep on it, Mr Bush, as Im going to try to do. But remember, not a word to a soul.

No, sir. Of course not, sir.

The project might still fail. The flota might evade capture and escape into Cadiz; it might have turned back; it might never have sailed. Then it would be best if the Spanish government  and the world at large  did not know that such an attempt had ever been contemplated.

These thoughts, and these figures, should have been stimulating, exciting, pleasant, but tonight, to Hornblower, they were nothing of the sort. They were Dead Sea fruit, turning to ashes in the mouth. Hornblower snapped at Bailey and dismissed him; then he sat on his cot, too low spirited even to be cheered by the swaying of the cot under his seat to tell him that Hotspur was at sea again, bound on a mission of excitement and profit. He sat with drooping head, deep in depression. He had lost his integrity, and that meant he had lost his self-respect. In his life he had made mistakes, whose memory could still make him writhe, but this time he had done far more. He had committed a breach of duty. He had connived at  he had actually contrived  the escape of a deserter, of a criminal. He had violated his sworn oath, and he had done so from mere personal reasons, out of sheer self-indulgence. Not for the good of the service, not for his countrys cause, but because he was a soft-hearted sentimentalist. He was ashamed of himself, and the shame was all the more acute when his pitiless self-analysis brought up the conviction that, if he could relive those past hours, he would do the same again.

There were no excuses. The one he had used, that the Service owed him a life after all the perils he had run, was nonsense. The mitigating circumstance that discipline would not suffer, thanks to the new exciting mission, was of no weight. He was a self-condemned traitor; worse still, he was a plausible one, who had carried through his scheme with deft neatness that marked the born conspirator. That first word he had thought of was the correct one; integrity, and he had lost it. Hornblower mourned over his lost integrity like Niobe over her dead children.


CHAPTER XXII
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CAPTAIN GRAHAM MOORES orders for the disposition of the frigate squadron so as to intercept the flota were so apt that they received even Hornblowers grudging approval. The five ships were strung out on a line north and south to the limit of visibility. With fifteen miles between ships and with the northernmost and southernmost ships looking out to their respective horizons a stretch of sea ninety miles wide could be covered. During daylight they beat or ran towards America; during the night they retraced their course towards Europe, so that if by misfortune the flota should reach the line in darkness the interval during which it could be detected would be by that much prolonged. The dawn position was to be in the longitude of Cape St Vincent  9° west  and the sunset position was to be as far to the west of that as circumstances should indicate as desirable.

For this business of detecting the needle of the flota in the haystack of the Atlantic was a little more simple than might appear at first sight. The first point was that by the cumbrous law of Spain the flota had to discharge its cargo at Cadiz, and nowhere else. The second point was that the direction of the wind was a strong indication of the point of the compass from which the flota might appear. The third point was that the flota, after a long sea passage, was likely to be uncertain of its longitude; by sextant it could be reasonably sure of its latitude, and could be counted on to run the final stages of its course along the latitude of Cadiz  36° 30´ north  so as to make sure of avoiding the Portuguese coast on the one hand and the African coast on the other.

So that in the centre of the British line, squarely on latitude 36° 30´ north, lay the Commodore in the Indefatigable, with the other ships lying due north and due south of him. A flag signal by day or a rocket by night would warn every ship in the line of the approach of the flota, and it should not be difficult for the squadron to concentrate rapidly upon the signalling ship, a hundred and fifty miles out from Cadiz with plenty of time and space available to enforce their demands.

An hour before dawn Hornblower came out on deck, as he had done every two hours during the night  and every two hours during all the preceding nights as well. It had been a clear night and it was still clear now.

Wind noreast by north, sir, reported Prowse. St Vincent bearing due north about five leagues.

A moderate breeze; all sail to the royals could be carried, although the Hotspur was under topsails, stealing along close-hauled on the port tack. Hornblower trained his telescope over the starboard beam, due south, in the direction where Medusa should be, next in line; Hotspur, as befitted her small importance, was the northernmost ship, at the point where it was least likely for the flota to appear. It was not quite light enough yet for Medusa to be visible.

Mr Foreman, get aloft, if you please, with your signal book.

Of course every officer and man in Hotspur must be puzzled about this daily routine, this constant surveillance of a single stretch of water. Ingenious minds might even guess the true objective of the squadron. That could not be helped.

There she is, sir! said Prowse. Beating sou by west. Were a little ahead of station.

Back the mizzen-topsl, if you please.

They might be as much as a couple of miles ahead of station  not too unsatisfactory after a long night. It was easy enough to drop back to regain the exact bearing, due north from Medusa.

Deck, there! Foreman was hailing from the main-topmast-head. Medusas signalling. Commodore to all ships. 

Medusa was relaying the signal from Indefatigable out of sight to the southward.

Wear ship, went on Foreman. Course west. Topsails.

Mr Cheeseman, kindly acknowledge.

Cheeseman was the second signal officer, learning his trade as Foremans deputy. Send the hands to the braces, Mr Prowse.

It must be gratifying experience for Moore to manoeuvre a line of ships sixty miles long by sending up and hauling down flags.

Deck! There was a different tone in Foremans voice, not the tone of matter of fact routine. Sail in sight on the port bow, nearly to windward, sir. Coming down before the wind, fast.

Hotspur was still waiting for Medusas signal to come down to indicate the exact moment to wear.

What do make of her, Mr Foreman?

Shes a ship of war, sir. Shes a frigate. She looks French to me, sir. She might be the Félicité, sir.

She might well be the Félicité, coming out from Cadiz. By now word could easily have reached Cadiz regarding the British cordon out at sea. Félicité would come out; she could warn, and divert, the flota, if she could get past the British line. Or she could hang about on the horizon until the flota should appear, and then interfere with the negotiations. Bonaparte could make great play in the Moniteur regarding the heroic French navy coming to the aid of an oppressed neutral fleet. And Félicités presence might have great weight in the scale should it come to a fight; a large French frigate and four large Spanish ones against one large British frigate, three small ones, and a sloop.

Ill get aloft and have a look at her myself, sir. This was Bush, in the right place at the right time as usual. He ran up the ratlines with the agility of any seaman.

Signals down, sir! yelled Foreman.

Hotspur should put up her helm at this moment, for all five ships to wear together.

No, Mr Prowse. Well wait.

On the horizon Medusa wore round. Now she was before the wind, increasing her distance rapidly from Hotspur on the opposite course.

Thats Félicité for certain, sir! called Bush.

Thank you, Mr Bush. Kindly come down at once. Drummer! Beat to quarters. Clear for action. Mr Cheeseman, send this signal. Have sighted French frigate to windward. 

Aye aye, sir. Medusas going out of sight fast.

Hoist it, anyway.

Bush had descended like lightning, to exchange glances for one moment with Hornblower before hurrying off to supervise clearing for action. For that moment there was an enquiring look in his eye. He alone in the ship beside Hornblower knew the objective of the British squadron. If Hotspur was parted from the other ships when the flota should be sighted she would lose her share of the prize money. But prize money was only one factor; the flota was a primary objective. Hotspur would disregard Medusas signals and turn aside from the objective, at her peril  at Hornblowers peril. And Bush knew, too, the disparity of force between Hotspur and Félicité. A battle broadside to broadside could only end with half Hotspurs crew dead and the other half prisoners of war.

Medusas out of sight, sir. She hasnt acknowledged. This was Foreman, still aloft.

Very well, Mr Foreman. You can come down.

You can see her from the deck, sir, said Prowse.

Yes. Right on the horizon the Frenchmans topsails and topgallants were plainly in view. Hornblower found it a little difficult to keep them steady in the field of the telescope. He was pulsing with excitement; he could only hope that his face did not reveal him to be as anxious and worried as he felt.

Cleared for action, sir, reported Bush.

The guns were run out, the excited guns crews at their stations.

Shes hauled her wind! exclaimed Prowse.

Ah!

Félicité had come round on the starboard tack, heading to allow Hotspur to pass far astern of her. She was declining battle.

Isnt he going to fight? exclaimed Bush.

Hornblowers tensions were easing a little with this proof of the accuracy of his judgement. He had headed for Félicité with the intention of engaging in a scrambling long range duel. He had hoped to shoot away enough of the Félicités spars to cripple her so that she would be delayed in her mission of warning the flota. And the Frenchman had paralleled his thoughts. He did not want to risk injury with his mission not accomplished.

Put the ship about, if you please, Mr Prowse.

Hotspur tacked like a machine.

Full and bye!

Now she headed to cross Félicités bows on a sharply converging course. The Frenchman, in declining battle, had it in mind to slip round the flank of the British line so as to escape in the open sea and join the Spaniards ahead of the British, and Hornblower was heading him off. Hornblower watched the topsails on the horizon, and saw them swing.

Hes turning away!

Much good that would do him. Far, far beyond the topsails was a faint blue line on the horizon, the bold coast of Southern Portugal.

He wont weather St Vincent on that course, said Prowse.

Lagos, St Vincent, Sagres; all great names in the history of the sea, and that jutting headland would just baulk Félicité in her attempt to evade action. She would have to fight soon, and Hornblower was visualising the kind of battle it would be.

Mr Bush!

Sir!

I want two guns to bear directly astern. Youll have to cut away the transoms aft. Get to work at once.

Aye aye, sir.

Thank you, Mr Bush.

Sailing ships were always hampered in the matter of firing directly ahead or astern; no satisfactory solution of the difficulty had ever been found. Guns were generally so useful on the broadside that they were wasted on the ends of the ship, and ship construction had acknowledged the fact. Now the cry for the carpenters crew presaged abandoning all the advantages that had been wrung from these circumstances by shipbuilders through the centuries. Hotspur was weakening herself in exchange for a momentary advantage in a rare situation. Under his feet Hornblower felt the crack of timber and the vibration of saws at work.

Send the gunner aft. Hell have to rig tackles and breechings before the guns are moved.

The blue line of the coast was now much more sharply defined; the towering headland of St Vincent was in plain view. And Félicité was hull-up now, the long, long, line of guns along her side clearly visible, run out and ready for action. Her maintopsail was a-shiver, and she was rounding-to. Now she was challenging action, offering battle.

Up helm, Mr Prowse. Back the maintopsl.

Every minute gained was of value. Hotspur rounded-to as well. Hornblower had no intention of fighting a hopeless battle; if the Frenchman could wait he could wait as well. With this gentle breeze and moderate sea Hotspur held an advantage over the bigger French ship which was not lightly to be thrown away. Hotspur and Félicité eyed each other like two pugilists just stepping into the ring. It was such a beautiful day of blue sky and blue sea; it was a lovely world which he might be leaving soon. The rumble of gun-trucks told him that one gun-carriage at least was being moved into position, and yet at this minute somehow he thought of Maria and of little Horatio  madness; he put that thought instantly out of his mind.

The seconds crept by; perhaps the French captain was holding a council of war on his quarter-deck; perhaps he was merely hesitating, unable to reach a decision at this moment when the fate of nations hung in the balance.

Message from Mr Bush, sir. One gun run out ready for action, sir. The other one in five minutes.

Thank you, Mr Orrock. Tell Mr Bush to station the two best gun-layers there.

Félicités maintopsail was filling again.

Hands to the braces!

Hotspur stood in towards her enemy. Hornblower would not yield an inch of sea room unnecessarily.

Helm a-weather!

That was very long cannon-shot as Hotspur wore round. Félicités bow was pointing straight at her; Hotspurs stern was turned squarely to her enemy, the ships exactly in line.

Tell Mr Bush to open fire!

Even before the message could have reached him Bush down below had acted. There was the bang-bang of the guns, the smoke bursting out under the counter, eddying up over the quarter-deck with the following wind. Nothing visible to Hornblowers straining eye at the telescope; only the beautiful lines of Félicités bows, her sharply-steeved bowsprit, her gleaming canvas. The rumble of the gun-trucks underfoot as the guns were run out again. Bang! Hornblower saw it. Standing right above the gun, looking straight along the line of flight, he saw the projectile, a lazy pencil mark against the white and blue, up and then down, before the smoke blew forward. Surely that was a hit. The smoke prevented his seeing the second shot.

The long British nine-pounder was the best gun in the service as far as precision went. The bore was notoriously true, and the shot could be more accurately cast than the larger projectiles. And even a nine-pounder shot, flying at a thousand feet a second, could deal lusty blows. Bang! The Frenchman would be unhappy at receiving this sort of punishment without hitting back.

Look at that! said Prowse.

Félicités fore-staysail was out of shape, flapping in the wind; it was hard to see at first glance what had happened.

His fore-stays parted, sir, decided Prowse.

That Prowse was correct was shown a moment later when Félicité took in the fore-staysail. The loss of the sail itself made little difference, but the fore-stay was a most important item in the elaborate system of checks and balances (like a French constitution before Bonaparte seized power) which kept a ships masts in position under the pressure of the sails.

Mr Orrock, run below and say Well done to Mr Bush.

Bang! As the smoke eddied Hornblower saw Félicité round-to, and as her broadside presented itself to his sight it vanished in a great bank of leaping smoke. There was the horrid howl of a passing cannon-ball somewhere near; there were two jets of water from the surface of the sea, one on each quarter, and that was all Hornblower saw or heard of the broadside. An excited crew, firing from a wheeling ship, could not be expected to do better than that, even with twenty-two guns.

A ragged cheer went up from the Hotspurs crew, and Hornblower, turning, saw that every idle hand was craning out of the gun-ports, peering aft at the Frenchman. He could hardly object to that, but when he turned back to look at Félicité again he saw enough to set the men hurriedly at work. The Frenchman had not yawed merely to fire her broadside; she was hove-to, mizzen-topsail to the mast, in order to splice the fore-stay. Lying like that, her guns would not bear. But not a second was to be lost, with Hotspur before the wind and the range increasing almost irretrievably.

Stand by your guns to port! Hands to the braces! Hard-a-starboard!

Hotspur wore sweetly round on to the port tack. She was on Félicités port quarter where not a French gun would bear. Bush came running from aft to keep his eye on the port side guns; he strode along from gun to gun, making sure by eye that elevation and training were correct as Hotspur fired her broadside into her helpless enemy. Very long range, but some of those shots must have caused damage. Hornblower watched the bearing of Félicité altering as Hotspur drew astern of her.

Stand-by to go about after the next broadside!

The nine guns roared out, and the smoke was still eddying in the waist as Hotspur tacked.

Starboard side guns!

Excited men raced across the deck to aim and train; another broadside, but Félicités mizzen-topsail was wheeling round.

Helm a-weather!

By the time the harassed Frenchman had come before the wind again Hotspur had anticipated her; both ships were again in line and Bush was racing aft to supervise the fire of the stern chasers once more. This was revenge for the action with the Loire so long ago. In this moderate breeze and smooth sea the handy sloop held every advantage over the big frigate; what had gone on up to now was only a sample of what was to continue all through that hungry weary day of golden sun and blue sea and billowing powder smoke.

The leeward position that Hotspur held was a most decided advantage. To leeward over the horizon lay the British squadron; the Frenchman dared not chase her for long in that direction, lest he find himself trapped between the wind and overwhelming hostile strength. Moreover the Frenchman had a mission to perform; he was anxious to find and warn the Spanish Squadron, yet when he had won for himself enough sea room to weather St Vincent and to turn away his teasing little enemy hung on to him, firing into his battered stern, shooting holes in his sails, cutting away his running rigging.

During that long day Félicité fired many broadsides, all at long range, and generally badly aimed as Hotspur wheeled away out of the line of fire. And during all that long day Hornblower stood on his quarter-deck, watching the shifts of the wind, rapping out his orders, handling his little ship with unremitting care and inexhaustible ingenuity. Occasionally a shot from Félicité struck home; under Hornblowers very eyes an eighteen-pounder ball came in through a gun-port and struck down five men into a bloody heaving mass. Yet until long after noon Hotspur evaded major damage, while the wind backed round southerly and the sun crept slowly round to the west. With the shifting of the wind his position was growing more precarious, and with the passage of time fatigue was numbing his mind.

At a long threequarters of a mile Félicité at last scored an important hit, one hit out of the broadside she fired as she yawed widely off her course. There was a crash aloft, and Hornblower looked up to see the main-yard sagging in two halves, shot clean through close to the centre, each half hanging in the slings at its own drunken angle, threatening, each of them, to come falling like an arrow down through the deck. It was a novel and cogent problem to deal with, to study the dangling menaces and to give the correct helm order that set the sails a-shiver and relieve the strain.

Mr Wise! Take all the men you need and secure that wreckage!

Then he could put his glass again to his aching eye to see what Félicité intended to do. She could force a close action if she took instant advantage of the opportunity. He would have to fight now to the last gasp. But the glass revealed something different, something he had to look at a second time before he could trust his swimming brain and his weary eye. Félicité had filled away. With every sail drawing she was reaching towards the sunset. She had turned tail and was flying for the horizon away from the pest which had plagued all the spirit out of her in nine continuous hours of battle.

The hands saw it, they saw her go, and someone raised a cheer which ran raggedly along the deck. There were grins and smiles which revealed teeth strangely white against the powder blackened faces. Bush came up from the waist, powder blackened like the others.

Sir! he said. I dont know how to congratulate you.

Thank you, Mr Bush. You can keep your eye on Wise. Theres the two spare stunsl booms  fish the main-yard with those.

Aye aye, sir.

Despite the blackening of his features, despite the fatigue that even Bush could not conceal, there was that curious expression in Bushs face again, inquiring, admiring, surprised. He was bursting with things that he wanted to say. It called for an obvious effort of will on Bushs part to turn away without saying them; Hornblower fired a parting shot at Bushs receding back.

I want the ship ready for action again before sunset, Mr Bush.

Gurney the Gunner was reporting.

Weve fired away all the top tier of powder, sir, an were well into the second tier. Thats a ton an a half of powder. Five tons of shot, sir. We used every cartridge; my mates are sewing new ones now.

The carpenter next, and then Huffnell the purser and Wallis the surgeon; arrangements to feed the living, and arrangements to bury the dead.

The dead whom he had known so well; there was a bitter regret and a deep sense of personal loss as Wallis read the names. Good seamen and bad seamen, alive this morning and now gone from this world, because he had done his duty. He must not think along those lines at all. It was a hard service to which he belonged, hard and pitiless like steel, like flying cannon-shot.

At nine oclock at night Hornblower sat down to the first food he had eaten since the night before, and as he submitted to Baileys clumsy ministrations, he thought once more about Doughty, and from Doughty he went on  the step was perfectly natural  to think about eight million Spanish dollars in prize money. His weary mind was purged of the thought of sin. He did not have to class himself with the cheating captains he had heard about, with the peculating officers he had known. He could grant himself absolution; grudging absolution.


CHAPTER XXIII
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WITH HER BATTERED sides and her fished main-yard, Hotspur beat her way back towards the rendezvous appointed in case of separation. Even in this pleasant latitude of Southern Europe winter was asserting itself. The nights were cold and the wind blew chill, and Hotspur had to ride out a gale for twenty-four hours as she tossed about; St Vincent, bearing north fifteen leagues, was the place of rendezvous, but there was no sign of the frigate squadron. Hornblower paced the deck as he tried to reach a decision, as he calculated how far off to leeward the recent gale might have blown Indefatigable and her colleagues, and as he debated what his duty demanded he should do next. Bush eyed him from a distance as he paced; even though he was in the secret regarding the flota he knew better than to intrude. Then at last came the hail from the masthead.

Sail ho! Sail to windward! Deck, there! Theres another. Looks like a fleet, sir.

Now Bush could join Hornblower.

I expect thats the frigates, sir.

Maybe. Hornblower hailed the main-topmast-head. How many sail now?

Eight, sir. Sir, they look like ships of the line, some of them, sir. Yes, sir, a three-decker an some two-deckers.

A squadron of ships of the line, heading for Cadiz. They might possibly be French  fragments of Bonapartes navy sometimes evaded blockade. In that case it was his duty to identify them, risking capture. Most likely they were British, and Hornblower had a momentary misgiving as to what their presence would imply in that case.

Well stand towards them, Mr Bush. Mr Foreman! Hoist the private signal.

There were the topsails showing now, six ships of the line ploughing along in line ahead, a frigate out on either flank.

Leading ship answers 264, sir. Thats the private signal for this week.

Very well. Make our number.

Todays grey sea and grey sky seemed to reflect the depression that was settling over Hornblowers spirits.

Dreadnought, sir. Admiral Parker. His flags flying.

So Parker had been detached from the fleet off Ushant; Hornblowers unpleasant conviction was growing.

Flag to Hotspur, sir. Captain come on board. 

Thank you, Mr Foreman. Mr Bush, call away the quarter boat.

Parker gave an impression of greyness like the weather when Hornblower was led aft to Dreadnoughts quarter-deck. His eyes and his hair and even his face (in contrast with the swarthy faces round him) were of a neutral grey. But he was smartly dressed, so that Hornblower felt something of a ragamuffin in his presence, wishing, too, that his mornings shave had been more effective.

What are you doing here, Captain Hornblower?

I am on the rendezvous appointed for Captain Moores squadron, sir.

Captain Moores in England by this time.

The news left Hornblower unmoved, for it was what he was expecting to hear, but he had to make an answer.

Indeed, sir?

You havent heard the news?

Ive heard nothing for a week, sir.

Moore captured the Spanish treasure fleet. Where were you?

I had an encounter with a French frigate, sir.

A glance at Hotspur lying hove-to on the Dreadnoughts beam could take in the fished main-yard and the raw patches on her sides.

You missed a fortune in prize money.

So I should think, sir.

Six million dollars. The Dons fought, and one of their frigates blew up with all hands before the others surrendered.

In a ship in action drill and discipline had to be perfect; a moments carelessness on the part of a powder boy or a gun loader could lead to disaster. Hornblowers thoughts on this subject prevented him this time from making even a conversational reply, and Parker went on without waiting for one.

So its war with Spain. The Dons will declare war as soon as they hear the news  they probably have done so already. This squadron is detached from the Channel Fleet to begin the blockade of Cadiz.

Yes, sir.

You had better return north after Moore. Report to the Channel Fleet off Ushant for further orders.

Aye aye, sir.

The cold grey eyes betrayed not the least flicker of humanity. A farmer would look at a cow with far more interest than this Admiral looked at a Commander.

A good journey to you, Captain.

Thank you, sir.

The wind was well to the north of west; Hotspur would have to stand far out to weather St Vincent, and farther out still to make sure of weathering Cape Roca. Parker and his ships had a fair wind for Cadiz and although Hornblower gave his orders the moment he reached the deck they were over the horizon almost as soon as Hotspur had hoisted in her boat and had settled down on the starboard tack, close-hauled, to begin the voyage back to Ushant. And as she plunged to the seas that met her starboard bow there was something additional to be heard and felt about her motion. As each wave crest reached her, and she began to put her bows down, there was a sudden dull noise and momentary little shock through the fabric of the ship, to be repeated when she had completed her descent and began to rise again. Twice for every wave this happened, so that ear and mind came to expect it at each rise and fall. It was the fished main-yard, splinted between the two spare studding sail booms. However tightly the frapping was strained that held the joint together, a little play remained, and the ponderous yardarms settled backward and forward with a thump, twice with every wave, until mind and ear grew weary of its ceaseless monotony.

It was on the second day that Bailey provided a moments distraction for Hornblower while Hotspur still reached out into the Atlantic to gain her offing.

This was in the pocket of your nightshirt, sir. I found it when I was going to wash it.

It was a folded piece of paper with a note written on it, and that note must have been written the evening that Hotspur lay in Cadiz Bay  Bailey clearly did not believe in too frequent washing of nightshirts.

Sir  

The Cabin Stores are short of Capers and Cayenne.

Thank you, Sir. Thank you, Sir.

Your Humble obedient Servant

J. Doughty.

Hornblower crumpled the paper in his hand. It was painful to be reminded of the Doughty incident. This must be the very last of it.

Did you read this, Bailey?

No, sir. Im no scholard, sir.

That was the standard reply of an illiterate in the Royal Navy, but Hornblower was not satisfied until he had taken a glance at the ships muster rolls and seen the X against Baileys name. Most Scotsmen could read and write  it was fortunate that Bailey was an exception.

So Hotspur continued close-hauled, first on the starboard tack and then on the port, carrying sail very tenderly on her wounded main-yard, while she made her way northward over the grey Atlantic until at last she weathered Finisterre and could run two points free straight for Ushant along the hypotenuse of the Bay of Biscay. It snowed on New Years Eve just as it had snowed last New Years Eve when Hotspur had baulked Bonapartes attempted invasion of Ireland. It was raining and bleak, and thick weather closely limited the horizon when Hotspur attained the latitude of Ushant and groped her way slowly forward in search of the Channel Fleet. The Thunderer loomed up in the mist and passed her on to the Majestic, and the Majestic passed her on until the welcome word Hibernia came back in reply to Bushs hail. There was only a small delay while the news of Hotspurs arrival was conveyed below to the Admiral before the next hail came; Collinss voice, clearly recognisable despite the speaking-trumpet.

Captain Hornblower?

Yes, sir.

Would you kindly come aboard?

Hornblower was ready this time, so closely shaved that his cheeks were raw, his best coat on, two copies of his report in his pocket.

Cornwallis was shivering, huddled in a chair in his cabin, a thick shawl over his shoulders and another over his knees, and presumably with a hot bottle under his feet. With his shawls and his wig he looked like some old woman until he looked up with his china blue eyes.

Now what in the world have you been up to this time, Hornblower?

I have my report here, sir.

Give it to Collins. Now tell me.

Hornblower gave the facts as briefly as he could.

Moore was furious at your parting company, but I think hell excuse you when he hears about this. Medusa never acknowledged your signal?

No, sir.

You did quite right in hanging on to Félicité. Ill endorse your report to that effect. Moore ought to be glad that there was one ship fewer to share his prize money.

Im sure he didnt give that a thought, sir.

I expect youre right. But you, Hornblower. You could have turned a blind eye to the Félicité  theres a precedent in the Navy for turning a blind eye. Then you could have stayed with Moore and shared the prize money.

If Félicité had escaped round Cape St Vincent there might not have been any prize money, sir.

I see. I quite understand. The blue eyes had a twinkle. I put you in the way of wealth and you disdain it.

Hardly that, sir.

It was a sudden revelation to Hornblower that Cornwallis had deliberately selected him and Hotspur to accompany Moore and share the prize money. Every ship must have been eager to go; conceivably this was a reward for months of vigilance in the Goulet.

Now Collins entered the conversation.

How are your stores?

Ive plenty, sir. Food and water for sixty more days on full rations.

What about your powder and shot? Collins tapped his finger on Hornblowers report, which he had been reading.

Ive enough for another engagement, sir.

And your ship?

Weve plugged the shot holes, sir. We can carry sail on the main-yard as long as it doesnt blow too strong.

Cornwallis spoke again.

Would it break your heart if you went back to Plymouth?

Of course not, sir.

Thats as well, for Im sending you in to refit.

Aye aye, sir. When shall I sail?

Youre too restless even to stay to dinner?

No, sir.

Cornwallis laughed outright. I wouldnt like to put you to the test.

He glanced up at the tell-tale wind-vane in the deck-beams above. Men who had spent their whole lives combating the vagaries of the wind all felt alike in that respect; when a fair wind blew it was sheer folly to waste even an hour on a frivolous pretext.

Youd better sail now, went on Cornwallis. You know Ive a new second in command?

No, sir.

Lord Gardner. Now that I have to fight the Dons as well as Boney I need a vice-admiral.

Im not surprised, sir.

If you sail in this thick weather you wont have to salute him. That will save the King some of his powder that youre so anxious to burn. Collins, give Captain Hornblower his orders.

So he would be returning once more to Plymouth. Once more to Maria.


CHAPTER XXIV
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IT REALLY WAS a magnificent spectacle, said Maria.

The Naval Chronicle, at which Hornblower was glancing while conversing with her, used those identical words magnificent spectacle.

Im sure it must have been, dear.

Under his eyes was a description of the landing of the Spanish treasure at Plymouth from the frigates captured by Moores squadron. Military precautions had of course been necessary when millions of pounds in gold and silver had to be piled into wagons and dragged through the streets up to the Citadel, but the fanfare had exceeded military necessity. The Second Dragoon Guards had provided a mounted escort, the Seventy-First Foot had marched with the waggons, the local militia had lined the streets, and every military band for miles round had played patriotic airs. And when the treasure was moved on to London troops had marched with it and their bands had marched with them, so that every town through which the convoy passed had been treated to the same magnificent spectacle. Hornblower suspected that the government was not averse to calling the attention of as many people as possible to this increase in the wealth of the country, at a moment when Spain had been added to the list of Englands enemies.

They say the captains will receive hundreds of thousands of pounds each, said Maria. I suppose it will never be our good fortune to win anything like that, dear?

It is always possible, said Hornblower.

It was astonishing, but most convenient, that Maria was quite unaware of any connection between Hotspurs recent action with Félicité and Moores capture of the flota. Maria was shrewd and sharp, but she was content to leave naval details to her husband, and it never occurred to her to inquire how it had come about that Hotspur, although attached to the Channel Fleet off Ushant, had found herself off Cape St Vincent. Mrs Mason might have been more inquisitive, but she, thank God, had returned to Southsea.

What happened to that Doughty? asked Maria.

He deserted, answered Hornblower; luckily, again, Maria was not interested in the mechanics of desertion and did not inquire into the process.

Im not sorry, dear, she said. I never liked him. But Im afraid you miss him.

I can manage well enough without him, said Hornblower. It was useless to buy capers and cayenne during this stay in Plymouth; Bailey would not know what to do with them.

Perhaps one of these days Ill be able to look after you instead of these servants, said Maria.

There was the tender note in her voice again, and she was drawing nearer.

No one could do that better than you, my darling, answered Hornblower. He had to say it. He could not hurt her. He had entered into this marriage voluntarily, and he had to go on playing the part. He put his arm round the waist that had come within reach.

You are the kindest husband, darling, said Maria. Ive been so happy with you.

Not as happy as I am when you say that, said Hornblower. That was the base intriguer speaking again, the subtle villain  the man who had plotted Doughtys escape from justice. No; he must remember that his conscience was clear now in that respect. That self-indulgence had been washed away by the blood that had poured over the decks of Félicité.

I often wonder why it should be, went on Maria, with a new note in her voice. I wonder why you should be so kind to me, when I think about  you, darling  and me.

Nonsense, said Hornblower, as bluffly as he could manage. You must always be sure of my feelings for you, dear. Never doubt me.

My very dearest, said Maria, her voice changing again, the note of inquiry dying out and the tenderness returning. She melted into his arms. Im fortunate that you have been able to stay so long in Plymouth this time.

That was my good fortune, dear.

Replacing the transoms which Bush had so blithely cut away in Hotspurs stern for the fight with Félicité had proved to be a laborious piece of work  Hotspurs stern had had to be almost rebuilt.

And the Little One has been sleeping like a lamb all the evening, went on Maria; Hornblower could only hope that this did not involve his crying all night.

A knock at the door made Maria tear herself away from Hornblowers embracing arm.

Gentleman to see you, said the landladys voice.

It was Bush, in pea jacket and scarf, standing hesitating on the threshold.

Good evening, sir. Your servant, maam. I hope I dont intrude.

Of course not, said Hornblower, wondering what shift of wind or politics could possibly have brought Bush here, and very conscious that Bushs manner was a little odd.

Come in, man. Come in. Let me take your coat  unless your news is urgent?

Hardly urgent, sir, said Bush rather ponderously, allowing himself, with embarrassment, to be relieved of his coat. But I felt you would like to hear it.

He stood looking at them both, his eyes not quite in focus, yet sensitive to the possibility that Marias silence might be a sign that to her he was unwelcome; but Maria made amends.

Wont you take this chair, Mr Bush?

Thank you, maam.

Seated, he looked from one to the other again; it was quite apparent to Hornblower by now that Bush was a little drunk.

Well, what is it? he asked.

Bushs face split into an ecstatic grin.

Droits of Admiralty, sir, he said.

What do you mean?

Moore and the frigates  I mean Captain Moore, of course, begging your pardon, sir.

What about them?

I was in the coffee-room of the Lord Hawke, sir  I often go there of an evening  and last Wednesdays newspapers came down from London. And there it was, sir. Droits of Admiralty.

Wrecks; stranded whales; flotsam and jetsam; Droits of Admiralty dealt with things of this sort, appropriating them for the Crown, and, despite the name, they were of no concern to Their Lordships. Bushs grin expanded into a laugh.

Serves em right, doesnt it, sir? he said.

Youll have to explain a little further.

All that treasure they captured in the flota, sir. Its not prize money at all. It goes to the Government as Droits of Admiralty. The frigates dont get a penny. You see, sir, it was time of peace.

Now Hornblower understood. In the event of war breaking out with another country, the ships of that country which happened to be in British ports were seized by the Government as Droits of Admiralty; prize money came under a different category, for prizes taken at sea in time of war were Droits of the Crown, and were specifically granted to the captors by an order in Council which waived the rights of the Crown.

The government was perfectly justified legally in its action. And however much that action would infuriate the ships companies of the frigates, it would make the rest of the navy laugh outright, just as it had made Bush laugh.

So we didnt lose anything, sir, on account of your noble action. Noble  Ive always wanted to tell you it was noble, sir.

But how could you lose anything? asked Maria.

Dont you know about that, maam? asked Bush, turning his wavering gaze upon her. Wavering or not, and whether he was drunk or not, Bush could still see that Maria had been left in ignorance of the opportunity that Hotspur had declined, and he still was sober enough to make the deduction that it would be inadvisable to enter into explanations.

What was it that Captain Hornblower did that was so noble? asked Maria.

Least said soonest mended, maam, said Bush. He thrust his hand into his side pocket and laboriously fished out a small bottle. I took the liberty of bringing this with me, maam, so that we could drink to the health of Captain Moore an the Indefatigable an the Droits of Admiralty. Its rum, maam. With hot water an lemon an sugar, maam, it makes a suitable drink for this time o day.

Hornblower caught Marias glance.

Its too late tonight, Mr Bush, he said. Well drink that health tomorrow. Ill help you with your coat.

After Bush had left (being helped on with his coat by his captain flustered him sufficiently to make him almost wordless) Hornblower turned back to Maria.

Hell find his way back to the ship all right, he said.

So you did something noble, darling, said Maria.

Bush was drunk, replied Hornblower. He was talking nonsense.

I wonder, said Maria. Her eyes were shining. I always think of you as noble, my darling.

Nonsense, said Hornblower.

Maria came forward to him, putting her hands up to his shoulders, coming close so that he could resume the interrupted embrace.

Of course you must have secrets from me, she said. I understand. Youre a Kings officer, as well as my darling husband.

Now that she was in his arms she had to put her head far back to look up at him.

Its no secret, she went on, that I love you, my dear, noble love. More than life itself.

Hornblower knew it was true. He felt his tenderness towards her surging up within him. But she was still speaking.

And something else that isnt a secret, went on Maria. Perhaps youve guessed. I think you have.

I thought so, said Hornblower. You make me very happy, my dear wife.

Maria smiled, her face quite transfigured. Perhaps this time it will be a little daughter. A sweet little girl.

Hornblower had suspected it, as he said. He did not know if he was happy with his knowledge, although he said he was. It would only be a day or two before he took Hotspur to sea again, back to the blockade of Brest, back to the monotonous perils of the Goulet.


CHAPTER XXV
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HOTSPUR LAY IN the Iroise, and the victualler was heaving-to close alongside, to begin again the toilsome labour of transferring stores. After sixty days of blockade duty there would be much to do, even though the pleasant sunshine of early summer would ease matters a little. The fend-offs were over the side and the first boat was on its way from the victualler bringing the officer charged with initiating the arrangements.

Heres the post, sir, said the officer, handing Hornblower the small package of letters destined for the ships company. But heres a letter from the Commander-in-Chief, sir. They sent it across to me from the Hibernia as I passed through the Outer Squadron.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

He passed the packet to Bush to sort out. There would be letters from Maria in it, but a letter from the Commander-in-Chief took precedence. There was the formal address:

Horatio Hornblower, Esq.

Master and Commander

H.M. Sloop Hotspur

The letter was sealed with an informal wafer, instantly broken.

My dear Captain Hornblower,

I hope you can find it convenient to visit me in Hibernia, as I have news for you that would best be communicated personally. To save withdrawing Hotspur from her station, and to save you a long journey by boat, you might find it convenient to come in the victualler that brings this letter. You are therefore authorised to leave your First Lieutenant in command, and I will find means for returning you to your ship when our business is completed. I look forward with pleasure to seeing you.

Your obdt servant,

Wm. Cornwallis.

Two seconds of bewilderment, and then a moment of horrid doubt which made Hornblower snatch the other letters back from Bush and hurriedly search through them for those from Maria.

Best communicated personally  Hornblower had a sudden secret fear that something might have happened to Maria and that Cornwallis had assumed the responsibility of breaking the news to him. But here was a letter from Maria only eight days old, and all was well with her and with little Horatio and the child to be. Cornwallis could hardly have later news than that.

Hornblower was reduced to re-reading the letter and weighing every word like a lover receiving his first love letter. The whole letter appeared cordial in tone, until Hornblower forced himself to admit that if it was summons to a reprimand it might be worded in exactly the same way. Except for the opening word My; that was a departure from official practice  yet it might be a mere slip. And the letter concerned itself with news  but Cornwallis would call official information news too. Hornblower took a turn up the deck and forced himself to laugh at himself. He really was behaving like a love-lorn youth. If after all these years of service he had not learned to wait patiently through a dull hour for an inevitable crisis the Navy had not taught him even his first lesson.

The stores came slowly on board; there were the receipts to sign, and of course there were the final hurried questions hurled at him by people afraid of accepting responsibility.

Make up your own mind about that, snapped Hornblower, and, Mr Bushll tell you what to do, and I hope hell put a flea in your ear.

Then at last he was on a strange deck, watching with vast curiosity the handling of a different ship as the victualler sailed away and headed out of the Iroise. The victuallers captain offered him the comfort of his cabin and suggested sampling the new consignment of rum, but Hornblower could not make himself accept either offer. He could only just manage to make himself stand still, aft by the taffrail, as they gradually left the coast behind, and picked their way through the Inshore Squadron and set a course for the distant topsails of the main body of the Channel Fleet.

The huge bulk of the Hibernia loomed up before them, and Hornblower found himself going up the side and saluting the guard. Newton, the captain of the ship, and Collins, the Captain of the Fleet, both happened to be on deck and received him cordially enough; Hornblower hoped they did not notice his gulp of excitement as he returned their Good afternoons. Collins prepared to show him to the Admirals quarters.

Please dont trouble, sir. I can find my own way, protested Hornblower.

Id better see you past all the Cerberuses that guard these nether regions, said Collins.

Cornwallis was seated at one desk, and his flag-lieutenant at another, but they both rose at his entrance, and the flag-lieutenant slipped unobtrusively through a curtained door in the bulkhead while Cornwallis shook Hornblowers hand  it could hardly be a reprimand that was coming, yet Hornblower found it difficult to sit on more than the edge of the chair that Cornwallis offered him. Cornwallis sat with more ease, yet bolt upright with his back quite flat as was his habit.

Well? said Cornwallis.

Hornblower realised that Cornwallis was trying to conceal his mood, yet there was  or was there not?  a twinkle in the china blue eyes; all these years as Commander-in-Chief still had not forged the Admiral into the complete diplomat. Or perhaps they had. Hornblower could only wait; he could think of nothing to say in reply to that monosyllable.

Ive had a communication about you from the Navy Board, said Cornwallis at length, severely.

Yes, sir? Hornblower could find a reply to this speech; the Navy Board dealt with victualling and supplies and such like matters. It could be nothing vital.

Theyve called my attention to the consumption of stores by the Hotspur. You appear to have been expensive, Hornblower. Gunpowder, shot, sails, cordage  youve been using up these things as if Hotspur were a ship of the line. Have you anything to say?

No, sir. He need not offer the obvious defence, not to Cornwallis.

Neither have I. Cornwallis smiled suddenly as he said that, his whole expression changing. And that is what I shall tell the Navy Board. Its a naval officers duty to shoot and be shot at.

Thank you, sir.

Ive done all I need to do in transmitting this information.

The smile died away from Cornwalliss face, and was replaced by something bleak, something a little sad. He looked suddenly much older. Hornblower was making ready to rise from his chair; he could see that Cornwallis had sent for him so that this censure from the Navy Board should be deprived of all its sting. In the Service anticipated crises sometimes resolved themselves into anti-climaxes. But Cornwallis went on speaking; the sadness of his expression was echoed in the sadness of the tone of his voice.

Now we can leave official business, he said, and proceed to more personal matters. Im hauling down my flag, Hornblower.

Im sorry to hear that, sir. Those might be trite, mechanical words, but they were not. Hornblower was genuinely, sincerely sorry, and Cornwallis could hardly think otherwise.

It comes to us all in time, he went on. Fifty-one years in the Navy.

Hard years, too, sir.

Yes. For two years and three months I havent set foot on shore.

But no one else could have done what you have done, sir.

No one else could have maintained the Channel Fleet as a fighting body during those first years of hostilities, thwarting every attempt by Bonaparte to evade its crushing power.

You flatter me, replied Cornwallis. Very kind of you, Hornblower. Gardners taking my place, and hell do just as well as me.

Even in the sadness of the moment Hornblowers ever observant mind took notice of the use of that name without the formal Lord or Admiral; he was being admitted into unofficial intimacy with a Commander-in-Chief, albeit one on the point of retirement.

I cant tell you how much I regret it, all the same, sir, he said.

Lets try to be more cheerful, said Cornwallis. The blue eyes were looking straight through Hornblower, extraordinarily penetrating. Apparently what they observed was specially gratifying. Cornwalliss expression softened. Something appeared there which might almost be affection.

Doesnt all this mean anything to you, Hornblower? he asked.

No, sir, replied Hornblower, puzzled. Only what Ive said. Its a great pity that you have to retire, sir.

Nothing else?

No, sir.

I didnt know such disinterestedness was possible. Dont you remember what is the last privilege granted a retiring Commander-in-Chief?

No, sir. That was true when Hornblower spoke; realisation came a second later. Oh, of course

Now its beginning to dawn on you. Im allowed three promotions. Midshipman to Lieutenant. Lieutenant to Commander. Commander to Captain.

Yes, sir. Hornblower could hardly speak those words; he had to swallow hard.

Its a good system, went on Cornwallis. At the end of his career a Commander-in-Chief can make those promotions without fear or favour. He has nothing more to expect in this world, and so he can lay up store for the next, by making his selections solely for the good of the service.

Yes, sir.

Do I have to go on? Im going to promote you to Captain.

Thank you, sir. I cant Very true. He could not speak.

As I said, I have the good of the service in mind. Youre the best choice I can make, Hornblower.

Thank you, sir.

Mark you, this is the last service I can do for you. A fortnight from now Ill be nobody. Youve told me you have no friends in high places?

Yes, sir. No, sir.

And commands still go by favour. I hope you find it, Hornblower. And I hope you have better luck in the matter of prize money. I did my best for you.

Id rather be a captain and poor than anyone else and rich, sir.

Except perhaps an Admiral, said Cornwallis; he was positively grinning.

Yes, sir.

Cornwallis rose from his chair. Now he was a Commander-in-Chief again, and Hornblower knew himself dismissed. Cornwallis raised his voice in the high-pitched carrying hail of the Navy.

Pass the word for Captain Collins!

I must thank you, sir, most sincerely.

Dont thank me any more. Youve thanked me enough already. If ever you become an admiral with favours to give youll understand why.

Collins had entered and was waiting at the door.

Good-bye, Hornblower.

Good-bye, sir.

Only a shake of the hand; no further word, and Hornblower followed Collins to the quarter-deck.

Ive a water-hoy standing by for you, said Collins. In a couple of tacks shell fetch Hotspur.

Thank you, sir.

Youll be in the Gazette in three weeks time. Plenty of time to make your arrangements.

Yes, sir.

Salutes, the squealing of pipes, and Hornblower went down the side and was rowed across to the hoy. It was an effort to be polite to the captain. The tiny crew had hauled up the big lugsails before Hornblower realised that this was an interesting process which he would have done well to watch closely. With the lugsails trimmed flat and sharp the little hoy laid herself close to the wind and foamed forward towards France.

Those last words of Collins were still running through Hornblowers mind. He would have to leave the Hotspur ; he would have to say good-bye to Bush and all the others, and the prospect brought a sadness that quite took the edge off the elation that he felt. Of course he would have to leave her; Hotspur was too small to constitute a command for a Post Captain. He would have to wait for another command; as the junior captain on the list he would probably receive the smallest and least important sixth rate in the navy. But for all that he was a Captain. Maria would be delighted.





Hornblower and the Crisis
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OR, HORNBLOWER DURING THE CRISIS

Published posthumously in 1967 by Michael Joseph, Forester had left Hornblower and the Crisis unfinished at the time of his death in 1966. After the Second World War, the author had tried to retire Hornblower as a character, but two factors compelled him to change his plan  pressure from the devoted Hornblower fans around the world and Foresters own ill health. In the second half of the 1940s he had found solace in the vigorous and healthy persona of Hornblower and escaping into his characters world enabled him to forget his own increasing disability. These, added to his own genuine fondness for Hornblower, meant Forester was still writing about him at the end of his own life. Presumably in order to make the volume a suitable length for publication and to make it more appealing to Foresters readership, Michael Joseph included three stories in the volume: Hornblower and the Crisis (the unfinished novel); Hornblower and the Widow McCool (also known as Hornblowers Temptation); and The Last Encounter.

Forester left some notes about the way he intended the plot of Hornblower and the Crisis to develop, but of course it is impossible now to say if he would have adhered to these. In the story so far as we have it, Hornblower is in command of Hotspur, a sloop (a war ship with a single gun deck of eighteen guns) with which he has been blockading Brest. Mission completed, he hands over the ship to James Meadows, her new captain and heads for home, thoroughly miserable that he no longer has a ship with which to contribute to the defeat of Napoleon and decidedly grumpy on the deeply uncomfortable vessel that he has taken passage with. What Hornblower does not know at this point is that Meadows has run Hotspur aground after only one day as commander and she is lost. Both captain and officers are summoned for court martial and Hornblower must attend as expert witness. Meadows is found guilty, but escapes with a reprimand and he, Bush and more than a dozen other officers from the crew end up crammed on to Hornblowers transport home with him, to everyones annoyance. However, annoyance turns to opportunity when the extra personnel give them the chance to take a French brig and Hornblower makes an important discovery in the French captains quarters that could revive English fortunes in the war.

The other two stories in the book (located in the short stories section of this eBook) are from either end of Hornblowers career. In Hornblower and the Widow McCool, Hornblower is a young lieutenant, who to his surprise witnesses the court martial of one Barry McCool. McCool is both an Irish rebel and a navy deserter and Hornblower is charged with looking after the prisoner, before the court martial the next day. As expected, he is found guilty and hanged. McCool has left a letter which he has asked Hornblower to pass to his widow; it is an affectionate epistle, but the inclusion of a very carefully worded poem intrigues Hornblower and eventually arouses his suspicions and leads to the solving of a puzzle.

The final story, The Last Encounter, reveals Hornblower in old age in his retirement in c. 1842. He is now an Admiral and still resides at the same Kent home he first chose with Lady Barbara when they married. It is now the early Victorian era; the seventy-two year old Hornblower has his full health, a large income, a loving wife, a fine son, promising grandchildren and a good cook. One rather blustery and wet evening, a stranger arrives at his home, who requests he be introduced to the Admiral as Napoleon Bonaparte. Hornblower is astonished and thinks the fellow is an insane fantasist, but Lady Barbara thinks there is something about him that seems genuine and is willing to give him the help he requests. Who is right, Hornblower, or Lady Barbara?

These are interesting stories  the second and third are complete  and it is pleasing to learn that Hornblower is able to retire and be happy. Perhaps in his own old age, Forester was fond enough of his old friend to let him be happy and successful right to the end. 
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CHAPTER 1
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HORNBLOWER WAS EXPECTING the knock on the door, because he had seen through his cabin window enough to guess what was happening outside.

Water-hoy coming alongside, sir, reported Bush, hat in hand.

Very well, Mr Bush. Hornblower was disturbed in spirit and, irritated, had no intention of smoothing Bushs path for him.

The new captains on board, sir, Bush was perfectly well aware of Hornblowers mood yet was not ingenious enough to cope with it.

Very well, Mr Bush.

But that was simple cruelty, the deliberate teasing of a nearly dumb animal; Hornblower realized that such behaviour really gave him no pleasure and only occasioned embarrassment to Bush. He relented to the extent of introducing a lighter touch into the conversation.

So now you have a few minutes to spare for me, Mr Bush? he said. Its a change after your preoccupation of the last two days.

That was neither fair nor kind, and Bush showed his feelings in his face.

Ive had my duties to do, sir, he mumbled.

Getting Hotspur into apple-pie order ready for her new captain.

Y-yes, sir.

Doesnt matter about me, of course. Im only a back number now.

Sir 

Even though he was not in a smiling mood Hornblower could not help smiling at the misery of Bushs expression.

Im glad to see youre only human, Mr Bush, after all. Sometimes Ive doubted it. There couldnt be a more perfect first lieutenant.

Bush needed two or three seconds in which to digest this unexpected compliment.

Thats very good of you, sir. Very kind indeed. But its been all your doing.

In a moment they would slide down the slippery slopes of sentiment, which would be unbearable.

Time for me to appear on deck, said Hornblower. Wed better say goodbye, Mr Bush. The best of luck under your new captain.

He went so far towards yielding to the mood of the moment as to hold out his hand, which Bush took. Luckily Bushs emotions prevented him from saying more than just Goodbye, sir, and Hornblower hurried out through the cabin door with Bush at his heels.

There was instantly plenty of distraction as the waterhoy was laid alongside the Hotspur; the side of the hoy was covered from end to end with old sails in rolls and with substantial fendoffs of sandbags, yet it was a ticklish business, even in the sheltered waters of this little bay, to pass lines between the two ships and draw them together. A gangplank came clattering out from the hoy to bridge the gap between the two decks, and a burly man in full uniform made the precarious crossing. He was very tall  two or three inches over six feet and heavily built; a man of middle age or more, to judge by the shock of grey hair revealed when he raised his hat. The boatswains mates pealed loudly on their calls; the two ships drummers beat a ragged ruffle.

Welcome aboard, sir, said Hornblower.

The new captain pulled a paper from his breast pocket, opened it, and began to read. A shout from Bush bared every head so that the function would take place with due solemnity

Orders given by us, William Cornwallis, Vice Admiral of the Red, Knight of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath, Commanding His Majestys Ships and Vessels of the Channel Fleet, to James Percival Meadows, Esquire 

Dye think we have all day? This was a new stentorian voice from the deck of the hoy. Stand by to take the hoses, there! Mr Lieutenant, lets have some hands for the pumps.

The voice came, appropriately enough, from the barrel-shaped captain of the hoy. Bush signalled frantically for him to stay quiet until this vital ceremonial was completed.

Time enough for that tomfoolery when the waters all aboard. The windll shift within the hour, roared the barrel-shaped captain quite unabashed. Captain Meadows scowled and hesitated, but for all his vast stature he could do nothing to silence the captain of the hoy. He roared through the rest of his orders at a pace nearer a gallop than a canter, and folded them up with evident relief now that he was legally captain of HMS Hotspur.

On hats, bellowed Bush.

Sir, I relieve you, said Meadows to Hornblower.

I much regret the bad manners displayed in the hoy, sir, said Hornblower to Meadows.

Now lets have some sturdy hands, said the barrel-shaped captain to no one in particular, and Meadows shrugged his vast shoulders with resignation.

Mr Bush, my first lieutenant  I mean your first lieutenant, sir, said Hornblower hastily effecting the introduction.

Carry on, Mr Bush, said Meadows, and Bush plunged instantly into the business of transferring the fresh water from the hoy.

Whos that fellow, sir? asked Hornblower with a jerk of his thumb at the captain of the hoy.

Hes been my cross for the last two days, answered Meadows. Dirty words unnecessary to reproduce interlarded every sentence he uttered. Hes not only captain but hes thirty-seven-sixty-fourths owner. Under Navy Office contract  cant press him, cant press his men, as they all have protections. Says what he likes, does what he likes, and Id give my prize money for the next five years to have him at the gratings for ten minutes.

Mm, said Hornblower. Im taking passage with him.

Hope you fare better than I did.

By your leave, sirs. A hand from the hoy came pushing along the gangplank dragging a canvas hose. At his heels came someone carrying papers; there was bustle everywhere.

Ill hand over the ships papers, sir, said Hornblower. Will you come with me? I mean  they are ready in your cabin when you have time to attend to them, sir.

His sea chest and ditty bag lay forlorn on the bare cabin deck, pathetic indications of his immediate departure. It was the work only of a few moments to complete the transfer of command.

May I request of Mr Bush the loan of a hand to transfer my dunnage, sir? asked Hornblower.

Now he was nobody. He was not even a passenger; he had no standing at all, and this became more evident still when he returned to the deck to look round for his officers to bid them farewell. They were all engrossed in the business of the moment, with hardly a second to spare for him. Handshakes were hasty and perfunctory; it was with a queer relief that he turned away to the gangplank.

It was a relief that was short lived, for even at anchor Hotspur was rolling perceptibly in the swell that curved in round the point, and the two ships, Hotspur and the water-hoy, were rolling in opposite phases, their upper works inclining first together and then away from each other, so that the gangplank which joined them was possessed of several distinct motions  it swung in a vertical plane like a seesaw and in a horizontal plane like a compass needle; it rose and fell bodily, too, but the most frightening motion, instantly obvious as soon as he addressed himself to the crossing, was a stabbing back and forth motion as the ships surged together and apart, the gap bridged by the plank being now six feet and then sixteen. To a bare-footed seaman the passage would be nothing; to Hornblower it was a rather frightening matter  an eighteen-inch plank with no handrail. He was conscious, too, of the barrel-shaped captain watching him, but at least that made him determined to show no hesitation once he decided on the passage  until that moment he studied the motions of the plank out of the tail of his eye while apparently his attention was fully taken up by the various activities in the two ships.

Then he made a rush for it, got both feet on the plank, endured a nightmare interval when it seemed as if, hurry as he would, he made no progress at all, and then thankfully reached the end of the plank and stepped clear of it on to the comparative stability of the deck. The barrel-shaped captain made no move to welcome him and while two hands dumped his baggage on the deck Hornblower had to make the first advance.

Are you the master of this vessel, sir? he asked.

Captain Baddlestone, master of the hoy Princess.

I am Captain Hornblower, and I am to be given a passage to England, said Hornblower. He deliberately chose that form of words, nettled as he was by Baddlestones off-hand manner.

You have your warrant?

The question and the way in which it was asked rather pricked the bubble of Hornblowers dignity, but he was roused sufficiently by now to feel he would stand no more insolence.

I have, he declared.

Baddlestone had a large round red face, inclining even to purple; from out of it, from under two thick black eyebrows, two surprisingly bright blue eyes met Hornblowers haughty stare. Hornblower was determined to yield not an inch, and was prepared to continue to meet the head-on assault of those blue eyes indefinitely, but he found his flank neatly turned.

Cabin food a guinea a day. Or you can compound for the passage for three guineas, announced Baddlestone.

It was a surprise to find he had to pay for his subsistence, and Hornblower knew his surprise was apparent in his expression, but he would not allow it to be apparent in his words. He would not even condescend to ask the questions that were on the tip of his tongue. He could be quite sure that Baddlestone had legality on his side. The Navy Office charter of the hoy presumably compelled Baddlestone to give passages to transient officers, but omitted all reference to subsistence. He thought quickly.

Three guineas, then, he said as loftily as he could, with all the manner of a man to whom the difference between one guinea and three was of no concern. It was not until after he had said the words that he worked out in his mind the deduction that the wind was likely to back round easterly and make a long return passage probable.

During this conversation one pump had been working most irregularly, and now the other one came to a stop; the cessation of the monotonous noise was quite striking. Here was Bush hailing from the Hotspur.

Thats only nineteen ton, he said. We can take two more.

And two more you wont get, yelled Baddlestone in reply. Were sucked dry.

It was a strange feeling that this was of no concern to Hornblower; he was free of responsibility, even though his mind automatically worked out that Hotspur now had fresh water for forty days. It was Meadows who would have to plan to conserve that supply. And with the wind likely to come easterly Hotspur would have to close the mouth of the Goulet as closely as possible  that was Meadows concern and nothing to do with him, not ever again.

The hands who had been working at the pumps went scuttling back over the gangplank; the two hands from the Princess who had been standing by the hoses came back on board dragging their charges. Last came the Princess mate with his papers.

Stand by the lines, there! yelled Baddlestone. Jib halliards, Mister!

Baddlestone himself went to the wheel, and he made a neat job of getting the hoy away from the Hotspurs side. He continued to steer the ship while the half-dozen hands under the supervision of the mate set about the task of lifting and stowing the fendoffs that hung along her side. It was only a matter of seconds before the gap between the two ships was too wide to bridge by voice. Hornblower looked across the sparkling water. It appeared that Meadows was summoning all hands in order to address them in an inaugural speech; certainly no one spared a further glance towards the hoy or towards Hornblower standing lonely on the deck. The bonds of naval friendship, of naval intimacy, were exceedingly strong, but they could be ruptured in a flash. It was more than likely that he would never see Bush again.


CHAPTER 2
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LIFE IN THE waterhoy Princess was exceedingly uncomfortable. She was empty of her cargo of drinking water, and there was almost nothing to replace it; the empty casks were too precious to be contaminated by seawater for use as ballast, and only a few bags of sand could be squeezed between the empty casks to confer any stability on her hull. She had been designed with this very difficulty in view, the lines of her dish-shaped hull being such that even when riding light her broad beam made her hard to capsize, but she did everything short of that. Her motion was violent and, to the uninitiated, quite unpredictable, and she was hardly more weatherly than a raft, sagging off to leeward in a spineless fashion that boded ill for any prospect of working up to Plymouth while any easterly component prevailed in the wind.

Hornblower was forced to endure considerable hardship. For two days he lingered on the verge of seasickness as a result of this new motion beneath his feet; he was not actually sick, having had several uninterrupted weeks at sea already, but he told himself that it would be less unpleasant if that were to happen  although in his heart of hearts he knew that was not true. He was allotted a hammock in a compartment six feet square and five feet high; he at least had it to himself and could derive some small comfort from observing that there were arrangements for eight hammocks, in two tiers of four, to be slung there. It had been a long time since he slept in a hammock, and his spine was slow to adjust to the necessary curvature, while the extravagant leaps and rolls of the hoy were conveyed to him through it and made the memory of his cot in Hotspur nostalgically luxurious.

The wind stayed north-easterly, bringing clear skies and sunshine but no comfort to Hornblower, save that it was soon evident that he would be eating Baddlestones cabin food for more than three days  a doubtful source of satisfaction. All he wished to do was to make his way to England, to London, to Whitehall, and to secure his posting as captain before anything could happen to interfere. He watched morosely as the Princess lost more and more distance to leeward, more even than the clumsy ships of the line clustered off Ushant. There was nothing to read on board, there was nothing to do, and there was nowhere comfortable where he could do that nothing.

He was coming up through the hatchway, weary of his hammock, when he saw Baddlestone whip his telescope to his eye and stare to windward.

Here they come! said Baddlestone, unusually communicative.

With the greatest possible condescension he passed the telescope over to Hornblower; there could be no more generous gesture (as Hornblower well knew) than for a captain to part with his glass even for a moment when something of interest was in sight. It was a veritable fleet bearing down on them, something far more than a mere squadron. Four frigates with every stitch of canvas spread, were racing to take the lead; behind them followed two columns of line-of-battleships, seven in one and six in the other. They were already setting studding sails as they edged into station. With the wind right astern and all sail set they were hurtling down upon the Princess. It was a magnificent sight, the commission pennants whipping out ahead, the ensigns flying forward as if in emulation. Under each bluff bow a creamy bow wave mounted and sank as the ships drove on over the blue water. Here was Englands naval might seen to its best advantage. The right-central frigate came cutting close beside the wallowing waterhoy.

Diamond, thirty-two, said Baddlestone; he had recovered his telescope by some means or other.

Hornblower stared enviously and longingly at her as she passed within long cannon-shot. He saw a rush of men up the foremast rigging. The foretopgallant sail was taken in and reset in the brief space while the Diamond was passing; a smart ship that  Hornblower had not detected anything wrong with the set of the sail. The mate of the hoy had just managed to hoist a dirty red ensign in time to dip it in salute, and the blue ensign over there dipped in reply. Now came the starboard column of ships of the line, a three decker in the lead, towering over the waves, her three rows of chequered gun ports revealing themselves as she approached, a blue vice admirals flag blowing from her foretopgallant mast.

Prince of Wales, ninety-eight. Vice Admiral Sir Robert Calder, baronet, said Baddlestone. Theres two other flags with this lot.

The ensigns dipped in salute and the next of the line came on, plunging before the wind with the spray flying. The flags dipped time and again as the seven ships hurtled by.

A fair wind for Finisterre, said Baddlestone.

That looks like their course, said Hornblower.

It seemed obvious that Baddlestone knew as much about fleet movements as he did, and perhaps even more. Less than a week earlier Baddlestone had been in Plymouth with English newspapers to read and all the chatter of the alehouses to listen to. Hornblower himself had heard a good deal of circumstantial gossip from the Shetland, the victualler which had come alongside Hotspur a couple of days earlier than the Princess. The fact that Baddlestone suggested that Calders destination was merely Finisterre, and not the Straits or the West Indies was nearly convincing proof of the extent of Baddlestones knowledge. Hornblower asked a testing question.

Heading for the Straits mouth, do you think?

Baddlestone eyed him with a trace of pity.

No father than Finisterre, he vouchsafed.

But why?

Baddlestone found it clearly hard to believe that Hornblower could be ignorant of what was being discussed throughout the fleet and the dockyard.

Villain-noove, he said.

That was Villeneuve, the French admiral commanding the fleet that had broken out of the Mediterranean some weeks before and fled across the Atlantic to the West Indies.

What about him? asked Hornblower.

Hes heading back again, making for Brest. Going to pick up the French fleet there, so Boney thinks. Then the Channel. Boneys armys waiting at Boulong, and Boney thinks hell eat his next dish of frogs in Windsor Castle.

Wheres Nelson? demanded Hornblower.

Hot on Villain-nooves trail. If Nelson dont catch him Calder will. Boneys going to wait a long time before he sees French topsls in the Channel.

How do you know this?

Sloop came in from Nelson while I was waiting for a wind in Plymouth. The whole town knew in half an hour, bless you.

This was the most vital and the most recent information imaginable, and yet it was common knowledge. Bonaparte at Boulogne had a quarter of a million men trained, equipped, and ready. Transporting them across the Channel might be difficult despite the thousands of flat bottomed boats that crowded the French Channel ports, but with twenty, thirty, possibly forty French and Spanish ships of the line to cover the crossing something might be achieved. In a month Bonaparte might well be eating frogs in Windsor Castle. The destiny of the world, the fate of civilization, depended on the concerted movements of the British fleets. If so much was known in Plymouth last week it would be known in Bonapartes headquarters today; detailed knowledge of the British movements was vital for the French in executing what appeared to be essentially a plan of evasion.

Baddlestone was watching him curiously; Hornblower must have allowed some of his emotions to show in his expression.

No good ever came of worrying, said Baddlestone, and now it was Hornblowers turn to return the sharp gaze.

Until this conversation the pair of them had not exchanged twenty words during this two days of waiting for a wind. Baddlestone apparently cherished hard feelings towards naval officers; maybe Hornblowers refusal to make any advances towards intimacy had softened them.

Worry? said Hornblower bravely. Why should I worry? Well deal with Boney when the time comes.

Already Baddlestone seemed to regret his voluntary loquacity. As every captain should while on deck, he had been darting repeated glances at the leech of the mainsail and now he rounded on the helmsman.

Watch what youre doing, blast you! he roared, unexpectedly. Keep her full and by! Dye want us to end up in Spain? An empty waterhoy and a ham-fisted no-seaman at the wheel letting her box the compass.

Hornblower drifted away during this tirade. His feelings were agitated by apprehensions additional to those Baddlestone had hinted at. Here was the crisis of the naval war approaching; there were battles to be fought, and he had no ship. All he had was a promise of one, a promise of being made post when he could call upon the Admiralty to redeem that promise. He had endured two years of hardship and danger, monotony and strain, in the blockade of Brest, and now, at the very moment when the war was reaching a climax, he was unemployed. He would be falling between two stools  the battle might well be fought, the crisis over, before he could get to sea again. Calder might intercept Villeneuve within the week, or Bonaparte might be attempting his crossing within a fortnight. Better to be a mere commander with a ship than an ungazetted captain without one. It was enough to drive a man perfectly frantic  and for the last two days the wind had blown steadily from the north-east, keeping him a prisoner in this accursed hoy, while allowing every opportunity to Meadows in the Hotspur to distinguish himself. After ten years of experience Hornblower should have had more sense (and he knew it) than to fret himself into a fever over winds, the uncontrollable unpredictable winds that had governed his life since boyhood. But here he was fretting himself into a fever.


CHAPTER 3
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HORNBLOWER WAS STILL in his hammock even though it was long after daybreak, even though it was full dawn. He had turned himself over without waking himself up too much  something he had had to relearn now that he was sleeping in a hammock again  and he was determined upon staying where he was, as somnolent as possible, for the longest possible time. In that way he would find the day shorter; his mind, clogged with sleep, would not be working at high tension for so long. Yesterday had been a bad day, when a favourable slant of wind at nightfall had endured just long enough to return the Princess to the heart of the blockading squadron before reversing itself maddeningly.

A certain amount of bustle and excitement became audible on the deck over his head, and there was a boat alongside. He snarled to himself and prepared to roll out of his hammock. It would be some trifle of no concern to him, and dull as well most likely, but it was sufficient to put an end to his resolution to stay in his hammock.

He had his feet on deck with his seat still supported by the hammock when the midshipman appeared. Hornblower glowered at him with bleared eyes, observing the trim white breeches and buckled shoes; this must be some pampered pet from a flagship, and he was offering him a letter. Hornblower was instantly fully awake. He broke the wafer that sealed the note.

You are hereby requested and required to attend as a witness, at your peril, upon the court martial to be held at nine in the forenoon of this twentieth day of May 1805 in the Cabin of HMS Hibernia to try Captain James Percival Meadows, the officers and ships company of HMs late sloop Hotspur for the loss of the said vessel by stranding during the night of the eighteenth day of May 1805.

Henry Bowden, RA, Captain of the Fleet.

NB A boat will be sent.

Here was something startling, astonishing; Hornblower gaped at the note while rereading it, until he remembered the presence of the midshipman and the consequent need to appear imperturbable.

Very well, thank you, he snapped; the midshipman had hardly turned his back before Hornblower was dragging out his sea chest and trying to make up his mind as to how he could get the creases out of his threadbare full-dress coat.

HMs late sloop, That could only mean that Hotspur was a total loss. But Meadows was alive, which implied that few, if any, lives had been lost. Certainly Meadows had wasted no time in putting Hotspur ashore. That would be the easiest thing in the world to do, as no one could say with more certainty than he who had never done it.

To shave he had to drag his sea chest under the hatchway and stand on it with his head protruding and his mirror propped up on the deck. He was not quite tall enough to dispense with the sea chest; it crossed his mind that Meadows must have been tall enough to see clear over the coaming without taking steps to add a cubit to his stature.

Baddlestone came up and actually volunteered information as Hornblower stood there balancing precariously; he was still sufficiently unaccustomed to the Princesss antics to make it difficult to use his second hand to pull his skin tight while wielding the razor with the other.

So Hotspurs lost on the Black Rock, said Baddlestone.

I knew she was aground, said Hornblower. But I didnt know where.

Do you call being at the bottom of the sea aground? She touched on a falling tide. Holed herself and filled and then rolled off on the flood.

It was remarkable how the fleet auxiliaries picked up the news.

Any loss of life? asked Hornblower.

None that Ive heard of, said Baddlestone.

He would certainly have heard if any officers had been drowned. So they were all safe, including Bush. Hornblower could devote special attention to the tricky area round the left corner of his mouth.

Giving evidence, I hear? asked Baddlestone.

Yes. Hornblower had no desire at all to add to Baddlestones store of gossip.

If the wind backs westerly Ill sail without you. Ill put your chest ashore at Plymouth.

You are exceedingly kind, said Hornblower, and then checked himself. There was nothing to be gained by a quarrel with a man of an inferior social order, and there were other considerations. Hornblower wiped off his face and his razor, pausing to meet Baddlestones eyes.

Not many men would have given that answer, said Baddlestone.

Not many men need their breakfast as much as I do at present, answered Hornblower.

At eight oclock the boat was alongside, and Hornblower went down into it, wearing the single epaulette on his left shoulder that indicated he had not yet been confirmed in his promotion to captain, and at his side he wore the brass-hilted Langer which was all he could boast as a sword. But he was received with the appropriate ceremony as he went up Hibernias side, following two glittering captains with epaulettes on both shoulders who were obviously going to be members of the Court. Over on the lee side of the quarterdeck he caught a glimpse of Meadows and Bush, pacing up and down deep in conversation. But the midshipman who was his guide led him away; that was proof (if any were needed) that he was being summoned as an expert witness at the request of the Court, and had to be kept away from the defendants to prevent all possibility of either collusion or prejudice.

It was twenty-five minutes after the firing of the gun that indicated the opening of the Court when Hornblower was called into the great cabin, where seven glittered at a table under the stern windows. Over at one side sat Meadows and Bush, and Prowse the sailing-master and Wise the boatswain. It was distasteful, distressing, uncomfortable, to see the anxiety on those faces.

The Court wishes to address a few questions to you, Captain Hornblower, said the central figure at the table. Later you may be asked by the defendants to explain your answers.

Yes, sir, said Hornblower.

You handed over command of the sloop Hotspur in the forenoon of the seventeenth, I understand?

Yes, sir.

Her material condition was good?

Reasonably so, sir, He had to speak the truth.

By that do you mean in good condition or bad?

Good, sir.

The compass deviation card was accurate as far as you were aware?

Yes, sir. He could not possibly admit to any carelessness on that subject.

You have heard that HMS Hotspur went aground on the Black Rock with a falling tide. Have you any comments to make, Captain?

Hornblower set his teeth.

It would be an easy thing to do.

Perhaps you would be good enough to elaborate on that statement, Captain?

There was plenty he could say, but he had to be careful how he said it. He must not appear to be a windbag. He must lay all necessary stress on the navigational difficulties and yet at the same time he must not rate himself over-highly for having so long evaded them. He must do all he could for the defendants but he must not overplay his hand. At least there were certain obvious points he could make which could be instantly confirmed by a glance at the ships logs. He talked about the steady westerly wind which had prevailed for some days earlier, and then about the brisk easterly wind which had sprung up that afternoon. In those conditions the ebb tide could be unpredictably fierce. There was likely at the same time to be a disturbing back eddy inside the rocks which could upset all calculations so that the current might reverse itself in a cables length. From the Black Rock extended a long reef to the southeastward where, except at the very tip, breakers were only visible at low water of spring tides and the lead gave no warning of this. It would be in no way remarkable for a ship keeping close up to the Goulet to be trapped here.

Thank you, Captain, said the President when Hornblower had finished, and he glanced over to the defendants, Have you any questions?

The Presidents manner indicated that he thought none could be needed, but Meadows rose to his feet. He seemed to be wasted away; perhaps the borrowed clothes he was wearing contributed to the effect, but he was hollow eyed and his cheeks seemed sunken, the left one twitching at intervals.

Captain, he asked. The wind was north-easterly and brisk?

It was.

The best conditions for a sortie by the French?

Yes.

What was Hotspurs proper station in those conditions?

As close up to the Goulet as possible.

It was a good point that had needed accentuation.

Thank you, Captain, said Meadows sitting down, and Hornblower looked to the President for permission to retire.

But Meadows question had given rise to another.

Would you kindly tell the Court, Captain, asked the President, how long you commanded the Hotspur on blockade service?

A little over two years, sir. That was the literal answer that had to be given.

And how much of that time were you dose up to the Goulet? A rough estimate is all that is needed, Captain.

I suppose half the time  one-third of the time.

Thank you, Captain. It was a point tending very much to discount the one Meadows had made. You may now retire, Captain Hornblower.

He could glance over at Bush and the others, but it had to be a glance of complete indifference; he must not prejudice the Court by a display of sympathy. He made his bow and withdrew.


CHAPTER 4
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IT WAS LESS than half an hour after Hornblower returned to the Princess that Baddlestone got the news, passed from one auxiliary to another as they wallowed waiting for a wind.

Guilty, said Baddlestone, turning to Hornblower.

This was one of the moments when Hornblower was most in need of an appearance of stolidity while finding the greatest difficulty in attaining it.

What about the sentence? he asked. Tension gave his voice a grating sound which might be interpreted as harsh indifference.

Reprimand, said Baddlestone, and Hornblower felt the relief flooding into his vitals.

What kind of a reprimand?

Just a reprimand.

Not a severe reprimand, then. After a guilty verdict it was the mildest sentence a court martial could pronounce, save for mere admonishment. But with Hotspur lost every officer and warrant officer in the ship would have to apply for re-employment, and the powers that were might still have a word to say. Unless they were vindictive, however, there could be little danger to any of them except possibly Meadows. It was only then that Baddlestone doled out another fragment of information which earlier would have saved Hornblower anxiety.

They cleared the first lieutenant and the sailing-master, he said; Hornblower kept his mouth shut, determined to give no hint of his feelings.

Baddlestone had the telescope to his eye and Hornblower followed his gaze. A ships longboat under two balance-lugs was running before the wind in their general direction; it took no more than a glance for Hornblower to identify her as belonging to a ship of the line, and as far as he could judge from her foreshortened length she was of the largest size, belonging to a three decker, likely enough.

Ill lay guineas to shillings, said Baddlestone, the telescope still clamped to his eye, more company.

Hornblowers fingers fluttered with the yearning to use the telescope.

Yes, went on Baddlestone, retaining it with a cruelty possibly unconscious. It looks like it.

He turned to bellow orders for the hanging of fendoffs on the starboard side, and to bring the hoy to the wind to provide a slight lee on that side. Then there was no need for the telescope; Hornblower with the naked eye could recognize Bush sitting bare-headed in the sternsheets, and then Meadows beside him. On the next thwart forward were the warrant officers of the late Hotspur, and forward beyond those was a jumble of figures he could not identify.

The longboat surged round into the wind and came neatly alongside.

Boat ahoy! hailed Baddlestone.

Party with warrants for passage, came Bushs voice in reply. Were coming aboard.

Baddlestone gobbled inarticulately for a second or two at this absence of a by your leave, but already the longboat had hooked on. At once it became obvious how violently the hoy rolled; the longboat was stable by comparison. There was a moments delay before Meadows hauled himself on to the hoys deck, and a further delay before Bush appeared behind him. Hornblower hurried forward to make them welcome; it was obvious that with the loss of the Hotspur her officers were being returned to England for other appointments, while presumably the crew had been distributed round the ships of the squadron.

It was only with an effort that Hornblower brought himself to address Meadows first.

Glad to see you again, Captain Meadows, he said. And you too, Mr Bush.

Bush had a half-smile for him; Meadows not as much; he was under the shadow of a reprimand. Baddlestone watched the encounter with as much cynical amusement as his bulging red face could convey.

Perhaps you gentlemen will be good enough to show me your warrants, he said.

Bush thrust his hand into his breast pocket and produced a sheaf of papers.

Fourteen if you count them, he replied. And these are ratings Im not responsible for.

Youll be at pretty close quarters, said Baddlestone. Cabin food a guinea a day, or you can compound for three guineas for the passage.

Meadows entered into the conversation not with a word, but with a gesture. He turned a bleak gaze and looked behind him. The warrant officers had begun to arrive on deck, Prowse the master, Cargill and the other mates, Huffnell the purser, the boatswain and sailmaker and carpenter and cooper and cook. They were followed by a number of ratings, one of them  who seemed likely to be Meadows coxswain  turning to help another on board, the need for this becoming apparent when it was seen that this man had lost a hand at the wrist, presumably in one of the numerous shipboard accidents that eroded the crews of the blockading fleet. Several more men succeeded him; the reason for their return to England was not immediately apparent. Most of them were likely to be ruptured so badly as to rate discharge; possibly one or two others may have been illegally impressed and fortunate enough to have friends at home with sufficient influence to win their freedom. Altogether it was a large and formidable body of men mustered on the deck of the hoy, crowding it, while the longboat cast off and, with her lugsails hauled as flat as boards, set off on the long beat back to the flagship.

Baddlestone followed Meadows gaze and ran his eye over the crowd, and Meadows accentuated his earlier glance with a wave of his hand. Hornblower was reminded of the legendary captain of a ship of war who, when asked for his authority for some particular action, pointed to his guns and said There!

By the terms of your contract you victual ratings at sixpence a day, said Meadows. This voyage youll victual officers at the same rate, and thats all its worth.

Is this piracy? exclaimed Baddlestone.

Call it anything you like, answered Meadows.

Baddlestone fell back a step or two, staring round him, to find no comfort in sea or sky, with the nearest ship some cables lengths away. Meadows expression was unchanging, bleak and lonely. Whatever had been the terms of the reprimand he had received he obviously felt it severely. Believing himself to be a man without a future he could well be careless about any possible charge of mutiny Baddlestone could bring against him. His officers were sheltered under his authority, while clearly they had lost all they possessed when Hotspur sank and were aware that by law they went on half-pay from that moment too. They could be dangerous men, and the ratings would obey them without hesitation. The Princess crew in addition to Baddlestone comprised a mate, a cook, four hands and a boy; the odds were overwhelming if there were no chance of appealing to higher authority, and Baddlestone realized it even though his words still conveyed defiance.

Ill see you in the dock, Mr Captain Meadows, he said.

Captain Hornblower travels at the same rate, said Meadows imperturbably.

Ive paid my three guineas, interposed Hornblower.

Better still. Thatll be  a hundred and twenty-six sixpences already paid. Am I right, Mr Baddlestone?


CHAPTER 5
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IN THE PRINCESS conditions were intolerably crowded. Where Hornblowers hammock had been slung there were now seven more, so that each of the eight officers occupied no more space than might be found inside a coffin. They were packed together in an almost solid mass, but not quite solid; as the Princess leaped and bounded there was just enough play for everyone to bump against his neighbour or against a bulkhead, maddeningly, every second or two. Hornblower in the lower tier (which he had selected sensibly enough to avoid the poisonous upper air) had Meadows above him, a bulkhead on one side and Bush on the other. Sometimes the weight of the three bodies to his left compressed him against the bulkhead, and sometimes he swayed the other way and thumped Bush in the ribs; sometimes the deck below rose up to meet him and sometimes Meadows vast bulk above came down to impress itself on him  Meadows was an inch or two longer than the cabin and lay in a pronounced curve. Hornblowers restless mind deduced that these latter contacts were proof of how much the Princess worked  the cabin was pulled out of shape when she rolled, diminishing its height by an inch or two, as was confirmed by the creaking and crackling that went on all round him. Long before midnight Hornblower wriggled with difficulty out of his hammock and then, snaking along on his back under the lower tier, crawled out of the cabin to where the purer air outside fluttered his shirt-tails.

After the first night common sense dictated another arrangement whereby the passengers, officers and ratings alike, slept watch and watch, four hours in bed and four hours squatting in sheltered corners on deck. It was a system to which they were all inured, and was extended, naturally and perforce, to cooking and meals and every other activity. Even so, the Princess was not a happy ship, with the passengers likely to snarl at each other at small provocation, and potential trouble on a far greater scale only a hairs breadth away as the experts with whom the hoy swarmed criticized Baddlestones handling of her. For the persistent summer breezes still blew from between north and east, and she lost distance to leeward in a manner perfectly infuriating to men who for months and years had not seen homeland or family. That wind meant sparkling and delightful weather; it might mean a splendid harvest in England, but it meant irritation in the Princess, where bitter arguments developed between those who advocated that Baddlestone should reach to the westward, into the Atlantic, in the hope of finding a favourable slant of wind there, and those who still had sufficient patience to recommend beating about where they were  but both schools were ready to agree that the trim of the sails, the handling of the helm, the course set when under way and the tack selected when lying to could and should be improved upon.

Hope came timorously to life one noontime; there had been disappointments before and, despite all the previous discussions, hardly a soul dared speak a word when, after a period of almost imperceptible easterly airs something a trifle more vigorous awoke, with a hint of south in it, backing and strengthening so that the sheets could be hauled in, with Baddlestone bellowing at the hands and the motion of the Princess changing from spiritless wallowing to a flat-footed advance, an ungainly movement over the waves like a cart horse trying to canter over wet furrow.

Whats her course, dyou think? asked Hornblower.

Noreast, sir, said Bush, tentatively, but Prowse shook his head as his natural pessimism asserted itself.

Noreast by east, sir, he said.

A trifle of north in it, anyway, said Hornblower.

Such a course would bring them no nearer Plymouth, but it might give them a better chance of catching a westerly slant outside the mouth of the Channel.

Shes making a lot of leeway, said Prowse, gloomily, his glance sweeping round from the set of the sails to the barely perceptible wake.

We can always hope, said Hornblower. Look at those clouds building up. Weve seen nothing like that for days.

Hopes cheap enough, sir, said Prowse gloomily.

Hornblower looked over towards Meadows, standing at the mainmast. His face bore that bleak expression still unchanged; he stood solitary in a crowd, yet even he was impelled to study wake and sail trim and rudder, until Hornblowers gaze drew his glance and he looked over at them, hardly seeing them.

Id give something to know what the glass is doing, said Bush. Maybe its dropping, sir.

Shouldnt be surprised, said Hornblower.

He could remember so acutely running for Tor Bay in a howling gale. Maria was in Plymouth, and the second child was on the way.

Prowse cleared his throat; he spoke unwillingly, because he had something cheerful to say.

Winds still veering, sir, he said at length.

Freshening a trifle, too, I fancy, said Hornblower. Something may come of this.

In those latitudes heavy weather was likely at that time of year when the wind veered instead of backing, when it swung towards south from north-east, and when it freshened as it undoubtedly was doing, and when dark clouds began to build up as they were doing at the moment. The mate was marking up the traverse board.

Whats the course, Mister? asked Hornblower.

Nor by east-half-north.

Just another point or twos all we need, said Bush.

Got to give Ushant a wide berth anyway, said Prowse.

Even on this course they were actually lessening the distance that lay between them and Plymouth; it was in a quite unimportant fashion, but it was a comforting thought. The horizon was closing in on them a little with the diminishing visibility. There was still a sail or two in sight, all towards the east, for no vessel made as much leeway as the Princess. But it was indication of the vastness of the ocean that there were so few sails visible although they were in the immediate vicinity of the Channel Fleet.

Here came a much stronger gust of wind, putting the Princess over on her lee side with men and movables cascading across the deck until the helmsman allowed her to pay off a point.

She steers like a dray, commented Bush.

Like a wooden piggin, said Hornblower. Sideways as easily as forwards.

It was better when the wind veered still further round, and then came the moment when Bush struck one fist into the palm of the other hand.

Were running a point free! he exclaimed.

That meant everything in the world. It meant that they were not running on a compromise course where as much might be lost or gained. It meant that they were steering a course direct for Plymouth, or as direct as Baddlestones calculations indicated; if they were correct leeway had now become a source of profit instead of loss. It meant that the wind was a trifle on the Princess quarter, and that would almost certainly be her best point of sailing, considering her shape. It meant that they were getting finally clear of the coast of France. Soon they would be well in the mouth of the Channel with considerable freedom of action. Finally it had to be repeated that they were running free, a fantastic, marvellous change for men who had endured for so long the depressing alternatives of lying-to or sailing close-hauled.

Someone near at hand raised his voice; Hornblower could tell that he was not hailing, or quarrelling, but singing, going through an exercise incomprehensible and purposeless for the sake of some strange pleasure it gave. From Ushant to Scilly is thirty-five leagues. That was perfectly true, and Hornblower supposed that circumstances justified making this sort of noise about it. He steeled himself to a stoical endurance as others joined in, Farewell and adieu to you, Spanish ladies. It was very noticeable that the atmosphere in the Princess had changed metaphorically as well as actually; spirits had risen with the fall in the barometer. There were smiles, there were grins to be seen. With the wind veering another couple of points, as it did, there was a decided probability that the evening of next day would see them into Plymouth. As if she had caught the prevailing infection the Princess began to leap over the waves; in her clumsiness there was something almost lewd, like a tubby old lady showing her legs in a drunken attempt to dance.

Yet over there Meadows did not share in the mirth and the excitement. He was isolated and unhappy; even the two officers who had been next senior to him in the Hotspur  his first lieutenant and his sailing-master  were over here chatting with Hornblower instead of keeping him company. Hornblower began to make his way over to him, at the same moment as a rain-squall came hurtling down upon the Princess to cause sudden confusion while the weaker spirits rushed forward and aft for shelter.

Plymouth tomorrow, sir, said Hornblower conversationally when he reached Meadows side.

No doubt, sir, said Meadows.

Were in for a bit of a blow, I think, said Hornblower gazing upwards into the rain. He knew he was being exaggerated in the casual manner he was trying to adopt, but he could not modify it.

Maybe, said Meadows.

Likely enough well have to make for Tor Bay instead, suggested Hornblower.

Likely enough, agreed Meadows  although agreement was too strong a word for that stony indifference.

Hornblower would not admit defeat yet. He struggled on trying to make conversation, feeling a little noble  more than a little  at standing here growing wet to the skin in an endeavour to relieve another mans troubles. It was some small comfort when the rain-squall passed on over the Princess lee bow, but it was a much greater relief when one of the seamen forward hailed loudly.

Sail ho! Two points on the weather bow!

Meadows came out of his apathy sufficiently to look forward along with Hornblower in the direction indicated. With the sudden clearing of the weather the vessel was no more than hull-down at this moment of sighting, no more than five or six miles away and in plain view, close hauled on the port tack on the Princess starboard bow, on a course that would apparently come close to intercepting the course of the Princess within the hour.

Brig, commented Hornblower, making the obvious conversational remark, but he said no more as his eye recorded the other features that made themselves apparent.

There was that equality between the fore- and main-topmasts; there was that white sheen about her canvas; there was even something about the spacing of those masts  everything was both significant and dangerous. Hornblower felt Meadows hand clamp round his arm like a ring of iron.

Frenchman! said Meadows, with a string of oaths.

May well be, said Hornblower.

The spread of her yards made it almost certain that she was a ship of war, but even so there was a considerable chance that she was British, one of the innumerable prizes captured from the French and taken into the service recently enough to have undergone little alteration.

Dont like the looks of her! said Meadows.

Wheres Baddlestone? exclaimed Hornblower turning to look aft.

He tore himself from Meadows grasp when he perceived Baddlestone, newly arrived on deck, with his telescope trained on the brig; the two of them at once started to push towards him.

Come about, damn you! yelled Meadows, but at that very same second Baddlestone had begun to bellow orders. There was a second or two of wild and dangerous confusion as the idle passengers attempted to aid, but they were all trained seamen. With the sheets hauled in against the violent pressure of the wind the helm was put over. Princess gybed neatly enough; the big lugsails flapped thunderously for a moment and then as the sheets were eased off she lay over close-hauled on the other tack. As she did so, she lifted momentarily on a wave and Hornblower, his eyes still on the brig, saw the latter lift and heel at the same time. For half a second  long enough  he could see a line of gun ports, the concluding fragment of evidence that she was a ship of war.

Now Princess and brig were close-hauled on the same tack, with the brig on Princess quarter. Despite the advantage of her fore-and-aft rig it seemed to the acute eye that Princess lay a trifle farther off the wind than did the brig. She was nothing like as weatherly and far slower; the brig would head-reach and weather on her. Hornblowers calculating eye told him that it would be only a question of hours before Princess would sag down right in to the brigs gaping jaws; should the wind veer any farther the process would be correspondingly accelerated.

Take a pull on that foresheet, ordered Meadows, but before he could be obeyed the hands he addressed were checked by a shout from Baddlestone.

Avast there! Baddlestone turned on Meadows. I command this ship and dont you meddle!

The barrel-shaped merchant captain, his hands belligerently on his hips, met the commanders gaze imperiously. Meadows turned to Hornblower.

Do we have to put up with this, Captain Hornblower? he asked.

Yes, replied Hornblower.

That was the legal position. Fighting men and naval officers though they were, they were only passengers, subject to the captains command. Even if it should come to a fight that rule held good; by the laws of war a merchant ship was entitled to defend herself, and in that case the captain would still be in command as he would be in going about or laying a course or in any other matter of ship-handling.

Well Im damned, said Meadows.

Hornblower might not have answered quite so sharply and definitely if his curious mind had not taken note of one particular phenomenon. Just before Meadows had issued his order Hornblower had been entranced in close observation of the relative trim of the two big lugsails. They were sheeted in at slightly different angles, inefficiently to the inexperienced eye. Analysis of the complicated  and desperately interesting  problem in mechanics suggested significantly that the setting was correct; with one sail slightly diverting the wind towards the other the best results could be expected with the sails as they were trimmed at present. Hornblower had been familiar with the fascinating problem ever since as a midshipman he had had charge of a ships longboat. Meadows must have forgotten about it, or never studied it. His action would have slightly cut down the speed; Baddlestone could be expected to know how to get the best out of a ship he had long commanded and a rig he had sailed in all his life.

Theres her colours, said Baddlestone. Frenchy, of course.

One of those new fast brigs theyve been building, said Hornblower. Bricks, they call em. Worth two of ours.

Are you going to fight her? demanded Meadows.

Im going to run as long as I can, answered Baddlestone.

That was so obviously the only thing to do.

Two hours before dark. Nearer three, said Hornblower. Maybe well be able to get away in a rain-squall.

Once he gets up to us  said Baddlestone, and left the sentence unfinished. The French guns could pound the hoy to pieces at close range; the slaughter in the crowded little craft would be horrible.

They all three turned to stare at the brig; she had gained on them perceptibly already, but all the same 

Itll be pretty well dark before shes in range, said Hornblower. Weve a chance.

Small enough, said Meadows. Oh, God 

Dye think I want to rot in a French gaol? burst out Baddlestone. All I have is this hoy. Wife and childrenll starve.

What about Maria, with one child born and another on the way? And  and  what about that promised post rank? Who would lift a finger for a forgotten near-captain in a French prison?

Meadows was blaspheming, emitting a stream of senseless oaths and insane filth.

Weve thirty men, said Hornblower. They wont think weve more than half a dozen 

By God, we could board her! exclaimed Meadows, the filth ending abruptly.

Could they? Could they get alongside? No French captain in his right mind would allow it, would risk damage to his precious ship in the strong breeze that was blowing. A spin of the wheel at the last moment, an order to luff in the last minute, and Princess would scrape by. A salvo of grape and the Princess would be a wreck; moreover the attempt would convey its own warning  the French captain and the French crew could anticipate trouble. The brig would have a crew of ninety at least, most likely more; unless there was total surprise thirty men would not have a chance against them. And Hornblowers vivid imagination conjured up a mental picture of the Princess, with all the good fortune in the world, alongside the brig and rolling wildly as she undoubtedly would. There could be no wild rush; the thirty-odd men would reach the brigs deck in twos and threes, without a chance. It had to be complete, total surprise to stand the slightest chance of success.

With these considerations racing through his mind he looked from one to the other, watching their expressions change from momentary excitement and hope to uneasy doubt. Something else came up in his mind that called for rapid action, and he turned away to bellow in his loudest and most penetrating voice to the groups clustered about the deck.

Get down out of sight, all of you! I dont want a single man to show himself! Get down out of sight!

He turned back to meet a stony gaze from both Baddlestone and Meadows.

I thought wed better not show our hand until its played out, he said. With a glass the brigll soon be able to see were crowded with men, and it might be as well if she didnt know.

Im the senior, snapped Meadows. If anyone gives orders its me.

Sir  began Hornblower.

Commander, May eighteen hundred, said Meadows. Youre not in the Gazette yet. Youve not read yourself in.

It was an important point, a decisive point. Hornblowers appointment as Commander dated back only to April 1803.

Until his promised captaincy was actually official he must come under Meadows orders. That was something of a set-back. His polite attempts at conversation earlier with Meadows must have appeared as deferential currying for favour instead of the generous condescension he had intended. And it was irritating not to have thought of all this before. But that irritation was nothing compared with that roused by the realization that he was a junior officer again, forced to proffer advice instead of giving orders  and this after two years of practically independent command. It was a pill to swallow; oddly, as the metaphor occurred to him, he was actually swallowing hard to contain his annoyance, and the coincidence diverted him sufficiently to cut off the angry answer he might have made. They were all three of them tense, even explosive. A quarrel among them might well be the quickest way to a French prison.

Of course, sir, said Hornblower, and went on  if a thing was worth doing it was worth doing well  I must beg your pardon. It was most thoughtless of me.

Granted, said Meadows, only slightly grudgingly.

It was easy enough to change the subject  a glance towards the brig set the other two swinging round to look as well.

Still head-reaching on us, blast her! said Baddlestone. Weathering on us too.

Obviously she was nearer, yet the bearing was unchanged; the chase would end with the brig close up to the Princess without any alteration of course  and the infuriating corollary was that any other action the Princess might take would only shorten the chase.

Weve no colours hoisted, said Meadows.

Not yet, replied Baddlestone.

Hornblower caught his eye and stared hard at him. It was inadvisable to speak or even for Hornblower to shake his head, even a trifle, but somehow the message reached Baddlestone, perhaps by telepathy.

No need to hoist em yet, went on Baddlestone. It leaves our hands free.

There was no need to take the smallest action that might commit them. There was not the least chance that the Frenchman would take the Princess to be anything other than a fleet auxiliary, but still  Things looked differently in a report, or even in a ships log. If the Frenchman tired of the chase, or was diverted somehow from it, it would be well to offer him a loophole excusing him; he could say he believed the Princess to be a Dane or a Bremener. And until the colours had been hoisted and hauled down again Princess was free to take any action that might become possible.

Its going to be dark before long, said Hornblower.

Shell be right up to us by then, snarled Meadows, and the filthy oaths streamed from his mouth as ever. Cornered like rats.

That was a good description; they were cornered, hemmed in by the invisible wall of the wind. Their only line of retreat was in the direction of the brig, and the brig was advancing remorselessly up that line, actually as well as relatively. If the Princess was a rat, the brig was a man striding forward club in hand. And being cornered meant that even in darkness there would be no room to escape, no room for any evasive manoeuvre, right under the guns of the brig. But like a rat they might still fly at their assailant with the courage of desperation.

I wish to God, said Meadows, wed run down on her when we sighted her. And my damned sword and pistols are at the bottom of the sea. What arms dyou have on board?

Baddlestone listed the pitiful contents of the arms chest; even a water-hoy carried cutlasses and pistols for defence against hostile rowing boats, which were well known to push out from the French shore to snap up unarmed prizes in a calm.

We could get a few more, interposed Hornblower. Theyre bound to send a boat and a prize-crew. And in the dark 

By God, youre right! shouted Meadows, and he turned on Baddlestone. Dont hoist those colours! Well get out of this! By God, well take her!

We could try, said Baddlestone.

And by God, Im the senior naval officer! said Meadows.

A man returning to England under a cloud would be rehabilitated almost automatically if he brought a prize in with him. Meadows might possibly reach the captains list before Hornblower.

Come on, said Meadows. Lets get the hands told off.

They were entering upon the wildest, the most reckless enterprise that could ever be imagined, but they were desperate men. Hornblower himself was desperate, although he told himself during the bustle of preparation that he was a man under orders with no alternative except to obey. He would not go so far as to point out to himself that they were carrying out the plan he himself had devised  and on which he would have acted, danger or no danger, had he been in command.


CHAPTER 6
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PRINCESS WAS LYING hove-to in the darkness. The mere fact of being hove-to could be construed by the enemy as an admission of surrender  but not by a legalistic mind. From her forestay flickered a lighted lantern, trimmed right down. That would give least chance of the brig observing what would be going on aft in the waist, and yet that tiny dot of light was visible in the total blackness to the brig a cables length  a cable and a half  to leeward, where the four bright lanterns hoisted in the fore- and main-rigging not only revealed her position but provided light for the business of hoisting out her boat.

Theyre coming, growled Meadows, crouching at the gunwhale. Remember, cold steel.

In the strong breeze that was blowing confused noises would pass unnoticed in the brig, but a shot would be heard clearly enough downwind. Now the crouching men could see a solid nucleus tossing in the darkness. Now they could hear the grind of oars; now they could hear French voices. Hornblower was waiting. He threw them a line as they hooked on.

Montez, he said; it was an effort to keep his voice from cracking with excitement. His was the only white face in the hoy; the others were painted black.

Princess was heaving on the agitated sea in as lively a fashion as ever. It was several seconds before the first Frenchman boarded, cutlass and pistols at his belt, a midshipman arriving to take possession of the prize. Hornblower heard the dull thump when they struck him down. He was disposed of before the next man could make the leap. So was the next man, and the next, and the next. It was all horribly, repulsively easy to men who were prepared to be utterly ruthless.

Hornblower from his point of vantage could just determine when the last man had boarded; he could see that the boats crew was preparing to hand up the prize-crews gear.

Right! he called, sharply.

Meadows and his allocated group were crouched and ready, and hurled themselves down in a torrent of falling bodies into the boat. An oar clattered and rattled; Hornblower could hear belaying pins striking against skulls. There was only one astonished outcry and no more. Hornblower could not hear the dead or unconscious bodies being dropped into the sea, but he knew that was being done.

Weve arms for seven, came Meadows voice. Come on, longboat party. Hornblower, get started.

There had been two hours in which to organize the attack; everybody knew what part he had to play. Hornblower ran aft and a group of almost invisible black-faced figures loomed up at his side. It reminded him to dip his hand into the paint bucket that stood there and hastily smear his forehead and cheeks before making the next move. The hoys boat was towing under the quarter; they hauled it in and scrambled down.

Cast off! said Hornblower, and a desperate shove with the port-side oars got them clear. Easy all!

Tiller in hand, Hornblower stared through the darkness from under the stern. It had taken longer to man the brigs longboat; only now was it beginning to head back to the brig. As it rose on a wave Hornblower caught sight of it silhouetted against the light from the brigs lanterns. He must wait for several more seconds; if the brigs crew were to see two boats returning where one had set out the alarm might possibly be given.

It was a bad business that the French boats crew had all been dropped into the sea; necessary act of war or not, the French could say they had been murdered. They would give no quarter to any survivors on the brigs deck if the attack were to fail; this was going to be the most desperate battle of his life  victory or death with no compromise possible.

There was the longboat approaching the brigs side, clearly visible in the light of the lanterns.

Give way, port side! The boat swung round as the oars bit. Give way, starboard side!

The boat began to move through the water, and the tiller under Hornblowers hand came to life. He set his course; there was no need to call upon the oarsmen to pull with all their strength, as they were well aware of the details of the situation. Hornblower had read somewhere a fragment of English history, about a Saxon over-king who, in token of his pre-eminence, had been rowed on the river Dee by eight under-kings. Most of the oars in this boat were being pulled by officers  Bush was pulling bow oar starboard side, seconding the efforts of Wise the boatswain and Wallis the surgeon and two or three masters mates, and the master and purser and gunner were packed in here and there with a seaman or two. The boat was crammed with men and low in the water, but every fighting man was needed.

She lurched and rolled over the dark water, the brigs lanterns growing steadily nearer. There was still no sound of trouble from the brig  she was expecting the return of her boat and until it was actually alongside she would suspect nothing. It was too much to expect that Meadows would be granted the opportunity to get comfortably alongside to launch a simultaneous rush, so that the French crew would be confronted in a second by twenty furious enemies where they had looked for half a dozen friends, but it was possible.

There it was. A pistol shot, the sound coming up wind. Further shots. It had been settled that Meadows party should use their pistols as soon as they reached the deck. It would be necessary to shock and bewilder the surprised Frenchmen and get them into a panic; the arrival on deck of twenty men firing pistols right and left would be likely a means to bring this about.

Easy all! Bowman!

The boat surged alongside the brig, under her forechains, diametrically opposite to where an outburst of yelling and screaming indicated where Meadows was fighting. A dozen hands were reaching for the shrouds, Hornblowers among them. It was a miracle the boat did not capsize  warrant officers could be as harebrained and as excitable as young seamen if the occasion were desperate enough.

Go on! yelled Hornblower.

To the devil with formality; these were not men who needed leading. The boat lightened as the blackfaced mob sprang up into the chains; Hornblower was not the first, but the fifth or sixth to reach the deck. There was no opposition, even though there were a good many figures hurrying about the dimly lighted deck.

Here they were beside the hatchway and a white-faced figure was just emerging, waist level with the deck. A black-faced figure swung an axe and the Frenchman went tumbling down again.

Now a hurrying figure cannoned into him and flung him aside, nearly knocking him off his feet. But there was no immediate danger to him; the hurrying Frenchman was intent only on descending, flinging himself bodily down the hatchway followed by a dozen other panic-stricken figures, a terrified herd pursued by two cutlass-swinging men with black faces. When the rush ended Hornblower leaned over the hatchway and fired his pistol down into the mass below; that was probably the most effective use for the single round which was all he had, for it would scare away from the hatchway those other Frenchmen who were trying to ascend.

Get the hatch cover on! said Hornblower. Wise, get it battened down! Masters mates, stay with Wise. Others follow me!

He hurried aft, his brass-hilted Langer in his hand. Two or three distracted figures came rushing towards them. They had white faces, and they were struck down; it was no time for sentiment. Hornblower suddenly remembered to yell; if there were any real opposition aft it would be likely to dissolve at the sound of a hostile battle cry in the rear. What he saw was a sudden rectangle of light and a white figure, white shirt, white breeches, and white face coming through it; presumably the French captain emerging from his cabin, to be met by a huge figure rushing at him cutlass in air. Hornblower saw the French captain extend arm and knee in the classic lunge; he saw the cutlass come whirling down and then both figures tumbled out of sight.

The battle, if such it could be called, was almost over. The Frenchmen, unarmed, taken utterly by surprise, could do nothing except to try to save their lives. But every figure with a white face was hunted round the deck to be slaughtered pitilessly by men mad with excitement, except for one group that flung themselves grovelling on the deck screaming for mercy  the killing of one or two of them sated the bloodlust and the survivors were justled into a corner by the taffrail. Hornblower had a feeling that a few men had dashed up the rigging and were sheltering there; they could be dealt with later.

He looked round the deck; to the eerie illumination afforded by the lanterns swinging in the shrouds was added, periodically, the light from the cabin door, coming and going as the door swayed open and shut with the rolling of the ship. It was grotesque as well as horrible, the deck littered with corpses. Was that a dead man coming to life? Someone recovering consciousness? Certainly it was a body heaving upward but in a way no living man would get to his feet. Anything was possible in these hideous surroundings. No! That man was dead and being shoved up from below. He must have fallen across the after scuttle and the crew below the deck was getting him out of the way. As Hornblower looked the dead body rolled and fell with a thump on to the deck and there was the scuttle with two hands uplifted through it. Hornblower leaped, slashing with his sword, and the hands disappeared to the accompaniment of a yell from below. Hornblower drew the sliding cover across and found the bolt and shot it. That would make things momentarily secure.

Hornblower straightened himself up to find himself face to face with another figure that had come forward to take the same precaution, and idiotically he tightened his grip on his sword hilt  he was not ready for a black face so close to his.

Weve settled it, said Baddlestones voice  Hornblower recognized the silhouette at once, now.

Wheres Meadows? croaked Hornblower, his throat still dry with tension.

Hes a goner, answered Baddlestone, with a wave of his arm.

The cabin door swung open again as if in response, throwing an arc of light over the deck, and Hornblower remembered. On the far side of the scuttle lay two corpses. That one must be Meadows, lying half on his side, arms and legs asprawl. Standing out from his chest was the handle of a rapier, and it became apparent that two feet of the blade stuck out through his back so as to maintain him in that position. In the black face the teeth shone whitely, as Meadows had bared them in the ferocity of his attack; the swaying lights made his mouth look as if his lips were still going through contortions of rage. Beyond him lay the French captain in white shirt and breeches  only partly white now  but where face and head should be there was only something horrible. On the deck lay the cutlass which had dealt the shattering blow, wielded in one final explosion of Meadows vast strength as the rapier went through his heart. Years ago the émigré French nobleman who had given Hornblower fencing lessons had spoken of the coup des deux veuves, the reckless attack that made two widows  here was an example of it.

Any orders, sir? Here was Bush recalling him to reality.

Ask Captain Baddlestone, replied Hornblower.

A touch of formality would clear the nightmares from his mind, but at the same instant something else occurred to remind him that action was still instantly demanded. There was a crashing sound beside him and a jarring shock felt in the soles of his feet told him that the Frenchmen below were battering at the scuttle. From forward there came similar noises and a voice hailed.

Capn, sir! Theyre trying to bash up the hatch cover!

There was a whole watch below when we boarded, said Baddlestone.

Of course, that would help to account for the comparative ease of the victory  thirty armed men attacking fifty men surprised and unarmed. But it meant that fifty enemies  more, including idlers  were below and refusing to be subdued.

Get forrard and deal with it, Bush, said Hornblower  it was only when Bush had departed that Hornblower realized that he had omitted the vital Mr. He must be quite unstrung.

We can keep em down all right, said Baddlestone.

It would hardly be possible for the men below to force their way to the deck through a hatchway or scuttle efficiently guarded, even if the covers were to be pounded to fragments as was clearly happening at the moment. But to maintain guards every moment, over the scuttle and the hatchway and the prisoners aft by the taffrail, and at the same time to provide crews to handle the brig and the Princess meant a good deal of strain.

The light was playing strange tricks; the unmanned wheel seemed to be turning of its own volition. Hornblower stepped across to it. There was not the easy feel to it which might be expected of it with the ship hove-to, and then it suddenly spun free.

Theyve cut the tiller ropes down below, he reported to Baddlestone.

At that moment there was a sledgehammer blow on the deck under their feet, which made them leap in surprise. Hornblower felt his feet tingling as though from a violent impact.

What the devil ? he asked.

Before he could answer there was another enormous blow against the Underside of the deck, and, staring downwards, he could see a tiny glimmer of light some inches from his right foot; there was a small jagged hole there.

Come away! he said to Baddlestone and retreated to the scuppers. Theyre firing muskets down there!

A one ounce musket ball fired at a range of no more than an inch or two would strike the deck with the force of twenty sledgehammers, and it would pierce the one inch plank with residual velocity sufficient, doubtless, to shatter a leg or two or take a life.

They guessed thered be someone standing near the wheel, said Baddlestone.

Splintering crashes forward told how the Frenchmen were destroying the hatchcover there, and now there began a similar noise from the scuttle aft; it sounded as if they had found an axe down below and were using it.

Its not going to be easy to sail her home, said Baddlestone; the whites of his eyes indicated that he was turning an inquiring gaze on Hornblower.

If they wont surrender its going to be damned difficult, said Hornblower.

Often when the deck of a ship was carried by a rush the survivors below were demoralized sufficiently to yield, but should they determine on resistance the situation became complicated, especially when, as in the present case, the numbers below were far greater than the numbers above and were apparently being led by someone of energy and courage. Hornblower had once or twice envisaged such a situation, but even his imagination had not gone as far as picturing musket balls being fired up through the deck.

If we get the brig underway, he said, theres the relieving tackles 

And Hell to pay, said Baddlestone.

It was possible to steer a ship after a fashion by adroit handling of the sails if the rudder were useless, but down below there were the relieving tackles, and half a dozen sturdy men heaving on them could drag the rudder round, not merely nullifying the efforts of the men on deck but actually imperilling the ship by laying her unexpectedly aback.

Well have to bolt for it, said Hornblower; it was an irritating, an infuriating suggestion to have to make, and Baddlestone reacted with a string of oaths worthy of the dead Meadows.

No doubt youre right, he said at the end of it. Ten thousand pounds apiece! Well burn her  set her on fire before we go.

We cant do that! Hornblowers reply was jerked from him even before he had time to think.

Fire in a wooden ship was the deadliest of enemies; if they left the brig well alight on their departure no efforts on the part of the Frenchmen left behind would extinguish the flames. Fifty  sixty  seventy Frenchmen would burn to death if they did not leap overboard to drown. He could not do it  at least he would not do it in cold blood: the alternative was already forming in his mind.

We can leave her a wreck, he said. Cut the jeers, cut the halliards  cut the forestay, for that matter. Five minutes work and itll take em the best part of a day before they can get sail on her again.

Perhaps it was the appeal to the demon of destruction that made up Baddlestones mind for him.

Come on! he said. Lets get em to work.

It called for only the smallest amount of organization; the men they commanded were many of them trained officers who could grasp the situation with the briefest explanation. There were plenty of men to mount guard at the scuttle and at the hatch (whose cover was rapidly disintegrating under the force of axe-blows from beneath) while the party to wreak destruction was told off and sent on its mission. It was as the turmoil began that Hornblower remembered one of the important duties of a Kings officer in a captured ship; his mind seemed to be working jerkily, with flashes of clarity like lightning through the sombre cloud that oppressed it.

He dashed into the captains cabin; as he expected, there stood the captains desk, and as he should have expected, it was locked. He fetched a handspike from the nearest gun, and it was only a minutes work with the aid of its powerful leverage to wrench the desk open. There were the ships papers, letter book and fair log and all. Here was something unusual, too, which he found when he began to gather them up. Something flat, rectangular, and heavy  a sheet of lead bound with tarred twine, at first sight. A further glance showed that it was actually a sandwich of lead, with papers enclosed. Undoubtedly those papers were unusually important; dispatches, probably, or, if not, they would be additions and changes in the signal book. The leaden casing told its own story  it was to be thrown overboard if the ship were to be in danger of capture; a blow from Meadows cutlass had put an end to that scheme.

A tremendous crash outside on the deck told him that the work of dismantling the brig was proceeding already. He looked round him and dragged a blanket from the cot, dumped all the ships papers into it, and twisted it into a bag which he slung over his shoulder as he hurried out. The crash had been caused by the fall of the mainyard, as a result of the cutting of the jeers. It lay across the deck in a tangle of rigging which did not obscure the fact that the fall had sprung it  half broken it  in the centre. Five minutes work by a gang of men who knew exactly what to do had left the brig a wreck.

Forward Baddlestone and others were on guard over the hatchway, whose cover was distintegrating into its constituent planks as the frantic Frenchmen below battered at it with axes and levers. There was already a jagged hole visible.

Weve fired every shot we have down at em, said Baddlestone. When we go well have to run for it.

His words were underlined by a bang and a flash from down below, and a musket bullet sang through the air between them.

Wish we had  began Baddlestone, and checked himself; the same idea had occurred to Hornblower in the same second.

Just at darkness, the brig, closing up on the Princess, had fired a shot across her bows, and in response the Princess hove-to in apparent surrender. The gun that fired that shot would almost certainly be ready for action still. Baddlestone rushed over to one battery, Hornblower to the other.

Theres a charge here! yelled Baddlestone. Here, Jenkins, Sansome! Bear a hand!

Hornblower searched along the shot garlands and found eventually what he sought.

Its canister thatll do the trick, he said, bringing it over to the labouring group.

Baddlestone and the others were working like madmen with handspikes to swing the gun round to point at the hatchway. It called for vast effort; the trucks of the carriage groaned and shrieked as they scraped sideways on the deck. Baddlestone took the powder charge in its serge bag from out of the carrying bucket which had stood by the gun ready for use. They rammed it home, and then against the charge they rammed in the canister  a cylindrical box of thin metal containing a hundred and fifty bullets. Gurney the gunner pierced the serge through the touch-hole with the pricker, and primed with the fine powder from the horn. Then he began to force in the quoin; the breech of the gun rose and the muzzle began to point with infinite menace down the hatchway. Baddlestone glowered round, turning his black face this way and that.

Get down in the boats, all of you, he said.

Id better stay with you, said Hornblower.

Get down into your boat with your party, countered Baddlestone.

It was the sensible thing to do; this was a rearguard action, and the covering force should be reduced to the absolute minimum. Hornblower herded his party down into the Princess boat, and most of Baddlestones went down into the brigs. Hornblower stood for a moment on tiptoe, with the sea surging round, holding on to the forechains with one hand while the other still retained its grip on the blanket-bundle of books. He could just see from here; there was the swaying deck, with the dead men tumbled over it and the incredible confusion of the dismantling. Yet two lanterns still burned in the shrouds, and the light from the cabin still waxed and waned with the swinging of the door. Gurney had apparently forced a second quoin under the breech of the gun, so that it pointed down at a steep angle into the hatchway. He and Baddlestone stood clear, and then he jerked at the lanyard. A bellowing roar, a blinding flash, a billow of smoke; yells and screams from down below, distinctly heard where Hornblower was standing. Then the Englishmen came running across the deck, Baddlestone and Gurney, the guards at the scuttle and the hatchway, the guards over the prisoners. Hornblower watched them scrambling down into the boat, Baddlestone last, turning to yell defiance before he disappeared down into his boat. Hornblower released his hold on the chains and sat down in the sternsheets.

Shove off! he said.

Over there that tiny pinpoint of dancing light showed where Princess still lay-to. In five minutes they would be under way again, free from pursuit, with the wind fair for Plymouth.


CHAPTER 7
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HORNBLOWER WROTE THE final lines of his letter, rapidly checked it through, from My dear Wife to Your loving husband, Horatio Hornblower, and folded the sheet and put it in his pocket before going up on deck. The last turn was being taken round the last bollard, and Princess was safely alongside the quay in the victualling yard in Plymouth.

As always, there was something unreal, a sort of nightmare clarity in this first contact with England. The people, the sheds, the houses, seemed to stand out with unnatural sharpness; voices sounded different with the land to echo them; the wind was vastly changed from the wind he knew at sea. The passengers were already stepping ashore, and a crowd of curious onlookers had assembled; the arrival of a water-hoy from the Channel Fleet was of interest enough because she might have news, but a water-hoy which had actually captured, and for a few minutes had held possession of, a French brig of war was something very new.

There were farewells to say to Baddlestone; besides making arrangements to land his sea chest and ditty bag there was something else to discuss.

I have the French ships papers here, said Hornblower, indicating the bundle.

What of them? countered Baddlestone.

Its your duty to hand them over to the authorities, said Hornblower. In fact Im sure youre legally bound to do that. Certainly as a Kings officer I must see that is done.

Baddlestone seemed to be in a reserved mood; he seemed as anxious as Hornblower not to betray himself.

Then why not do it? he said at length, after a long hard look at Hornblower.

Its prize of war and youre the captain.

Baddlestone voiced his contempt for prize of war that consisted solely of worthless papers.

Youd better do it, captain, he said, after the oaths and obscenities. Theyll be worth something to you.

They certainly may be, agreed Hornblower.

Baddlestones reserve was replaced now by a look of inquiring puzzlement. He was studying Hornblower as if seeking to ascertain some hidden motive behind the obvious ones.

It was you who thought of taking them, he said, and youre ready to hand them over to me?

Of course. Youre the captain.

Baddlestone shook his head slowly as if he was giving up a problem; but what the problem was Hornblower never did discover.

Next there was the strange sensation of feeling the unmoving earth under his feet as he stepped ashore; there was the silence that fell on the two groups of passengers  officers and ratings  as he approached them. He had to take a formal farewell of them  it was only thirty hours since he and they had fought their way along the French brigs deck, swinging their cutlasses. There was a brotherhood in arms  one might almost say a brotherhood of blood  between them, something that divided them off sharply into a caste utterly different from the ignorant civilians here.

But the very first thing to deal with on shore was his letter. There was a skinny and bare-footed urchin hanging on the fringe of the crowd.

You boy! called Hornblower. Dyou want to earn a shilling?

Iss, that do I. The homely accent was accompanied by an embarrassed grin.

Dyou know Drivers Alley?

Iss, sir.

Heres sixpence and a letter. Run all the way and take this letter to Mrs Hornblower. Can you remember that name? Lets hear you say it. Very well. Shell give you the other sixpence when you give her the letter. Now  run.

Now for the goodbyes.

I said goodbye to most of you gentlemen only a few days back, and now I have to do so again. And a good deal has happened since then.

Yes, sir! an emphatic agreement, voiced by Bush as the only commissioned officer present.

Now Im saying goodbye once more. I said before that I hoped wed meet again, and I say it now. And I say thank you, too. You know I mean both those.

Its us that have to thank you, sir, said Bush, through the inarticulate murmurs uttered by the others.

Goodbye, you men, said Hornblower to the other group. Good luck.

Goodbye and good luck, sir.

He turned away; there was a dockyard labourer available to wheel away his gear on a barrow, on which he could also lay the blanket-bundle which swung from his hand; it might be vastly precious but it would not be out of his sight, and he had his dignity as a captain to consider. That dignity Hornblower felt imperilled enough as it was by the difficulty he experienced in walking like a landsman; the cobbles over which he was making his way seemed as if they could not remain level. He knew he was rolling in his gait like any Jack Tar, and yet, try as he would, he could not check the tendency while the solid earth seemed to seesaw under his feet.

The labourer  as might have been expected  had no knowledge of where the admiral commanding the port was to be found; he did not know even his name, and a passing clerk had to be stopped and questioned.

The Port Admiral? The lard-faced clerk who repeated Hornblowers words was haughty, and Hornblower was battered and dishevelled, his hair long and tousled, his clothes rumpled, all as might be expected after nearly two weeks of crowded life in a water-hoy. But there was an epaulette, albeit a shabby one, on his left shoulder, and when the clerk noticed it he added a faint Sir.

Yes, the Port Admiral.

Youll find him in his office in the stone building over there.

Thank you. Do you know his name?

Foster. Rear Admiral Harry Foster.

Thank you.

That must be Dreadnought Foster. He had been one of the board of captains who had examined Hornblower for Lieutenant all those years ago in Gibraltar, the night the Spaniards sent the fireships in.

The marine sentry at the outer gate presented arms to the epaulette, but he was not so wooden as to allow to pass unnoticed the blanket-bundle that Hornblower took from the labourer; his eyes swivelled round to stare at it even while his neck stayed rigid. Hornblower took off his battered hat to return the salute and passed through. The flag lieutenant who interviewed him next noticed the bundle as well, but his expression softened when Hornblower explained he was carrying captured documents.

From the Guèpe, sir? asked the lieutenant.

Yes, answered Hornblower in surprise.

The Admiral will see you, sir.

It was only yesterday, when Hornblower had examined the log more carefully in the hoy, that he had discovered the French brigs name. It was only an hour ago that the Princess had made contact with the land, and yet the story was already known in the Admirals office; at least it would save a little time  Maria would be waiting at the dockyard gate.

Dreadnought Foster was just as Hornblower remembered him, swarthy, with an expression of sardonic humour. Luckily he appeared to have no recollection of the nervous midshipman whose examination had been fortunately interrupted that evening in Gibraltar. Like his flag lieutenant he had heard something of the story of the capture of the brig already  one more example of the speed with which gossip can fly  and he grasped the details, as Hornblower supplied them, with professional ease.

And those are the documents? he asked, when Hornblower reached that point in his sketchy narrative.

Yes, sir.

Foster reached out a large hand for them.

Not everyone would have remembered to bring them away, Captain, he said, as he began to turn them over. Log. Day book. Station bill. Quarter bill. Victualling returns.

He had noticed the lead-covered dispatch first of all, naturally, but he had laid it aside to examine last.

Now what do we have here? He studied the label. What does S.E. mean?

Son Excellence  His Excellency, sir.

His Excellency the Captain General of  whats this, Captain?

Windward Isles, sir.

I might have guessed that seeing it says Martinique, admitted Foster. But I never had a head for French. Now 

He fingered the penknife on his desk. He studied the tarred twine that bound the leaden sandwich. Then he put the knife down reluctantly and looked up at Hornblower.

I dont think Id better meddle, he said. Thisll be best left for Their Lordships.

Hornblower had had the same thought although he had not ventured to voice it. Foster was looking at him searchingly.

You intend going to London, of course, Captain? he said.

Yes, sir.

Naturally. You want a ship, I think.

Yes, sir. Admiral Cornwallis named me for promotion last month.

Well  This  Foster tapped the dispatch. This will save you time and money. Flags!

Sir! The flag lieutenant was instantly in attendance.

Captain Hornblower will need a post-chaise.

Aye aye, sir.

Have it at the gate immediately.

Aye aye, sir.

Have a travel warrant made out for London.

Aye aye, sir.

Foster turned his attention once more to Hornblower and smiled sardonically at the bewilderment and surprise he saw in his face. For once Hornblower had been caught off his guard and had allowed his emotions to show.

Seventeen guineas that will cost King George, God bless him, said Foster. Arent you grateful for his bounty?

Hornblower had regained control over himself; he was even able to conceal his irritation at his lapse.

Of course, sir, he said, in almost an even tone and with an expressionless face.

Every day  ten times a day sometimes, said Foster, I have officers coming in here, even admirals sometimes, trying to get travel warrants to London. The excuses Ive heard ! And here you dont care.

Of course Im delighted, sir, said Hornblower. And greatly obliged, too.

Maria would be waiting at the gate, but he was too proud to show any further weakness under Fosters sardonic gaze. A Kings officer had his duty to do. And it was less than three months since he had last seen Maria; some officers had been parted from their wives since the outbreak of war more than two years ago.

No need to be obliged to me, said Foster. This is what decided me.

This was of course the dispatch which he tapped again.

Yes, sir.

Their Lordships should think its worth seventeen guineas. Im not doing it for your sweet sake.

Naturally, sir.

Oh yes. And Id better give you a note to Marsden. It will get you past the doorkeeper.

Thank you, sir.

Those last two speeches  Hornblower digested them while Foster scribbled away at the letter  were hardly tactful when considered in relation to each other. They implied a certain lack of charm. Marsden was the Secretary to the Lords of the Admiralty, and the suggestion that Hornblower needed a note to gain admittance was an unexpressed but disparaging comment on his appearance.

Chaise will be at the gates, sir, announced the flag lieutenant.

Very well. Foster sanded his letter and poured the sand back into the caster, folded the letter and addressed it, sanded it once more, and once more returned the sand. Seal that, if you please.

As the flag lieutenant busied himself with candle and wax and seal Foster folded his hands and looked over again at Hornblower.

Youre going to be pestered for news at every relay, he said. The country cant think about anything except Whats Nelson doing? and Has Boney crossed yet?. Theyll discuss Villain-noove and Calder the way they used to discuss Tom Cribb and Jem Belcher.

Indeed, sir? I fear I know nothing about any of them.

Tom Cribb and Jem Belcher were disputing the heavyweight championship of England at this period.

Just as well.

Ready, sir, said the flag lieutenant, handing the sealed letter to Hornblower, who held it for an embarrassed second before putting it in his pocket  it seemed rather cavalier treatment for a dispatch to the Secretary of the Admiralty.

Goodbye, Captain, said Foster, and a pleasant journey.

Ive had your baggage put in the chaise, sir, said the flag lieutenant on the way to the gate.

Thank you, said Hornblower.

Outside the gate there was the usual small crowd of labourers waiting to be hired, of anxious wives, and of mere sightseers. Their attention was at this moment taken up by the post-chaise which stood waiting with the postilion at the horses heads.

Well, goodbye, sir, and a pleasant journey, said the flag lieutenant, handing over the blanket-bundle.

From outside the gate came a well remembered voice.

Horry! Horry!

Maria in bonnet and shawl stood there by the wicket gate, with little Horatio in her arms.

Thats my wife and my child, said Hornblower abruptly. Goodbye, sir.

He strode out through the gate and found himself clasping Maria and the child in the same embrace.

Horry, darling. My precious, said Maria. Youre back again. Heres your son  look how hes growing up. He runs about all day long. There, smile at your daddy, poppet.

Little Horatio did indeed smile, for a fleeting instant, before hiding his face in Marias bosom.

He looks well indeed, said Hornblower. And how about you, my dear?

He stood back to look her over. There was no visible sign at present of her pregnancy, except perhaps in the expression in her face.

To see you is to give me new life, my loved one, said Maria.

It was painful to realize that what she said was so close to the truth. And it was horribly painful to know that he had next to tell her that he was leaving her in this very moment of meeting.

Already, and inevitably, Maria had put out her right hand to twitch at his coat, while holding little Horatio in her left arm.

Your clothes look poorly, Horry darling, she said. How crumpled this coat is. Id like to get at it with an iron.

My dear  said Hornblower.

This was the moment to break the news, but Maria anticipated him.

I know, she said, quickly. I saw your chest and bag being put into the chaise. Youre going away.

I fear so.

To London?

Yes.

Not one little moment with me  with us?

I fear not, my dear.

Maria was being very brave. She held her head back and looked straight at him unflinchingly; there was just the tiniest quiver of her lips to indicate the stresses within.

And after that, darling? asked Maria; when she spoke her tone gave a further hint of those stresses.

I hope to get a ship. I shall be a captain, remember, dear.

Yes. Just the one word, of heartbroken acquiescence.

Perhaps it was fortunate then that Maria noticed something that distracted her, but Hornblower was inclined to believe that Maria deliberately and bravely distracted herself. She lifted her hand to his cheek, to his jawbone below his left ear.

Whats this? she asked. It looks like paint. Black paint. You havent looked after yourself very well, dear.

Very likely its paint, agreed Hornblower.

He had repressed the almost automatic reaction to draw back from a public caress, before he realized what it was that Maria had observed. Now there was a flood of recollection. The night before last he had stormed on to the deck of the Guèpe with a gang of yelling madmen with blackened faces. He had heard a cutlass blade crunch on bone, he had heard screams for mercy, he had seen nine pounds of canister fired down into a crowded tween-decks. Only the night before last, and here was Maria, simple and innocent and ignorant, and his child, and the staring onlookers, in the English sunshine. It was only a step out of one world into another, but it was a step infinitely long, over a bottomless chasm.

Horry, darling? said Maria, inquiringly, and broke the spell.

She was looking at him anxiously, studying him and frightened by what she saw; he felt he must have been scowling, even snarling, as his expression revealed the emotions he was re-experiencing. It was time to smile.

It wasnt easy to clean up in Princess, he said. It had been hard to apply turpentine to his face before a mirror in the leaping water-hoy with the wind on the quarter.

You must do it as soon as ever you can, said Maria. She was scrubbing at his jaw with her handkerchief. It wont come off for me.

Yes, dear.

He realized that what had been a deaths-head grin was softening into something more natural, and this was the moment, with reassurance restored to Marias face, to tear himself from her.

And now goodbye, dear, he said gently.

Yes, dear.

She had learned her lesson well during half a dozen farewells since their marriage. She knew that her incomprehensible husband disliked any show of emotion even in private, and disliked it twenty times as much with a third party present. She had learned that he had moments of withdrawal which she should not resent because he was sorry for them afterwards. And above all that she had learned that she weighed in the scale nothing, nothing at all, against his duty. She knew that if she were to pit herself and her child against this it would only end in a terrible hurt which she could not risk because it would hurt him as much or more.

It was only a few steps to the waiting chaise; he took note that his sea chest and ditty bag were under the seat on which he put his precious bundle, and turned back to his wife and child.

Goodbye, son, he said. Once more he was rewarded with a smile instantly concealed. Goodbye, my dear. I shall write to you, of course.

She put up her mouth for kissing, but she held herself back from throwing herself into his arms, and she was alert to terminate the kiss at the same moment as he saw fit to withdraw. Hornblower climbed up into the chaise, and sat there, feeling oddly isolated. The postilion mounted and looked back over his shoulder.

London, said Hornblower.

The horses moved forward and the small crowd of onlookers raised something like a cheer. Then the hoofs clattered on the cobbles and the chaise swung round the corner, abruptly cutting Maria off out of his sight.


CHAPTER 8
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THISLL DO, SAID Hornblower to the landlady.

Bring em up, Arry, yelled the landlady over her shoulder, and Hornblower heard the heavy feet of the idiot son on the uncarpeted stairs as he carried up his sea chest.

There was a bed and a chair and a wash-hand stand; a mirror on the wall; all a man could need. These were the cheap lodgings recommended to him by the last postilion; there had been a certain commotion in the frowsy street when the post-chaise had turned into it from the Westminster Bridge Road and had pulled up outside the house  it was not at all the sort of street where post-chaises could be expected to be seen. The cries of the children outside who had been attracted by the sight could still be heard through the narrow window.

Anything you want? asked the landlady.

Hot water, said Hornblower.

The landlady looked a little harder at the man who wanted hot water at nine in the morning.

Or right. Ill get you some, she said.

Hornblower looked round him at the room; it seemed to his disordered mind that if he were to relax his attention the room would have revolved round him on its own. He sat down in the chair; his backside felt as if it were one big bruise, as if it had been beaten with a club. It would have been far more comfortable to stretch out on the bed, but that he dared not do. He kicked off his shoes and wriggled out of his coat, and became aware that he stank.

Eres your ot water, said the landlady, re-entering.

Thank you.

When the door closed again Hornblower pulled himself wearily to his feet and took off the rest of his clothes. That was better; he had not had them off for three days, and this room was sweltering hot with the June sun blazing down on the roof above. Stupid with fatigue, he more than once had to stop to think what he should do next, as he sought out clean clothing and unrolled his housewife. The face he saw in the mirror was covered with hair on which the dust lay thick and he turned away from it in disgust.

It was a grisly and awkward business to wash himself inch by inch in the wash basin, but it was restorative in some small degree. Everything he had been wearing was infiltrated with dust, which had penetrated everywhere  some had even seeped into his sea chest and pattered out when he lifted out his clothes. With his final pint of hot water he applied himself to shave.

That brought about a decided improvement in his appearance although even now the face that looked out at him from the mirror was drawn very fine and with a pallor that made his tan look as if it were something painted on  that reminded him to look closely at his left jaw. Wear and tear as well as the shave had removed the paint that Maria had noticed. He put on clean clothes  of course they were faintly damp as always when newly come from the sea and would stay so until he could get them washed in fresh water. Now he was ready; he had consumed exactly the hour he had allowed himself. He picked up his bundle of papers and walked stiffly down the stairs.

He was still incredibly stupid with fatigue. During the last hours in the post-chaise he had nodded off repeatedly while sitting up and lurching over the rutted roads. To travel post-haste had a romantic sound but it was utterly exhausting. When changing horses he had allowed himself sometimes half an hour  ten minutes in which to eat and twenty in which to doze with his head pillowed on his arms resting on the table. Better to be a sea officer than a courier, he decided. He paid his halfpenny toll on the bridge; normally he would have been greatly interested in the river traffic below him, but he could not spare it a glance at present. Then he turned up Whitehall and reached the Admiralty.

Dreadnought Foster had displayed good sense in giving him that note; the doorkeeper eyed him and his bundle with intense suspicion when he first applied himself to him  it was not only cranks and madmen that he had to turn away, but the naval officers who came to pester Their Lordships for employment.

I have a letter for Mr Marsden from Admiral Foster, said Hornblower, and was interested to see the doorkeepers expression soften at once.

Would you please write a note to that effect on this form, sir? he asked.

Hornblower wrote Bringing a message from Rear Admiral Harry Foster and signed it, along with his boarding-house address.

This way, sir, said the doorkeeper. Presumably  certainly, indeed  the Admiral commanding at Plymouth would have the right of immediate access, personally or through an emissary, to Their Lordships Secretary.

The doorkeeper led Hornblower into a waiting room and bustled off with the note and the letter; in the waiting room there were several officers sitting in attitudes of expectancy or impatience or resignation, and Hornblower exchanged formal good mornings with them before sitting down in a corner of the room. It was a wooden chair, unfriendly to his tormented sitting parts, but it had a high back with wings against which it was comfortable to lean.

Somehow Frenchmen had boarded the Princess by surprise, in the darkness. Now they were raging through the little ship, swinging cutlasses. Everything on board was in a turmoil while Hornblower struggled to free himself from his hammock to fight for his life. Someone was shouting Wake up, sir! which was the very thing he wanted to do but could not. Then he realized that the words were being shouted into his ear and someone was shaking him by the shoulder. He blinked twice and came back to life and consciousness.

Mr Marsden will see you now, sir, said the unfamiliar figure who had awakened him.

Thank you, replied Hornblower, seizing his bundle and getting stiffly to his feet.

Fair off you was, sir, said the messenger. Come this way, sir, please sir.

Hornblower could not remember whether the other individuals waiting were the same as he had first seen or had changed, but they eyed him with envious hostility as he walked but of the room.

Mr Marsden was a tall and incredibly elegant gentleman of middle age, old-fashioned in that his hair was tied at the back with a ribbon, yet elegant all the same because the style exactly suited him. Hornblower knew him to be already a legendary figure. His name was known throughout England because it was to him that dispatches were addressed (Sir, I have the honour to inform you for the further information of Their Lordships that ) and printed in the newspapers in that form. First Lords might come and First Lords might go  as Lord Barham had just come and Lord Melville had just gone  and so might Sea Lords, and so might Admirals, but Mr Marsden remained the Secretary. It was he who handled all the executive work of the greatest navy the world has ever seen. Of course he had a large staff, no fewer than forty clerks, so Hornblower had heard, and he had an assistant secretary, Mr Barrow, who was almost as well known as he was, but even so out of everybody in the world Mr Marsden could most nearly be described as the one who was fighting single-handed the war to the death against the French Empire and Bonaparte.

It was a lovely elegant room looking out on to the Horse Guards Parade, a room that exactly suited Mr Marsden, who was seated at an oval table. At his shoulder stood an elderly clerk, grey-haired and lean, of an obviously junior grade, to judge by his threadbare coat and frayed linen.

Only the briefest salutations were exchanged while Hornblower put his bundle down on the table.

See what there is here, Dorsey, said Marsden over his shoulder to the clerk, and then, to Hornblower, How did these come into your possession?

Hornblower told of the momentary capture of the Guèpe; Mr Marsden kept his grey eyes steadily on Horriblowers face during the brief narrative.

The French captain was killed? asked Marsden.

Yes.

There was no need to tell about what Meadows cutlass had done to the French captains head.

That indicates that this may be genuine, decided Marsden, and Hornblower was puzzled momentarily until he realized that Marsden meant that there had been no ruse-de-guerre and that the papers had not been deliberately planted on him.

Quite genuine, I think, sir. You see  he said, and went on to point out that the French brig could not have expected for one moment that the Princess would launch a counter-attack on her.

Yes, agreed Marsden; he was a man of icy-cold manner, speaking in a tone unchangingly formal. You must understand that Bonaparte would sacrifice any mans life if he could mislead us in exchange. But, as you say, Captain, these circumstances were completely unpredictable. What have you found, Dorsey?

Nothing of great importance except this, sir.

This was of course the leaden-covered dispatch. Dorsey was looking keenly at the twine which bound up the sandwich.

Thats not the work of Paris, he said. That was tied in the ship. This label was probably written by the captain, too Pardon me, sir.

Dorsey reached down and took a penknife from the tray in front of Marsden, and cut the twine, and the sandwich fell apart.

Ah! said Dorsey.

It was a large linen envelope, heavily sealed in three places, and Dorsey studied the seals closely before looking over at Hornblower.

Sir, said Dorsey. You have brought us something valuable. Very valuable, I should say, sir. This is the first of its kind to come into our possession.

He handed it to Marsden, and tapped the seals with his finger.

Those are the seals of this newfangled Empire of Bonapartes, sir, he said. Three good specimens.

It was only a few months before, as Hornblower realized, that Bonaparte had proclaimed himself Emperor and the Republican Consulate had given place to the Empire. When Marsden permitted him to look closely, he could see the imperial eagle with its thunderbolt, but to his mind not quite as dignified a bird as it might be, for the feathers that sheathed its legs offered a grotesque impression of trousers.

I would like to open this carefully, sir, said Dorsey.

Very well. You may go and attend to it.

Fate hung in the balance for Hornblower at that moment; somehow Hornblower was aware of it, with uneasy premonition, while Marsden kept his cold eyes fixed on his face, apparently as a preliminary to dismissing him.

Later in his life  even within a month or two  Hornblower could look back in perspective at this moment as one in which his destiny was diverted in one direction instead of in another, dependent on a single minutes difference in timing. He was reminded, when he looked back, of the occasions when musket balls had missed him by no more than a foot or so; the smallest, microscopic correction of aim on the part of the marksman would have laid Hornblower lifeless, his career at an end. Similarly at this moment a few seconds delay along the telegraph route, a minutes dilatoriness on the part of a messenger, and Hornblowers life would have followed a different path.

For the door at the end of the room opened abruptly and another elegant gentleman came striding in. He was some years younger than Marsden, and dressed soberly but in the very height of fashion, his lightly starched collar reaching to his ears, and a white waistcoat picked out with black calling unobtrusive attention to the slenderness of his waist. Marsden looked round with some annoyance at this intrusion, but restrained himself when he saw who the intruder was, especially when he saw a sheet of paper fluttering in his hand.

Villeneuves in Ferrol, said the newcomer. This has just come by telegraph. Calder fought him off Finisterre and was given the slip.

Marsden took the dispatch and read it with care.

This will be for His Lordship, he said, calmly, rising with deliberation from his chair. Even then he did not noticeably hurry. Mr Barrow, this is Captain Hornblower. You had better hear about his recent acquisition.

Marsden went out through a hardly perceptible door behind him, bearing news of the most vital, desperate importance. Villeneuve had more than twenty ships of the line, French and Spanish  ships which could cover Bonapartes crossing of the Channel  and he had been lost to sight for the last three weeks since Nelson had pursued him to the West Indies. Calder had been stationed off Finisterre to intercept and destroy him and had apparently failed in his mission.

What is this acquisition, Captain? asked Barrow, the simple question breaking into Hornblowers train of thought like a pistol shot.

Only a dispatch from Bonaparte, sir, he said. He used the sir deliberately, despite his confusion  Barrow was after all the Second Secretary, and his name was nearly as well known as Marsdens.

But that may be of vital importance, Captain. What was the purport of it?

It is being opened at the present moment, sir. Mr Dorsey is attending to that.

I see. Dorsey in forty years in this office has become accustomed to handling captured documents. It is his particular department.

I fancied so, sir.

There was a moments pause, while Hornblower braced himself to make the request that was clamouring inside him for release.

What about this news, sir? What about Villeneuve? Could you tell me, sir?

No harm in your knowing, said Barrow. A Gazette will have to be issued as soon as it can be arranged. Calder met Villeneuve off Finisterre. He was in action with him for the best part of two days  it was thick weather  and then they seem to have parted.

No prizes, sir?

Calder seems to have taken a couple of Spaniards.

Two fleets, each of twenty ships or more, had fought for two days with no more result than that. England would be furious  for that matter England might be in very serious peril. The French had probably employed their usual evasive tactics, edging down to leeward with their broad sides fully in action while the British tried to close and paid the price for the attempt.

And Villeneuve broke through into Ferrol, sir?

Yes.

Thats a difficult place to watch, commented Hornblower.

Do you know Ferrol? demanded Barrow, sharply.

Fairly well, sir.

How?

I was a prisoner of war there in 97, sir.

Did you escape?

No, sir, they set me free.

By exchange?

No, sir.

Then why?

I helped to save life in a shipwreck.

You did? So you know about conditions in Ferrol?

Fairly well, sir, as I said.

Indeed. And you say its a difficult place to watch. Why?

Sitting in a peaceful office in London a man could experience as many surprises as on the deck of a frigate at sea. Instead of a white squall suddenly whipping out of an unexpected quarter, or instead of an enemy suddenly appearing on the horizon, here was a question demanding an immediate answer regarding the difficulty of blockading Ferrol. This was a civilian, a landsman, who needed the information, and urgently. For the first time in a century the First Lord was a seaman, an Admiral  it would be a feather in the Second Secretarys cap if in the next, immediate conference he could display familiarity with conditions in Ferrol.

Hornblower had to express in words what up to that moment he had only been conscious of as a result of his seamans instinct. He had to think fast to present an orderly statement.

First of all its matter of distance, he began. Its not like blockading Brest.

Plymouth would be the base in each case; from Plymouth to Brest was less than fifty leagues, while from Plymouth to Ferrol was nearly two hundred  communication and supply would be four times as difficult, as Hornblower pointed out.

Even more with prevailing westerly winds, he added.

Please go on, Captain, said Barrow.

But really that is not as important as the other factors, sir, said Hornblower.

It was easy to go on from there. A fleet blockading Ferrol had no friendly refuge to leeward. A fleet blockading Brest could run to Tor Bay in a westerly tempest  the strategy of the past fifty years had been based on that geographical fact. A fleet blockading Cadiz could rely on the friendly neutrality of Portugal, and had Lisbon on one flank and Gibraltar on the other. Nelson watching Toulon had made use of anchorages on the Sardinian coast. But off Ferrol it would be a different story. Westerly gales would drive a blockading fleet into the cul-de-sac of the Bay of Biscay whose shores were not merely hostile but wild and steep-to, with rain and fog. To keep watch over Villeneuve in Ferrol, particularly in winter, would impose an intolerable strain on the watcher, especially as the exits from Ferrol were far easier and more convenient than the single exit from Brest  the largest imaginable fleet could sortie from Ferrol in a single tide, which no large French fleet had ever succeeded in doing from Brest. He recalled what he had observed in Ferrol regarding the facilities for the prompt watering of a fleet, for berthing, for supply; the winds that were favourable for exit and the winds that made exit impossible; the chances of a blockader making furtive contact with the shore  as he himself had later done off Brest  and the facilities to maintain close observation over a blockaded force.

You seem to have made good use of your time in Ferrol, Captain, said Barrow.

Hornblower would have shrugged his shoulders, but restrained himself in time from indulging in so un-English a gesture. The memory of that desperately unhappy time came back to him in a flood and he was momentarily lost in retrospective misery. He came back into the present to find Barrows eyes still fixed on him with curiosity, and he realized, self-consciously, that for a moment he had allowed Barrow a glimpse into his inner feelings.

At least I managed to learn to speak a little Spanish, he said; it was an endeavour to bring a trace of frivolity into the conversation, but Barrow continued to treat the subject seriously.

Many officers would not have taken the trouble, he commented.

Hornblower shied away from this personal conversation like a skittish horse.

Theres another aspect to the question of Ferrol, he said, hurriedly.

And what is that?

The town and its facilities as a naval base lay at the far end of long and difficult roads over mountain passes, whether by Betanzos or Villalba. To support a fleet there under blockade, to keep it supplied by road with the hundreds of tons of necessary stores, might be more than the Spaniards could manage.

You know something of these roads, Captain?

I was marched over them when I was a prisoner.

Boneys Emperor now and the Dons are his abject slaves. If anyone could compel them to attend to their business it would be Boney.

Thats very likely, sir. This was more a political question than a naval one, and it would be presumption on his part to make further comment.

So were back, said Barrow, half to himself, to where weve been ever since 95, waiting for the enemy to come out and fight, and in your opinion in a worse situation than usual, Captain.

Thats only my opinion, sir, said Hornblower hastily.

These were questions for admirals, and it was not healthy for junior officers to become involved in them.

If only Calder had thrashed Villeneuve thoroughly! went on Barrow. Half our troubles would be over.

Hornblower had to make some reply or other, and he had to think fast for non-committal words that would not imply a criticism of an admiral by a junior officer.

Just possibly, sir, he said.

He knew that as soon as the news of the battle of Cape Finisterre was released the British public would boil with rage. At Camperdown, at the Nile, and at Copenhagen victories of annihilation had been gained. The mob would never be satisfied with this mere skirmish, especially with Bonapartes army poised for embarkation on the Channel coast and Britains fate dependent on the efficient handling of her fleets. Calder might well experience the fate of Byng; he could be accused, like Byng, of not having done his utmost to destroy the enemy. A political upheaval might easily occur in the near future.

That led to the next thought; a political upheaval would sweep away the Cabinet, including the First Lord, and possibly even the Secretariat  this very man to whom he was talking might be looking for new employment (with a black mark against his name) within a month. It was a tricky situation, and Hornblower suddenly felt overwhelmingly desirous that the interview should be ended. He was horribly hungry and desperately fatigued. When the door opened to admit Dorsey he looked up with relief.

Dorsey halted at sight of Barrow.

The Secretary is with His Lordship, explained the latter. What is it, Mr Dorsey?

Ive opened the dispatch that Captain Hornblower captured, sir. Its  its important, sir.

Dorseys glance wavered over to Hornblower and back again.

I think Captain Hornblower is entitled to see the results of his efforts, said Barrow, and Dorsey came forward with relief and laid on the table the objects he was carrying.

First there were half a dozen discs of white wax laid out on a tray.

Ive reproduced the seals, explained Dorsey. Two copies of each. That seal-cutter in Cheapside can cut a seal from these so that Boney himself couldnt tell the difference. And Ive managed to lift the originals without damaging them too much  the hot-knife method, you understand, sir.

Excellent, said Barrow, examining the results. So these are the new seals of the new Empire?

Indeed they are, sir. But the dispatch  Its the greatest of prizes. See here, sir! And here!

He stabbed excitedly at the paper with a gnarled finger. At the foot of the sheet, which was covered with paragraphs of careful handwriting, there was a crabbed signature. It had been written by a careless hand, and was surrounded by little ink blots as a result of the spluttering of a protesting pen. It was not really legible; Hornblower could read the first letters, Nap  but the remainder was only a jagged line and a flourish.

Thats the first signature of this sort which has come into our possession, sir, explained Dorsey.

Do you mean he has always signed N. Bonaparte before? asked Hornblower.

Just Bonaparte, said Dorsey. We have a hundred, a thousand specimens, but not one like this.

He hasnt adopted the Imperial style, all the same, said Barrow, examining the letter. Not yet at least. He calls himself I and not we. See here, and here.

Im sure youre right, sir, said Dorsey, not that Im familiar with French. But heres something else, sir. And here.

The superscription said Palais des Tuileries and Cabinet Impériale.

These are new? asked Barrow.

Yes, indeed, sir. Until now he did not call it a palace, and it was the Cabinet of the First Consul.

I wonder what the letter says? interposed Hornblower. So far only the technical details had occupied their attention, like people judging a book by its binding without a thought for its contents. He took it from Dorseys hand and began to read.

You read French, sir? asked Barrow.

Yes, said Hornblower, a little off-handedly as he concentrated on his reading. He had never read a letter from an Emperor before.

Monsieur le Général Lauriston, the letter began. The first paragraph was taken up with allusions to the instructions already sent by the Ministries of Marine and of War. The second dealt with the relative seniority of General Lauriston and of various subordinates. The final one was more flamboyant.

Hoist my flags over that beautiful continent, and if the British attack you, and you experience some bad luck, always remember three things, activity, concentration of forces, and the firm resolution to die with glory. These are the great principles of war which have brought me success in all my operations. Death is nothing, but to live defeated and without glory is to die every day. Do not worry about your family. Think only about that portion of my family which you are going to reconquer.

It reads like a counsel of despair, sir, said Hornblower. Telling him to fight to the last.

No mention of sending him reinforcements. agreed Barrow. Quite the opposite, in fact. A pity.

To reinforce the West Indies would necessitate risking some of Bonapartes naval forces at sea.

Boney needs a victory here first, sir, suggested Hornblower.

Yes.

Hornblower found his own bitter smile repeated by Barrow. A victory won by Bonaparte in home waters would mean the conquest of England, the automatic fall of West Indies and East Indies, of Canada and the Cape, of the whole Empire; it would mean an alteration in the destiny of all mankind.

But this  said Barrow with a wave of the dispatch. This may play its part.

Hornblower had already learned the importance of negative information, and he nodded agreement. And it was at that moment that Marsden returned to the room, with a fistful of papers.

Oh, youre here, Dorsey, he said. Thats for His Majesty at Windsor. See that the courier leaves within fifteen minutes. Thats for the telegraph to Plymouth. Sos that. Thats for Portsmouth. Have the copying begun immediately.

It was interesting to watch Marsden in action; there was no trace of excitement in his voice, and although the successive sentences followed each other without a pause they did not come tumbling out. Each was clearly enunciated in a tone of apparent indifference. The papers Marsden brought in might be of vital importance  most certainly were  but Marsden acted as if he were handing out blank sheets in some meaningless ceremony. On their way to Barrow the cold eyes passed over Hornblower without affording him an opportunity of taking his leave.

No further messages, Mr Barrow?

None, Mr Marsden.

There will be no confirmation from Plymouth before eight oclock tomorrow morning, remarked Marsden looking at the clock.

The telegraph in clear weather and daylight could transmit a message from Plymouth in fifteen minutes  Hornblower had noticed several of the huge semaphore standards during his recent journey; last year he had landed outside Brest and burned a similar machine. But a written message, carried by relays of mounted couriers (some of them riding through darkness) would take twenty-three hours to make the journey. On wheels in his post-chaise he himself had taken forty; it seemed now as if it were weeks, and not hours.

This captured dispatch of Captain Hofnblowers is of interest, Mr Marsden, said Barrow; the tone of his voice seemed to echo Marsdens apparent indifference. It was hard for Hornblower to decide whether it was imitation or parody.

Yet it was only a matter of moments for Marsden to read the dispatch and to grasp the important features of the writing of it.

So now we might imitate a letter from His Imperial and Royal Majesty the Emperor Napoleon, commented Marsden; the smile that accompanied the words was just as inhuman as the tone of his voice.

Hornblower was experiencing an odd reaction, possibly initiated by this last remark of Marsdens. His head was swimming with hunger and fatigue; he was being projected into a world of unreality, and the unreality was being made still more unreal by the manner of these two cold-blooded gentlemen with whom he was closeted There were stirrings in his brain. Wild  delirious  ideas were forming there, but no wilder than this world in which he found himself, where fleets were set in motion by a word and where an Emperors dispatches could be the subject of a jest. He condemned his notions to himself as lunatic nonsense, and yet even as he did so he found additions making their appearance in his mind, logical contributions building up into a fantastic whole.

Marsden was looking at him  through him  with those cold eyes.

You may have done a great service for your King and Country, said Marsden; the words might be interpreted as words of praise, perhaps, but the manner and expression would call for no modification if Marsden were a judge on the bench condemning a criminal.

I hope I have done so, sir, replied Hornblower.

Exactly why do you hope that?

It was a bewildering question, bewildering because its answer was so obvious.

Because I am a Kings officer, sir, said Hornblower.

And not, Captain, because you expect any reward?

I had not thought of it, sir. It was only the purest chance, answered Hornblower.

This was verbal fencing, and faintly irritating. Perhaps Marsden enjoyed the game. Perhaps years of having to throw cold water on the hopes of innumerable ambitious officers demanding promotion and employment had made the process habitual to him.

A pity it is not a dispatch of real importance, he said. This only makes clear what we already could guess, that Boney does not intend to send reinforcements to Martinique.

But with that for a model  began Hornblower. Then he stopped, angry with himself. His tumultuous thoughts would make greater nonsense still expressed in words.

With this as a model? repeated Marsden.

Let us have your suggestion, Captain, said Barrow.

I cant waste your time, gentlemen, stammered Hornblower; he was on the verge of the abyss and striving unavailingly to draw back.

You have given us an inkling, Captain, said Barrow. Please continue.

There was nothing else to be done. An end to discretion.

An order from Boney to Villeneuve, telling him to sail from Ferrol at all costs. It would have to give a reason  say that Décrès has escaped from Brest and will await him at a rendezvous off Cape Clear. So that Villeneuve must sail instantly  weigh, cut, or slip. A battle with Villeneuve is what England needs most  that would bring it about.

Now he had committed himself. Two pairs of eyes were staring at him fixedly.

An ideal solution, Captain, said Marsden. If only it could be done. How fine it would be if such an order could be delivered to Villeneuve.

The Secretary to the Board of Admiralty probably received crackpot schemes for the destruction of the French navy every day of the week.

Boney will be sending orders from Paris, often enough, went on Hornblower. He was not going to give up. How often do you transmit orders from this office to commanders-in-chief, sir? To Admiral Cornwallis, for instance? Once a week, sir? Oftener?

At least, admitted Marsden.

Boney would write more often than that, I think.

He would, agreed Barrow.

And those orders would come by road. Of course Boney would never trust the Spanish postal services. An officer  a French officer, one of the Imperial aides-decamp  would ride with the orders through Spain, from the French frontier to Ferrol.

Yes? said Marsden. He was at least interested enough to admit an interrogative note into the monosyllable.

Captain Hornblower has been engaged on gathering information from the French coast for the last two years, interposed Barrow. His name was always appearing in Cornwallis dispatches, Mr Marsden.

I know that, Mr Barrow, said Marsden; there might even be a testy note in his voice at the interruption.

The dispatch is forged, said Hornblower, taking the final plunge. A small party is landed secretly with it at a quiet spot on the Spanish Biscay coast, posing as French officials, or Spanish officials, and they travel slowly towards the frontier along the highroad. A succession of couriers is coming in the opposite direction, bearing orders for Villeneuve. Seize one of them  kill him, perhaps  or perhaps with the best of luck substitute the forged order for the one he is carrying. Otherwise one of the party turns back, posing as a French officer, and delivers the false letter to Villeneuve.

There was the whole plan, fantastic and yet  and yet  at least faintly possible. At least not demonstrably impossible.

You say youve seen these Spanish roads, Captain? asked Barrow.

I saw something of them, sir.

Hornblower turned back from addressing Barrow to find Marsdens gaze still unwavering, fixed on his face.

Havent you any more to say, Captain? Surely you have.

This might be irony; it might be intended to lure him into making a greater and greater fool of himself. But there was so much that was plainly obvious and which he had foreborne to mention. His weary mind could still deal with such points, with a moment to put them in order.

This is an opportunity, gentlemen. A victory at sea is what England needs more than anything else at this moment. Could we measure its value? Could we? It would put an end to Boneys schemes. It would ease the strain of blockade beyond all measure. What would we give for the chance?

Millions, said Barrow.

And what do we risk? Two or three agents. If they fail, that is all we have lost. A penny ticket in a lottery. An infinite gain against an inconsiderable loss.

You are positively eloquent, Captain, said Marsden, still without any inflexion in his voice.

I had no intention of being eloquent, sir, said Hornblower, and was a little taken aback at realizing how much truth there was in such a simple statement.

He was suddenly annoyed both with himself and with the others. He had allowed himself to be drawn into indiscretions, to appear as one of the featherbrained crackpots for whom Marsden must have so much contempt. He rose in irritation from his chair, and then restrained himself on the verge of being still more indiscreet by displaying irritation. A stiffly formal attitude would be better; something that would prove that his recent speeches had been mere polite and meaningless conversation. Moreover he must forestall the imminent and inevitable dismissal if he were going to preserve any of his self-respect.

I have consumed a great deal of your very valuable time, gentlemen, he said.

There was a sudden sharp pleasure, despite his weariness, in thus being the first to make a move, to volunteer to quit the company of the Secretary to the Board, and of the Second Secretary, while dozens of junior officers were prepared to wait hours and days for an interview. But Marsden was addressing Barrow.

Whats the name of that South American fellow whos haunting every anteroom at present, Mr Barrow? You meet him everywhere  he was even dining at Whites last week with Camberwell.

The fellow who wants to start a revolution, sir? Ive met him a couple of times myself. Its  its Miranda, or Mirandola, something like that, sir.

Miranda! Thats the name. I suppose we can lay hands on him if we want him.

Easily enough, sir.

Yes. Now theres Claudius in Newgate Gaol. I understand he was a friend of yours, Mr Barrow.

Claudius, sir? I met him, as everyone else did.

Hell be coming up for trial within the week, I suppose?

Yes, sir. Hell swing next Monday. But why are you asking about him, Mr Marsden?

There was some faint pleasure in seeing one of those two, even though it was only the Second Secretary, so bewildered, and at the moment he was given no satisfaction.

So there is no time to waste. Marsden turned to Hornblower, who was standing uncomfortably aware that most of the drama of his exit had fallen a little flat with this delay. The doorkeeper has your address, Captain?

Yes.

Then I shall send for you very shortly

Aye aye, sir.

Hornblower had shut the door before he experienced any qualm regarding using this purely naval expression towards a civilian, nor did it linger, with so much else for his weary brain to think about. He wanted food; he was desperately in need of sleep. He hardly cared about the unknown Miranda, this mysterious Claudius in Newgate Gaol. What he must do was to eat himself into a torpor, and then sleep, and sleep, and sleep. But also he must write to Maria.


CHAPTER 9
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HORNBLOWER AWOKE IN an overheated condition. The sunshine was blazing through the window, and his little attic was like an oven. Sleep had overcome him in the end while he lay under a blanket, and he was sweating profusely. Throwing off the blanket brought some relief, and he cautiously began to straighten himself out; apparently he had slept without a change of position, literally like a log. There was still an ache or two to be felt, which served to recall to his mind where he was and how he came to be there. His formula for inducing sleep had worked after a long delay. But it must be well after sunrise; he must have slept for ten or perhaps twelve hours.

What day of the week was it? To answer that question called for a plunge into the past. It had been a Sunday that he had spent in the post-chaise  he could remember the church bells sounding across the countryside and the church-goers gathering round the post-chaise in Salisbury. So that he had arrived in London on Monday morning  yesterday, hard to believe though that was  and today was Tuesday. He had left Plymouth  he had last seen Maria  on Saturday afternoon. Hornblower felt his pleasant relaxation replaced by tension; he actually felt his muscles tightening ready for action as he went back from there  it was during the small hours of Friday morning that the Princess had headed away from the disabled Guèpe. It was on Thursday evening that he had climbed on to the deck of the Guèpe to conquer or die, with death more probable than conquest. Last Thursday evening, and this was only Tuesday morning.

He tried to put the uncomfortable thoughts away from him; there was a momentary return of tension as an odd thought occurred to him. He had left behind in the Admiralty  he had completely forgotten until now  the French captains blanket in which he had bundled the ships papers. Presumably some indigent clerk in the Admiralty had gladly taken it home last night, and there was nothing to be tense about  nothing, provided he did not allow himself to think about the French captains head shattered like a cracked walnut.

He made himself listen to the street cries outside, and to the rumbling of cart wheels; the diversion allowed him to sink back again into quiescence, into semi-consciousness. It was not until some time later that he drowsily noted the sound of a horses hoofs outside in the street, a trotting horse, with no accompanying sound of wheels. He raised himself when the clatter stopped under his window. He could guess what it was. But he had progressed no farther than to be standing in his shirt when steps on the stairs and a thumping on his door checked him.

Who is it?

Admiralty messenger.

Hornblower slid the bolt back in the door. The messenger was there, in blue coat and leather breeches and high boots, under his arm a billycock hat with a black cockade. From behind peered the stupid face of the idiot son.

Captain Hornblower?

Yes.

The captain of a ship of war was accustomed to receiving messages in his shirt. Hornblower signed the receipt with the proffered pencil and opened the note.

The Secretary to the Lords Commissioners of the

Admiralty would be greatly obliged if Captain Horatio

Hornblower would attend at the Admiralty at eleven

oclock a.m. today, Tuesday.

Whats the time now? asked Hornblower.

Not long past eight, sir.

Very well, Hornblower could not resist continuing with a question. Does the Admiralty send all its messages out on horseback?

Only those over a mile, sir. The messenger allowed himself the faintest hint of what he thought of naval officers who lodged on the wrong side of the river.

Thank you. That will be all.

There was no need for a reply. An affirmative could be taken quite for granted when the Secretary expressed himself as likely to be greatly obliged. Hornblower proceeded to shave and dress.

He took the boat across the river, despite the additional three hapence that it cost, first telling himself that he had to go to the post office to hand in his letter to Maria, and then amusedly admitting that it was a temptation to find himself afloat again after three days on land.

That Calder has let the Frenchies give him the slip, Captain, said the wherryman between leisurely pulls at his sculls.

Well know more about it in a day or two, replied Hornblower mildly.

He caught em and let em go. Nelson wouldnt a done that.

Theres no knowing what Lord Nelson would have done.

Boney on our doorstep, an Villoun-noove at sea. That Calder! E ought to be ashamed. Ive eard about Admiral Byng an ow they shot im. Thats what they ought to do with Calder.

That was the first sign Hornblower observed of the storm of indignation roused by the news of the battle off Cape Finisterre. The landlord of the Saracens Head when Hornblower went in to breakfast was eager with questions, and the two maids stood anxiously listening to the discussion until their mistress sent them about their business.

Let me see a newspaper, said Hornblower.

Newspaper, sir? Yes, certainly, sir.

Here was the Gazette Extraordinary, in the place of honour on the front page, but it hardly merited the lofty title, for it consisted of no more than eight lines, and was only a resume of the first telegraphic dispatch; the full report from Calder, carried up to London by relays of couriers riding ten-mile stages at full speed, would only now be arriving at the Admiralty. It was the editorial comment which was significant, for the Morning Post clearly held the same views as the wherryman and the innkeeper. Calder had been stationed to intercept Villeneuve, and the interception had taken place, thanks to good planning by the Admiralty. But Calder had failed in his particular task, which was to destroy Villeneuve once the Admiralty had brought about the meeting.

Villeneuve had arrived from the West Indies, evading Nelson who had followed him there, and had broken through the barrier England had endeavoured to interpose. Now he had reached Ferrol, where he would be able to land his sick, and renew his fresh water, ready to issue forth again to threaten the Channel. Viewed in this light it could be reckoned as a decided French success; Hornblower had no doubt that Bonaparte would represent it as a resounding victory.

Yes, sir. What do you think, sir? asked the innkeeper.

Look out of your door and tell me if Boneys marching down the street, said Hornblower.

It was indicative of the innkeepers state of mind that he actually made a move towards the door before realization came to him.

You are pleased to jest, sir.

There was really nothing to do except to jest. These discussions of naval strategy and tactics by ignorant civilians reminded Hornblower a little of the arguments of the citizens of Gibbons declining Rome regarding the nature of the Trinity. Yet it was popular clamour that had compelled the death sentence on Byng to be carried out. Calder might be in serious danger of his life.

The worst thing Boneys done today is to keep me from my breakfast, said Hornblower.

Yes, sir. Of course, sir. This minute, sir.

It was as the innkeeper bustled away that Hornblower caught sight of another name on the front page of the Morning Post. It was a paragraph about Doctor Claudius, and as Hornblower read he remembered why the name had been vaguely familiar to him when Marsden mentioned it. There had been references to him in earlier newspapers, old copies which he had seen even during the blockade of Brest. Claudius was a clergyman, a genuine Doctor of Divinity, and the centre of the most resounding scandal, both social and financial, in English history. He had entered into London society to gain a bishopric for himself, but, while achieving considerable popularity or notoriety, he had failed in his object. Despairing of preferment he had plunged into crime. He had built up an extensive organization specializing in the forging of bills of exchange. So perfect were his forgeries, and so cunning was his marketing of them, that he had long gone undetected.

The world wide commerce of England was conducted largely by bills of exchange. Claudius had taken advantage of the long intervals necessary between drawing and presentation to insert his forgeries into the stream, and only an error by a confederate had exposed him. Bills drawn in Beyrout and in Madras, so perfect that the very victims found it hard to dishonour them, were still coming in, and the financial world was shaken to its foundations, and, judging by this paragraph, the world of high society which had accepted him was similarly rent. Now Claudius was lodged in Newgate Gaol and his trial was imminent. Was it significant that Marsden had expressed interest in this fellow? Hornblower found it hard to believe it.

At that moment his attention was caught by the sight of his own name in another paragraph. It was headed Plymouth and after mentions of the comings and goings of ships came Captain Horatio Hornblower, late of HM Sloop Hotspur, landed this morning from the water-hoy Princess and immediately took post to London.

It was quite ridiculous that such a triviality should improve the flavour of the gammon and spinach and fried eggs that the innkeeper set before him, but it was indeed the case. It put him in a good humour as he walked towards Whitehall. Marsden must be ready to discuss with him his promotion to Captain and to find a ship for him  the sooner this vital business was settled the better. He had no friends in high places now that Cornwallis had hauled down his flag, and Cornwallis recommendation could easily be shelved or even forgotten in order to make room for a favourite.

It was inconceivable in the clear light of day, after a good nights rest and with a full stomach, that Marsden could have in mind to take any further action on the wild plan to send false orders to Villeneuve. And yet  It was not so inconceivable; nor was it such a wild plan. The forgery would have to be very good, the substitution undetected. As Ferrol was at least ten days by courier from Paris there would be no chance of Villeneuve referring back for confirmation. And because it was inconceivable that the British government should do such a thing its success would be all the more likely if it were attempted.

Here was the Admiralty. This morning he could say with assurance to the doorkeeper, I have an appointment with Mr Marsden, to the vast envy of a couple of suppliants who were seeking admission, and he could write by appointment on the form on which he stated his business, and he was not left more than ten minutes in the waiting room, not more than three minutes after the clock had chimed eleven, before he was summoned into Marsdens presence. Barrow was there as well and Dorsey too, and the sight of them warned Hornblower that the agenda of the meeting might include the inconceivable.

But it was interesting to find that the First Secretary was human enough to spend a little time on preliminaries before plunging into business.

Im sure youll be flattered to hear, Captain, that His Lordship holds practically identical opinions regarding Ferrol as you do.

Im very flattered, sir, Lord Barham was not only First Lord, but he had been Comptroller of the Navy for many years and an Admiral commanding a fleet before that. He must have been responsible for the orders that had placed Calder across Villeneuves path.

His Lordship was both surprised and gratified at Mr Barrows familiarity with local conditions there, went on Marsden. Naturally Mr Barrow did not see fit to tell him he had just finished discussing them with you.

Naturally not, sir, agreed Hornblower. Then he braced himself; to speak called for resolution. But perhaps in that case His Lordship would give favourable consideration to Admiral Cornwallis recommendation of me to post rank?

Now it was said. But not a flicker of expression was observable on the faces of the two Secretaries.

There is more urgent business at present, said Marsden. We are keeping someone waiting. Dorsey, kindly bring in the parson.

Dorsey walked across and opened the door, and after a moment a short square figure came waddling in; Hornblower had a glimpse of a uniformed marine outside before the door closed. The newcomer wore a black clerical gown and a clerical wig; but his clerical clothing was at variance with his bristling unshaven cheeks which bore half an inch of black stubble. It called for a second glance to see that his wrists wore handcuffs, and that a chain ran from the handcuffs to his waist.

This is the Reverend Doctor Claudius, said Marsden. Newly arrived from Newgate. His services have been lent to us by the courtesy of the Secretary of State for Home Affairs. Temporarily, at least.

Claudius looked round at them all with a varying expression which would offer an interesting study in psychology. He had bold black eyes, yet they were cunning and sly. There was fear in his pudgy face, yet there was defiance as well, and, besides, most interesting of all, there was curiosity, irrepressible even in the shadow of death. But Marsden wasted no time.

Claudius, youve been brought here to execute a forgery, if you can.

The pudgy face showed a sudden flash of understanding, and then instantly settled into an immobility which called forth Hornblowers admiration.

Both politeness and convention, said Claudius, suggest that you address me as Doctor. I have not yet been unfrocked, and I am still a Doctor of Divinity.

Rubbish, Claudius, said Marsden.

I shouldnt have expected politeness from underlings.

Claudius voice was an unpleasant one, harsh and grating, which might explain the ill success of his quest for a bishopric. But on the other hand Claudius had taken the offensive in this very first exchange  that letter from Bonaparte which Dorsey held recommended an unexpected counter-attack vigorously carried out even with an inferior force. But here in the Admiralty the enemy was commanded by a master of tactics.

Very well, Doctor, said Marsden. The dignity of a Doctor of Divinity demands all the respect we can accord it. Mr Dorsey, hand that document to the Doctor with the compliments of Their Lordships of the Admiralty, and ask the Doctor if as a result of his vast experience he thinks himself capable of making anything similar.

Claudius took the thing in his manacled hands, and his black eyebrows came together as he studied it.

Of French origin. That is plain. Apart from the language it is in the standard handwriting in use by French clerks. I had plenty of examples pass through my hands during the late peace.

And the signature?

An interesting piece of work. Written with a turkey quill, I should say. It would call for at least an hours practice before I could reproduce it. Now these seals 

I made moulds, said Dorsey.

I could see that. But they have been lifted from the paper with reasonable care. I must congratulate you on your acquirement of a difficult art. Now 

Claudius looked up from the paper and swept his audience with a searching glance.

Gentlemen, he said, I have much more to say on this subject. But before I do so I need some assurance that my services will not go without recompense.

You are having that already, said Marsden. Your trial has been postponed for a week.

A week? I used to preach sermons on how speedily time passes from Sunday to Sunday. No, gentlemen. I need my life. I have a mortal objection to hanging, and that is not spoken in jest.

The situation was tense with drama. Hornblower looked round at the four faces  Marsden displaying the faintest possible hint of cynical amusement, Barrow a little taken aback, Dorsey displaying the proper indifference of a subordinate, and Claudius looking warily from one to another, like a condemned criminal in the Roman arena watching the lions close in on him. Barrow spoke first, addressing Marsden.

Ill call in the guard, sir, shall I? We dont need him.

There was yet no slackening in the tension.

Call in the guard! said Claudius; there was a clank of iron as he waved his manacled hands. Take me away, and hang me tomorrow! Tomorrow? A week hence? If it is coming, the sooner the better. You gentlemen may never know the truth of that statement. I still have charity enough to hope that you never will. But true it is. Hang me tomorrow.

Hornblower found it hard to decide whether Claudius was gambling or not, staking a week of life which might well be dear to him against the possibility of pardon. But in either case he could not help feeling a guilty twinge of admiration for the ugly little man, alone and helpless, fighting his last battle and refusing to lapse into a mere plea for mercy  especially when that, addressed to Marsden would have been the least effective plea of all. Then Marsden spoke.

You will not hang, he said.

Ever since Claudius had been brought in the sky had been darkening. After a few days of sunny summer weather the inevitable thunderstorm of the Thames valley was building up and there was a low rumble of thunder following Marsdens words. Hornblower was reminded of the thunder in the Iliad which confirmed the oath taken by Zeus.

Claudius darted a piercing glance at Marsden.

Then we are agreed and I shall give you all the benefit of my experience, he said.

Hornblower felt another spurt of admiration; the little man had been content with the four simple words spoken by Marsden  he had not gone through any ceremony of exacting a formal promise; as a gentleman he had instantly accepted a gentlemans word. He may even have been encouraged by the peal of confirmatory thunder.

Very well, said Marsden, and Claudius plunged into his subject. Only a slight gulping and hesitation as he began betrayed the agonizing strain he had been through.

It is necessary first, he said, to point out that ambition may outreach itself. It is quite impossible to forge a long document in the handwriting of another and to achieve deception. I take it you have in mind a letter and not a mere few words? Then it would be better to make no attempt at exact reproduction. On the other hand carelessness would easily be fatal. This script, as I said, is the standard script used by French clerks  I fancy it is the one which used to be taught in Jesuit schools. There are French refugees in plenty. Have one of those write your letter.

Thats very true, sir, said Dorsey to Marsden.

And again, went on Claudius, have your French composed by a Frenchman. You gentlemen may pride yourselves on writing good French, grammatical French, but a Frenchman reading it would know it was not written by a Frenchman. Ill go further than that, gentlemen. Give a Frenchman a passage in English and tell him to render it into French and a Frenchman will still be aware that all is not well when he reads it. You must have your French composed ab initio by Frenchmen, contenting yourselves with merely outlining what is to be said.

Hornblower caught Marsden nodding agreement. It was apparent that he was impressed, however little he wished to appear so.

Now, gentlemen, went on Claudius. With regard to details of a lower degree of sensibility. I take it you have in mind to send your forged letter to a naval, or possibly a military, man? In that case the task can be approached with more confidence. Businessmen, soulless bankers, hard-headed merchants, with something more important to lose than other mens lives, are likely to scrutinize documents more closely. But on the staff of a general there may always be some interfering underling wishing to call attention to himself. It is necessary to be quite perfect. This signature I am confident I can reproduce in perfection. This ink  I believe it can be matched in Chancery Lane; it will be necessary to make complete tests. This printed heading  you will need to have type specially cast in exact imitation. You will have less trouble in that respect than I encountered.

Yes, said Marsden, actually betrayed into speech.

But the paper  went on Claudius, feeling its texture carefully with stubby but apparently sensitive fingers. I will have to instruct you where to search for that, too. Would you be so kind, sir, as to hold the sheet up between my eyes and the light? This chain restricts my movements to an inconvenient degree. Thank you, sir. Yes, as I thought. I know that quality of linen, but there is a fortunate absence of watermark. It may not be necessary to have paper made de novo to match it. You may not appreciate the necessity for uniformity, gentlemen, unless you make use of your imagination. A single document may well be accepted, but you must think of a series. After receiving, let us say, six genuine documents, someone receives one spurious one. The recipient naturally lays them together in the course of the routine of his office. If one is markedly different from all the others  even if one is different in only a small degree  attention is clamorously called to it. Hinc illae lachrymae. And if that one has a content somewhat unusual  even though in other circumstances it might have passed  then the fat is in the fire, and Bow Street is called in. Et ego in arcadia vixi, gentlemen.

Most illuminating, said Marsden, and Hornblower knew enough about him now to realize that this was the equivalent of a long speech in praise.

Now I come to lastly in my present sermon, gentlemen, said Claudius as the lightning flashed again and the thunder rolled. Even in the pulpit I could feel the relief in my congregation at that word lastly, so I will be brief. The method of delivery must conform to the method of all the other deliveries. Once again, the greatest care is necessary in allowing nothing to call particular attention to this one item out of all the others.

Claudius when he had entered the room had been of a sickly pallor under the bristling beard, and he was whiter still when he finished his lecture.

Perhaps, gentlemen, you would permit me to sit down? he said. I have not now the strength of which I used once to boast.

Take him out, Dorsey, snapped Marsden. Give him a glass of wine. I dare say hes hungry, too.

It may have been at the thought of food that Claudius recovered something of his unabashed self-assertion.

A beefsteak, gentlemen? he said. Might I hope for a beefsteak? For the past week empty dreams of a beefsteak have further embittered my nightmares of the rope.

See that he has a beefsteak, Dorsey, said Marsden.

Claudius turned back, still wavering a little, but with something of a smile just visible on his bristly lips.

In that case, gentlemen, you can count on my heartiest exertions for my King, my Country, and my Self.

With the departure of Dorsey and Claudius, Marsden turned to face Hornblower again. The room was almost dark, at high noon, with the black thunderclouds overhead. A sudden lightning flash filled the room instantly followed by a clap of thunder, like a vast cannon shot, coming without warning and ending without reverberation.

His Lordship, said Marsden in complete disregard of it, has already approved in principle of the attempt being made. I consulted him this morning. Mr Barrow, I am sure, has in mind the French émigrés to attend to the composition and writing of the dispatch.

I have, Mr Marsden, said Barrow.

It will be necessary to recapture the style, of course, sir, said Hornblower.

Undoubtedly, Captain, agreed Barrow.

And the orders must be such that there is nothing patently impossible about them, too.

Marsden intervened.

Did your grandmother never learn to suck eggs, Captain? he asked, in the same unvarying tone. It was a deft reminder that the Secretaries had had years of experience in the writing of orders, and Hornblower had the sense to smile.

I had forgotten how much practice she has had, he said. I beg your pardon, gentlemen. I was only anxious about the success of the plan.

Now the thunderstorm had burst. A breath of cooler air came stealing into the room, bearing with it the sound of torrential rain roaring down outside. Through the windows there was nothing to be seen but the rain.

Mr Barrow and Dorsey and Claudius can be trusted to deal with the details. The next point to consider is the landing.

That should be the simplest part of the whole operation, sir.

The Spanish Biscay coast extended for almost three hundred miles from the French frontier to Ferrol, sparsely populated and rugged. There were inlets innumerable. The Royal Navy, omnipresent at sea, could be relied upon to put a small party on shore undetected.

I am delighted that you think so, Captain, said Marsden.

There was a dramatic pause  a melodramatic pause. Hornblower looked from Marsden to Barrow and back again, and experienced an internal upheaval as he observed the glances they exchanged.

What have you in mind, gentlemen? he asked.

Is it not quite obvious, Captain, that you are the man best fitted to undertake this mission?

That was what Marsden said, in that same tone. Barrow spoke in his support.

You are acquainted with Ferrol, Captain. You have had some experience of Spain. You speak a little Spanish. You should have command.

That gave the cue for Marsden again.

You have no other command at present, Captain.

The significance of this particular remark was too obvious.

Really, gentlemen  said Hornblower. For once he could not think quickly enough to word his protests.

It is not a duty you could be ordered to perform, went on Marsden. That is quite clear. It would be a purely voluntary mission.

To enter a hostile country in disguise would be to risk a shameful death. The gallows, the rope  but in Spain it would be the iron collar of the garotte. Strangulation. Convulsions, contortions, preceding death. No fighting service could ever order its officers to take that risk.

This Spaniard, Miranda, can be trusted, I am sure, said Barrow. And if a Frenchman is needed as well  your opinion on that point would be valuable, Captain  there are at least three who have already done important work for us.

It was inconceivable that these two Secretaries, men of marble, could ever abase themselves to plead, but it seemed as if they were as close to doing so as ever in their lives. The Navy could order a man to climb the highest, steepest side of a ship of the line in face of well-aimed musketry; it took it for granted that a man would face unflinching broadside after broadside of grape; it could send him aloft on the darkest and stormiest night to save a few yards of canvas; and it could hang him or shoot him or flog him to death should he hesitate. But it could not order him to risk the garotte, not even with the nations existence trembling in the balance.

Now this  this recollection of Englands desperate need  was something overwhelming, something that overshadowed every other consideration. In the calm atmosphere of this very room he had estimated the vital need for a victory at sea, and had balanced against it the trifling cost of his suggested attempt. That cost might be his own life, as it now appeared. And  and  who could he trust to keep a clear head, who could he trust to plan and to extemporize in an emergency? And already, unsought, there were forming in his mind improvements, refinements, in the rough plan which demanded his own personal action. He would have to agree; and in a moment of illumination he felt that he would never be happy again if he were to refuse. He must say yes.

Captain, said Marsden. We have not forgotten Admiral Cornwallis recommendation that you should be made post.

The speech was so utterly disassociated from Hornblowers present train of thought, so unrelated to what he had been about to say, that he could not possibly say it. Barrow glanced over at Marsden and then made his contribution.

There would be no need to find you a ship, Captain, he said. You could be given a command in the Sea Fencibles which would confer post rank. Then you could be transferred for special service.

Indeed this was something alien intruding into the conversation. This was what Hornblower had given more than a passing thought to on his way here. Promotion to captains rank; he would be made post, placed on the list of captains. He would cease to be a mere commander perennially irked by the conventional form of address of Captain. He would be a real captain, he would have achieved the ambition of every naval officer down to the lowest Kings letter-boy in the service; once on the list only a court martial or death could stop his eventually becoming an admiral. And he had quite forgotten about promotion; he had forgotten his decision to press for it. It was not so surprising that he had forgotten about the Sea Fencibles, who constituted a volunteer reserve navy formed of wherrymen and bargees and fishermen who could be called into active service should an actual attempt at invasion occur. England was divided into districts for the organization and elementary training of these men, and each district was a captains command  a post captains command.

Well, Captain? asked Marsden.

Ill do it, said Hornblower.

He saw glances interchanged again; he could see relief, or perhaps satisfaction, or perhaps self-congratulation in those glances. They were pleased that their bribe had been effective, and he was about to burst out in an indignant denial that the offer had had any weight with him. Then he shut his mouth again, remembering the philosopher who said that he had often regretted having spoken but had never regretted remaining silent. A few seconds of silence  utterly fortuitous  had won him promotion to post rank; a few seconds of speech might imperil it. And he knew, too, that these two cynical men would not believe any such protestations for a moment. His apparent bargaining may even have won their respect; certainly they would deem a denial to be hypocritical and worthy of contempt.

Then I had better arrange for you to make Mirandas acquaintance, Captain, said Marsden. And I should be obliged if you would consider and elaborate a detailed plan for me to submit to His Lordship.

Yes, sir.

Orally, if you please. Nothing may be committed to paper regarding this plan, Captain. Except possibly your final report after achieving success.

I understand, sir.

Was there the slightest hint of softening in Marsdens expression? That last sentence of his was undoubtedly meant as a joke; it was something entirely out of the ordinary. Hornblower had a sudden insight; the Secretary, in addition to all his routine work, carried a responsibility which must occasion him considerable anxiety. He had necessarily to deal (because transient First Lords and Sea Lords could not maintain the needed continuity) with all matters of this sort, the gathering of information, the dissemination on occasions of false information  with spying, in fact, to use a single and ugly word. Hornblower could see already now how difficult it must be to find reliable agents, men who could be trusted not to play a double role. Marsden was experiencing relief at this moment, to such an extent as actually to show it.

I will make the arrangements for your posting to be gazetted, Captain. This was Barrow, attending to details. You will read yourself in before the end of the week.

Very well, sir.

When Hornblower reached the street the rain was only falling softly although with every appearance of doing so for a long time. He had no cloak, no tarpaulin, but he went out into the rain quite gladly. He felt he must walk and walk and walk. The rain on his face was pleasant, and he told himself that the soft rainwater would dissolve out the clammy sea-salt with which all his clothes were impregnated. The thought only distracted him for a moment from the others that were writhing in his brain like eels in a sack. He was about to become a captain at last, and he was about to become a spy.

C. S. Forester died before he could finish Hornblower and the Crisis, but from the notes that he left behind it is possible to see how the story would have ended.

Hornblower goes through a period of training in preparation for his spy mission. He brushes up his Spanish with a ruddy-complexioned Count Miranda whom he is to accompany to Spain in the disguise of the Counts servant He would have to watch every word and gesture, his life depended on doing nothing that would betray them. Then Hornblower goes through a crisis of conscience about becoming a spy.

As he is rowed towards the ship that will take him from Spithead to Spain Hornblower thinks: One stage further along a hateful voyage. Each stroke of the boatmans oars was carrying him nearer to a time of frightful strain; to something close to a certainty of a shameful and hideous death …

He wonders whether to turn back, but sense of duty prevails.

Forged letters are delivered to Villeneuve which prompts the Frenchman to come out and fight. This is what Nelson wants.

It leads to the victory at Trafalgar. The course of history is changed.


Hornblower Short Stories
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Alleyns School, an independent, co-educational day school in Dulwich, south London  where Forester was educated, following his parents separation and his move to England with his mother





The Hand of Destiny
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LIEUTENANT HORNBLOWER CAME on deck, a little self-conscious about his new uniform. Yesterday he had been only Mr. Midshipman Hornblower, with the white patches the mark of the least  on his collar to indicate his rank. Now his epaulette gleamed in the corner of his eye as he stole furtive glances around at it, and he was a full-blown lieutenant at the age of twenty, holding His Majestys commission instead of a mere warrant, and publicly acknowledged as competent  a thing that vaguely worried him  to be officer of the watch and responsible for the handling of any of H. M.s ships.

He touched his hat to the quarter-deck and hurried to his division; everyone was too preoccupied to take the slightest notice of his new uniform, for the whole crew were running madly to their positions. Captain Courtney of His Britannic Majestys frigate Marguerite had a habit of flogging the last man to obey an order, and the present order was for all hands to witness punishment. With grating and boatswains mates and cat-o-nine-tails all waiting, Captain Courtney would be even more ready than usual to order a man to be flogged, and the hands were frantic in their haste to fall in. Courtney came forward to the break of the poop and looked down at the scurrying mass with sardonic satisfaction. Hornblower, looking up at him, could swear he saw the mans lips smacking in anticipation of the bloody treat before him. Courtney was one of those gloomy tyrants who should never have been entrusted with the absolute powers of a captain; he took delight in blood and agony. Hornblower cursed the chance that had transferred him to this command from that of the just and humane Sir Edward Pellew. The vacancies aboard the Marguerite were a result of the courts-martial upon two lieutenants driven frantic by Courtneys bullying, and Hornblower wondered how long it would be before he, himself, provided another vacancy.

Now every man was in position, lining the waist and the gangways, facing inward, rigid and still, awaiting in rapt silence the horrible scene that was to be enacted before them. It was a human sacrifice they were to witness, as though they were some tribe of savages, Aztecs or Ashantees, and no man knew whether or not he might be the next victim if Courtneys lust for blood was not slaked by the fifteen floggings scheduled for today. All the ship was deathly still, tense and silent.

Captain Courtney stood ready with the Articles of War in his hand, the document that gave him the powers he was about to wield. When the victims should be brought up heads would be bared in solemn submission, and the drum would roll, and the captain would read out those portions of the Articles of War that bore upon the cases of the fifteen men who were to suffer. Captain Courtney was at this moment checking the paragraphs he was to read, flipping the pages impatiently from time to time. The master- at-arms was slow in bringing up the prisoners; he would have a taste of his own medicine if he were not careful.

A little group of men appeared on the forecastle, climbing up through the hatchway. They fell to work unobtrusively and noiselessly, like men engaged upon a responsible task; Hornblower noticed them and wondered what in the world they were doing at a moment like this; Courtney was too preoccupied with the Articles of War to notice them for a space, and no one dared call his attention to them. Now somebody came tumbling up onto the main deck, someone tousled and dishevelled, looking about him, bewildered. It was one of the ships corporals  the master-at-arms assistant  who had been sent below to bring up the criminals. He ran his hand through his hair and stared around, and then he saw the group on the forecastle and uttered a wild cry.

Everyone could relax then, and cease to look straight in front of him. Courtney looked up sharply from his papers.

Sir! shouted the ships corporal, pointing frantically forward. Sir-

The little group on the forecastle had worked with a will. They had cast loose the big eighteen-pounder carronade there and manhandled it around so that it looked aft; one man had just finished ramming a charge home down the gaping muzzle, and another man  Hornblower recognized him as Garton, a gun captain in his own division and one of the men marked for punishment this morning  was twirling the elevating screw so as to depress the carronade to sweep the deck.

The frantic excitement of the ships corporal, and the presence of Garton on the forecastle, told Hornblower what had happened. The fifteen criminals confined below had managed to slip their irons during the night, and had overpowered by surprise the escort sent to bring them up on deck. Now they were in a strong position  he noted that six of them had muskets, presumably taken from the marine escort, and, while one man guarded the hands seized on the forecastle, and another the hatchway, four more were prepared to help the gunners in their defence of the forecastle. There were two men at the carronade, and six at work running a second carronade up beside it. That made fourteen altogether  Hornblower counted them again to make sure  and left in doubt where the fifteenth was.

What the devils all this? blared Captain Courtney from the poop. The spluttering ships corporal on the main deck tried to explain  apparently he had escaped from the bonds in which the criminals had left him and all his colleagues. But Gartons voice from the forecastle interrupted him.

It aint no go, sir! he shouted. Were here, an we sticks here.

He had a portfire burning in his hand, ready to fire the gun, and he made a menacing gesture with it over the breech.

Put that thing down and dont be a fool! shouted Courtney in reply.

Not me, sir. Leastways, not without your promise. Promise you wont flog us, not for nothing. Promise you wont flog nobody for a week, neither, an well come back to duty, sir.

Promise be damned! said Courtney, and then to his officers: Here, Mr. Cuffe, Roberts, Peterson, go and bring those fools off there. Mutiny, by Gad, and on my ship!

Garton could guess the import of the aside, even though he could not hear the words.

Wait! he yelled. Theres grape atop o canister in this ere gun.

The effect of such a charge fired into the serried ranks of the main deck would be simply appalling  the ordered lines there eddied and then stood still. Cuffe and Roberts and Peterson all looked helplessly at their captain; Hornblower could feel the sentiment of the men about him. They were wholeheartedly in sympathy with the mutineers even if they had not yet snapped the bonds of discipline. It would be hard to gather them to make a determined attack upon the forecastle.

Peterson! said Courtney out of the corner of his mouth. Get below. Collect what men you can find and go forard along the orlop. Rush the hatchway when we attack from here.

Dont no one move! shouted Garton  it was not hard for him to guess at the captains plan, which was indeed the obvious one. This other guns got a round shot. Well shoot the masts down, sir, and that theres a lee shore!

He pointed to the distant Spanish mountains, and everyone recognized the force of what he said. At that close range few shots would be necessary to dismast the ship. Even if they did not set her on fire as well, as was quite likely, she would be helpless, and the gentle breeze would push her to destruction before she could be got under control again. A little murmur ran through the ranks.

Hornblowers heart was warming toward Garton. Mutineer he might be, and therefore quite detestable, but he was a man of ingenuity and courage.

Damn you! Courtney raved. Alternately he shook his fists and pounded the rail in front of him. Ill see you at the yardarm for this, you blasted mutineer! You and all those poor fools with you, damn your souls. Come down from there, or Ill  Ill

There was no effective threat he could make, and Courtneys ravings died away in inarticulate mouthings.

Wed rather hang than be flogged, Capn, an thats that, replied Garton, philosophically.

Captain Courtney was on the horns of a most unpleasant dilemma  he must either yield or risk his ship. Hornblower looked at him with a great deal of curiosity, wondering how he would react. For a moment the issue was postponed by Roberts, the white-haired second lieutenant, who apparently was suddenly carried away with desperation at sight of mutiny.

Lets knock em on the head! he shouted, loudly and suddenly; he started forward, waving his hand and gesticulating to his men as if he were leading a boarding party. But hardly a soul moved. A couple of masters mates started, and then halted as they realized that all the hands were standing still. Roberts checked his men and stood wringing his hands in mortification. The crew were deadly still and silent, save for one man hidden in the crowd, who shouted boldly to the mutineers  

Dont fire, lads. Were not coming.

Hornblower realized with a shock that very little more would suffice to carry the whole crew now from passive mutiny to active, to a general explosion of riot and murder that would only end when the last officers throat was cut. Even Courtney, biting his nails with fury on the quarterdeck, appreciated the position at last.

What is it you want, then? he shouted.

Send us a orficer, called Garton. Send Mr. Hornblower. We can trust im.

Courtney looked down to where Hornblower stood waiting.

A singular honour, Mr. Hornblower, he said.

Hornblower swallowed the innuendo as the rules of the service dictated.

Have you any orders for me, sir? asked Hornblower, nervously.

Gad, yes, man! snapped Courtney testily and yet offhandedly. Get it settled. Are my officers questioning my orders, too?

So it was with no very light heart that Hornblower climbed the stairs to where the mutineers stood at their posts; Garton handed his portfire to a companion beside the carronade and greeted Hornblower with two of his fellows in crime at his back.

This is a bad business, Garton, said Hornblower.

Aye aye, sir. But it wasnt us that started it, begging your pardon, sir. Youve been on board a week, sir, and know what weve been through. Weve had six months of it, sir.

Well, what do you want?

Taint much, sir. Supposin the capn lets us all off this floggin? Well do our duty, honest we will, sir. We dont need floggin for that.

Its Courtney I dont trust! exclaimed another mutineer. If it aint for this, hell flog us for summat else.

Hornblower thought that was likely enough, but he did not say so.

Make im promise he wont flog us no more, said the third member of the committee, but Garton turned on him with contempt for such a notion.

How could e promise that? he demanded. Whatd happen to discipline if we all couldnt be flogged, not never?

It was odd to find discipline being discussed by mutineers, but they saw that difficulty as well as Hornblower did. Discipline in the ships crew would fall to pieces quickly if there was a large section of the crew perpetually free from punishment.

Tell you what, sir, said Garton. Lets do what I arst for fust. Supposin the capn promises not to flog none of us fifteen for a week, sir. Hows that?

These men were simple, and their range of vision was limited although crystal clear as far as it went. They had the ship at their mercy, and could have made unlimited demands. The terms they asked were ridiculously small when the strength of their position was considered.

Thats the best thing, men, Hornblower said. The captain will forgive this behavior of yours, and hell not flog one of you for a week.

Can you swear to that, sir? asked the second committee member.

I wont swear to it, said Hornblower indignantly. Captain Courtney has given me his word, and that should be enough.

Despite the solemnity of the occasion, Hornblower was piqued at the suggestion that he should make an oath to mutineers  it would be upsetting to his precious dignity.

Mr. Hornblowers words as good as his oath, said Garton. Come on, fellows, get those guns run back and secured. May I go below, sir? Fletchers in the magazine with flint and steel. He was goin to blow the ship up if we was rushed, an I dont expec hell come out unless I arsts him to myself.

Quick! said Hornblower. Run quick.

Fletcher was one of the half-wits on board  press-gang methods always brought in a high proportion of half-witted recruits  and he was quite capable of blowing up the ship. Pictures of Fletcher in the magazine with flint and steel occupied Hornblowers mind all the way back to the poop.

Well, Mr. Hornblower? asked the captain.

Ive promised them oblivion for their crimes to date, sir, said Hornblower. And immunity from punishment for a week.

He spoke with all the formality he could manage; he knew the danger he was in.

You promised them what, sir? demanded Courtney. What did you say?

Hornblower repeated himself.

God bless my soul! Oblivion and immunity for mutineers! Mr. Hornblower, I fail to understand.

I have pledged my word, sir, Hornblower said hotly, and yours, too. My honour is at stake, sir, and I do not have to tell you what that means to me.

Indeed, Mr. Hornblower? Indeed? Courtney was speaking coldly, and with his eyes narrowing. I do not have to say what I think of an officer who stakes his honour to mutineers. I hope this is the last you will hear of this affair, Mr. Hornblower, but I doubt it. You display altogether too much sympathy with the criminals.

The week of truce was one of horror for Hornblower. He knew how the crew would react to any course that they considered to be sharp practice. If Courtney did not play his part, if he would not let bygones be bygones, but instead had those fifteen men horribly punished, the consequences would be incalculable.

Hornblower expected a general mutiny and massacre, such as had happened when the crew of the Hermione rose and killed Pigott and the officers and surrendered their ship to the Spaniards. Courtney was one of the same class as Pigott, brutal and untrustworthy  it was not surprising that in a service employing two hundred thousand fighting men an occasional brute might attain promotion. Hornblower raged against the practical difficulties the admiralty experienced in detecting and replacing a brute across hundreds of miles of desolate sea, just as he raged against the fate that had placed him under the command of the brute  and just as he raged against the feeling of artistic discontent at seeing a potential masterpiece like H.M.S. Marguerite and its crew mishandled and wasted.

But it was during the night following the sixth day, as the Marguerite sailed the Biscay waters under a bright moon, that a sharp-eyed lookout at the masthead caught a glimpse of a dark shape just visible over the glittering water. Some ship or other was trying to break the blockade the Marguerite had been maintaining so relentlessly. Courtney was called on deck, and stared at the dark shape through his nightglass.

Thats Castilla, he said. Shes been ready for sea for six weeks back. Eighteen guns a side, so that Dutch trader said. Turn up the hands and beat to quarters.

Courtney rubbed his hands with pleasure as he walked the deck. Brutes sometimes attained promotion in the British navy, but cowards never. The prospect of fighting a ship of considerably superior force set his blood aflame. Hornblower beside him on the quarter-deck  he had the morning watch  could feel the mans passionate pleasure at the prospect of a fight.

Well be up to her by daylight, said Courtney. Well have her before eight bells. And then our friends Garton and Fletcher and company will get whats been waiting for them for a week. Thatll make a satisfactory morning. Steer small, you blasted soldier, you.

The last remark was addressed to the quartermaster at the wheel  Hornblower suspected that the mans attention had lapsed a little on overhearing the threat to flog the recent mutineers.

A little blade of orange fire pricked the dwindling darkness to leeward; the Castilla was trying the range.

Just like all Dagos, said Courtney. Never know how to wait.

Courtney knew; Hornblower grudgingly had to admit as much. The Marguerite held her fire as she ran grimly down upon her quarry, even though occasional shots from the Castilla cut a rope here and there, and opened one or two holes in her sails. Even trained seamen and gunners could not be trusted to load and fire to perfection once fire was opened. The first broadside, aimed with deliberation, was worth any five subsequent ones  it was a tactical necessity to save it up until it could be delivered with the most crushing effect. The shots from the Castilla hummed overhead; twice they crashed into the hull, and the surgeons crew of idlers had their first wounded to carry below, but Courtney would not allow a shot in return, while the night faded into a pearly dawn and the dawn changed to blazing day, and the Marguerite closed steadily upon the Castilla.

They were within half-gunshot at last; they could see with the naked eye the glitter of gold on the Castillas quarter-deck, where her officers stood looking back at the Marguerite. Over their heads hung from the peak the flaunting red and yellow of Spain.

Shes coming into the wind, said Courtney. Port your helm, there!

The Castilla was bracing around to meet her opponent; perhaps her captain had some idea of raking the Marguerite as she came down, but he had no chance against the well-handled English ship.

Starboard broadside, there! Mr. Cuffe, well board her in the smoke.

The Marguerite came grinding alongside the Castilla  foretop gallant mast snapping with the force of the collision  and as the ships touched, they heaved and rocked with the recoil of the almost simultaneous broadsides and the dense smoke billowed out, engulfing the two ships under the blue sky. The boarders were thronging the gangways, but Cuffe was not there to lead them  an unlucky shot had brought him down. There was a moments hesitation, and the gap had to be filled instantly, before the Spaniards had time to recover or reload, before the impetus died away. Hornblower saw the need, saw the hesitation.

Come on! he yelled. There was no room for any thought in his head save that instant action was necessary. He vaulted onto the bulwarks hat in hand  it did not even occur to him to draw a weapon.

Come on, boarders! he called, and he leaped onto the Castillas deck, where the dead and wounded lay, and where the remnants of the Spanish crew, dazed by the broadside, stood inactive. The boarders cheered and followed him.

Boarders away! shouted the petty officers, and everywhere the Marguerites men grabbed up weapons and came pouring over into the Castilla, yelling like madmen in their excitement.

Here and there resistance was offered to them. Somebody banged off a weapon apparently right at Hornblower, but the bullet missed him miraculously, although his left hand bore for the rest of his days the ingrained stain of the burning powder. Most of the Spaniards  raw recruits without a shred of discipline to hold them together  broke and ran before the attack, scuttling below to safety. Only on the high poop did the officers attempt a last resistance, but Hornblower, his mind working like lightning as the excitement keyed it up, collected his men in the waist and rushed at them, while at the same moment Courtney came down upon their flank with the afterguard from the Marguerites quarter-deck.

So the Castilla was won and Hornblower and Courtney met upon the high poop of the Castilla, Hornblower hatless and sweating and grimy in the sunshine, Courtney with his drawn sword dangling by its knot from his wrist.

Creditable, Mr. Hornblower, said Courtney. Positively creditable.

Hornblower realized that that was the highest praise. Thank you, sir, he said.

There was a loud popping of pistols under their feet  some desperate Spanish officers were still defending themselves in their cabins while the English boarders were beating in the doors. Hornblowers mind was still working like lightning. He realized at once the stimulating effect this victory would have upon the Marguerites crew, the chance open to Courtney to let bygones be bygones and turn his crew from a mass of sullen, incipient mutineers into an organization of enthusiasts such as Pellew commanded in the Indefatigable. And this was the one moment when he could proffer requests or suggestions. He swept the sweat from his forehead as he spoke.

If you please, sir, he said, I would like to submit that you select for the prize crew of the Castilla those men whom you marked for punishment last week. It would be a convenient way of ridding the ship of their influence.

Courtney stared at his dishevelled fourth lieutenant, stared at him and then ran his gaze over him from head to foot in a manner that made Hornblower ashamed of his honourable untidiness.

Indeed, sir? Do you think by any chance you are captain of the Marguerite? Oh, I suppose you had it in mind that I should appoint you prize master so that you could go off with your mutineering friends? That had not occurred to Hornblower at all, although now that it was suggested to him it seemed an excellent notion  too excellent to be hoped for.

Mr. Hornblower, said Courtney, you fill me with the gravest doubts  with very grave doubts indeed. I hardly know what course of action to follow with regard to you.

Hornblower looked despairingly about him. Another pistol shot went off under his feet. He thought of the Marguerite and the sullen discontent of her crew; he thought of everything, including the menace to his own career.

You mean that, sir? he said.

I mean all that I say! snapped Courtney.

Over on the quarter-deck of the Marguerite lay Fletcher, wounded; save for the helmsman the Marguerites quarter-deck was peopled only by the dead and the badly wounded. A stray puff of wind was swinging the sterns of the two ships closer together; Fletcher held a pistol in his hand, and he was pointing it toward the two officers  toward Courtney. Months of brutal ill-treatment had shocked Fletcher out of what little wits he had. Hornblowers instinct was to put out his hand and drag Courtney out of the line of fire. There was only the tiniest moment of hesitation between the thought and the action, a moment during which Hornblower could think once more of the approaching ruin of the Marguerite if Courtney should continue unchecked. Then his hand went to Courtneys shoulder, at the very moment when Fletchers pistol banged, and Courtney fell to the deck with the bullet in his knee.

The ministrations of the Marguerites surgeon made it finally certain that Courtneys wound would incapacitate him from further service. That was how Hornblower received his important promotion to first lieutenant of the Marguerite. His conscience troubled him often enough after that, largely because of that promotion; but he was so busy restoring the discipline and good spirits of the Marguerites crew that he was able usually to shrug off those accusations of his conscience. After all, the incident had certainly resulted in the further good of the service. And discipline had not suffered as a result of Fletchers action, for no one had seen him fire the shot  it had passed unnoticed among the popping of the pistols in the Castillas cabins. No one had seen it, that is to say, save Hornblower, and he never told.





Hornblower and the Widow McCool
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OR, HORNBLOWERS TEMPTATION

THE CHANNEL FLEET was taking shelter at last. The roaring westerly gales had worked up to such a pitch that timber and canvas and cordage could withstand them no longer, and nineteen ships of the line and seven frigates, with Admiral Lord Bridport flying his flag in HMS Victory, had momentarily abandoned that watch over Brest which they had maintained for six years. Now they were rounding Berry Head and dropping anchor in the shelter of Tor Bay. A landsman, with that wind shrieking round him, might be pardoned for wondering how much shelter was to be found there, but to the weary and weatherbeaten crews who had spent so long tossing in the Biscay waves and clawing away from the rocky coast of Brittany, that foam-whitened anchorage was like paradise. Boats could even be sent in to Brixham and Torquay to return with letters and fresh water; in most of the ships, officers and men had gone for three months without either. Even on that winter day there was intense physical pleasure in opening the throat and pouring down it a draught of fresh clear water, so different from the stinking green liquid doled out under guard yesterday.

The junior lieutenant in HMS Renown was walking the deck muffled in his heavy pea-jacket while his ship wallowed at her anchor. The piercing wind set his eyes watering, but he continually gazed through his telescope nevertheless; for, as signal lieutenant, he was responsible for the rapid reading and transmission of messages, and this was a likely moment for orders to be given regarding sick and stores, and for captains and admirals to start chattering together, for invitations to dinner to be passed back and forth, and even for news to be disseminated.

He watched a small boat claw its way toward the ship from the French prize the fleet had snapped up yesterday on its way up-Channel. Hart, masters mate, had been sent on board from the Renown, as prizemaster, miraculously making the perilous journey. Now here was Hart, with the prize safely anchored amid the fleet, returning on board to make some sort of report. That hardly seemed likely to be of interest to a signal lieutenant, but Hart appeared excited as he came on board, and hurried below with his news after reporting himself in the briefest terms to the officer of the watch. But only a very few minutes passed before the signal lieutenant found himself called upon to be most active.

It was Captain Sawyer himself who came on deck, Hart following him, to supervise the transmission of the messages. Mr Hornblower!

Sir!

Kindly send this signal.

It was for the Admiral himself, from the Captain; that part was easy; only two hoists were necessary to say, Renown to Flag, And there were other technical terms which could be quickly expressed  prize and French and brig  but there were names which would have to be spelled out letter for letter. Prize is French national brig Espérance having on board Barry McCool.

Mr James! bellowed Hornblower. The signal midshipman was waiting at his elbow, but midshipmen should always be bellowed at, especially by a lieutenant with a very new commission.

Hornblower reeled off the numbers, and the signal went soaring up to the yardarm; the signal halyards vibrated wildly as the gale tore at the flags. Captain Sawyer waited on deck for the reply; this business must be important. Hornblower read the message again, for until that moment he had only studied it as something to be transmitted. But even on reading it he did not know why the message should be important. Until three months before, he had been a prisoner in Spanish hands for two weary years, and there were gaps in his knowledge of recent history. The name of Barry McCool meant nothing to him.

On the other hand, it seemed to mean a great deal to the Admiral, for hardly had sufficient time elapsed for the message to be carried below to him than a question soared up to the Victorys yardarm.

Flag to Renown. Hornblower read those flags as they broke and was instantly for the rest of the message. Is McCool alive?

Reply affirmative, said Captain Sawyer.

And the affirmative had hardly been hoisted before the next signal was fluttering in the Victory.

Have him on board at once. Court martial will assemble.

A court martial! Who on earth was this man McCool? A deserter? The recapture of a mere deserter would not be a matter for the Commander-in-Chief. A traitor? Strange that a traitor should be court martialled in the fleet. But there it was. A word from the captain sent Hart scurrying overside to bring this mysterious prisoner on board, while signal after signal went up from the Victory convening the court martial in the Renown.

Hornblower was kept busy enough reading the messages; he had only a glance to spare when Hart had his prisoner and his sea chest hoisted up over the port side. A youngish man, tall and slender, his hands were tied behind him  which was why he had to be hoisted in  and he was hatless, so that his long red hair streamed in the wind. He wore a blue uniform with red facings  a French infantry uniform, apparently. The name, the uniform and the red hair combined to give Hornblower his first insight into the situation. McCool must be an Irishman. While Hornblower had been a prisoner in Ferrol, there had been, he knew, a bloody rebellion in Ireland. Irishmen who had escaped had taken service with France in large number. This must be one of them, but it hardly explained why the Admiral should take it upon himself to try him instead of handing him over to the civil authorities.

Hornblower had to wait an hour for the explanation, until, at two bells in the next watch, dinner was served in the gun room.

Therell be a pretty little ceremony tomorrow morning, said Clive, the surgeon. He put his hand to his neck in a gesture which Hornblower thought hideous.

I hope the effect will be salutary, said Roberts, the second lieutenant. The foot of the table, where he sat, was for the moment the head, because Buckland, the first lieutenant, was absent attending to the preparations for the court martial.

But why should we hang him? asked Hornblower.

Roberts rolled an eye on him.

Deserter, he said, and then went on. Of course, youre a newcomer. I entered him myself, into this very ship, in 98. Hart spotted him at once.

But I thought he was a rebel?

A rebel as well, said Roberts. The quickest way out of Ireland  the only way, in fact  in 98 was to join the armed forces.

I see, said Hornblower.

We got a hundred hands that autumn, said Smith, another lieutenant.

And no questions would be asked, thought Hornblower. His country, fighting for her life, needed seamen as a drowning man needs air, and was prepared to make them out of any raw material that presented itself.

McCool deserted one dark night when we were becalmed off the Penmarks, explained Roberts. Got through a lower gun port with a grating to float him. We thought he was drowned until news came through from Paris that he was there, up to his old games. He boasted of what hed done  thats how we knew him to be OShaughnessy, as he called himself when we had him.

Wolfe Tone had a French uniform, said Smith. And theyd have strung him up if he hadnt cut his own throat first.

Uniform only aggravates the offence when hes a deserter, said Roberts.

Hornblower had much to think about. First there was the nauseating thought that there would be an execution in the morning. Then there was this eternal Irish problem, about which the more he thought the more muddled he became. If just the bare facts were considered, there could be no problem. In the world at the moment, Ireland could choose only between the domination of England and the domination of France; no other possibility existed in a world at war. And it seemed unbelievable that anyone would wish to escape from English overlordship  absentee landlords and Catholic disabilities notwithstanding  in order to submit to the rapacity and cruelty and venality of the French republic. To risk ones life to effect such an exchange would be a most illogical thing to do, but logic, Hornblower concluded sadly, had no bearing upon patriotism, and the bare facts were the least considerable factors.

And in the same way the English methods were subject to criticism as well. There could be no doubt that the Irish people looked upon Wolfe Tone and Fitzgerald as martyrs, and would look upon McCool in the same light. There was nothing so effective as a few martyrdoms to ennoble and invigorate a cause.

The hanging of McCool would merely be adding fuel to the fire that England sought to extinguish. Two peoples actuated by the most urgent of motives  self-preservation and patriotism  were at grips in a struggle which could have no satisfactory ending for any lengthy time to come.

Buckland, the first lieutenant, came into the gun room with the preoccupied look commonly worn by first lieutenants with a weight of responsibility on their shoulders. He ran his glance over the assembled company, and all the junior officers, sensing that unpleasant duties were about to be allocated, did their unobtrusive best not to meet his eye. Inevitably it was the name of the most junior lieutenant which rose to Bucklands lips.

Mr Hornblower, he said.

Sir! replied Hornblower, doing his best now to keep resignation out of his voice.

I am going to make you responsible for the prisoner.

Sir? said Hornblower, with a different intonation.

Hart will be giving evidence at the court martial, explained Buckland  it was a vast condescension that he should deign to explain at all. The master-at-arms is a fool, you know. I want McCool brought up for trial safe and sound, and I want him kept safe and sound afterward. Im repeating the captains own words, Mr Hornblower.

Aye, aye, sir, said Hornblower, for there was nothing else to be said.

No Wolfe Tone tricks with McCool, said Smith.

Wolfe Tone had cut his own throat the night before he was due to be hanged, and had died in agony a week later.

Ask me for anything you may need, Mr Hornblower, said Buckland.

Aye, aye, sir.

Side boys! suddenly roared a voice on deck overhead, and Buckland hurried out; the approach of an officer of rank meant that the court martial was beginning to assemble.

Hornblowers chin was on his breast. It was a hard, unrelenting world, and he was an officer in the hardest and most unrelenting service in that world  a service in which a man could no more say I cannot than he could say I dare not.

Bad luck, Horny, said Smith, with surprising gentleness, and there were other murmurs of sympathy from round the table.

Obey orders, young man, said Roberts quietly.

Hornblower rose from his chair. He could not trust himself to speak, so that it was with a hurried bow that he quitted the company at the table.

Es ere, safe an sound, Mr Ornblower, said the master-at-arms, halting in the darkness of the lower tween decks.

A marine sentry at the door moved out of the way, and the master-at-arms shone the light of his candle lantern on a keyhole in the door and inserted the key.

I put im in this empty storeroom, sir, went on the master-at-arms. Es got two of my corporals along with im.

The door opened, revealing the light of another candle lantern. The air inside the room was foul; McCool was sitting on a chest, while two of the ships corporals sat on the deck with their backs to the bulkhead. The corporals rose at an officers entrance, but even so, there was almost no room for the two newcomers. Hornblower cast a vigilant eye round the arrangements. There appeared to be no chance of escape or suicide. In the end, he steeled himself to meet McCools eyes.

I have been put in charge of you, he said.

That is most gratifying to me, Mr  Mr  said McCool, rising from the chest.

Hornblower.

I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr Hornblower.

McCool spoke in a cultured voice, with only enough of Ireland in it to betray his origin. He had tied back the red locks into a neat queue, and even in the faint candlelight his blue eyes gave strange reflections.

Is there anything you need? asked Hornblower.

I could eat and I could drink, replied McCool. Seeing that nothing has passed my lips since the Espérance was captured.

That was yesterday. The man had had neither food nor water for more than twenty-four hours.

I will see to it, said Hornblower. Anything more?

A mattress  a cushion  something on which I can sit, said McCool. He waved a hand towards his sea chest. I bear an honoured name, but I have no desire to bear it imprinted on my person.

The sea chest was of a rich mahogany. The lid was a thick slab of wood whose surface had been chiselled down to leave his name  B. I. McCool  standing out in high relief.

Ill send you in a mattress too, said Hornblower.

A lieutenant in uniform appeared at the door.

Im Payne, on the Admirals staff, he explained to Hornblower. I have orders to search this man.

Certainly, said Hornblower.

You have my permission, said McCool.

The master-at-arms and his assistants had to quit the crowded little room to enable Payne to do his work, while Hornblower stood in the corner and watched. Payne was quick and efficient. He made McCool strip to the skin and examined his clothes with care  seams, linings and buttons. He crumpled each portion carefully, with his ear to the material, apparently to hear if there were papers concealed inside. Then he knelt down to the chest; the key was already in the lock, and he swung it open. Uniforms, shirts, underclothing, gloves; each article was taken out, examined and laid aside. There were two small portraits of children, to which Payne gave special attention without discovering anything.

The things you are looking for, said McCool, were all dropped overside before the prize-crew could reach the Espérance. Youll find nothing to betray my fellow countrymen, and you may as well save yourself that trouble.

You can put your clothes on again, said Payne curtly to McCool. He nodded to Hornblower and hurried out again.

A man whose politeness is quite overwhelming, said McCool, buttoning his breeches.

Ill attend to your requests, said Hornblower.

He paused only long enough to enjoin the strictest vigilance on the master-at-arms and the ships corporals before hastening away to give orders for McCool to be given food and water, and he returned quickly. McCool drank his quart of water eagerly, and made effort to eat the ships biscuit and meat.

No knife. No fork, he commented.

No, replied Hornblower in a tone devoid of expression.

I understand.

It was strange to stand there gazing down at this man who was going to die tomorrow, biting not very efficiently at the lump of tough meat which he held to his teeth.

The bulkhead against which Hornblower leaned vibrated slightly, and the sound of a gun came faintly down to them. It was the signal that the court martial was about to open.

Do we go? asked McCool.

Yes.

Then I can leave this delicious food without any breach of good manners.

Up the ladders to the main deck, two marines leading, McCool following them, Hornblower following him, and two ships corporals bringing up the rear.

I have frequently traversed these decks, said McCool, looking round him, with less ceremonial.

Hornblower was watching carefully lest he should break away and throw himself into the sea.

The court martial. Gold lace and curt efficient routine, as the Renown swung to her anchors and the timbers of the ship transmitted the sound of the rigging vibrating in the gale. Evidence of identification. Curt questions.

Nothing I could say would be listened to amid these emblems of tyranny, said McCool in reply to the president of the court.

It needed no more than fifteen minutes to condemn a man to death: The sentence of this court is that you, Barry Ignatius McCool, by hanged by the neck 

The storeroom to which Hornblower escorted McCool back was now a condemned cell. A hurrying midshipman asked for Hornblower almost as soon as they arrived there.

Captains compliments, sir, and hed like to speak to you.

Very good, said Hornblower.

The Admirals with him, sir, added the midshipman in a burst of confidence.

Rear Admiral the Honourable Sir William Cornwallis was indeed in the captains cabin, along with Payne and Captain Sawyer. He started to go straight to the point the moment Hornblower had been presented to him.

Youre the officer charged with carrying out the execution? he asked.

Yes, sir.

Now lookee here, young sir 

Cornwallis was a popular admiral, strict but kindly, and of unflinching courage and towering professional ability. Under his nickname of Billy Blue he was the hero of uncounted anecdotes and ballads. But having got so far in what he was intending to say, he betrayed a hesitation alien to his character. Hornblower waited for him to continue.

Lookee here, said Cornwallis again. Theres to be no speechifying when hes strung up.

No, sir? said Hornblower.

A quarter of the hands in this ship are Irish, went on Cornwallis. Id as lief have a light taken into the magazine as to have McCool make a speech to em.

I understand, sir, said Hornblower.

But there was a ghastly routine about executions. From time immemorial the condemned man had been allowed to address his last words to the onlookers.

String him up, said Cornwallis, and thatll show em what to expect if they run off. But once let him open his mouth  That fellow has the gift of the gab, and well have this crew unsettled for the next six months.

Yes, sir.

So see to it, young sir. Fill him full o rum, maybe. But let him speak at your peril.

Aye, aye, sir.

Payne followed Hornblower out of the cabin when he was dismissed.

You might stuff his mouth with oakum, he suggested. With his hands tied he could not get it out.

Yes. said Hornblower, his blood running cold.

Ive found a priest for him, went on Payne, but hes Irish too. We cant rely on him to tell McCool to keep his mouth shut.

Yes, said Hornblower.

McCools devilish cunning. No doubt hed throw everything overboard before they captured him.

What was he intending to do? asked Hornblower.

Land in Ireland and stir up fresh trouble. Lucky we caught him. Lucky for that matter, we could charge him with desertion and make a quick business of it.

Yes, said Hornblower.

Dont rely on making him drunk, said Payne, although that was Billy Blues advice. Drunk or sober, these Irishmen can always talk. Ive given you the best hint.

Yes, said Hornblower, concealing a shudder.

He went back into the condemned cell like a man condemned himself. McCool was sitting on the straw mattress Hornblower had had sent in, and the two ships corporals still had him under their observation.

Here comes Jack Ketch, said McCool with a smile that almost escaped appearing forced.

Hornblower plunged into the matter in hand; he could see no tactful way of approach.

Tomorrow  he said.

Yes, tomorrow?

Tomorrow you are to make no speeches, he said.

None? No farewell to my countrymen?

No.

You are robbing a condemned man of his last privilege.

I have my orders, said Hornblower.

And you propose to enforce them?

Yes.

May I ask how?

I can stop your mouth with tow, said Hornblower brutally.

McCool looked at the pale, strained face. You do not appear to me to be the ideal executioner, said McCool, and then a new idea seemed to strike him. Supposing I were to save you that trouble?

How?

I could give you my parole to say nothing.

Hornblower tried to conceal his doubts as to whether he could trust a fanatic about to die.

Oh, you wouldnt have to trust my bare word, said McCool bitterly. We can strike a bargain, if you will. You need not carry out your half unless I have already carried out mine.

A bargain?

Yes. Allow me to write to my widow. Promise me to send her the letter and my sea chest here  you can see it is of sentimental value  and I, on my side, promise to say no word from the time of leaving this place here until  until  Even McCool faltered at that point. Is that explicit enough?

Well  said Hornblower.

You can read the letter, added McCool. You saw that other gentleman search my chest. Even though you send these things to Dublin, you can be sure that they contain nothing of what you would call treason.

Ill read the letter before I agree, said Hornblower.

It seemed a way out of a horrible situation. There would be small trouble about finding a coaster destined for Dublin; for a few shillings he could send letter and chest there.

Ill send you in pen and ink and paper, said Hornblower.

It was time to make the other hideous preparations. To have a whip rove at the portside fore yardarm, and to see that the line ran easily through the block. To weight the line and mark a ring with chalk on the gangway where the end rested. To see that the noose ran smooth. To arrange with Buckland for ten men to be detailed to pull when the time came. Hornblower went through it all like a man in a nightmare.

Back in the condemned cell, McCool was pale and wakeful, but he could still force a smile.

You can see that I had trouble wooing the muse, he said.

At his feet lay a couple of sheets of paper, and Hornblower, glancing at them, could see that they were covered with what looked like attempts at writing poetry. The erasures and alterations were numerous.

But here is my fair copy, said McCool, handing over another sheet.

My darling wife, the letter began. It is hard to find words to say farewell to my very dearest 

It was not easy for Hornblower to force himself to read that letter. It was as if he had to peer through a mist to make out the words. But they were only the words of a man writing to his beloved, whom he would never see again. That at least was plain. He compelled himself to read through the affectionate sentences. At the end it said: I append a poor poem by which in the years to come you may remember me, my dearest love. And now goodbye, until we shall be together in heaven. Your husband, faithful unto death, Barry Ignatius McCool.

Then came the poem.

Ye heavenly powers! Stand by me when I die!

The bee ascends before my rolling eye.

Life still goes on within the heartless town.

Dark forces claim my soul. So strike em down.

The sea will rise, the sea will fall. So turn

Full circle. Turn again. And then will burn

The lambent flames while hell will lift its head.

So pray for me while I am numbered with the dead

Hornblower read through the turgid lines and puzzled over their obscure imagery. But he wondered if he would be able to write a single line that would make sense if he knew he was going to die in a few hours.

The superscription is on the other side, said McCool, and Hornblower turned the sheet over. The letter was addressed to the Widow McCool, in some street in Dublin. Will you accept my word now? asked McCool.

Yes, said Hornblower.

The horrible thing was done in the grey hours of the morning.

Hands to witness punishment.

The pipes twittered and the hands assembled in the waist, facing forward. The marines stood in lines across the deck. There were masses and masses of white faces, which Hornblower saw when he brought McCool up from below. There was a murmur when McCool appeared. Around the ship lay boats from all the rest of the fleet, filled with men  men sent to witness the punishment, but ready also to storm the ship should the crew stir. The chalk ring on the gangway, and McCool standing in it. The signal gun; the rush of feet as the ten hands heaved away on the line. And McCool died, as he had promised, without saying a word.

The body hung at the yardarm, and as the ship rolled in the swell that came round Berry Head, so the body swung and dangled, doomed to hang there until nightfall, while Hornblower, sick and pale, began to seek out a coaster which planned to call at Dublin from Brixham, so that he could fulfill his half of the bargain. But he could not fulfil it immediately; nor did the dead body hang there for its allotted time. The wind was backing northerly and was showing signs of moderating. A westerly gale would keep the French fleet shut up in Brest; a northerly one might well bring them out, and the Channel Fleet must hurry to its post again. Signals flew from the flagships.

Hands to the capstan! bellowed the bosuns mates in twenty-four ships. Hands make sail!

With double-reefed topsails set, the ships of the Channel Fleet formed up and began their long slant down-Channel. In the Renown it had been, Mr Hornblower, see that that is disposed of While the hands laboured at the capstan the corpse was lowered from the yardarm and sewn into a weighted bit of sailcloth. Clear of Berry Head it was cast overside without ceremony or prayer. McCool had died a felons death and must be given a felons burial. And, close-hauled, the big ships clawed their way back to their posts amid the rocks and currents of the Brittany coast. And on board the Renown there was one unhappy lieutenant, at least, plagued by dreadful memories.

In the tiny cabin which he shared with Smith there was something that kept Hornblower continually reminded of that morning: the mahogany chest with the name B. I. McCool in high relief on the lid. And in Hornblowers letter case lay that last letter and the rambling, delirious poem. Hornblower could send neither on to the widow until the Renown should return again to an English harbour, and he was irked that he had not yet fulfilled his half of the bargain. The sight of the chest under his cot jarred on his nerves; its presence in their little cabin irritated Smith.

Hornblower could not rid his memory of McCool; nor, beating about in a ship of the line on the dreary work of blockade, was there anything to distract him from his obsession. Spring was approaching and the weather was moderating. So that when he opened his leather case and found that letter staring at him again, he felt undiminished that revulsion of spirit. He turned the sheet over; in the half-dark of the little cabin he could hardly read the gentle words of farewell. He knew that strange poem almost by heart, and he peered at it again, sacrilege though it seemed to try to analyse the thoughts of the brave and frightened man who had written it during his final agony of spirit. The bee ascends before my rolling eye. What could possibly be the feeling that inspired that strange imagery? Turn full circle. Turn again. Why should the heavenly powers do that?

A startling thought suddenly began to wake to life in Hornblowers mind. The letter, with its tender phrasing, had been written without correction or erasure. But this poem; Hornblower remembered the discarded sheets covered with scribbling. It had been written with care and attention. A madman, a man distraught with trouble, might produce a meaningless poem with such prolonged effort, but then he would not have written that letter. Perhaps 

Hornblower sat up straight instead of lounging back on his cot. So strike em down. There was no apparent reason why McCool should have written em instead of them. Hornblower mouthed the words. To say them did not mar either euphony or rhythm. There might be a code. But then why the chest? Why had McCool asked for the chest to be forwarded with its uninteresting contents of clothing? There were two portraits of children; they could easily have been made into a package. The chest with its solid slabs of mahogany and its raised name was a handsome piece of furniture, but it was all very puzzling.

With the letter still in his hand, he got down from the cot and dragged out the chest. B. I. McCool. Barry Ignatius McCool. Payne had gone carefully through the contents of the chest. Hornblower unlocked it and glanced inside again; he could see nothing meriting particular attention, and he closed the lid again and turned the key. B. I. McCool. A secret compartment! In a fever, Hornblower opened the chest again, flung out the contents and examined sides and bottom. It called for only the briefest examination to assure him that there was no room there for anything other than a microscopic secret compartment. The lid was thick and heavy, but he could see nothing suspicious about it. He closed it again and fiddled with the raised letters, without result.

He had actually decided to replace the contents when a fresh thought occurred to him. The bee ascends! Feverishly Hornblower took hold of the B on the lid. He pushed it, tried to turn it. The bee ascends! He put thumb and finger into the two hollows in the loops of the B, took a firm grip and pulled upward. He was about to give up when the letter yielded a little, rising up out of the lid half an inch. Hornblower opened the box again, and could see nothing different. Fool that he was! Before my rolling eye. Thumb and forefinger on the I. First this way, then that way  and it turned!

Still no apparent further result. Hornblower looked at the poem again. Life still goes on within the heartless town. He could make nothing of that. Dark forces claim my soul. No. Of course! Strike em down. That em. Hornblower put his hand on the M of McCool and pressed vigorously. It sank down into the lid. The sea will rise, the sea will fall. Under firm pressure the first C slid upward, the second C slid downward. Turn full circle. Turn again. Round went one O, and then round went the other in the opposite direction. There was only the L now. Hornblower glanced at the poem. Hell will lift its head. He guessed it at once; he took hold of the top of the L and pulled; the letter rose out of the lid as though hinged along the bottom, and at the same moment there was a loud decisive click inside the lid. Nothing else was apparent, and Hornblower gingerly took hold of the lid and lifted it. Only half of it came up; the lower half stayed where it was, and in the oblong hollow between there lay a mass of papers, neatly packaged.

The first package was a surprise. Hornblower, peeping into it, saw that it was a great wad of five-pound notes  a very large sum of money. A second package was similar. Ample money here to finance the opening moves of a new rebellion. The first thing he saw inside the next package was a list of names, with brief explanations written beside each. Hornblower did not have to read very far before he knew that this package contained the information necessary to start the rebellion. In the last package was a draft proclamation ready for printing. Irishmen! it began.

Hornblower took his seat on the cot again and tried to think, swaying with the motion of the ship. There was money that would make him rich for life. There was information which, if given to the government, would clutter every gallows in Ireland. Struck by a sudden thought, he put everything back into the chest and closed the lid.

For the moment it was a pleasant distraction, saving him from serious thought, to study the ingenious mechanism of the secret lock. Unless each operation was gone through in turn, nothing happened. The I would not turn unless the B was first pulled out, and it was most improbable that a casual investigator would pull at that B with the necessary force. It was most unlikely that anyone without a clue would ever discover how to open the lid, and the joint in the wood was marvellously well concealed. It occurred to Hornblower that when he should announce his discovery matters would go badly with Payne, who had been charged with searching McCools effects. Payne would be the laughing stock of the fleet, a man both damned and condemned.

Hornblower thrust the chest back under the cot and, secure now against any unexpected entrance by Smith, went on to try to think about his discovery. That letter of McCools had told the truth. Faithful unto death. McCools last thought had been for the cause in which he died. If the wind in Tor Bay had stayed westerly another few hours, that chest might have made its way to Dublin. On the other hand, now there would be commendation for him, praise, official notice  all very necessary to a junior lieutenant with no interests behind him to gain him his promotion to captain. And the hangman would have more work to do in Ireland. Hornblower remembered how McCool had died, and felt fresh nausea at the thought. Ireland was quiet now. And the victories of St Vincent and the Nile and Camperdown had put an end to the imminent danger which England had gone through. England could afford to be merciful. He could afford to be merciful. And the money?

Later on, when Hornblower thought about this incident in his past life, he cynically decided that he resisted temptation because bank notes are tricky things, numbered and easy to trace, and the ones in the chest might even have been forgeries manufactured by the French government. But Hornblower misinterpreted his own motives, possibly in self-defence, because they were so vague and so muddled that he was ashamed of them. He wanted to forget about McCool. He wanted to think of the whole incident as closed.

There were many hours to come of pacing the deck before he reached his decision, and there were several sleepless nights. But Hornblower made up his mind in the end, and made his preparations thoughtfully, and when the time came he acted with decision. It was a quiet evening when he had the first watch; darkness had dosed in on the Bay of Biscay, and the Renown, under easy sail, was loitering along over the black water with her consorts just in sight. Smith was at cards with the purser and the surgeon in the gun room. A word from Hornblower sent the two stupidest men of the watch down below to his cabin to carry up the sea chest, which he had laboriously covered with canvas in preparation for this night. It was heavy, for buried among the clothing inside were two twenty-four-pound shot. They left it in the scuppers at Hornblowers order. And then, when at four bells it was time for the Renown to tack, he was able, with one tremendous heave, to throw the thing overboard. The splash went unnoticed as the Renown tacked.

There was still that letter. It lay in Hornblowers writing case to trouble him when he saw it. Those tender sentences, that affectionate farewell; it seemed a shame that McCools widow should not have the privilege of seeing them and treasuring them. But  but  When the Renown lay in the Hamoaze, completing for the West Indies, Hornblower found himself sitting at dinner next to Payne. It took a little while to work the conversation around in the right direction.

By the way, said Hornblower with elaborate casualness, did McCool leave a widow?

A widow? No. Before he left Paris he was involved in a notorious scandal with La Gitanita, the dancer. But no widow.

Oh, said Hornblower.

That letter, then, was as good a literary exercise as the poem had been. Hornblower realized that the arrival of a chest and a letter addressed to the Widow McCool at that particular house in Dublin would have received the attention it deserved from the people who lived there. It was a little irritating that he had given so much thought to the widow, but now the letter could follow the chest overside. And Payne would not be made the laughing tock of the fleet.





Hornblowers Charitable Offering
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HMS SUTHERLAND OF two decks and seventy-four guns, Captain Horatio Hornblower, was on her way north from Gibraltar to her rendezvous in the Western Mediterranean. To port lay the coast of Spain; to starboard, and barely in sight, just peeping over the horizon, lay the hilltops of one of the Balearic Islands, Ibiza. Spain was now an ally of England, and it was no business of the Sutherlands to intercept Spanish trade or fight Spanish ships of war. Only the French were now enemies, and the French conquest of Spain had not progressed as far south yet as Valencia. It was to take a hand in the struggle in Catalonia that the Sutherlandat least so Hornblower suspected  was being sent north. Meanwhile he had little enough to worry him; a full crew, a wellfound ship, and nothing special to do until he reached his rendezvous. It was a period of transition, from one duty to another, and Hornblower revelled in the feeling of suspended animation and freedom. The Sutherland was laying over her ponderous bulk as she stood to the north close-hauled to a fine easterly wind, and Hornblower paced his deck breathing deep of the crisp air and the healing sunshine.

It was the lookout at the foretop masthead who broke into the happy neutrality of his mood.

Deck, there! If you please, sir, theres something adrift right ahead; might just be wreckage, sir  cant rightly tell yet.

Right ahead?

Aye aye, sir. Were coming right up to it. Might be a raft, sir  think I can see a man  two men, perhaps, sir.

There was an obvious explanation of the presence of a raft with men on it at sea in wartime  they might be the survivors of a battle to the death, here where the struggle for the mastery of the sea was being fought out. The Sutherland could run down to investigate without fear; there was a curious shifting sensation in Hornblowers skull when he thought of the numerous inventors who were putting forward suggestions by which small boats could explode by charges of gunpowder against the side of a ship of the line. If ever they should succeed in their wild schemes the day of the battleships magnificent security would be over and instead the utmost caution would be necessary in approaching strange objects. But that was all nonsense, of course, and Hornblower shrugged it away from him carelessly; the ridiculous train of thought had occupied his mind during all the minutes necessary to raise the strange object to within sight of the deck.

Its a raft, sure enough, sir, said Lieutenant Bush, glass to eye, and gazing across the sunlit water. Theres one man waving, and I think theres another one there, too.

Heave to when you get to windard of her, ordered Hornblower.

Bush took the Sutherland up close to the strange object, and hove to neatly.

Queer sort of raft, he said, peering over the dancing water as the Sutherlands leeway carried her down to it.

It was nothing more than a couple of logs bound crudely together; the waves broke over it so that the two men on it were to some extent always submerged. One man was kneeling, holding a crude paddle in his hand, while the other lay with occasionally even his head buried under the water which washed over his body.

Heave em a line, said Hornblower.

But even the man who was kneeling was too weak for the deftly cast rope to be of use to him. He fumbled with it and lost his grip, his head falling forward with exhaustion. The quarterboat had finally to be hoisted out and the two men brought on board in a bosuns chair swung from the mainyard arm. They lay there brown and naked, like the Indians of San Salvador, and most desperately emaciated; every bone was standing out clear and well defined, as though straining against the leathery skin stretched over it. Their long lank hair and beards dripped water on the deck. One lay motionless, the other held out a feeble hand to them as they stared down at them; with a croaking voice he pointed down his throat.

Thirsty, poor devil, said Bush; a gesture from Hornblower had already sent one of the hands running for water.

The castaways drank eagerly, and to Hornblower and Bush it was as if a miracle were being performed before their eyes, almost like the raising of the dead, to see the astonishing effect of the water upon them. They revived magically; the one who had lain upon the deck, and whose head had had to be supported to allow him to drink, sat up. A deaths head smile split his lean face.

I expect theyre hungry as well, said Bush. They look as if they might be.

It only called for a nod from Hornblower for somebody to go and seek for food for them.

Who are you? asked Hornblower.

François, said the stronger one. He had blue eyes which looked oddly out of place in his brown face.

Frenchies, by God! said Bush.

Where do you come from? asked Hornblower, repeating himself in limping French when he saw he was not understood.

The blue-eyed one extended an arm like a stick towards the Balearics to windward.

Cabrera, he said. We were prisoners.

Hornblower and Bush exchanged glances and Bush whistled  Bush could at least understand the gesture and the first word of the reply. Cabrera was a previously uninhabited islet which the Spaniards were using as a camp for their French prisoners of war.

The dark eyed castaway was speaking rapidly in a hoarse voice.

You wont send us back there, monsieur? he said. Make us your prisoners instead. We cannot

He became unintelligible with weakness and excitement. Bush, observant as usual, was yet puzzled by what he could see.

I can understand their being thirsty, he said, but they couldnt have got as thin as that just coming from Cabrera. They could have paddled that raft of theirs here in a couple of days, even without a wind.

When did you leave Cabrera? asked Hornblower.

Yesterday.

Hornblower translated to Bush.

That sunburn of theirs is months old, said Bush. The fellows cant have worn a pair of breeches in weeks. There must be funny doings in Cabrera.

Tell me, said Hornblower to the castaways, how did you become  like this?

It was a long story, the longer as it was interrupted while the castaways ate and drank, and while Hornblower translated the more sensational parts to Bush.

There were twenty thousand of the poor devils  mainly the army which had surrendered at Baylen, but prisoners taken in a hundred other skirmishes as well  who had annoyed their Spanish captors inexpressibly while they were kept on the mainland by their continual attempts to escape. Finally the Spaniards had taken the whole twenty thousand and dumped them down on the island of Cabrera, a mere rock of only a few square miles. That had been two years ago; there was no need for any Spanish garrison on the island itself  British sea power made it impossible for any French ship to attempt a rescue, and there was nothing with which to make boats except for rare driftwood. For two years these twenty thousand miserable wretches had lived on the rock, scraping holes for shelter from the summer sun and winter storms.

There are only two wells, monsieur, said the blue-eyed Frenchman, and sometimes they run dry. But often it rains.

Hornblowers mathematical mind dealt with the time problem of supplying twenty thousand men with water from two wells. Each man would be lucky if he got one drink a day, even if the wells never ran dry.

Of course there was no fuel on the island  not one of the twenty thousand had seen a spark of fire for two years, and no clothing had survived two years of exposure and wear.

The Spaniards landed food for them at intervals, which was eaten raw.

It is never enough, monsieur, explained the Frenchman  Hornblower was acquainted with Spanish methods, and could understand and sometimes it does not come at all. Because of the wind, monsieur. When the wind is in the east, monsieur, we starve.

Bush was looking at the chart and the sailing directions for the Western Mediterranean.

Thats right, sir, he announced. Theres only one landing beach, and thats on the east. Its impracticable to land in easterly winds. It mentions the two wells and says theres no wood.

They are supposed to bring food twice a week, monsieur, said the Frenchman. But sometimes it has been three weeks before they have been able to put it ashore.

Three weeks!

Yes, monsieur.

But  but

Those of us who are wise have little stores hidden away in the rocks for those times, monsieur. We have to defend them, of course. And as for the others  There is usually plenty of one kind of food for them to eat, monsieur. There are not twenty thousand of us by now.

Hornblower looked out through the cabin window at the dull smudge on the horizon where, in this enlightened nineteenth century, actual cannibalism was still taking place.

God bless us all! said Bush, solemnly.

There had been no food for a week when we escaped yesterday, monsieur. But easterly winds always bring driftwood, as well as famine. We found two treetrunks, Marcel and I. There were many who wanted to take the chance, monsieur. But we are strong, stronger than most on the island.

The Frenchman looked almost with complacency down at his skinny arms.

Yes indeed we are, said Marcel. Even if your ship had not seen us, we might have reached Spain alive. I suppose our Emperor has now conquered all the mainland?

Not yet, replied Hornblower briefly. He was not prepared at short notice to try to explain the vast chaos which was acquiring the name of the Peninsular War.

The Spaniards still hold Valencia, he said. If you had managed to get there they would only have sent you back to Cabrera.

The Frenchmen looked at each other; they would have grown voluble again, but Hornblower checked them testily.

Go and try to sleep, he said, and he stamped out of the cabin.

Up on deck the air seemed purer, after the foul pictures which the Frenchmens stories had called up in his mind. Hornblower loathed human suffering; he walked his deck tormented by the thought of the starving Frenchmen on Cabrera. This brisk Levanter, blowing from the east, would go on blowing for another week at least, if he could read weather signs  and he thought he could. It was none of his business to worry about French prisoners of war in Spanish hands. Cabrera lay out of his course. British government stores should be conserved strictly for the use of his own ship. He would have the devils own time explaining to his admiral if he did anything to relieve the misery on Cabrera. No sensible man would attempt it; every sensible man would shrug his shoulders and do his best to forget about this whole beastly business of Frenchmen devouring their own dead among the rocks of Cabrera. Yet by laying the Sutherland as close to the wind as she would lie he could just fetch the island now. Any further delay would mean a long beat to windward. Hornblower crossed the deck and gave his orders, and without another word, solely by the look in his eye, he dared his lieutenants to question him as to his intentions. Then he went back to his walk, pacing up and down, up and down, trying to think out a method of how to land stores on a surfbeaten beach.

That queer mathematical ability of his was working to its utmost. Into his mind there came a whole series of ballistic formulae. Scientific gunnery was in its infancy, in its utter babyhood; it was only in the last few years that the arsenal authorities at Woolwich had begun to experiment practically in the endeavour to obtain data as to the behaviour of the weapons they turned out in such numbers. And most of their attention had been devoted to the big ships guns and not to the little 6pounder boat gun whose employment was contemplated by Hornblower. And besides that, he was intending to use the 6pounder in a way that had never been contemplated by the Woolwich authorities or by anyone else at all, as far as he knew. So far, nobody had thought of employing a gun to bridge a gap with a line as he was thinking of doing. If his plan did not succeed, he would have to think of another one  but he thought it was worth trying.

He broke off his train of thought to issue a whole series of orders to his puzzled subordinates. The blacksmith was given orders to forge an iron rod with a loop at the end and to wrap it with oakum and twine to fit the bore of the long boats 6pounder. The bosun had to get out 100 fathoms of the finest hemp line that the ship possessed and work it into utter flexibility by straining every inch round a belayingpin and then coil it away with perfect symmetry into one of the oaken firebuckets. The cooper and his mates were set to work breaking out beef casks, half emptying them, and then heading them up securely. A puzzled bosuns mate was set to work with half a dozen hands linking these twenty half empty casks into an immense chain, like beads on a string where every bead was represented by a cask containing 2hundredweight of meat connected with its fellows by 60 yards of cable. The deck of the Sutherland presented a pretty tangle to any possible observer by the time all these operations were well started. And through the gathering evening the Sutherland held her course steadily, closehauled for Cabrera.

At dawn she was there, and the earliest hint of daylight found her nosing her way cautiously towards the beach, from which even here, with the wind in the wrong direction, could be heard the thunderous beat of the surf.

Thats the dagos victualling ship, Ill lay a guinea, said Bush with his glass to his eye.

It was a small brig, hull down and hove to, over on the horizon.

Yes, said Hornblower  the speech deserved no more ample rejoinder. He was much too occupied looking through his own glass at the craggy beach of rock on which the Spaniards had seen fit to place twenty thousand men. It was just a grey fragment, one single ridge projecting like a tooth from the blue Mediterranean, its steep slopes unrelieved by any trace of green. Around its foot the rollers broke into white fountains of spray  Hornblower could see the waves reaching 20 or 30 feet up the cliffs as they beat upon them  save in the centre where a long flurry of foam revealed the landing beach and all its dangers. It was a wicked enough place.

Cant blame the dagos for not landing stores here in an easterly wind, said Bush, and this time he received no answer at all.

Hoist out the longboat, Hornblower rasped; when approaching a difficult task he would take out no insurance by minor politeness for his subordinates sympathy in the event of failure.

The bosuns mates twittered on their pipes while Harrison, the bosun, repeated the order in his resounding bellow. The tackles were manned and the longboat was swung up from her chocks and hoisted overside. The longboats crew stood fending her off as the Sutherland surged in the choppy sea.

Im going in her, Mr Bush, said Hornblower briefly.

He took hold of one of the falls and lowered himself down; his unathletic figure dangled in ungainly fashion while the longboats crew fell over each other in their haste to protect his fall. It was a source of continual inward disturbance to Hornblower that the poorest topman in his whole ship was better on a rope than he was himself. He managed just well enough, and with only a small loss of dignity, with a 3foot drop as a result of his not quite correctly estimating the relative movements of the ship and the boat. Somebody picked up his hat and gave it to him and he clapped it on his head again.

Give way, he snapped, and the longboat crept under oars over the surging sea towards the distant beach.

Now, with his glass, Hornblower could see little figures pouring down to the waters edge on Cabrera. They were all as naked as the two men he picked up yesterday; Hornblower wondered what it was like to climb about with a bare skin over the jagged rocks of Cabrera; he wondered what it was like to try and live naked through a winter storm with only a hollow in a rock for shelter. He felt sick with the thought of all the horror and misery which that jagged lump of rock must have witnessed for the past two years. He was glad he was going to make this small attempt at relief. He put away his glass and walked forward between the rowers to where the 6pounder was mounted in the bows.

At his command, one of the crew broke open a paper cartridge, poured the powder into the muzzle of the gun and rammed the wad home upon the charge. Another hand knotted the line to the queer missile which the blacksmith had prepared. Hornblower dropped the thing into the muzzle of the gun and rammed it down. He twirled the elevating screw; the wedges slid from under the breech of the gun, and the muzzle cocked itself up as the gun rested at its fullest elevation. He gauged the strength of the wind and glanced round him trying to predict the motion of the boat in the choppy sea. Then he pulled the lanyard, and the gun roared out.

At his elbow the line suddenly came to life, whirring viciously as it shot from the tub; the smoke vanished just in time to give him a glimpse of the line hanging in an arc in the air before the projectile fell into the surf and the line after it. A little groan went up from the crew of the longboat  they had been taking the usual childlike interest in the novelty of all this, to be expected of sailors welcoming any break in the monotony of a long voyage.

Get that line in again, said Hornblower sitting down on a thwart. Make those coils absolutely smooth.

That was one comforting piece of knowledge which the study of scientific gunnery had given him; because one first shot had failed was no proof at all that the twentieth would not succeed. And this time line and projectile would be wet and heavier; the gun would be hot and would react differently; the likelihood that the boat would be at the same angle to the horizon on the waves was very remote; and in any case the trial shot had indicated that they must move a little farther up the coast to make the proper allowance for the wind. He ordered a double wad to be put on top of the new charge so as to keep the wet projectile from damping the powder while the longboat crept a few yards north along the edge of the surf.

When the gun was fired again, it looked for a second as if the shot would be successful, but it dropped into the surf 10 yards from the waiting crowd  and for all practical purposes 10 yards were as effective as 100. The third and fourth and fifth shots failed by even wider margins. It began to look to Hornblower as if the initial velocity were insufficient  perhaps the pull of the line as it ran out was stronger than he had allowed for. At the risk of straining the gun, he could increase the powder charge; there was an additional risk in that because the line might break and the projectile fly free, in which case it would go clean through somebody in the crowd on the beach. But when the sixth and seventh shots also failed, Hornblower decided to take the risk. He put in a charge and a half of powder and rammed it well down. Then he ordered the whole crew aft as far as possible into the stern sheets of the boat  if the gun should burst, he wanted only a minimum of casualties, and it seemed perfectly logical to him that he should take the risk of pulling the lanyard himself instead of ordering someone else to do so.

He took a last glance down at the line and then jerked the lanyard. The gun went off with a crash which jerked the whole longboat sternwards, and the gun itself leapt in its carriage with a clatter. But the stout metal held firm, and the projectile, trailing its curved arc of line, cleared the waters edge and dropped into the waiting crowd.

Communication was established, but it was a frail enough bond, because those madmen on shore had no sooner grabbed the line than they began to haul it in. Hornblower cursed himself for not having seen this development; he snatched up his speaking trumpet and groped wildly in his mind for a French phrase which might be the equivalent of Avast heaving! or Belay!

Doucement! Doucement! he roared.

He waved his arms frantically and danced about in the bows of the boat. Perhaps the wind carried his words down to the beach, or perhaps his gestures were understood. Someone was taking charge of proceedings; there was a swirl in the crowd and the line ceased to run out. Hornblower swung the longboat cautiously round and pulled slowly towards the Sutherland, paying out the line behind him until he could signal for his gig and row back to his ship to supervise the rest of the operation.

The immense string of halfempty casks was dropped into the sea, and the launch took it in tow and began to drag it slowly up to the longboat. Half empty, the casks rode high in the water. That would get them through the worst of the surf, and if the Frenchmen pulled in fast enough, most of the casks could be expected to reach land still containing most of their contents and if the worst came to the worst, the contents would be thrown up on to the beach soon enough. Meat which had already been six months in a cask would not be much spoiled by an additional immersion in sea water.

Hornblower dashed back into his gig to supervise the final operation. The heavier line was bent on to the light one which had been thrown on shore, and Hornblower stood up again with his speaking trumpet.

Tirez! Tirez! he yelled, and waved the instrument at the crowd.

They understood him and began to pull in. The heavy rope crept in after the line, and then the long string of casks followed. Hornblower watched their course anxiously enough, as the big ungainly objects, black in the white foam under the dazzling sun, crept towards the shore. But even without watching them he could have guessed at their safe arrival, for as each one reached the beach, there was a wild swirl in the crowd as the starving men smashed the casks to pieces with rocks and fought over the contents.

Hornblower did not wait to see the end. He wanted no further reminder of the beastliness and horror of it all, and he had himself rowed back to his ship and the boats hoisted in. He would not look back again at the island as the Sutherland braced her yards round and went on to her delayed rendezvous. The Spanish victuallingbrig was coming down towards them under full sail. She passed the Sutherland close astern, and an irate officer hailed through a speaking trumpet:

What you mean, sir? he shouted. What you mean interfering? Cabrera our country  you not must go there!

God damn you! said Bush beside Hornblower as the words reached him. Shall I give him a shot, sir?

After what they had seen, the crew of the Sutherland would have thoroughly approved of such an action, but Hornblower felt he had done enough towards provoking an international incident between England and her ally as it was. He put his hand to his ear and made a gesture to indicate that he could not hear. The Spaniard repeated himself, bawling and raving and dancing on his deck until Hornblower almost came to hope that he would burst a bloodvessel. It was only a schoolboy trick, but it raised a laugh among the officers and men of the Sutherland, and that was what Hornblower was after. In these dreary times of war and at moments of tension between allies, a laugh was worth a great deal.

And then he turned back towards routine. But a new wave of depressed realization flooded over him. The relief of Cabrera had cost his ship hundreds of fathoms of line and hundreds of fathoms of cable, a score of beef casks and a whole days time. What oppressed Hornblower was the prospect or having to account for all this. There would be at least a dozen letters and reports to write upon the subject, and that would be only the beginning, because My Lords of the Admiralty, when the letters reached them, would certainly demand further explanations, and explanations beyond those, and further explanations still  Hornblower could see those letters stretching to the crack of doom.

Then he caught sight of his two French prisoners down on the maindeck. They were clothed and shaved and looked new men, but Hornblower found no pleasure in the sight of them. To him they represented another whole series of letters and reports which he would have to write, and he groaned at the prospect. For a moment he almost wished that the Sutherland had never sighted them, that they had drifted on to meet their death in the desolate Mediterranean. He realized at once that this was not true, and groaned at his hardheartedness while he paced the deck and breathed free air. But all the same, this work of charity was going to cost him a devil of a lot of trouble.





Hornblower and His Majesty
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MIND YOU, SIR Horatio, said Dr Manifold, I think this treatment of His Majesty is unwise, very unwise.

Indeed, Doctor? said Hornblower politely.

At the last consultation of His Majestys physicians, said Dr Manifold, those of my opinion were just outvoted, but I venture to say, Sir Horatio, that although mere numbers were against me  and it was only a trifling majority, you must remember- all that are most distinguished in the world of medical science were on my side.

Naturally, said Captain Hornblower.

In the matter of accumulated knowledge we were overwhelmingly superior. But the question of His Majestys health was left to a mere counting of heads. Mark my words, Sir Horatio, this business of voting by numbers, without regard to position in the world, will be the curse of humanity for centuries to come, unless something is done about it.

That seems only too likely, said Hornblower. One of his guiltiest secrets was the fact that he fancied himself a democrat and radical, but in the exalted circles in which he moved nowadays he had little difficulty in concealing it, because everyone he met took it for granted that he was the opposite.

A sea voyage for His Majesty! exclaimed Dr Manifold contemptuously. Build up his strength! Distract him from his troubles! Fiddlesticks! A patient in His Majestys unfortunate condition of mind should be kept low. It stands to reason. Bleeding, Sir Horatio - some ounces twice a week. A thorough course of purgatives with a low diet. Gentle confinement in the dark. That would give His Majestys unhappy brain a chance to clear itself of its humours and to start again anew  with a tabula rasa, a clean sheet, sir.

There is much in what you say, Doctor.

Hornblower was not lying when he said that; it seemed quite a logical treatment of insanity in the year 1812. But at the same time he was moved with pity at the thought of his poor mad King exposed to that sort of brutality. His instincts revolted against it, and his reason told him that as the treatment had been tried unsuccessfully for two years now, it might be as well to experiment with the reverse.

What he was more concerned with, if the truth must be told, was the responsibility of his own position. This was his first command since his triumphant escape from captivity in France, and since he had received the accolade of the Bath at the hands of the prince regent. The command of the royal yacht during His Majestys madness might have been a sinecure had not this decision been taken to give His Majesty a course of fresh air and change of scene. Sailing about the Channel with His Majesty on board while the sea swarmed with French and American privateers meant a grave responsibility for the captain  for him.

Hornblower looked round the decks of the Augusta, at the four stumpy six-pounders, and the two long nine-pounders fore and aft. He would not be able to make much of a defence against one of those heavily sparred, heavily gunned New England privateers. Dr Manifold seemed to be echoing his thoughts.

Of course, he was saying, there is no need for me to point out to you, Captain, the need for the utmost precautions against any shock to His Majesty. You have received orders, I fancy, against firing any salute?

Hornblower nodded.

And there must be no bustle and no excitement. Everything must be done more quietly than is usually the case on shipboard. And you must be careful not to run into any storms.

I shall do my best, Doctor, said Hornblower.

A midshipman who had been perched up at the main-topmast crosstrees came sliding down the backstay, touched his hat to the captain and moved hastily forward. The crew assumed an attitude of expectancy.

Here comes the King! exclaimed Dr Manifold suddenly.

Hornblower merely nodded.

A little group of men on foot came slowly down the slope to the jetty against which lay the Augusta; it was not until they were no more than 50 yards away that Hornblower blew a single short note on his whistle and woke the ship to life. The side boys, in spotless white gloves and frocks, ran to their positions at the gilded gangplank. The pipes of the boatswains mates twittered loudly. The six men and the sergeant of the marine detachment appeared miraculously upon the quarterdeck, pipe clay and buttons gleaming, the two drummers with their sticks poised beneath their noses. The crew fell in by divisions, the officers in their cocked hats and silk stockings, sword hilts and epaulettes shining in the sun, in front of them. The whole of the little ship was ready and welcoming at the moment when the party reached the shore end of the gangplank, not a moment too early, not a moment too late  it was a neat piece of work.

There was a brief delay at the gangplank. His Majesty was reluctant to come on board. Hornblower saw the hesitation; he saw the plump, white hands cling to the handrails, and saw them forced free again, unobtrusively, by two of the attendants. There was a burly lord-in-waiting, immediately behind His Majesty, wearing a fine plum-coloured coat with a laced waistcoat in a contrasting shade, crossed by the narrow ribbon of the Thistle  the bearer, presumably, of some historic name from beyond the border. He closed up behind His Majesty, closer and closer. The hands caught and clung again, and again were forced free, and the lord-in-waitings ponderous stomach was planted firmly in His Majestys back and propelled him almost unnoticeably but irresistibly along the gangplank, so that His Majesty arrived on the deck with just a shade of haste.

Every officers hand came to the salute; the boatswains mates set their pipes twittering loudly; the drums of the marines beat a long roll. Up to the main truck soared the royal standard, where its opulent folds flapped slowly open in the gentle wind. His Majesty had come aboard.

Chickens and chimes. What? What? said His Majesty. His clouded blue eyes caught sight of a seagull wheeling against the sky, and followed it in its flight. What? What? Ducks and Dutchmen. What? What? What?

The little group of courtiers and attendants pressing along the gangplank gradually edged him further on to the deck. Then his wandering glance caught sight of Hornblower standing at attention before him.

Hillo! said the King. A kindly smile illuminated his face. Lessons going all right?

Yes, thank you, Your Majesty, said Hornblower.

The King reached up and took off Hornblowers cocked hat with its gold lace and buttons, and with his other hand he ruffled Hornblowers sparse hair.

Dont let em beat you too hard, he said. What? Dont let em. What? Good boys get guineas.

Dr Manifold had approached, and was standing behind Hornblowers shoulder. The King saw him, and cowered away suddenly in fear.

Your Majesty! said the doctor, bowing low, but his humble tone and demeanour did nothing to reassure the frightened being before him. The little court closed up round the King and herded him slowly away as before. Hornblower caught up his cocked hat from the deck where it had fallen from the Kings trembling hand, and turned away to his duties.

Fore- and maintopsls, there! he called. Cast off those warps, Mr White!

He felt he needed distraction after seeing the abject terror that had convulsed the face of his King at sight of the doctor who had tormented him. The air of the sea would feel cleaner than that he was breathing now.

With the royal standard at the main and the white ensign at the peak, the Augusta nosed her way out of Newhaven harbour to where her escort, the twenty-gun corvette Cormorant, awaited her coming. Hornblower, looking through his glass at her, thought what a vivid comment it was on the strain to which the British navy was being subjected, that His Majesty, King George III, King of Great Britain and Ireland, could be escorted to sea only by a twenty-gun corvette at a time when 120 ships-of-the-line and 200 frigates flew his flag.

Times were changing. The royal standard at the main no longer sported the lilies of France  they had been quietly dropped a little while ago in favour of the harp of Ireland. And in the past six months the British navy had suffered a succession of minor reverses such as could not be paralleled in the history of the last fifty years. The reverses could hardly continue; now that England had learned the fighting power of the United States navy, she would certainly smother the infant sea power with a relentless blockade. But blockade could never prevent the escape of raiders and commerce destroyers  nineteen years of war with France had shown that. England would have to grin and bear her losses while the slow process of strangulation went on. What he was concerned about was that the Augusta should not be one of those losses.

Signal midshipman! he snapped. Augusta to Cormorant. Take station one mile to windward.

The gay flags soared up and were acknowledged by the Cormorant. In her station a mile to windward she was interposed between the Augusta and any stray raider who might try to swoop down upon her.

The Augusta crept out from the shore, and turned down-channel on her cruise. Behind her stretched the cliffs of England, the Seven Sisters and the towering height of Beachy Head. Hornblower looked over at the King and his courtiers. He watched the pathetic, white-haired figure making its way here and there with uncertain steps while the short-sighted blue eyes examined everything, and he came to the conclusion that undoubtedly Manifold was wrong in his notion of the correct treatment. Surely this life, this clean air and these simple distractions were better for a diseased mind than the bleedings and purgatives and solitary confinement which Manifold desired to inflict.

The Kings course had brought him close to Hornblower, and the vague blue eyes were studying Hornblowers face again.

Little Sophia likes the sea, he said.

Yes, Your Majesty.

Hornblower knew that Sophia was the Kings favourite daughter, dead these twenty years and more; he had heard of the happy little holidays on the Dorset coast which the King had once enjoyed with his young family. The Kings brow wrinkled as he struggled with his memory.

Little Sophia! he said. Where is she now? She was with me a little while ago.

Her Royal Highness is on a journey, sir, interposed the lord-in-waiting  there was a perceptible Scotch accent in his voice to match the ribbon of the Thistle which he wore.

But why? She didnt tell me anything about it, said the King.

She left the message with me, sir. Her humblest duty and respects, sir, but she did not have time to await Your Majestys return to say goodbye in person. Her Royal Highness will be back again on Tuesday, and meanwhile hopes that Your Majesty will remember to be as quiet and good as if she were here.

Tuesday, said the King. Tuesday. It is a long time to wait for little Sophia, but I suppose I must. I will.

Hornblowers eyes met the lord-in-waitings, and Hornblower felt his heart warming suddenly to him. The kindly little deception, the dextrous hint of the need for quiet, showed that this Scottish lord had the sense and tact necessary for his position, and his smile showed that he cherished the same kindly feelings towards the mad King as Hornblower did. Hornblower suddenly ceased to remember how much higher the Order of the Thistle ranked above the Order of the Bath which ornamented his own breast.

His Majesty, said the lord-in-waiting, wishes to command your presence at dinner.

That gives me great pleasure, sir, said Hornblower.

That was hardly a correct statement, Hornblower found. Not that the dinner was not quite excellent, despite the fact that the royal cooks were flustered and unhandy in their unwonted situation. The food was good, and the service, allowing for the cramped space of the great cabin, efficient. But it did Hornblowers appetite no good to see the King, his table cutlery limited to a spoon, seated with a watchful attendant at each side, and eating as clumsily as a child and daubing his cheeks with bread and milk. So it was almost a relief, despite the foreboding of trouble which it brought him, when a midshipman slipped into the Great Cabin and whispered in his ear:

Mr Whites respects, sir, and its getting thick outside.

Hornblower laid aside his napkin, nodded apologetically to the lord-in-waiting, and hastened out; it was only when his foot was on the companion that he realized that he had completely forgotten about making his bow to the King.

Outside, as Mr White had reported, it was undoubtedly getting thick. Long, narrow bands of haze were drifting over the surface of the sea, the surest indication of an approaching dense fog. The Cormorant to windward was already nearly invisible. With night approaching, visibility would soon be negligible. Hornblower pulled at his chin and debated what he should do. Shoreham harbour lay to starboard, but the tide did not serve and the wind was falling; it would be risky to venture into shoal water in a fog. As with every captain in difficulties, his first instinct was to get out to sea away from the dangerous land. To seaward lay added dangers from raiders, but the chance of meeting a privateer was easily preferable to the certainty of shoal water. Hornblower gave his orders to the helmsman and called the signal midshipman.

Augusta to Cormorant, he said. Course south. Keep closer.

It was a distinct relief to see through the thickening haze the acknowledgement mount to the Cormorants masthead while the corvette turned obediently and shook out her mainsail to take up her new station; a quarter of an hour later it was too thick to see across the deck, and Hornblower thanked his stars he had decided to get out to sea instead of trying for Shoreham harbour.

Get that bell ringing, Mr White, he ordered sharply.

Aye aye, sir, said an invisible Mr White.

The loud rattle of the fog bell echoed dully in the heavy atmosphere, and the silence that ensued hung heavy as the Augusta crept slowly over the invisible water. It seemed a very long two minutes before it rang again. Seemingly close at hand the bell was answered by another on the port quarter.

Thats Cormorant, sir, said White at Hornblowers side  Hornblower did not condescend to reply to a remark futile in its obviousness. The next time the other bell sounded it seemed to be well to starboard.

What the hell? said White.

The direction of sound in a fog was always misleading  fog banks sometimes echoed back sound as effectively as a cliff face. The Augustas own bell rang long and harshly, and the Cormorants reply could only just be heard. Hornblower tried to remember all he knew about Melville of the Cormorant. Young, dashing, ambitious, he had been posted as captain after a bold cutting-out affair somewhere on the Biscay coast. But it was doubtful if his qualities were such as to enable him to perform the difficult task of keeping touch with a consort in a fog. Again the Augustas bell rang, and this time he could hear no reply at all.

Dr Manifold was on deck now, and approaching the sacred presence of the captain  the command of the royal yacht exposed him to these plagues, and Hornblower felt he would gladly exchange it for that of the crankiest ship-of-the-line in the Channel fleet.

That noise disturbs my patient, sir, said Manifold.

I am sorry, but it is a necessary noise, answered Hornblower.

I insist on its stopping.

There is only one man on board here, answered Hornblower, his exasperation boiling over, who can insist on anything. And he insists that you go below, sir.

I beg your pardon, sir.

If I have to repeat myself, sir, said Hornblower, I will call a couple of hands to carry out what I say.

You are a boor, sir. I have the ear of a cabinet minister, and by George, sir, Ill

Dr Manifold cut his speech short as Hornblower turned to the midshipman at the quarterdeck with the evident intention of carrying out his threat. He bolted down the companion as nearly like a rabbit as his portly dignity permitted.

Pass the word for my steward, said Hornblower as he had intended doing and, when the man came on deck, Bring me a chair and a pea jacket.

Hornblower spent the night in the hammock chair, wrapped up in the thick coat  he was unwilling to leave the deck while this fog persisted. It was a weary vigil, and whenever he dozed off, he was awakened with a start by the clamour of the fog bell. At the end of the night, White was standing beside him.

It must be dawn by now, sir, said White. But I cant say it looks any different.

The fog was as thick as ever  the main yard was invisible from the deck.

Listen! said Hornblower, sitting up tensely. His ear had caught the faintest sounds somewhere astern  its acute analysis told him of the wash of water, the creaking of timber, the rattle of cordage, all blended and reduced in volume so as to tell him of the presence of a ship somewhere in the near distance. Then they both heard, plainly and distinctly, a voice in the fog say, Call the watch.

Theyre speaking English, said White. Thats Cormorant, then, thank God.

Go and stop the fog bell, quick, snapped Hornblower, and White was impressed enough by the urgency of his tone to run to do his queer bidding without question, while Hornblower still listened.

Keep the hands quiet! said Hornblower on Whites return. I dont want a sound on board.

There had been something odd about the pronunciation of that word watch. The vowel was broadened in a fashion no English officer would employ. Hornblower did not believe that it was the Cormorant that lay astern there.

Send a hand to the chains with the lead, said the voice in the fog.

Queer, whispered White; the explanation still had not dawned upon him  he was not as quick-witted as his captain.

Hornblower walked aft and stared through the mist over the taffrail. There was just the faintest thickening there, the merest, most inconsiderable nucleus in the fog  a ship was crossing their wake from starboard to port not 20 yards away, and unsuspecting. Hornblower watched until the nucleus had lost itself again in the fog over the port quarter.

Mr White, he said, Im going to haul my wind. Port your helm quartermaster.

The Augusta swung round and headed on a course exactly opposite to that of the other ship. Hornblower could be confident that the distance between the two was widening steadily, though slowly; there was only the faintest of breaths of air to push the Augusta through the water.

Here came the King, up bright and early on this misty morning, attendants with him. Hornblower grudged the moments of distraction from his duty of staring into the fog. King George straddled on the slightly heaving deck like an old sailor  one way and another he must have spent a great deal of time at sea.

Morning, said the King.

Good morning sir, said Hornblower.

Foggy day, what? Thick weather, what? What?

There was a lucidity about his manner that had been totally wanting yesterday; perhaps his day at sea had really done him good. A gleam of light came through the fog, and suddenly there was sky to be seen overhead.

Theres Cormorant, sir, said White. No, by gad, shes not.

A mile astern a ship was to be seen, headed on an opposite course; with every second her outline became clearer and sharper. As they watched she wove around in pursuit of them, revealing herself as heavily sparred and well-armed, with twelve gunports a side. She was hastily setting all sail  the white pyramids of canvas grew as if by magic in a fashion that would have been creditable in a Kings ship.

Set all sail, Mr White. Smartly now, men.

Pretty, pretty, said the King, smiling in the sunshine; whether he was alluding to the ordered bustle of setting sail or to the appearance of the pursuing ship was not apparent.

The Augusta had all sail set as soon as the other ship, and Mr White was paying careful attention to their trim as she ate her way close-hauled to windward. It was some time before he could spare a moment to stare through his glass at the other vessel.

A Yankee, by gad! he exclaimed, as the red and white bars of the flag she hoisted danced into the field of his glass.

Hoist our colours, Mr White. But not the royal standard.

There was no purpose in telling the American what a prize was being dangled under his nose. Hornblower peered through his glass at her. If she managed to work up within close range there was no hope for it  he would have to surrender, as the Augustas six-pounder pop-guns would stand no chance against the others heavy metal. And then? Hornblowers imagination boggled at the thought of what would happen next. What would the Americans do with a captive King  the King against whom they had fought for so many weary years a generation ago? He tried to picture the effect of the news in New York or Boston.

He was so interested in the idea that he quite forgot that he, himself, and his career were in jeopardy. American boats would swarm out to the Narrows to meet them; there would be jubilation and excitement. And then  and then  there was a tradition of hospitality and kindliness across the ocean. Faults on both sides had brought about this war, faults that might easily be forgotten when America tried  as she surely would to make the poor old King as comfortable as possible. The unnecessary war might end in a wholly desirable peace.

For one insane moment Hornblower was almost tempted to risk it, and he was positively shocked with himself when he realized the depths of the treason with which he was dallying. It was his duty to escape with the Augusta if he could; for that matter she would be a captive by now if his quick brain had not steered her towards safety the moment he had first heard that American voice through the fog. There was a bank of fog up there to windward; once let the Augusta bury herself therein and she stood a chance of safety. That fool Melville in the Cormorant was apparently quite lost.

A puff of smoke from the Americans bows, and a fountain of water 100 yards on the starboard quarter.

Take him below, said Hornblower curtly to the lord-in-waiting, with a gesture at the King.

No! said the King with a stamp of his foot, and Hornblower had no time for further argument.

Clear away that nine-pounder, he said  the long nine on the quarterdeck might perhaps shoot away a spar and save them.

Another puff of smoke from the American, and this time there was a sudden howl overhead like devils in torment. She was firing with dismantling shot  lengths of chain joined to a common centre, rolled in a ball and fired from a gun. In the course of the projectiles trajectory the chains swung out and circled screaming in the air, spelling destruction to any rigging they might hit.

Come on with that gun, there! Have you all got wooden legs? Hornblower called.

The men threw their weight on the train tackles and ran it out. The gun captain crouched over the sights. As he did so, the American allowed her head to fall away from the wind; she showed her side, and when every gunport was in view, she suddenly enveloped herself in the smoke of a full broadside. It sounded like some devils orchestra as the air filled with the din of the dismantling shot screaming all about them. Hornblower looked anxiously upward and was astonished to see how little damage had been done; then he remembered the same astonishment in other battles. The sea was so large, the target so small by comparison  a miss was so easy, a hit so difficult. A halliard had been cut  White had already started a hand up the rigging to splice it  and a long tear appeared in the maintopsail. And the American had lost 100 yards by yawing out of her course to deliver that broadside.

The bang of the stern-chaser beside him caught him off his guard and almost startled him out of his wits  he hoped no one noticed the nervous jump which nearly lifted him from the deck. No one could see where the shot fell  at least the American showed no sign of damage. The King was standing breathing in the smell of the powder smoke that eddied round him. He was clearly enjoying himself; mad or no, he was full of the traditional courage of his family. There was no sense in repeating the order to take him below in that case, for the flimsy sides of the royal yacht would be of small avail in keeping out twelve-pounder balls.

The American was yawing again. Hornblower watched, fascinated, as gun after gun of her broadside crept into view. Then came the gust of smoke and the howl of the projectiles, and an immense clatter aloft as everything seemed to go at once. The maintopsail yard lurched lopsided, its slings shot away. The foretopmast was gone altogether, and hanging overside. Ropes were parted everywhere, and the little Augusta lay crippled. She was hardly able to move through the water, and the American could overhaul her at her leisure now. There could be no question of making a hopeless fight of it, not with the King on board. All he could do was to try to prolong the chase by keeping the Augusta moving as long as possible.

Clear that raffle away, Mr White, he said loudly and cheerfully for the benefit of the crew. Focsle, there! Cut that wreckage clear! What are you thinking about?

The men were leaping to their tasks, but the American was coming up, hand over hand, behind. She had lost ground to leeward through yawing, and now she was going about so as to get up to windward of the chase. Her other broadside would bear soon. Hornblower decided that when it did he would have to surrender. He found himself wondering again how the King would enjoy a visit to Boston or Philadelphia, and then shook off these idle thoughts to supervise again the work of clearing the wreckage.

And as he did so he caught a glimpse of a faint blot in the fog bank ahead. Something was looming out of it, growing sharper every second. He saw the headsails of a ship; so definite was the fog bank that the headsails were illumined by the sunshine before the after-sails were visible. He knew her  she was the Cormorant tardily retracing her course in search of her precious convoy. He cheered wildly and involuntarily, and the surprised crew, looking in the direction in which he pointed, cheered with him.

The Cormorant came flying down to them, with every sail set, but as they watched they saw her upper yards thick with men as she got in her royals ready for action. They gave her another cheer as she went by; the American was clawing up to windward trying to get the weather gauge in the approaching duel with this formidable opponent. But the fog bank had reached the Augusta by now. one or two little wreaths of mist drifted across her deck, and then she plunged deep into it, and the battle they were leaving behind was hidden from view. Hornblower heard the two opening broadsides, each one sharp and distinct- sure proof in either case of a well-disciplined crew. And then the firing changed to a long, continuous roll of artillery.

Without the King on board, Hornblower would have turned his ship about crippled as she was, to join in the fight, hut he knew his duty. He was about to shout an order to Mr White, when his attention was attracted by the approach of the King.

A good boy, said His Majesty. Good boys get guineas.

The smile on the foolish face was quite winning and charming; the King brought his hand out of the royal fob pocket and put something into Hornblowers hand. It was not a guinea. That desirable and elegant coin had disappeared from circulation altogether now that England was in arms against all the world. The coin epitomized the financial straits through which England was struggling; it was a Spanish silver dollar, with, struck into it, the profile of the King who had just presented it to Hornblower  queer legal currency for the wealthiest nation in the world.

Thank you, sir, said Hornblower, doffing his hat and bowing low as the spirit of the moment dictated.

They were through the fog bank now and the sun was shining on them again, lighting up the face of the King. Far astern the long roll of artillery came to a sudden end. Perhaps one ship or the other had hauled down her colours. Perhaps at this moment the boarders were fighting hand to hand on the littered decks. Perhaps, after all, thought Hornblower, it might have been better if the Cormorant had not arrived in time for the battle. Some lives would have been saved  many more, perhaps, if peace had resulted from an enforced visit of the King to the United States. He tried once more to picture the King landing at the Battery, but even his imagination boggled at that.





The Last Encounter
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ADMIRAL OF THE Fleet Lord Hornblower sat with his glass of port before him alone at his dining table at Smallbridge; it was a moment of supreme comfort. There was heavy rain beating against the windows; there had been unending rain for days now, as a climax to one of the wettest springs in local memory. Every now and again the noise of the rain would increase in volume as gusts of wind drove the heavy drops against the panes. The farmers and the tenants would be complaining worse than ever, now, in face of the imminent prospect of a harvest ruined before it had begun to ripen, and Hornblower felt distinct satisfaction in the thought that he was not dependent on his rents for his income. As Admiral of the Fleet he could never be on half-pay; rain or shine, peace or war, he would receive his very handsome three thousand a year, and with his further three thousand a year from his investments in the Funds he would never again know the pinch of poverty, nor even the need for care. He could be considerate towards his tenants; he might also contrive to allow Richard a further five hundred a year  as Colonel in the Guards with his frequent need for attendance on the young Queen at court Richards tailors bills must be heavy.

Hornblower took a sip of his port and stretched his legs under the table and enjoyed the warmth of the fire at his back. Two glasses of excellent claret were already playing their part inside him in the digestion of a really superb dinner  that was a further cause for self-congratulation, in that at the age of seventy-two he had a digestion that never caused him a moments disquiet. He was a lucky man; at the head of his profession, at the ultimate, unsurpassable summit (his promotion to Admiral of the Fleet was recent enough to be still a source of unalloyed gratification) and in the enjoyment of his full health, a large income, a loving wife, a fine son, promising grandchildren, and a good cook. He could sip his port and enjoy every drop of it, and when the glass should be empty he would walk through into the drawing room where Barbara would be sitting reading, and waiting for him, beside another roaring fire. He had a wife who loved him, a wife whom the advancing years had strangely made more beautiful than in youth, the sinking of her cheeks calling attention to the magnificent modelling of the bones of her face, just as her white hair was in strange and lovely contrast with her straight back and effortless carriage. She was so beautiful, so gracious, and so dignified. It was the perfect final touch that lately she had had to wear spectacles for reading, which modified her dignity profoundly so that she always whipped them off when there was a chance of a stranger seeing her. Hornblower could smile again at the thought of it and take another sip of his port; it was better to love a woman than a goddess.

It was strange that he should be so happy and so secure, he who had known so much unhappiness, so much harassing uncertainty, so much peril, and so much hardship. Cannon ball and musket shot, drowning and disease, professional disgrace and military execution; he had escaped by a hairs breadth from them all. He had known the deepest private unhappiness, and now he knew the deepest happiness. He had endured poverty, even hunger, and now he had wealth and security. All very gratifying, said Hornblower to himself; even in his old age he could not address himself without a sneer. Call no man happy until he is dead, said someone or other, and it was probably true. He was seventy-two, and yet there was still time for this dream that surrounded him to reveal itself as a dream, to change to a nightmare. Characteristically he had no sooner congratulated himself on his happiness than he began to wonder what would imperil it. Of course: full of good food and before this warm fire he had forgotten the turmoil the world was in. Revolution  anarchy  social upheaval; all Europe, all the world, was in a convulsion of change. Mobs were on the march, and armies too; this year of 1848 would be remembered as a year of destruction  unless its memory should be later overlain by the memory of years to follow more destructive still. In Paris the barricades were up and a red republic proclaimed. Metternich was in flight from Vienna, the Italian tyrants in exile from their capitals. In Ireland famine and disease accompanied economic disaster and rebellion. Even here in England the agitators were rousing the mob, and voicing startling demands for parliamentary reform, for better working conditions, for changes which could not amount to less than a social revolution.

Perhaps, old man though he was, he would yet live to see his happiness and security torn from him by an ungrateful fate that made no allowance for his lifelong and kindly Liberalism. For six years of his life he had warred against bloody and victory-crazed revolution; for the next fourteen he had warred against the grinding and treacherous tyranny that had inevitably supplanted the revolution. For fourteen years he had staked his life in a struggle against Bonaparte  a struggle with an actual personal aspect, growing more and more personal as he gained promotion. He had fought for liberty, for freedom, but that did not make the fight a less personal one. In two hemispheres, on fifty coasts, Hornblower had fought for liberty and Bonaparte for tyranny, and the struggle had ended in Bonapartes fall. For nearly thirty years Bonaparte had been in his grave, and Hornblower was now sitting with a comfortable fire warming his back and a glass of excellent port warming his interior, but at the same time in typical fashion he was impairing his happiness by wondering whether it might be taken from him.

The wind shook the house again and the rain roared against the windowpanes. The dining-room door opened silently and Brown the butler came in to put more coal on the fire. Like the good servant he was he searched the room with his eyes to see that all was well; his unobtrusive glance took note of Hornblowers bottle and glass  Hornblower knew that Brown had taken in the fact that he had not yet finished his first glass of port; the knowledge would be of help in the exact timing of the bringing in of the coffee into the drawing room when Hornblower should decide to move.

Faintly through the house came the jangle of the front door bell; now who was there who could possibly be ringing at the door at eight oclock at night, on a night like this? It could not be a tenant  tenants would go to the side door if by any chance they had business at the house  and no caller was expected. Hornblower felt the urgings of curiosity, especially as the bell jangled a second time almost before its first janglings had died away. The dining-room windows and doors shook a trifle, indicating that the footman had opened the front door. Hornblower pricked up his ears; he imagined that he could hear voices in the outer hall.

Go and see who that is, Brown, he ordered.

Yes, my lord.

There had been many years when Aye, aye, sir had been Browns reply to an order, but Brown never forgot that he was now a butler, and butler to a peer at that. He walked silently across the room  even while wondering who the caller might be Hornblower found himself as usual admiring the cut of Browns evening clothes. The perfection of cut, and yet with just that something about it to make it plain to the discriminating observer that they were a butlers clothes and not a gentlemans. Brown silently shut the door behind him, and Hornblower wished he had not, for in the interval while the door was open and Brown was passing through there had been a tantalizing moment when conversation could be heard  a loud, rather harsh voice making some sort of demands and the footman responding with unyielding deference.

Even now the door was shut Hornblower believed he could hear that harsh voice, and curiosity completely overcame him. He rose and pulled at the bell cord beside the fire. Brown came in again, and with the opening of the door the harsh voice became distinctly audible.

What the Devils going on, Brown? demanded Hornblower.

Im afraid its a lunatic, my lord.

A lunatic?

He says hes Napoleon Bonaparte, my lord.

God bless my soul! And what does he want here?

Even at seventy-two there was a little tingle of quickened blood in arteries and veins at the chance of action. A man who thought he was Napoleon Bonaparte might well intend causing trouble when coming to the house of Admiral of the Fleet Lord Hornblower. But Browns next words were not so promising of trouble.

He wishes to borrow a carriage and horses, my lord.

What for?

It seems there has been trouble on the railway, my lord. He says he must reach Dover as soon as possible to catch the Calais packet. His business, he says, is of the greatest importance.

What is he like?

He is dressed like a gentleman, my lord.

Hm.

It was not so very long ago that the railway had made its way round the edge of the park at Smallbridge, sullying the fair fields of Kent on its way to Dover. From the upper windows of the house the foul smoke of the engines could be seen, and the raucous sound of their whistles could be heard. But the worst prognostications of the pessimists had not been realized. The cows still gave down their milk, the pigs still farrowed, the orchards still bore their fruit, and there had been singularly few accidents.

Will that be all, my lord? asked Brown, recalling his master to the fact that there was still an intruder in the outer hall who had to be dealt with.

No. Bring him in here, said Hornblower.

The life of a country gentleman might be pleasant and secure but sometimes it was damnably dull.

Very good, my lord.

Hornblower took a glance in the ormolu mirror over the fireplace as Brown withdrew; his cravat and his shirt front were in good order, the sparse white hairs were tidy, and there was something of the old twinkle in the brown eyes under the snow-white eyebrows. Brown returned and held the door as he made his announcement.

Mr Napoleon Bonaparte.

It was not the figure that the prints had made so familiar that came into the room. No green coat and white breeches, no cocked hat and epaulettes; the man who entered wore a civilian suit of grey, apparent under an unbuttoned cloak with a cape. The grey was nearly black with wet; the man was soaked to the skin, and as high as the knees of his tight strapped trousers he was plastered with mud; but he would have been a dandy had his clothes not been in so deplorable condition. There was something about his figure that might recall Bonapartes  the short legs that made his height a little below average  and there might be something about the grey eyes that studied Hornblower so keenly in the candlelight, but the rest of his appearance was unexpectedly not even a parody or a travesty of the Emperors. He actually wore a heavy moustache and a little tuft of beard  if anyone could imagine the great Napoleon with a moustache!  and instead of the short hair with the lock drooping on the forehead this man wore his hair fashionably long; it would have been in ringlets over the ears if it had not been so wet that it hung in rats tails.

Good evening, sir, said Hornblower.

Good evening. Lord Hornblower, I understand?

That is so.

The newcomer spoke good English, but with a decided accent. But it did not seem to be the accent of a Frenchman.

I must apologize for intruding upon you at this time.

Mr Bonapartes gesture towards the polished dining table showed that he was appreciative of the importance of the period of digestion after dinner.

Please do not give it another thought, sir, said Hornblower. And if it should be more convenient for you to speak French pray do so.

French or English are equally convenient to me, my lord. Or German or Italian, for that matter.

Now once again that was not like the Emperor  Hornblower had read that his Italian was bad and that he spoke no English at all. A strange sort of madman this must be. Yet that gesture had opened the cloak a little further, and within it Hornblower could see a broad red ribbon and the glitter of a star. The man was wearing the Grand Eagle of the Legion of Honour, so he must be insane. One final test 

How should I address you, sir? asked Hornblower.

As Your Highness, if you could be so good, my lord. Or as Monseigneur  that might be more convenient.

Very well, Your Highness. My butler gave me a not-very-clear account of how I might be of service to Your Highness. Perhaps Your Highness would be kind enough to command me?

The kindness is yours, my lord. I tried to explain to your butler that the railway line beside your park has been blocked. The train I was in was unable to proceed farther.

Most regrettable, Your Highness. These modern inventions 

They have their inconveniences. I understand that as a result of the recent heavy rain the embankment in what they call a cutting has given way, and a large mass of earth, to the amount of some hundreds of tons, has fallen on the rails.

Indeed, Your Highness?

Yes. I was given to understand that it might even be a matter of some days before the line is clear again. And my business is of an importance which will not brook the delay of a single hour.

Naturally, Your Highness. Affairs of State are invariably pressing.

This madman talked a strange mixture of sanity and nonsense; and he reacted to Hornblowers heavy-handed humour quite convincingly. The heavy eyelids raised themselves a trifle, and the cold grey eyes searched Hornblowers.

You speak truth, my lord, without, I fear, giving it its full weight. My business is of the greatest importance. Not only does the fate of France hinge upon my arrival in Paris, but the future history of the world  the whole destiny of mankind!

The name of Bonaparte implies nothing less, Your Highness, said Hornblower.

Europe is falling into anarchy. She is a prey to traitors, self-seekers, idealogues, demagogues, of uncounted fools and of knaves without number. France under strong guidance again can give order back to the world.

Your Highness says no more than the truth.

Then you will appreciate the urgency of my business, my lord. The elections are about to be held in Paris, and I must be there  I must be there within forty-eight hours. That is the reason why I waded through mud under a deluge of rain to your house.

The stranger looked down at his mud-daubed clothes and at the trickles of water draining from them.

I could find Your Highness a change of clothing, suggested Hornblower.

No time for that, even, thank you, my lord. Farther down the railway line, beyond this unfortunate landslide, and beyond the tunnel  I think at a place called Maidstone  I can catch another train which will take me to Dover. From thence the steam packet to Calais  the train to Paris  and my destiny!

So Your Highness wishes to be driven to Maidstone?

Yes, my lord.

It was eight miles of fairly easy road  not an impossibly extravagant request from a stranger in distress. But the wind was south-westerly  Hornblower pulled himself up with a jerk. These steam packets paid no attention to wind or tide, although it was hard for a man who had all his life commanded sailing vessels to remember it. The madman had a sane enough plan up to a point  as far as Paris. There he would presumably be put away in an asylum where he would be harmless and unharmed. Not even the excitable French would do anything to injure so entertaining an eccentric. But it would be hard on the coachman to have to turn out on a night like this and drive sixteen miles at a madmans whim. Hornblower changed his mind again. He was wondering how to decline the request without hurting the poor souls feelings when the door from the drawing room opened to admit Barbara. She was tall and straight and beautiful and dignified; now that the years had made Hornblower stoop-shouldered her eyes were on a level with his.

Horatio  she began, and then paused when she saw the stranger; but someone who knew Barbara well  Hornblower, for instance  might guess that perhaps she had not been unaware of the presence of a stranger in the dining room before she entered, and that perhaps she had come in like this to find out what was going on. Undoubtedly she had removed her spectacles for this public appearance.

The stranger came to polite attention in the presence of a lady.

May I have the honour of presenting my wife to Your Highness? asked Hornblower.

The stranger made a low bow, and, advancing, took Barbaras hand and stooped low over it again to kiss it. Hornblower watched with some little annoyance. Barbara was woman enough to be susceptible to a kiss on the hand  any rascal could find his way into her good graces if he could perform that outlandish ceremony in the right way.

The beautiful Lady Hornblower, said the stranger. Wife of the most distinguished sailor in Her Majestys Navy, sister of the great Duke  but best known as the beautiful Lady Hornblower.

This madman had a way with him, as well as being well informed. But the speech was thoroughly out of character, of course; Napoleon had always been notorious for his brusquerie with women, and had been said to limit his conversation with them to questions about the number of their children. But it would never occur to Barbara to think like that when such a speech had just been made to her. She turned an inquiring blue eye on her husband.

His Highness  began Hornblower.

He played the farce out to the end, recounting the strangers request and laying stress on the importance of his arrival in Paris.

You have already ordered the carriage, I suppose, Horatio? asked Barbara.

As a matter of fact I havent yet.

Then of course you will. Every minute is of importance, as His Highness says.

You are too kind, my dear lady, said His Highness.

But  began Hornblower, and he said no more under the gaze of that blue eye. He walked across and pulled at the bell cord, and when Brown appeared he gave the necessary instructions.

Tell Harris he can have five minutes to put the horses to. Not a second longer, supplemented Barbara.

Yes, my lady.

My lady, my lord, said the stranger as Brown withdrew. All Europe will be in your debt for this act of kindness. The world is notoriously ungrateful, but I hope the gratitude of Bonaparte will be unmistakable.

Your Highness is too kind, said Hornblower, trying not to be too sarcastic.

I hope Your Highness has a pleasant journey, said Barbara, and a successful one.

The fellow had won every bit of Barbaras esteem, obviously. She ignored her husbands indignant glances until Brown announced the carriage and the stranger had rolled away into the deluging rain.

But my dear  protested Hornblower at last. What on earth did you do that for?

Itll do Harris no harm to drive to Maidstone and back, said Barbara. The horses are never exercised enough in any case.

But the man was mad, said Hornblower. A raving lunatic. A stark, staring, idiotic imposter, and not a very good imposter at that.

I think there was something about him, said Barbara, sticking to her guns. Something 

You mean he kissed your hand and made pretty speeches, said Hornblower in a huff.

It was not until six days later that The Times published a dispatch from Paris 

Prince Louis Napoleon Bonaparte, the Pretender to the Imperial Throne, was today nominated as a candidate in the elections about to be held for the Presidency of the French Republic.

And it was not until a month after that that a liveried servant delivered a packet and a letter at Smallbridge. The letter was in French, but Hornblower had no difficulty in translating it 



My Lord

I am commanded by Monseigneur His Highness the Prince-President, as one of his first acts on assuming the control of the affairs of his people, to convey to you His Highnesss gratitude for the assistance you were kind enough to render him during his journey to Paris. Accompanying this letter Your Lordship will find the insignia of a Chevalier of the Legion of Honour, and I have the pleasure of assuring Your Lordship that at His Highness command I am requesting of Her Majesty the Queen, through Her Majestys Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, permission for you to accept them.

I am also commanded by His Highness to beg that you will convey to Her Ladyship your wife his grateful thanks as well, and that you will present for her acceptance the accompanying token of his esteem and regard, which His Highness hopes will be a fitting tribute to the beautiful eyes which His Highness remembers so well.

With the highest expressions of my personal regard,

I am,

Your most humble and obedient servant

Cadore, Minister of Foreign Affairs.



Humbug! said Hornblower. The fellow will be calling himself Emperor before you can say Jack Robinson. Napoleon the Third, I suppose.

I said there was something about him, said Barbara. This is a very beautiful sapphire.

It certainly matched the eyes into which Hornblower smiled with tender resignation.
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Guys Hospital, Southwark, London. Forester began to study medicine at Guys Hospital, but left without completing his degree.
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BE QUIET, CHILDREN, said Mrs Marble. Cant you see that fathers busy?

So he was. He propped his aching forehead on his hand, and tugged at his reddish moustache in an unhappy attempt at concentration. It was difficult to keep thinking about these wretched figures all the time, and it would have been even if Winnie did not try to poke John with a ruler in the intervals of squirming and muttering over her geometry homework. Mr Marble worried at his moustache while he peered at the column of figures on the scrap of paper before him. They seemed to be dancing in a faint mist under his eyes. He had been nerving himself for this effort for weeks now, and the instant that he began it he wanted to leave off. He was sure that looking at these figures would do no good. Nothing could do any good now.

The column of figures was headed briefly, Debts. Rent was three weeks overdue, and that was the smallest item entered. He owed over four pounds each to the butcher and the baker, and the milk bill came to over five. How on earth had Annie managed to run up a five pound milk bill? He owed Evans, the grocer, more than six pounds. Mr Marble felt that he hated Evans, and had hated him ever since the time, a dozen years ago now, when they had arrived in Malcolm Road as a young couple, and Evans, apron, basket and whiskers complete, had called to solicit for their custom. Annie had just told him that Evans had threatened to put the brokers in if he were not paid. The Bank would sack him for certain if anything like that happened. To Mr Marbles strained eyes the shape of Mr Evans suddenly seemed to loom over the paper he was regarding, with a flash of teeth and a leer in his eye like the devil he was. Mr Marble bit deep into the end of his pencil in a sudden flood of hatred.

There were some other items in the column too. The names of some of the men at the Bank appeared on the sheet of paper, and against them were set the amounts that Mr Marble owed them. Some of these men had even smaller incomes than his, and yet they managed nevertheless to keep out of debt  and even were sometimes able to lend money to poor devils like himself. But of course they werent married, or if they were they did not have extravagant wives like Annie. Not that Annie was extravagant, though. Not really. She was just careless. Rather like himself, thought Mr Marble, with weary self-reproach, bending again to the figures. His debts amounted to no less than thirty pounds! On the asset side he had put nothing. He knew the amount of his assets too well to bother to do that. He was acutely aware of it. The balance in his account at the Bank was down to five shillings, and he had two florins in his pocket. There was no possibility of overdrawing. That would mean dismissal just the same.

It was his fault, he supposed weakly. He had seen this coming as long ago as last summer, and he had decided then that if they did without a holiday and spent nothing at Christmas they could get straight again. But they had had their holiday, and they had spent more than they should have done at Christmas. No, that had been Annies fault. She had said that people would think it funny if they did not go to Worthing as she had told them they were going to do. And she had said it so often that in the end they had gone. And of course she had really been the cause of all those figures that were set against the names of men in the Bank on Mr Marbles little list. A man had to have a drink occasionally, when he slipped out of the office at half-past eleven, and of course he had to stand his friends one too, if they were with him. He could have paid for them easily if Annie had not spent all his money for him. And he had to smoke too, and have a good lunch occasionally. Mr Marble resolutely refused to think of how much he had spent on his hobby of photography. He knew that it was more than he should have done, and somewhere inside his conscience there was a nasty feeling that there was another bill, unreckoned on his list, due to the chemist at the end of the road for things he had bought for this purpose. The shelves in the bathroom upstairs were full of materials, and Mr Marble did not like to think of this, for he had never used half of them, having lately found more amusement in contemplating his hobby and buying things for it than in actually doing anything.

It was all very annoying and exasperating. How his head ached, and how tired he felt! His mind was numb. The grim feeling of blank despair was swamped by complete lassitude of soul. He realized vaguely that his oft-repeated threat of sending the children to bed without any supper would soon be carried into effect despite himself. He would be sacked from the Bank, and he would never get another job. He knew that well enough. He supposed it would end like the cases one read about in the paper, with his childrens throats cut and himself and his wife dead of gas-poisoning. But at present he hardly cared. He wanted to relax. When those blessed kids had been packed off to bed he would drag the armchair up to the fire and put his feet up on the coalbox and read the paper and be comfortable for a bit. In the decanter in the sideboard there was a little drop of whisky left. Not much of course; three drinks perhaps, or maybe four. Mr Marble hoped it was four. With a drink and a paper and the fire he could forget his troubles for a little, for he couldnt do anything towards remedying them this evening. Mr Marble hardly realized that he had said the same thing to himself every evening for months now. The prospect seemed ineffably alluring. He yearned towards the decanter in the sideboard. And the wind was shrieking outside, sending the rain spattering against the windows. That would make it seem even more comfortable when he was beside the fire.

But the children must be disposed of first. For some obscure reason Mr Marble had an objection to drinking whisky in front of his children. His wife did not matter so much, although he would have preferred to have her out of the way too. A glance at the clock disappointed him a little. It was only half-past seven, and the children would not be going to bed for another half-hour at the earliest. He felt suddenly irritable. He peered surreptitiously from under his eyebrows to see if he could catch them misbehaving so as to send them off at once. The whisky would taste all the better if he could come to it fresh from a parental triumph and an autocratic exertion of authority.

Stop that noise, John, he ordered, with queer, feeble savageness.

John looked round from his chair by the fire a little startled. Five seconds ago he had been mazed in the pages of How England Saved Europe, and had been leading the Fusilier Brigade over heaps of dead up the blood-stained hill of Albuera. He gazed vacantly at his father.

Dont look at me like a fool, spluttered Mr Marble. Do what youre told and stop that noise. The two orders were synonymous, but John did not realize that.

What did you tell me? he asked vaguely.

No impertinence, now. I said stop that noise.

What noise, father? asked John, more to gain time to collect his thoughts than for any other reason. But the question was fatal.

Dont try to deny it, said Mr Marble.

Now, you were making a noise, you know, Johnny, said Mrs Marble.

You were kicking with your feet, chimed in Winnie.

I didnt deny it, protested John.

You did, said Mrs Marble.

You did, said Winnie.

Be quiet, Winnie, snapped Mr Marble, rounding on his usual favourite in unusual fashion. Youre as bad as he is, and you know it. Have you done your homework yet? I send you to a good school, and this is all the return I get for it.

Why, I got a scholarship, replied Winnie, with a jerk of her head.

Are you being impertinent too? demanded Mr Marble. I dont know what you children are coming to. Its time for bed when you start being rude to your parents.

The fatal words were said, and the children looked at each other in dismay. Mrs Marble made a typical fainthearted effort on their behalf.

Oh, not just yet, father, she said.

That was all the opposition that Mr Marble needed to make him quite decided on the matter.

At once, he said. John, go to bed  and leave that book down here too. Winnie, pack up your things neatly ready for the morning and go along too. Let this be a lesson to you.

But I havent done my homework, wailed Winnie, and therell be such a row if I havent done it to-morrow.

John did not answer. He was wondering how the Fusiliers would get on without him for the rest of their advance. Even Mrs Marble was moved to further protest at this drastic action, but her half-hearted entreaties were ignored by both sides.

Be quick, I am waiting, said Mr Marble.

It was inevitable. Sullenly Winnie began to stack her books together. John stood up and put How England Saved Europe on the table. It was then, at the eleventh hour, that diversion came. It came in the form of a loud knocking at the street door. For a second everyone looked at each other startled, for visitors were a rarity in Malcolm Road, especially at the extraordinary hour of half-past seven. Winnie recovered first.

Ill go, she said, and slipped through into the hall.

The others heard her tugging at the latch, and then the gas suddenly flickered as a gust of wind came rushing in with the opening of the street door. A strange, loud, masculine voice made itself heard asking for Mr Marble. He was about to go out too when Winnie reappeared.

Somebody for you, father, she said, and even as she spoke the owner of the strange voice came in behind her.

He was tall, and young, and seemed to be a study in browns, for he wore a brown trench coat and muffler, a brown tweed suit underneath, with brown shoes and socks. His face, too, was brown, although the shrieking wind outside had whipped it to a warm flush. He was young and debonair and handsome, and the sparkle of the raindrops on his muffler and the flash of his dark eyes and the gust of cold wind that entered the room at the same time as himself all combined to make his unexpected appearance as dramatic as even John, standing amazed by the fire, could wish for.

The stranger paused for a moment at the doorway.

Good evening, he said, a little diffidently.

Good evening, replied Mr Marble, wondering who on earth he was.

I suppose you are my Uncle William, said the new arrival. I didnt expect you to know me.

Im afraid I dont.

My mother was Mrs Medland, Mrs Winnie Medland, your sister, sir, I think. I have just come from Melbourne.

Oh, of course. Youre Winnies boy? Come on in  no, lets get your coat off first. Annie, poke up the fire. Winnie, clear that stuff off that chair.

Mr Marble bustled out into the hall with his guest. His family heard him helping him off with his coat, and then 

And how is your mother now?

There was no immediate answer to this question. The trench coat and the hat had been hung up on the hallstand and the pair were about to re-appear in the dining-room before the listeners there heard the hesitant, almost whispered, reply.

Shes dead. She died  six months ago.

Mr Marble was still muttering the conventional condolences as they re-entered the dining-room, but he changed to clumsy brightness at the earliest possible moment. Truth to tell, he was not particularly interested in his sister Winnie, of whom he probably had not thought for the thirteen and a half years that had elapsed since he had had his daughter christened after her. Also he was feeling a little annoyed with this young man for turning up and interfering with the comfort of his evening. But Mr Marble was not the man to show it. Hostility of any kind  even the instinctive hostility towards strangers  was a feeling to be carefully concealed on every occasion. That was the lesson learned as a result of a lifetime spent in carrying out the orders of other people.

Annie, said Mr Marble, this is our young nephew, Jim. Do you remember him when he was a little boy, just going out to Australia with Winnie and Tom? I think I can. You wore a sailor suit, didnt you, er  Jim. Here, Winnie, John, this is a new cousin for you, one you never knew you had. Now sit down, sit down, man, and lets hear all your news.

Take that chair, Mr  Jim, I mean, said Mrs Marble, stumbling in embarrassed fashion at having to address an opulently clothed and handsome stranger by his Christian name, you must be frozen.

The new arrival was nearly as shy as was his hostess, but he suffered himself to be thrust gently into the best chair in the house  the one Mr Marble had coveted all the evening  while Mrs Marble ransacked her brain for something to talk about, and while the children drew as close as they could while remaining in the background.

Mr Marble plunged heavily into conversation.

When did you arrive? he asked.

This morning only. I came on the Malina, arriving at Tilbury at twelve. In fact, I only reached London and found a hotel and had something to eat before coming here.

But how did you know we lived here?

Mother told me your address before she d-died. The stumble was excusable. After all, the boy was no more than twenty. Wed often talked about this trip. She was coming with me, you see. She never liked Australia  I dont know why  and after father died 

Tom dead as well? Thats bad luck.

Yes. He died the beginning of last year. It was that really that made mother 

Quite, quite, Mrs Marble clucked in sympathetic chorus. She hated to hear of anyone dying.

Mr Marble made haste to change the conversation to matters more interesting.

And how was your fathers business getting on? he demanded.

Oh, pretty well. He made a lot of money during the war. He didnt want to, you know, but it just came, he said. But mother sold out after he died. She said she couldnt run that big shipping office by herself, and I was too young, and they offered a good price for it, so she took it.

So youre a young man of leisure now, eh?

I suppose so. Ive only just come out of college, you know. Melbourne University. Im having a look round to start with. Thats what mother always planned for me.

Quite right too, said Mr Marble, with the instinctive deference towards the independently rich which was by now an inevitable trait in his character.

For a moment the conversation flagged, and the boy, still a little shy, had leisure to look about him. These were the only relatives he had on earth, and he would like to make the most of them, although, he confessed to himself, he was not greatly attracted at first sight. The room was frankly hideous. The flowered wallpaper was covered with photographs and with the worst kind of engravings. The spurious marble mantelpiece was littered with horrible vases. Of the two armchairs one was covered with plush, the other with a chintz that blended unhappily with the wallpaper. The other chairs were plain bentwood ones. On a table in the window were dusty aspidistras in vast green china pots. In the armchair opposite him sat his uncle, in a shabby blue suit flagrantly spotted here and there. He was a small man, with sparse reddish hair and a bristling moustache of the same colour. His weak grey eyes bore a worried expression  more worried even than the expression he had already noticed in the eyes of the tired men who had sat opposite him in the bus which had brought him here. He had a silver watchchain across his rumpled waistcoat, and on his feet were shapeless carpet slippers, above which showed heather-mixture socks sagging garterless round his ankles. Beside him, uncomplaining and uncomfortable on one of the bentwood chairs, sat his wife, frail, pale and shabby; the most noticeable thing about her was her lop-sided, steel-rimmed spectacles. The children were only visible to him when he turned his head uncomfortably. They certainly were more attractive. The little girl, Winnie, bore in her sharp features undeniable promise of good looks, as she sat with her hands in her lap beside the table, and the boy  John, wasnt he?  was quite a fair specimen of the fourteen-year-old. Nevertheless, young Medland did not feel at all at ease in his present situation. Six weeks on board a first-class liner, the only male passenger unmarried between the ages of fifteen and fifty is not the best introduction to the life of a poverty-stricken suburban home. Medland felt the sudden need to think about something else.

May I smoke? he asked.

Why, yes, of course, said Mr Marble, rousing himself suddenly to his hospitable duties.

Mr Marble plunged into his pocket in search of the battered yellow packet of cigarettes that lay there. It held three cigarettes he knew, and he had been treasuring them to smoke himself later in the evening. He spent as long as he could before producing them, and he was successful in his tactics. Medland already had produced his case and was offering it to him.

It was a leather case, the parting gift of one of the middle-aged women on the boat. Women never realize that a leather case spoils cigarettes. But this was far more than a cigarette case. It was a substantial wallet, with pockets for stamps and visiting cards, and at the back, sagging open in consequence of the way in which Medland held it, was a compartment for money. And this was full. Marble noticed, as the case was tendered to him, a thick fold of Treasury notes, twenty pounds at least, maybe thirty, decided Marble, gauging it with a bank clerks eye. Beside it was another fold of bank-notes  five-pound notes, most probably. The sight positively dazzled poor Mr Marbles vision. And it brought, too, a ray of hope into the grim cells of dumb despair in his soul. It was more than flesh and blood could bear not to remark on it.

Thats a nice case, said Mr Marble, tendering a lighted match to his guest.

Yes. Medland drew on his cigarette to make sure it was well lighted. It was a present, he added modestly, and he held it out so that his uncle could see it more freely.

The bank-notes flashed once more before Marbles tortured eyes.

Well lined too, said Marble, striving to keep the envy out of his tone.

Yes, I got them at Port Said  oh, you mean the notes? Medland did his best not to show surprise at his uncles bad taste. To assist in this he went into even further explanation. I had to cash one of my letters of credit as soon as I got to London. The voyage left me without a bean, pretty nearly, and what I had was Australian money, of course.

It was an idle enough speech, but it sufficed to set Mr Marble thinking rapidly and unsteadily. This boy had arrived just in time to save him. He surely would not deny his new-found uncle a loan? Those Treasury notes would save him, let alone the bank-notes. And a loan from a nephew was not the same thing at all as a debt to that devil Evans, who would be putting the bailiffs in directly. It was not even in the same class as a debt to those men at the office, to repay whom only enough to keep them from complaining to higher officials had absorbed all his months salary. On the heels of these thoughts came appalling realization of the peril of his position. It was the third of the month only, and he had ten shillings in the world with which to stave off his creditors and to support his family until his next pay-day. Before this he had shut his eyes to the position with all the small resolution he possessed. But now that there was a chance of escape the danger in which he stood was forced home upon him, making him shudder involuntarily a little and setting his heart thumping heavily in his chest. Mechanically he glanced across at the sideboard in which was the decanter. But he checked himself. He was not going to have to waste one of his last three  or was it four?  drinks on this boy. He thrust the thought of the whisky fiercely on one side and turned to making cautious advances towards the nephew.

Did you have much difficulty in finding your way here? he asked  the inevitable question always addressed to the newcomer to the suburbs.

Oh, no, replied Medland. I had your address, of course, mother dug it up from your old letters before she died. So I knew it was Dulwich, and in Trafalgar Square I saw dozens of buses all going to Dulwich, and I got on one and came as far as the terminus. Then it was easy. The first person I asked told me the way to Malcolm Road.

Just so. And where did you say you were staying?

Medland had not said he was staying anywhere, but he told him. It was a substantial Strand hotel. It was then that Medland, apropos of this, made the remark that was to alter everything.

Its funny to think of, he said, striving to keep the conversation going, but besides you there isnt a soul in England who knows anything about me. I dont think I was in the hotel more than an hour, and I only left my hand luggage there. The rest of my stuff is at Euston. What with going to the Bank and so on I simply didnt have time to collect it, even if it had got there. I was thinking to myself as I came here that if I got lost and never found my way back no one would mind at all  except you, of course.

Hm! said Mr Marble, and another train of thought came to him on the instant, and he shuddered again.

Medlands shyness was turning to boyish talkativeness. He looked round to the two children.

Well, he said, and smiled, you two dont seem to have much to say for yourselves.

Winnie and John still remained silent. They had been keeping as quiet as mice so as not to draw attention to themselves and raise again the postponed question of bed. But beside this John was lost in admiration of this weather-tanned man who had come all the way from Australia, and who treated such an amazing trip through pirate-haunted seas with so little concern that he had said no word about it. And he spoke so casually about hotels too. John had noticed last year at Worthing that his father spoke of people who lived in hotels as opposed to those who lived in rooms, and even in boarding-houses, with awe in his voice. And this man lived in a hotel and thought nothing of it!

As for Winnie, she was thinking that he was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. His warm brown face and his brown tweeds with their intoxicating scent were wonderful. Then when he looked straight at you and smiled, as he had just done, he was handsomer than anyone she could imagine, far handsomer than the fairy prince in the pantomime at Christmas.

Speak up, children, said their father. To Medlands fastidious ear it sounded as if he might have added, Tell the pretty gentleman his fortune.

The children grinned shyly. Winnie could say nothing. But John made an effort, unused as he was to conversation owing to severe repression by his father during his queer moods of late.

You have kangaroos in Australia, havent you? he said, with a fourteen-year-old wriggle.

Youre right, said Medland, Ive hunted them too.

Ooh, gasped John ecstatically. On horseback?

Yes, for miles and miles across the country, as fast as your horse could gallop. Ill tell you all about it some day.

Both children writhed in delight.

And bushrangers? said John. Did  did you ever see Ned Kelly?

To Medlands credit he did not laugh.

No such luck, he said. There werent many round where I lived. But I know a topping book about them.

Robbery under Arms, said both children at once.

Oh, youve read it?

Read it? I should think they had. This was Mr Marbles contribution to the conversation. Theyre terrors for reading, those two kids are. Never see em without a book.

Thats fine, said Medland.

But the conversation wilted beyond recovery at this intrusion. And Marble, intent on getting Medland to himself, flashed a look at the children and jerked his head skywards. They understood, and climbed down dolefully from their chairs.

Bedtime, children? said Mr Marble in a tone of surprise that was unsuccessful in its purpose of deceiving Medland, since he had caught the tail end of Marbles signal. Good night, then. Why, arent you going to kiss me?

They had not been intending to do so. The custom had died out months before, when Marble had begun turning to the decanter in the sideboard for distraction from his troubles, and with children a custom three months unused might as well never have existed. Besides, John was nearly too old for kissing now. Both John and Winnie kissed their father awkwardly, and their mother casually. Then John shook hands with his new cousin. It was the first time he had ever shaken hands as man to man, with eye meeting eye in mans fashion, and he was very proud of it. Winnie, too, tried to shake hands in imitation of her brother, but there was something in Medlands smile and in the gentle traction he exerted on her hand that made her lean forward and kiss the boyish mouth tendered to her. It felt funny, different from other kisses she had known. It was a very silent pair that went up to bed.

Marble turned away with evident relief as they closed the door.

Now we can be comfortable, he said. Draw your chair up closer to the fire, er  Jim. What a night, he added, as the wind howled outside.

Medland nodded moodily. He was feeling awkward. He was not at all at home with these strange people. He didnt like the way Marble behaved towards his children. The kids were all right of course, and the mother was a nonentity. But there was an atmosphere about the place that he hated. He pulled himself together and tried to shake off the brooding premonitory mood that was oppressing him. It was absurd, of course. Old Marble was only a very ordinary sort of chap. Seedy and down at heel, but quite all right. He was smiling oilily at present, but that didnt mean anything necessarily. Hang it all, if he didnt like the place he could clear out in a few minutes time and never come back to it. For the matter of that Medlands thoughts swerved suddenly to the utterly absurd  he could change his hotel next morning and then they could never find him again. The bare idea was sufficient to bring his mind back to reality. There was no reason why he should think about things like that at all. The kids were fine, and hed see a lot of them while he was in England. He could take them to a lot of the places he felt he had to go to, the Tower of London and St Pauls, for instance. That would be topping.

Mr Marble was speaking to his wife.

What about some supper, Annie? he was saying. I expect our young friend here is hungry.

But  began Mrs Marble hopelessly, and then checked herself hastily and clumsily as she caught sight of her husband frowning at her.

Dont worry about me, please, put in Medland. I dined just before I came out.

Thats all right, then, replied Marble. I dined just after I came in.

And he laughed. The laughter was just the least bit strained.

Conversation began again, resuming its hopeless, desultory way while Medland wondered in a bored, young mans fashion why on earth he did not get up and go at once. There were really several reasons. One was that the wind and the rain were continually making themselves heard outside; another was that the fire was most attractive  it was the most attractive thing in the whole house  but deep down there was a feeling of relief that he was not in a hotel with nothing special to do. Medland had laid plans for a very exciting time on his arrival in England, but at the moment he was feeling a little homesick and not in the mood for excitement of any kind. It might have been as well if he had felt otherwise.

Mrs Marble came into the picture at times. She asked him homely questions as to whether he was sea-sick on the voyage, and whether he had enough to eat, and whether he was warmly enough clad to face an English winter. Medland answered politely enough, but Marble was positively rude to her on more than one occasion. Medland found himself regarding the little man curiously. His face was a little moist, and his eyes were brighter than they had been before, as though he was growing excited about something of which the others knew nothing. He cut his wife short repeatedly, and his questions grew more and more personal. Medland realized that to a person of Marbles character the idea of conversation would consist of a series of questions, but even that was no excuse for this searching cross-examination as to his resources, his friends and his knowledge of affairs.

Poor Marble! And poor Medland! Marble was being affected more and more by the realization of his position, rendered more acute by envious contrast with Medlands, while Medlands every answer seemed calculated to urge Marble on to  something. Marble was not quite sure what it was. It could not just be borrowing money; he had decided to attempt that hours ago. The thumping heart within him seemed to indicate something more unusual than that. Marble was nerving himself to definite action  for the first time in his life, be it added.

With the cunning of the weak, he did his best to disguise the state he was in, while all the time, without conscious volition on his part, his furtive mind was twisting and turning, devising the course of action he was likely to take. No wonder Medland looked at him oddly at times.

Time seemed to be passing with extraordinary rapidity. It seemed to Marble that every time he looked at the cheap clock on the mantelpiece another half-hour had fled. Twice had he detected in Medlands manner an intention of leaving as soon as the conversation broke, and each time he had flung himself into the breach, talking nonsense, as he was painfully aware, in order to stave off the crisis that would arise when that time came.

His fevered mind roused itself to additional activity. He nerved himself to make the sacrifice which he realized was inevitable, and gathered himself together in his chair as casually as he could manage.

What about a drink? he asked. In such a matter-of-fact way did he bring the question out that Medland did not guess the wrench it cost him.

Medland hesitated before he replied; he was not yet man of the world enough to regard an offer of a drink as an ordinary event; and during that little hesitation Marble had risen and walked across to the sideboard, beyond the table. For a moment he was lost to view as he dived down below the level of the table; when he arose again he had a siphon of soda-water  half full  under his arm, two tumblers in one hand, and in the other, held very carefully, a decanter of whisky, a quarter full. He set these things out on the table near his chair; he was standing very close to his wife as he did so. He took the opportunity of mumbling something to her. He spoke swiftly and obscurely, so obscurely that Medland, though he noticed the act, could not hear the words, and took them to be some hint as to domestic arrangements  probably a comment on the shortage of whisky. What Marble had really said was: Want talk business. Go to bed. Say headache.

Annie Marble heard the words some time before she attached any meaning to them. That was usual with her. Even when she realized their significance, slight enough to her, she did not act at once upon them. It was always a long time before she could co-ordinate her faculties to change from one course of action to another.

Marble poured out a drink with great deliberation. It was not a very generous one, for he was confronted with the problem of offering his guest as much as possible while conserving for himself enough at least to keep up appearances; yet his whole soul was crying out for that whisky. His hand shook a little as he poured, so that the decanter chattered faintly on the rim of the tumbler, but he took a firm grasp of his nerves with a last despairing effort and completed the business, without having consulted his guest as to quantity even to the usual conventional extent. Then he sat back in his chair, half in anguish, half in satisfaction. He had managed the pouring out perfectly, he told himself. He had given Medland plenty while quite a respectable amount remained in the decanter. Easily enough for two more drinks, anyway, and the half-formed plot in Marbles mind demanded that there should be enough for two drinks left in the decanter. But it was a frightful effort for him to sip casually from the cool tumbler in his hand. He wanted that drink so terribly badly, but all he could allow himself to do was to nod perfunctorily across to Medland, sip just a little, and then put the glass down indifferently beside him. But even that small amount was enough to calm his shrieking nerves, so that his shaking body became as calm and detached as his scheming, uncontrolled mind.

As he replaced the glass Annie Marble rose. She knew the role it was necessary for her to assume, and by some strange freak of mental poise she did it perfectly. Her dim mind had never fully realized the grim peril in which lay the fortunes of her husband and herself; nothing that Marble could say  and he said little  would force it home to her as long as she could go on obtaining credit at the shops; but she knew they were in some trouble, and that Marble was intending that this young nephew of his should help them out. It behoved her therefore to do her best, quite apart from the fact that her negative personality responded in small actions to every whim of her husband, just as he wished.

I think I shall go to bed, Will, she said rising a little wearily from the uncomfortable bentwood chair. Ive got a bit of a headache.

Mr Marble was greatly concerned.

Really, dear? he said, rising. Thats bad luck. Have a nightcap before you go up? And he nodded towards the decanter.

But even as he nodded, with his face away from Medland, there was a little scowl between his eyebrows that gave Mrs Marble her cue.

No, dear, thank you, she said, Ill just go straight up and it will be better in the morning.

Just as you like, said Mr Marble.

Mrs Marble moved across to Medland.

Good night, er  Jim, she said, shaking hands.

Good night. I hope it will really be better to-morrow.

Good night, dear, said Mr Marble, I wont disturb you when I come up if I can help it. I expect I shall be a bit late.

He pecked her on her cold cheek  a typical marital kiss. But Mr Marble was not in the habit of kissing his wife good night at all, and he never worried in the least about disturbing her when he came to bed. However, it gave the scene that calm domestic atmosphere that Mr Marbles sub-conscious mind, which had him in full control, had decided was necessary to the occasion.

Mrs Marble had gone, and they heard the dragging steps on the floor of the room above.

No need for hurry, I suppose, seeing that youre a gay young bachelor, said Mr Marble.

None at all, replied Medland, and regretted saying it the instant it was said. He had really no desire to go on being bored for a further interminable period. But his answer had committed him to another half-hour at the very least, and he endeavoured to reconcile himself to it.

Just for a brief space Mr Marble regained full control over himself, and he made a brief and unavailing struggle against the inevitable which a stronger power within him was forcing upon him. He began to talk again on the subject of Medlands money  the subject on which his lack of decent reticence had already annoyed his guest.

So youre quite a well-off young man now, it seems? he said, with exasperating joviality.

I suppose so, was the curt reply.

A good bit to spare for investments, I suppose?

It was a blundering way of putting it, and it failed. Even on the voyage over more than one man had come to Medland with get-rich-quick schemes, and he had contrived to see through them. And so many people had borrowed money from him that the process was both familiar and annoying to him. Medland determined to stop this attempt once and for all. It might be awkward for a bit, but it would save endless trouble in the future. He looked straight into Marbles eyes.

No, he said, I havent any to invest. Im quite satisfied with the arrangements that my father made before he died. Ive got just enough, and no more. And I put up with it.

That settled the matter definitely enough for anyone, but, to Medlands surprise, Marble showed no sign of discomfiture. Medland did not know it, but at a bound the lurking power within his uncle had regained possession of him, and had at once begun to smooth the way for the inevitable.

A good thing too, said Marble, and his manner of saying it left Medland seriously in doubt as to whether his former question had really been a feeler for a loan. The markets in a rotten state at present. I shouldnt like to buy at all just now, not gilt-edged. Sit tight and hang on to what youve got, thats my motto all the time nowadays.

He said it in all sincerity, and Medland actually felt himself warming towards him. At that time Medland was in serious danger of falling into the delusion that so often attacks men of wealth who have had their wealth from boyhood and have been stung too often by the unscrupulous  he was in danger of imagining that everyone with whom he came into contact was seeking profit at his expense. The surest way to his heart was to convince him of the contrary, and that Mr Marble, in those few instants, had nearly succeeded in doing.

The conversation swung easily into discussion of the investment market, and that without the personal note that Medland so much resented. Somewhere within him Marble possessed a clever turn for finance, which hitherto he had been unable, as well as too lazy, to exert. Medland, with a hard head for business inherited from his shipbroking father, recognized a surprisingly kindred spirit. For the first time that evening he really began to enjoy himself. He drained his glass almost without thinking of it  enthusiasm succeeded in overcoming his juvenile distaste for whisky even though he had never been able to make himself like it.

Marble was watching him with fierce intentness through narrowed eyes. Medland hardly noticed it, and attached no importance to it if he did. Then Marble pulled himself out of his chair, glass in hand, and addressed himself to the decanter. That foolish heart of his was thumping again, thumping heavily, but it did not affect his actions. They were quite under control  the control of that inward force which had taken charge of him and which recognized the inevitable.

Marble reached across and drew Medlands glass from his hand. Theres only one more drink apiece, said Marble. Im sorry, but we werent expecting visitors to-night, you know.

He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that Medland had no chance even of trying to refuse the second drink. Idly Medland watched Marble pour out the whisky from the decanter with the painful care that had characterized his action before. The liquid stood level in the two tumblers. Marble was apparently about to splash in the rest of the soda-water from the siphon when he paused as though listening.

Just a minute, he said, I think one of the kids is calling out.

Medland had heard nothing, but he was unused to the noises of the house and made no question. Mr Marble had heard nothing, either. He had said what he did as an excuse to withdraw from the room and go upstairs. It was the most natural action in the world for him to creep out of the room to listen to hear if either of his children was frightened, and it was most natural too, that he should be carrying in his hand the tumbler that he had held at the moment his attention was distracted. Medland watched him go; everything was so natural that he did not give a second thought to it.

Hardly more than a minute later Marble came tiptoeing back down the stairs and into the room, the glass still in his hand.

False alarm, he said. One gets used to these things when one is the father of a family.

He turned again to the siphon, and it hissed into the tumblers. Then he passed Medlands across to him. As he took it the wind outside howled again louder than ever; the windows rattled and they heard the rain pelting against the glass.

What a night, said Medland.

Drink up, replied Marble, very, very calmly.


CHAPTER 2
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WHEN ANNIE MARBLE woke in the early morning she was oppressed with a headache  a real headache, this time. She had had a restless night, although, true to his word, astonishingly enough, her husband had not disturbed her when he came up. At this very moment he was sleeping heavily at her side. She turned in the bed and looked at him in the half light that was straying through the untidy blinds. He lay on his back, his sparse hair standing on end, his eyes closed and his mouth open, his bristling red moustache reinforced now by a coarse but scanty growth of beard. His hands clutched the sheets, and his breath passed in and out of his mouth with a stertorous sound. To most people he would have been an unpleasing picture, but Annie Marble did not think so. She was used to it in any case, and his present helpless attitude and appearance always roused the mother spirit within her which was almost her sole ordinary characteristic now. She would have liked to have taken him into her arms and hugged him a little, but she would not do so for fear of disturbing him.

Instead, she began to wonder whether he had been successful in his management of his interview with the strange nephew last night. She hoped so. She knew he had been worried about money lately; he had told her so on occasion. And he had cut down the money he was accustomed to give her. That didnt matter much, as Mr Evans and the milkman and the others were all so obliging. But he had been bothered about it, she knew. So she hoped the nephew  she was sure she would never learn to call such a splendid young man plain Jim  had done something for them. He ought to have done, for he had stayed long enough. She had heard them talking long after she had settled herself to sleep. The remembrance brought a new rush of dim recollections to her mind. Will had come upstairs then, just when she was nearly asleep. She remembered wondering what he came for. He had gone into the bathroom; she had heard his keys rattle as he unlocked, she supposed, his photographic cupboard. It was probably to get something he wanted to show Jim. There, she had got it quite natural that time. Jim must be interested in photography too.

For a space her muddled thoughts followed no settled line. Then she came back to last night. If Jim was interested in photography he must have done something for Will  to Annies mind everything was done for everybody by somebody else. And she must have been dreaming when she thought she heard that loud cry. She was awake just afterwards, she knew; she must have been dreaming that someone had called out loud, and had awakened still dreaming it. Yes, that must have been it, and she must have gone to sleep again and started dreaming again at once, for she had a hazy, muddled recollection of hearing a strange noise downstairs, as though something was being dragged along the linoleum of the passage downstairs, and one or two sharp taps as though some things were dropping sharply from one step to another on the little dark staircase just outside the kitchen door. What a silly thing to dream!

So Jim must have done something for Will. That was a good thing. She hoped Will would tell her all about it when he had the chance, because generally he did not tell her anything, and she was not much good at guessing. It was a little bit of a pity that Will said so little, for he could talk so nicely when he was in the mood. But, there, you cant have everything. And Will was such a dear all the time. And just now he looked such a baby, such a nice little baby. She did wish she could take him in her arms just for a moment or two, the way she used to hold John, and Winnie too, when they were little. They werent such babies now, and tried to get on without their mother, and she felt a little bit lonely sometimes. When Will wasnt worried by things she could still love him like that, though. It was a pity that he was worried such a lot nowadays. But now that Jim had done something for him it would be all right perhaps. She would buy some new nightdresses, like those in the windows in Rye Lane, very warm and nice, but looking quite nice, too, with nearly real lace on the edges of the sleeves. Then perhaps  but here the alarum on the table at her side went off, and she had to stop thinking.

The sudden noise brought her husband to a sitting-up position in an instant. He was still grasping the sheets, and his erect hair made him look so like a frightened baby that Mrs Marble laughed. He glared and blinked at her uncomprehendingly for a while.

W  what is it? he demanded.

To Mrs Marble, mentally constituted as she was, no strange mood came amiss, or seemed strange to her.

Its just the clock, dear, she said, half-past seven.

The clock? said Mr Marble. I thought  I was dreaming. Just the clock?

He still muttered to himself as he snuggled down into the bed again, with his face hidden by the pillows. Annie had never known him mutter to himself before, but he was still muttering and mumbling to himself as she began to dress. Then suddenly he stopped muttering, and sat upright again in the bed.

By God! he said. I wasnt dreaming.

He threw off the bedclothes and climbed stiffly out of the bed. He looked like a pathetic little boy in his striped blue and white pyjamas as he hobbled across the room, to where his clothes were piled untidily on a chair. He tumbled some of these on the floor as he seized his coat, and he plunged his hand into the breast pocket. Annie could not see what he found there, but apparently it confirmed his suspicions. He stared vacantly across the room for several seconds, the coat dangling from his hands.

No, he repeated, I wasnt dreaming.

He hobbled stiffly but feverishly back across the room and thrust his feet into his carpet slippers, and then hurried out of the room. Annie, amazed, heard him enter Winnies bedroom next door. Then she heard him pull up the blind there, while Winnie sleepily inquired what was the matter, unanswered. Annie simply did not understand it. It was the first time she could ever remember his getting out of bed before breakfast was ready. But she could not wait to reflect on the matter. She huddled on the rest of her clothes and hastened downstairs to look after breakfast.

There was no end to the surprises of that day. To begin with, Mr Marble came down in his Sunday clothes of neat blue serge, instead of the dilapidated suit which he usually wore to business, and he only replied to Annies innocent and inevitable remark on this strange phenomenon with a scowl. He had not come straight down into the dining-room, as was his wont, either. Instead, he had gone into the tiny and seldom entered sitting-room at the back, and Annie, hastening in duty bound to see what he wanted, found him staring out of the window at the little patch of muddy backyard beyond. It was the same view as he must have seen when he went so surprisingly into Winnies bedroom. He could see it at any time when he was home, and he must have seen it several hundred, but for all that he was peering through the window at the muddy bed, flowerless as ever, with an intentness that even Annie noticed. It was extraordinary. It was true that by getting up as soon as she had done he was a quarter of an hour ahead of his usual time, yet even that was no reason for his wasting a good five minutes after his breakfast out in the yard wandering aimlessly up and down as though he was looking for something. Yet even Annie could see that he was relieved not to find anything.

During breakfast there was nothing unusual. Mr Marble ate little, but that was his way, and he said less, but no one ever said anything at breakfast at 53 Malcolm Road. John was deep in homework he had to prepare for school, and Winnie sewed a button on her glove in the interval of eating porridge. But after breakfast, while Mrs Marble was in the passage with her husband helping him on with his coat, he pulled from his pocket, loose, as though he had laid them there ready, a small roll of Treasury notes.

Here, he said, take these, and for Gods sake go and pay Evans off this morning. And we arent going to deal with him any more. Get what you want from Richards in the future. Theres enough there for Evans bill and a bit over.

Annie took the notes thankfully.

Oh, I am so glad, dear, she said. So Jim did do something for you after all?

Eh? said Mr Marble suddenly, and she shrank back as she caught sight of the expression on his face. What do you mean? he said.

Nothing, dear, except that. Why  what ?

But Mr Marble had snatched open the door and was striding off. He was muttering again.

Truly, Annie had much to think about as she began her daily household duties, and even she felt what a pity it was that she could not think very clearly. There was Wills stiffness, now. He was so stiff that he could hardly walk that morning, and she had never known that since before they were married and he used to play football. But Will couldnt have been playing football last night, could he now? It made her anxious. Then upstairs a new surprise awaited her. Wills other suit, his old everyday one, lay in a tumbled heap on the bedroom floor. She picked it up and put it away. It was sopping wet, and it was thick with mud. That must be why he did not wear it in the morning. How could he have got it so wet and muddy? The idea of football came to her mind again, but of course that was silly. Will did not play football now, and if he did it wouldnt be late at night and in his ordinary clothes. With a sigh she left the problem alone and went on tidying the room. Then there were Winnies and Johns bedrooms to be done, and after that a look round just to see that everything was in order. In the bathroom an old memory recurred to her. Will had come in here last night. Perhaps she could see what he came for? But she could see nothing different from usual as she looked round. The locked, glass-fronted cupboard in which Will kept his chemicals hung on the wall beside her. She peered in, as she had done hundreds of times before. The manifold bottles meant nothing to her; but she liked to look at the labels and wonder what they were all about. Some of the bottles were of a mysterious brown, and some were white. They were all very neatly arranged. Except one, and that was a little out of its place on the shelf. (As it might be if a man had put it back there in the dark.) Annie glanced casually at the label. It conveyed nothing to her at all, but it happened that the queer name stuck in her mind  potassium cyanide. She turned away from the cupboard without further thought.

There was a pleasurable little excursion before her. She felt quite thrilled with imagining it as she put on her hat before her bedroom mirror. It was a long time since she had had a lot of money in her pocket as she had now. Not that it would stay there long, as she had to pay off Evans bill, but it made her feel very rich and great to go into Evans shop and ask, in quite a matter-of-fact way, for her bill, and then to open her bag and produce a roll of notes and hand over the amount asked as if she were accustomed to such transactions every minute of her life. That would be nice, and then she would go on to Richards, and walk in there, and Mr Richards would be so nice to her because she was a new customer, and she would order what she wanted, and he would say Yes, madam, and No, madam, as if her every word was law. She was glad that Jim had done something for Will. Otherwise she would not be having such a happy day. After all, by contrast with the ordinary day of a woman with a house to look after, it would be a happy day.

She was still feeling happy when Mr Marble returned from the office in the evening, just after the children had had their tea and were settling down to their homework. He looked very tired, poor soul, and he still walked stiffly, but Mrs Marble had a nice tea ready for him thanks to her visit to Mr Richards shop. There were nice scrambled eggs, good eggs, not the other kind, and three pieces of toast, and there was fresh tea in the pot. Mrs Marble was disappointed when he looked at the pleasant tea-table with evident distaste. He flung himself down in an armchair with a sigh.

Anybody been? he demanded.

No, dear, no one, replied Annie, surprised.

Sure?

Of course I am, dear. Who is there to come? There was no one besides the milkman, and people selling things. It wasnt Mr Browns day for the insurance.

Thats all right then, said Mr Marble, and he began to unwrap the parcel he had brought in with him. The children looked up with interest, but they were disappointed. It was only a stupid old bottle of whisky. But Mr Marble looked at it very eagerly.

Arent you going to have your tea, dear? asked Mrs Marble.

Mr Marble looked, hesitated, and looked again.

Oh, all right, then, he said grudgingly.

He sat down before his tray and began to eat while his wife began her delightful duty of looking after him, pouring out his tea, refilling the teapot from the kettle on the fire, and seeing that he was comfortable. But Mr Marble had hardly begun when he rose from the table and hurried out of the room. Annie, hurt and mystified, heard him in the sitting-room next door  for the second time that day, and yet perhaps the second time for months. Almost mechanically she followed him, to find him peering through the window in the half light out into the backyard, where there was a small rain falling. He started as he heard her behind him.

What are you following me about for like this? he snapped.

Nothing, dear. Is there anything you want, dear?

Nothing, dear. Anything you want, dear? he gibed. Only a wife with some sense. Thats all.

He pushed past her without apology, back to the dining-room. She found him there seated at the table, but he had pushed his nice tray away, and was staring gloomily at the whisky bottle, which was perched, like some family god, in the exact centre of the table. He could not take his eyes off it. He did not look up as she came in, nor did he speak. For some minutes there was quiet in the room, broken only by the scratching of Winnies pen and the whispering of the two children to themselves as they toiled over their homework. Annie ought to have taken away the tray and started the washing up. That was her next duty, but for some reason she did not do it. Mr Marbles gaze shifted from the whisky bottle, and fixed itself on the tablecloth. Clearly he was following some new train of thought. Suddenly he moved uneasily in his chair, and then he looked up.

Has Mrs Whats-her-name been here to-day? he asked his wife. Oh, you know who I mean  the washerwoman person.

No, dear, of course not. She comes on every other Monday. She wont be coming until Monday week.

Well, shes not to come at all. You must do the washing yourself if you cant afford to send it out.

Of course we cant afford to send it out, dear. Laundries are dreadfully expensive now.

Then you must do it yourself.

But I dont want to. Why must I, Will? Its dreadfully hard work.

Hard work never killed anyone yet. Im not going to have strange women in my house and hanging up clothes in my garden any more. Thats why.

But 

Thats enough, now. Do what I say and dont argue. And Mr Marble turned his gloomy gaze once more to the whisky bottle.

Poor Annie was almost crying. It had been such a nice day up to now, and now everything was going wrong. To cover her whimpering sniffs she took up the tray and went with it down the stairs into the kitchen.

Mr Marble eyed the whisky bottle. He felt he needed some, despite the fact that he had already had three or four  or was it five or six?  whiskies that day. He was very tired, very, very tired, and his head ached. Just as it ached this time yesterday. No, he didnt want to think about yesterday. How his arms ached with that digging! He ought to have caught cold, too, seeing how it had been raining, but he hadnt. Pure Scotch Whisky. Very plain label on the bottle, but it was good stuff inside. God, but it was! An indescribably passionate longing to drink came over him, and he scraped his chair back from the table and fetched the corkscrew from the sideboard drawer. He drew the cork rapidly and dexterously. Not a scrap fell into the bottle. Then he found himself a tumbler and stood it beside the bottle. There was no soda-water left after last night, but he didnt want soda-water. He didnt want anything besides the relief that he knew a few sips of that yellow liquid would bring him. He fingered the bottle lovingly, still standing by the table. Suddenly he became aware of his childrens gaze upon him. Glad of the distraction from the drudgery of homework, they had been sitting silently watching his every movement. With a gust of fury Marble realized that it was impossible for him to drink with those solemn eyes upon him. He put the bottle down again upon the table with a thump.

Confound you, kids! he said furiously. Why on earth arent you in bed?

Neither child spoke. The doom was close upon them again, they knew, and this time it was more than could be hoped for for another new arrival to postpone it, as had happened so miraculously yesterday. But if they kept quite quiet and pretended to be closely occupied with their work it might be all right. They buried their noses in their books. Marble could only see the tops of their heads, moving a little as they pored over their writing.

Bah! he said. Dont act about like that. Shut up those books and go to bed. At once, now.

Under more favourable circumstances they would have protested that it was not nearly bedtime yet. They would have pointed out that it was only a little after seven oclock, and they were entitled to another hour at least. But they knew, in the intuitive manner of children, that this time the less they said the better for them. They began silently to pack up their books.

Go to bed! Go to bed! raved Mr Marble.

Dont look at me like that, sir, thundered Mr Marble. He had suddenly become half hysterical with rage. He pounded on the table with the whisky bottle, crazy with thwarted eagerness. John turned his scowling face in another direction, but the expression on his face was unchanged, and served to drive his father more frantic than ever, if that were possible. He reached out and struck the boy a heavy blow with his open hand, making him stagger.

They went, without a word, but the scowl on Johns face had somehow something triumphant about it now. If he was going to be sent to bed in arbitrary fashion, he would at least see that his father lost his temper during the process. John always felt he disliked his father during these queer moods of his  and the moods were becoming more and more frequent too.

The children went, and Mr Marble sighed with relief. He dragged his armchair up to the fire, and put the small table beside it for his glass. He would wait and be quite methodical now that a drink was an immediate certainty. He poured himself out a moderate drink and tossed it off. He felt better at once, more peaceful, more safe. He refilled his glass, and set it beside him. Then he sat down comfortably by the fire and gazed at the leaping flames. This was just what he wanted to do yesterday, before that wretched boy turned up and spoilt his evening. But it was even better than yesterday, because then he had only three drinks in the decanter. Now he had a whole bottle full, which would last him for this evening at least, without any thought of stinting. It was fine not having to stint. He wouldnt have to stint in any direction at all for another two weeks at least, thank goodness, or for a lot more than that, if only he were to change those five-pound notes. And after all, why shouldnt he? Of course the one-pound notes were as safe as anything, but the fivers ought to be just as safe too. They wouldnt give anything away, even if they were traced from Medland to himself. And if he took care and only cashed them at places where he wasnt known they wouldnt be traced at all. Anyway what did it all matter? It was silly to think that he was going to all the trouble he went to last night just to pay off a miserable thirty pounds of debts. Better to be hung for a sheep than for a lamb. Stop! Why was he thinking about hanging?

Mrs Marble, re-entering from the kitchen, saw her husband reach out greedily for the glass on the table at his side, and swallow its contents in violent gulps. Then she knew that dear Will would be unapproachable for the rest of the evening, and she would not be able to have that pleasant chat with him about what Jim had done for them that she had been looking forward to all day. Mrs Marble was rather disappointed.


CHAPTER 3
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YET FOR SOME weeks Mr Marble hesitated about changing those five-pound notes. He was of mixed character. When he had been a rat in a corner he had fought like one, desperately, to the last risk, but now he had escaped he thought of nothing except flight and covering his tracks.

And he was paying heavily enough for those few Treasury notes. That heart of his which had thumped so heavily on that stormy evening thumped just as heavily at other times now. He could not keep his mind from working out possible occurrences in the future, and some new morbid thought of the arrival of the police, instigated by the officials of Medlands hotel, or of some unexpected inquiry by the Bank as to whence had come the money which had so suddenly come into his possession, would set his heart pounding away until he could only lean back in his chair and gasp. He would wake sweating in the night too, with the fevered blood running hot under his skin, as some fantastic possibility developed in his sleeping mind. Then he would writhe and toss in his bed, muttering faintly to himself, tortured with fears of the known and of the unknown. And sometimes, when he had been sleeping very badly, one or two horrible memories returned to him: memories of a pair of staring eyes, and of a boyish face, the mouth smeared with foam. That was the worst of all.

He was not even happy sitting alone in the dining-room at Malcolm Road, with a full bottle of his only friend beside him, and calm in the knowledge that no one was poking about in the garden. The whisky only made him think the more at first. It took a long time before he could stop his mind from thinking about what might happen, and he soon found the worst moments of all were those at the beginning of the evening, when the whisky only bit and did not deaden. At times the prospect so frightened him that he flinched from his preliminary torture, and would go through the evening without drinking at all, although every fibre of his body seemed to be shrieking for it. These were the times when he craved for the company of his wife and children; when he would encourage Annie to long monologues about how she had spent her day. To Marble, sitting back in his chair, with Annie droning away beside him about her encounter with the bakers boy, who now worked for the butcher instead, and how she went down Rye Lane to buy remnants at the sale, and what Mr Brown, the insurance agent, had to say, it seemed incredible that anything unusual had happened. It must have all been a wild dream. If it were reality, how then could he be sitting at his fireside so peacefully? Brief monosyllables were sufficient to keep Annie talking and Mr Marble had ample time to think of all this. It was too like a fantastic nightmare for anything really to have happened in this very room, this poky, stuffy, suburban dining-room, and for a terrible secret to be hidden away in the garden just outside. Drugged by Annies talk, or by Johns or Winnies chatter about school, Mr Marble not infrequently succeeded in persuading himself that it was indeed a dream. And Annie was so pleasantly flustered and flattered by his attention in listening to her like this! But when night came, Mr Marble paid for his relaxation. Then, on the verge of sleep, he would realize that it was not a dream  and he would spend the night turning and tossing in fevered anxiety.

Security came back gradually. It was not a feeling of complete security; rather was it a feeling that anything would be welcome if only it would happen. No policeman came prying round 53 Malcolm Road; no official from the hotel came to ask as to the present whereabouts of one James Medland. Marble had paid his debts, every one of them, like a sensible man, and that had taken all the slender store of one-pound notes. But his personal expenses were much higher nowadays  they were bound to be while he spent half a sovereign a day on whisky  and nothing he could say to Annie had any effect in reducing household expenditure. The old rule became well established of spending a little more than his income. Under such circumstances it was inevitable that the five-pound notes should begin to melt away. He was very careful about it, as his bank clerk experience taught him to be. Not one of those rustling pieces of paper ever passed through the hands of one of the local tradesmen, and most certainly never did one go through Mr Marbles account at the Bank.

Occasionally at the big, gilded, popular Corner Houses was to be seen a little round-faced man sitting alone. He ordered an expensive dinner, as expensive as the limited menu allowed, and he would eat it hurriedly and furtively, with never a glance from his pale-blue eyes at the people at the other tables, and having eaten he would call for his bill and hurry out. He paid the bill by means of a five-pound note, and, thrusting the change into his pocket, he would rush away as though pursued. So he was pursued, too. One pursuer was an impossible fear of one of the frock-coated floorwalkers stopping him and asking him whence came the note  with a meaning glance to an attendant to fetch the waiting detective  and the other was the haunting fear lest there might be someone casually finding out something in a desolate back garden in a dreary street in a southern suburb. Mr Marble learned what it meant to walk down that street with that foolish heart of his pounding away in his breast, hot with impatience to reach home to ensure that all would be well, and yet standing hesitating at his front gate unable to go in to face what might be there  police, or, what would be nearly as bad, a look in the eyes of his wife and his children and words unspoken that meant that they knew. And still nothing happened.

The thing that came in the end was not in the least what he expected. It was nine oclock in the evening, and Mr Marble was sitting in the same frowsty dining-room, from minute to minute gauging with his eye the two most important things of the moment  the height of the whisky in the bottle and the distance the hands of the clock had moved round. His wife was in the room too, but she made no sign of her presence save for her whispered conversation with herself. A smart rebuff from her husband earlier in the evening had shown her that it was not one of his nice evenings. But when the postman knocked she rose and went to fetch what he had brought. It was only a single letter, and she gave it to Will. He fumbled it open with whisky-tangled fingers, and read the enclosed typewritten note with whisky-dazzled eyes. He read it three times before he understood the words, and for five minutes following he sat quite still as their significance came slowly home to him. It was formal notice to quit the house known as 53 Malcolm Road.

It was next morning before he could convince himself that the peril was not as real as his shrinking mind had believed last night. He was safe enough at present, of course. The Rent Act confirmed him in his tenancy for as long as it endured. This formal notice to quit was merely a necessary preliminary to raising his rent. But it gave him real cause for anxiety. It showed him a concrete thing to be afraid of, instead of the wild nightmares of prying neighbours or stray dogs, which might dig in that disused flower-bed. Some time or other he might be compelled to leave the house, and what would happen then? He did not know.

The next evening the librarian at the local Public Library had an interview with a little man in a seedy, blue suit, with a ragged, red moustache and weak blue eyes, who went through the formalities to obtain a ticket and then demanded a selection of books on crime.

I am afraid we have very few books on the subject, said the librarian, surprised.

Never mind, lets see what you have got, replied Marble.

The librarian brought him an armful of books. There were two of Lombrosos works, a volume of medical jurisprudence, two or three stray works on prison reform and kindred subjects, while from the bottom of the heap the librarian produced apologetically a rather lurid volume on Crimes and Criminals: Historic Days at the Assizes. Marble took the pile into his trembling hands, and peered at them anxiously.

Ill have this one, he said, firmly, Crimes and Criminals in his hand.

The librarian dated it and handed it over unwillingly. For one class of book borrower he had a friendly feeling; for another he had toleration, seeing that it was the main support of the library. The one class was that of the humble clerk and mechanic, anxious for self-improvement, the other was that of the diligent reader of fiction. For the omnivorous browser who read all sorts of things, he had a virulent hatred, suspecting him of a prurient desire to lay hold of those books which even a Public Library has to a small extent, the gift of some careless donor, or (dangerously, in his opinion) termed classical. And this newcomer was evidently a bad example of this type. His perverted taste was obviously sated even with Public Library fiction, and the craving for sensation was worse, to his mind, even than the physiological researches of spotty-faced adolescents. He had taken the book of all the library of which the librarian was most ashamed. He shook his head sadly after the receding, bent-shouldered figure.

But that was the first night for months that Mr Marble did not drink more than was good for him. Crimes and Criminals held him fascinated. It was not a subject of which he knew very much; he was even ignorant of the details of ordinary criminal procedure. In this book he found criminals labelled as great; he read ghastly stories of passion and revenge; he read of the final scenes on the scaffold with the dreadful concentration of a bird on a snake.

And the hair bristled on his head, and he experienced a horrible sensation of despair as he gradually realized that two out of every three of the criminals mentioned came to grief through inability to dispose of the body. There was a tale of a woman who had walked for miles through London streets with a body in a perambulator; there was an account of Crippens life in London with the body of his murdered wife buried in his cellar; but the police laid hold of them all in time. On this damning difficulty the book dwelt with self-righteous gusto. At midnight Mr Marble put the book aside, sick with fear. He was safe at present; indeed, he was safe altogether on many accounts. As long as he could see that that flower-bed was undisturbed no one would know that there was any cause for suspicion at all. That nephew of his had vanished into the nowhere that harbours so many of those whose disappearance is chronicled so casually in the papers. There was nothing, absolutely nothing, to connect him, the respectable Mr Marble, with young Medlands annihilation. But once let some fool start investigations, even involuntary ones, in that flower-bed, and the fat would be in the fire. Mr Marble did not know whether identification would be possible at this late date  he made a mental note that he must get another book from the library in which he could look that up  but even if that were impossible there would be unpleasant inquiries, and he would be in trouble for certain. Come what may, either he must maintain complete control over that flower-bed, or else he must make some other adequate arrangements. And from those arrangements, whatever they might be, his soul shrank in utter dread. They were certain to be his ruin. There would be some unforeseen mishap, just as there had been to the cart in which that man in the book tried to carry his victims remains along Borough High Street. Then he would be found out and then ? Prison and the gallows, said Mr Marble to himself, with the sweat pouring in torrents down his face.

One thing would give him security, and that would be the purchase of his house. That would give him security against disturbance for the rest of his life. Mr Marble did not mind what happened after his death, as long as that death was not accelerated by process of law.

But how could Mr Marble possibly purchase his house? He was living beyond his income as it was, he told himself, with a grim recollection of five-pound notes changed in popular Corner Houses. Yet he must, he must, he must. The blind panic of the earlier months had changed to a reasoned panic now; the one object of Mr Marbles life now was to raise enough money to buy that house. The covering letter to yesterdays notice to quit had hinted that perhaps Mr Marble would find it to his advantage to buy instead of continuing to rent; Mr Marble went to bed, to toss and mutter at his wifes side all night long as he framed impossible schemes for acquiring money, a great deal of money, enough to buy the freehold of 53 Malcolm Road.


CHAPTER 4
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AT THE BANK, as was only to be expected, they had noticed a slight change in Mr Marbles manner of late. He always looked worried, and clearly often he had been drinking. The head of the department to whom Mr Marble acted as second-in-command noticed it frequently, but he took no drastic action. For one thing, he was glad to have an inefficient second, as that enabled him to keep the work more closely under his own hand, thereby making his retention of his job more probable, and for another he had a queer sort of liking for poor old Marble, with his worried expression, and his worried eyes, and his worried moustache. In fact, Mr Henderson was heartily glad that Marble had apparently struggled out of the financial difficulties which had for many months before made him come to Henderson borrowing a fortnight before pay-day. What Henderson did not realize was that for all Marbles looseness of fibre, and seeming incompetence to grapple with anything worth while, somewhere in Marble there was a keen mind  razor keen still, despite too much whisky of late  and a fount of potential fierce energy which might contrive wonderful things if only something were to rouse him sufficiently. Mr Henderson, of course, knew nothing of a piece of work that Marble had performed marvellously efficiently some months ago.

So far Mr Marble had found no opportunity of making the money that he hankered after so pathetically. Yet money was in the air all the time that he was working, more so even than is usually the case in a bank department. For the department of the County National Bank, of which Mr Henderson was executive chief, with Mr Marble as his chief assistant, dealt solely with foreign exchange, buying and selling money all day, dollars for cotton spinners, francs for costumiers, pesetas for wine merchants, and dollars, francs, pesetas, and, above all, marks, for speculators of every trade or none. Gambling in foreign exchange was becoming a national habit by which the National County Bank profited largely. Here, if anywhere, would Mr Marble win the money for which he thirsted. But Mr Marble knew too much about foreign exchange operations, and he was afraid. There had been times when he had made a pound or two by well-timed buying and selling, but not many. He had the example before him of those who had bought marks at prices seemingly lower than they could ever be again, only to see them change from the absurd thousands to the still more absurd hundred thousands which meant the loss of nine-tenths of their investment. The wise man who speculated in foreign exchange would do well to sell, not buy, in most cases. And one could not sell without first buying unless one could arrange a forward operation with a bank. One can only profit by a falling market if one sells what one has not got. And no bank would allow anyone to arrange a forward operation unless he could show some sort of reason for wanting to do so. Not much reason, of course, but a good deal more than a mere bank clerk with sixty pounds only in his account could possibly show. There was another advantage about the forward operation, too. It was only necessary in this case to put up a margin of ten per cent of ones investment. In that case an increase of five per cent in the value of the sum controlled meant an actual profit on the sum invested of fifty per cent  if one were lucky enough to have bought; if one had sold instead it meant a loss of fifty per cent. If a man were to buy on a ten per cent margin, and the money bought were to double in value, he would multiply the money invested not by two, but by twenty. Mr Marble thought of the sixty pounds he had to invest, and his mouth watered.

But week followed dreary week and nothing could be done. The foreign exchange market seemed to have gone mad. The mark had fallen away to millions, as the Austrian crown had done two years before. The lira seemed to be going the same way. Sterling exchange on New York alone was struggling back to its pre-war position. Even the franc was dropping steadily. Before the war it was little more than 25; now it was over a hundred, and it was being hammered slowly lower and lower. Mr Marble watched the market and hesitated. If the franc and the lira were to drop with a crash as the mark had done, and a wise man had sold in advance, he could look for a profit to be reckoned in terms of thousands per cent. And the brokers with whom Mr Marble in the course of his daily duties conversed over the telephone all seemed to think it likely. In the foreign exchange department of the National County Bank (Head Office) all the clerks were convinced of the same thing. Some of them had already made minute sums of money by cautious speculation, helped by their friends the clerks in the brokers offices. They had sold tiny sums in advance, got out hurriedly immediately afterwards, and then cursed their faintheartedness as the franc still went on dropping. Mr Marble saw all this, and was tempted. Twice he nearly ventured but each time that keen judgement of his which was always somewhere in the background ready to be called upon held him back. There was something doubtful somewhere.

And then one morning it happened. Chance flung a fortune within Mr Marbles reach, and only asked from him in return the effort to grasp it.

It was ten oclock in the morning. Mr Marble was at his desk farthest from the entrance to the room, and close beside the partitioned cubbyhole that housed the superior majesty of Henderson, chief of the department. In front of Mr Marble lay the opened letters sent across by the correspondence department, and he was casually glancing through them to see that there was nothing that the department could not cope with without troubling Mr Henderson, or even higher authority still. They were all just ordinary routine letters; notifications mainly, from the various continental branches, of credits given and of drafts honoured. Nothing of any import; the staff of the department could handle them nearly all. Four of them he picked out that he would have to answer; two must go in to Henderson. The last letter was the most ordinary of them all. It was the biweekly letter from the Paris branch confirming the actions reported already by cable and telephone. Mr Marble looked through it. Still there was nothing of any interest. For a wonder the Paris staff had made no mistake in decoding cables. Everything had been done as ordered, and no hasty cable would have to be sent countermanding some ridiculous blunder. No forgeries, no failures. Yet Mr Marble read the letter to the end, because the man who had written it was known to him personally; it was Collins, who had worked under him in that very department for a couple of years before being sent out to Paris. He was a voluble fellow  chatty, Mr Marble described him to himself  and his volubility was noticeable even in this official correspondence, for at the end of the letter he had inserted a paragraph that was quite unnecessary by all rules of routine. It was quite brief for Collins, and merely said that more steadiness might be noticed in the French franc in future, as it was rumoured that the Government were taking the matter in hand, and might even resort to pegging on the London exchange.

Mr Marble laid the letter down and gazed through the dusty window at the uninviting view of other dusty windows across the ventilation shaft. There might be something in it. The franc was a point higher this morning than at the close of yesterday. So much the trained foreign clerks brain told him  Mr Marble could at two minutes notice give the rate of exchange on anywhere at any time within the last two years  but Mr Marble was capable, strange though it may seem, of doing more than that if sufficiently stimulated. If the Republic took a hand in restoring its foreign credit, it would do more than merely keep it steady. Mr Marble suddenly recollected a nebulous idea he had dreamed some time ago as to the best means that would bring this about. He turned this idea over in his mind. If they were to do that, the franc would recover like a skyrocket. It would easily go to sixty; it might even reach fifty, or perhaps even forty. It would never be better than forty, decided Mr Marble, weighing the chances with an acuteness of perception that would have astonished him had he only thought about it. Most likely it would be about sixty.

Whats Paris now, Netley? he asked a passing subordinate.

One-nineteen, one-seventeen, replied Netley over his shoulder as he hurried on hoping that Mr Marble would notice that he deliberately did not say sir.

Two points rise again, thought Mr Marble. There might be some truth in the wild theories that had been flashing through his brain. On the other hand, it might be only one of the periodic and temporary recoveries that were usual. The price might sag at any minute again. If Mr Marble were to buy, he might find that he had bought at the beginning of a fall instead of the beginning of a rise. And if he were to buy on a margin  Mr Marble had already in his mind a scheme to enable him to do so  then the inevitable ten-point fall would deprive him of ninety per cent of his capital. But then  Mr Marbles silly heart was already bumping heavily against his ribs  the sort of rise he thought possible would bring him in nearly a hundred times the amount invested. Mr Marble managed to keep his brain deadly clear despite the thumping of his heart, just as he had done that memorable evening some months ago. It was a chance. Mr Marbles brain sorted out all the tiny indications it had collected and stored up unbidden for weeks past. It was more than a chance. It was a certainty, decided that clear brain.

Yet Mr Marble felt the flush of blood in his cheeks, and his heart beat unbearably as he rose from his seat and walked out of the office on what was to be one of the momentous occasions of his life. Even his gait was a little unsteady so great was the strain upon him, and the younger clerks whom he had to pass on the way to the door nudged each other merrily as he went by.

Old Marble going out for his usual, they said. Bit early even for him. Must have been properly soused last night.

There was a public-house round the corner, and it was there that Mr Marble stayed his steps, just as, be it admitted, he had often done before. The girl at the bar knew him, and the double Scotch was ready for him before even he was within reach of it. But Mr Marble did not, as was usual, drain it off and demand another. Instead, he withdrew, glass in hand, to a bench behind a table, and sat waiting, waiting inexorably, while his heart beat in his finger-tips so that his hands shook. It was only just opening time, and there was a steady stream of entrants, stockbrokers and clerks, street-betting agents, all the curious mixture that is to be found in a public-house fifty yards from Threadneedle Street on a weekday morning.

Once or twice men he knew entered, and nodded, but Mr Marble was not cordial. His return nod carried with it no invitation to share his bench and sit at his table with him. Most probably none of them would have accepted such an invitation anyway, unless it were unavoidable. Mr Marble continued to stare at the swing doors.

And then Mr Marbles heart gave a convulsive throb. He suddenly felt sick with fear, fear of the future. At last his scheme was presented to him in the concrete, instead of the comfortably abstract. For a wild moment he thought of flight, of abandoning the whole business. He could, he knew. He might struggle along for years without the aid that improbable success in this venture would bring him. But Mr Marble thrust the temptation on one side, and proceeded with the business with bitter determination. He beckoned to Saunders, the man whose entrance had caused this last internal commotion.

Saunders had his drink in his hand; he had greeted those men at the bar whom he knew, and was glancing round the room to make sure that he had missed no one.

He was a plump man of middle height, rosy and prosperous-looking. He knew Marble slightly; that is to say, he had talked to him a dozen times in that public-house. He was acquainted with the fact that Marble worked for the National County Bank, which he himself employed, and that was all. Naturally he was a little puzzled at Marbles beckoning to him, but Saunders took care to be friendly to everyone who spoke to him, seeing that his livelihood depended on the goodwill of the public. Saunders was a bookmaker, in a tiny office five storeys up near Old Broad Street, conducting his business almost entirely by telephone and by the men who waited about at lunchtime near the corners of the streets.

Glass in hand, Saunders came across to the table just as Marble had done before him, and almost without knowing it he sat down opposite him. There was that in Marbles manner which seemed to make it inevitable that he should sit down.

Well, said Saunders cheerily, hows things?

Not too bad, said Marble. Got ten minutes to spare?

Saunders supposed he had, a little ruefully, though, for he had at first imagined that this was merely evidence of a desire to open a credit account with him, and, since Marbles manner did not indicate this, he came to the other conclusion, that he was about to hear a hard luck story. As far as Saunders experience went, men between themselves did nothing but bet or borrow.

You do bank with the National County, dont you? began Marble.

Youre right.

And you know I work there?

Right again. Whats the matter? Firm going bust? My account overdrawn? Saunders was a witty fellow; there never was the slightest chance of the National County suspending payment, and Saunders account was never lower than four hundred pounds. But Marble hardly smiled. Instead, he turned his bleak blue eyes full upon Saunders brown ones.

No, he said; then slowly, I want to do a deal, and I must have the help of a customer of the bank. Youll do, or, of course, if you dont want to come in, Ill have to get some one else.

I should think you were right again, said Saunders, but he was not feeling quite so full of levity now. His puzzled mind was searching for Marbles motives. Either this seedy old boy was barmy or else he was on some illegal lay. In either case Saunders was not having any. Saunders was a law-abiding man, save in the matter of inciting others to street-betting. And yet  and yet 

Do you want to hear about it? said Marble, grimly. He had himself as well in hand as when he had offered Medland that glass of whisky, but the effort was frightful. His confidence overbore Saunders easy scepticism.

Right-ho. I dont say Ill buy it, though, added Saunders hastily.

No. But I want your word that youll keep quiet if you dont.

Saunders agreed. And the word of a bookmaker is accepted all over England.

Ive got some information. It might mean a lot of money if it were used properly.

Racin information? There was a suspicion of a sneer in Saunders voice; he obtained half his income from people with racing information.

No. Foreign exchange.

Dont hardly know what that is.

No, said Marble. Lots of people dont.

Oh, I know a bit, said Saunders, anxious to justify himself. I know about how the mark has fallen to half nothing and  and  all that sort of thing, you know.

Somehow the moral tables had turned during those few minutes. Undoubtedly Marble was now in the ascendant. Largely, of course, this change was due to the fact that the conversation was about a subject of which he knew much and the other nothing. But on the other hand it must be admitted that the vague thing known as Personality was affecting the case, too. Marble was putting out all his strength to influence Saunders unobtrusively, and he was succeeding. Men can do much when they have to.

Well, said Marble, bleak eyes set like stones, the franc is going to rise, and now is the time to buy.

The secret was out now. Saunders could betray him now at leisure. But Marble, never taking his eyes off Saunders, was sure he would not.

I dont say youre not right, said Saunders, but whats the little game? Where do I come in? And where do you come in?

Its like this, said Marble, showing his whole hand, so sure was he. It isnt much good buying francs outright. I could do that myself next door. But you dont stand to make much that way. This time you might make a hundred per cent, but of course thats not good enough.

Of course not, said Saunders submissively.

The best way to do it is to make a forward operation of it. That means you must put up ten per cent.

On a margin, put in Saunders, proud of this little bit of argot picked up during much frequenting of City public-houses.

Exactly. On a margin. That means that a five per cent rise in the franc gives you fifty per cent profit. As I said, it might be a hundred per cent rise this time. That would be a thousand per cent profit  ten to one, in other words, added Marble, countering Saunders effort.

Saunders only dimly understood.

But I dont see now why youre telling me all this, he said. Why dont you get along and do it? Why tell anyone else at all?

Because Im not allowed to put a forward operation through for myself in the Bank. You have to have some legitimate reason for wanting to.

And what reason would I have? Saunders was being rapidly drawn into the net.

Oh, thats easy. You can easily have some business in France, cant you? Dont you ever bet on French races?

Of course I do, sometimes.

And dont you ever send money to France?

Well, I have done, once or twice.

Right, then. If you were to tell the Bank that you wanted to buy francs theyd believe you all right. And they love you in the Bank, anyhow. You keep a big current account, and they love anyone who does that.

Saunders was still struggling against the mesmeric influence that was beginning to overpower him.

Tell me some more about this forward operation stunt, he pleaded, wavering, conscious that in a minute he would have to decide one way or the other, conscious that he would most probably fall in with Marbles plans, and conscious, too, that he did not really want to. Tell me what I should have to do?

Marble explained carefully, drilling it into his man with meticulous care. Then he threw his last bait. He showed how, if a man were to take his profit when it amounted to a mere five times his stake, and had the hardihood to fling both profits and stake into the business again, by the time the currency purchased stood at twice the figure it stood at the start the profit would not be ten, but thirty-five units.

Saunders scratched his head wildly.

Here, what are you drinking? he asked, signalling agitatedly to the barman, and then leaning forward again to go over the details once more. Marbles cold judgement had chosen his man well. A bookmaker earns his living by other peoples gambling, but even with this practical example always before him there is no one on earth so ready to gamble  in anything not pertaining to the turf.

Then Saunders made a last despairing effort to writhe out of the business. He said that, after all, he was unacquainted with Marble.

How do I know its straight? he asked pitifully.

It cant be very well anything else, can it? replied Marble, and the condescension in his tone was an added spur to Saunders. I wont be able to pinch your money, will I? It will all be in your account, wont it? If it isnt straight I cant make anything out of it.

Saunders had realized this as soon as the words had left his mouth, and he apologized. Mr Marble, hope boiling in his veins, was very gracious.

Well, what is it you want out of it? asked the wretched Saunders.

Ten per cent of what you make, said Marble uncompromisingly, and, of course, Im going to have a bit on, too.

How much?

Sixty quid. Mr Marble produced a roll of five-pound notes  the last of those he had been so careful about changing. He was throwing discretion to the winds now. If ever the notes were traced to him, it would be his own fault, but there was no time for complicated manoeuvres to change them.

Saunders took them half involuntarily.

In fact, said Mr Marble, I should like to have more than that on. Only I havent got it with me. I could raise it by to-morrow. But to-morrow will be too late.

With those baleful eyes upon him, and the reassuring feel of those five-pound notes in his hand, Saunders could do nothing except make the inevitable offer.

Thanks, said Marble. Look here, I tell you what well do. Put four hundred in. Two hundred of that will be yours. Theres another sixty. Then you lend me the odd one-forty. That makes us just even.

Saunders agreed helplessly.

Times getting on, said Mr Marble, with a glance at the clock. Wed better get a move on. I can tell you what to do all over again as we walk back.

As though in a dream Saunders rose from the table and followed him out. The stimulus of the fresh air outside revived him sufficiently to remember to ask Marble how it was he was so certain that the franc was going to rise.

I know all right, said Marble casually. He could afford to be casual, so sure was he of himself, and above all, so sure was he of Saunders.

And Saunders weakly yielded to the man with the superior knowledge. He would have hooted with derision at a man who proposed to back a stray acquaintances favourite horse to the tune of two hundred pounds; he would have rolled on the ground with mirth if he heard that the same man was going to risk another one hundred and forty by backing that horse for his friend; but this was not horse racing, about which he was thoroughly well informed. It was business  Big Business  and he was awed and submissive.

Marble ended his instructions just as they reached the main door of the National County Bank.

Go in there and say you want to buy francs as a forward operation. Theyll send you along to my department, so dont worry. Ill be there. I may even do the business for you. But I expect itll be Henderson that you see. Oh, yes, and dont forget, whatever you do, to ring me up two or three times to-day and to-morrow. Get through to Foreign Exchange and then ask for me. It doesnt matter what you say. Just say  what is that you always say when you see anyone in the bar?  Hallo, old bean, hows things? Keep it up for a bit; say Doodle-oodle-oodle if you cant think of anything else. Thats just to give me authority to move the account about when its necessary. Got it all? All right, then. Good-bye.

Mr Saunders, dazed and mazed, walked weakly into the National County Bank. Mr Marble walked on to the side entrance where dwelt his own among other departments. The sweat was running off him in streams; for a brief space he had been a master of men; he had swayed a hard-headed man into doing something totally unexpected; he had gambled with fate and he had won; for a while he had known the wild exultation of success. He had done something that he would certainly not have done without the urgent impulse due to  a slight indiscretion one stormy night some months ago, but reaction closed upon him with terrible swiftness. His steps dragged as he came into the department of Foreign Exchange. He felt, and he looked, inexpressibly weary. The junior clerks nudged each other again as he walked by.

Old Marbles had as much as he can carry already. Hell be getting the sack one of these days, just see if he doesnt.

And Marble, tired to death, weary with fear, worn out by the thumping of his heart, crept brokenly to his desk and buried his face in his hands.


CHAPTER 5
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MR MARBLE WAS paying. He was paying by the feeling of weary misery from which he suffered as he walked home that day across London Bridge, as he stood exhausted in the train, and in the bus which brought him from the station, and as he sat in the back room at 53 Malcolm Road.

It was a new habit, this, of sitting in the tiny drawing-room instead of the dining-room. In the drawing-room the light was bad and the furnishings even more dreary than in the dining-room, while the fact that it was in the dining-room that during the winter they had their fire had habituated the family to passing all their time there. But Mr Marble now sat in the drawing-room. He did little enough there. He read, it is true, in the books that he now chose regularly from the Free Library  crime books, even the interminable Lombroso  but he only read at intervals. Quite half the time he spent in looking out of the window across the barren flower-bed. That way he felt more comfortable. He did not have to worry then in case some stray dog from one of the neighbouring houses were there. Mr Marble had read how dogs are employed to find truffles in Perigord and he was afraid.

There were in addition various children from neighbouring houses who had been known to climb into the garden after balls which they had knocked over. They had left off doing that now. Once upon a time Mr Marble had not shown any active objection, but two or three times lately he had caught them at it, and had rushed out in blind, wordless fury. The children had seen his face as he mouthed at them, and that experience was enough for them. Children know these things more clearly than do their elders, and they never came into Mr Marbles garden again. The neighbours were at a loss to understand Mr Marbles jealous guardianship of his garden. As they said, he never grew anything there. Gardening was hardly likely to be a hobby of a man with Mr Marbles temperament, and the garden of Number 53 had always been in its barren weediness an unpleasing contrast to those near it.

It gave at least some cause for a feeling of superiority to the neighbours. They all thought Mr Marble unbearably snobbish. He sent his children to secondary schools  on scholarships, it is true, and after some years at public elementary schools  while their children began to work for their livings at the age of fourteen, and he wore a bowler hat, while the neighbouring menfolk wore caps. They none of them liked Mr Marble, although they all had a soft corner in their hearts for Mrs Marble. Poor thing, he treats her like the dirt beneath his feet, he does.

It was a comforting feeling that this monster suffered from the same troubles as they did, and was at times unable to pay his rent, even as they, for so the collecting clerk told them.

Mr Marble spent the evening sitting in the drawing-room of 53 Malcolm Road; on his knee was the last of the Free Library books on crime. It was very interesting  a Handbook to Medical Jurisprudence. Until he had begun it, Mr Marble did not know what Medical Jurisprudence was, but he found it more and more absorbing. The periods spent in gazing out of the window grew shorter and shorter as he read all about inquests, and the methods for discovering whether a dead body found in the water had been put there after death or not, and the legal forms necessary for certifying a person insane. Then he passed on to the section on Toxicology. He read all about the common domestic poisons, spirits of salt, lead acetate, carbolic acid; from these the book proceeded to the rarer poisons. The first ones mentioned, perhaps given pride of place because of infinitely superior deadliness, were hydrocyanic acid and the cyanides. The comments on the cyanides were particularly interesting:

Death is practically instantaneous. The patient utters a loud cry and falls heavily. There may be some foam at the lips, and after death the body often retains the appearance of life, the cheeks being red and the expression unaltered.

Treatment 

But Mr Marble did not want to know anything about the treatment. Anyway, it was easy to see that there would rarely be an opportunity of treating a sufferer from cyanide poisoning. Besides, he did not want to read the book at all after that. It made his stupid heart beat too fast again, so that he had difficulty in breathing while his hand shook like the balance-wheel of a watch. And the book had started an unpleasant train of thought, that set him once more gazing out into the garden, only at twilight now, at the end of the day, while he thought about blank horrors.

He knew much more about crime now than when he had first become a criminal. He knew that nine murderers out of ten were only discovered through some silly mistake. Even if they were very careful about planning the deed, and carried it out successfully, they still made some ridiculous blunder that betrayed them. But in some cases they were found out by some unfortunate mischance. It was generally through the gossip of neighbours, but sometimes it was through the insatiable curiosity of some really uninterested person. Now Mr Marble could rely upon there being no gossip. No one knew that young Medland had come to his house that night. And he had made no blunder. It was only some event beyond his control that could betray him. Such as? The answer came pat to mental lips  someone else moving into the house after he had been turned out, someone with a taste for gardening. Come what may, he must not be turned out of 53 Malcolm Road. But he might be at any minute now. His tortured mind raced like a steamship propeller in a rough sea. Supposing the franc should fall! He would lose his money, but that would be only part of his loss, and the least part, too. For Saunders would complain about his loss, perhaps even to the management of the Bank, certainly in a way that would come to the ears of the authorities. Then Marble would lose his job  not possibly, but certainly. Then  a few weeks of grace perhaps, and then, rent unpaid, out of the house he would go. After that it was inevitable. Mr Marble shuddered uncontrollably. It all depended on the franc. One part of Mr Marbles feverishly active mind began to toil once more through all the data accumulated that had made him decide that the franc would rise; another part began to regret bitterly that he had ever entered into such an absurd venture, rashly leaving his temporary safety  which already he began to long for again  in a wild search for permanency. Perhaps this was his blunder, like Crippens flight to the Continent. Perhaps it was because of this that he was going to be hanged by the neck till he was dead. That other book, the one about Famous Criminals, had been disgustingly fond of that expression. Mr Marble shuddered again.

Mr Marble sat till late that night  indeed, he sat until early the next morning, disregarding, hardly hearing the appeals of his wife, working out with one part of his mind the chances of the rise of the franc, with the other the chances of escaping detection. Mr Marble found some ghoulish details at the end of the Handbook to Medical Jurisprudence which interested him as well as appalled him. They dealt with the possibilities of identifying bodies after prolonged burial.

At half-past seven the next morning, Mr Marble, who was already awake  he hardly seemed to sleep nowadays  heard the newspaper pushed through the letterbox of the front door downstairs. He climbed out of bed and padded down bare-footed and in his pyjamas. The house was very still, and it seemed as if the beating of his heart shook it. It was unfortunate that it should start again now when it had taken him all the time he was in bed to quiet it down. But there was no help for it. Mr Marble wondered whether the paper had anything to say about the franc, and of course that was enough to start it.

With the fibre doormat scratching his bare feet Mr Marble stood and read the financial columns of the newspaper. It was unenlightening. It mentioned the closing price of the franc  118  one point better than he had bought at. Mr Marble knew that already. Nowhere was there any mention of drastic action by the French Government. Everything seemed as it was yesterday. Mr Marble realized that he might perhaps be able to get out of the transaction even now with safety and a small profit. That would perhaps keep Saunders mouth shut. But Mr Marble only dallied with the idea for a moment. Then his eyes narrowed, and his weak, nubbly chin came forward an eighth of an inch. No. He would stick it out now. He would carry the business through, cost what it might. He was sick of being afraid. There was some quite good stuff in the make-up of Mr William Marble. It was a pity that it took danger of life and death to stir him up to action.

Yet Mr Marble was so anxious that he called up to his wife, Arent you ever coming down, Annie? and he bustled hastily through his dressing and breakfast and rushed off to the City a good half-hour before his usual time. No one in the crowded railway carriage guessed that the little man in the blue suit perched in the corner, his feet hardly touching the floor, who read his paper with such avidity, was hastening to either fortune or ruin, although perhaps a closer glance than ever Mr Marble received might have raised some strange speculations, considering his white face and his tortured light-blue eyes. He did not walk across the bridge from the station. Instead he scampered, breathlessly.

At the Bank he hung up his hat and coat carelessly, and dashed upstairs to the department of Foreign Exchange. The few clerks already there stared in wonder at his unwontedly early arrival. Straight to Mr Hendersons room went Mr Marble, to that private sanctum which only he and Henderson had the right to enter. He looked at the tape machine. Fool that he was! Of course, there would be no quotations through yet. He might as well have stayed at home.

He came back to his desk, and sat down, making a pretence of being busy, though this was difficult to maintain, as the letters had not yet arrived. He waited for twenty minutes while the room filled with late arrivals of the one time-table and the early arrivals of the other. The customary din of the office began to develop. The telephones began to ring, and the clerks began to call to each other from desk to desk. Mr Marble became conscious that young Netley was speaking into the telephone opposite. He knew from Netleys greeting to the unknown at the other end that he was talking to the exchange brokers in London Wall.

Yes, said Netley, yes, no, what, really? No, I hadnt heard, yes, yes, all right.

Marble knew instinctively what he was talking about.

Whats Paris now, Netley? he asked.

Netley was so full of his surprising news that he did not notice the coincidence, and also actually added the hated sir.

Ninety-nine, sir, he said. Its gone up twenty points in the night. They dont know why, yet.

Marble knew. He was right, of course. He had a good head for finance when he chose to use it.

Henderson came in and passed through to his own room. Marble did not notice him. He was busy thinking. He was nerving himself to go on with the venture. If he sold now he could give Saunders some three hundred pounds profit  enough to satisfy him most probably. Anyway, he was safe for a bit. Keeping in close touch with the market as he naturally did, he could sell at the instant a decline seemed likely. But if he did what he had suggested to Saunders yesterday  sold out and then reinvested, he would be much less safe. A ten per cent drop would wipe out profit and capital as well, and Saunders would think he had been swindled. But all Marbles judgement told him that the rise was bound to continue. There was a huge gain to be made if only he was bold enough  or desperate enough  to risk it. Henderson appeared at the door of his room.

Mr Marble, he said, someone wants you.

Marble went in and picked up the receiver.

Hullo, he said.

That Mr Marble? said the receiver.

Hallo, old bean, hows things? said the receiver.

It was Saunders. He had begun to regret his transaction of the previous day long ago, but he was determined on playing the game to the last. Marble might have got four hundred pounds out of him by some nefarious means, but he was not going to get a rise out of him as well. He would see the thing through to the bitter end.

Going well, said Mr Marble.

He had to pick his words, for Henderson was within earshot, and it would never do for him to know that he was acting in collusion with one of the Banks customers.

Theyve begun to rise, said Mr Marble. Look at your tape machine.

Mr Saunders was unable to retain an exclamation of surprised unbelief.

You can get out now with a bit of profit, said Mr Marble. His tone was cold and sincere, as he was striving to make it, and carried conviction.

Sorry, I cant hear what youre saying, said Mr Marble.

Doodle  oodle  oodle, said the receiver, as Mr Saunders realized that this was his cue, and all his old gambling spirit came back to him.

Right. I think youre wise, said Mr Marble, replacing the receiver.

That Mr Saunders, said Marble to Henderson. Bought some francs yesterday  lucky devil  wants to sell and reinvest.

In the outer office the usual nerve-racking bustle was at its usual height. Mr Marble sat at his desk, where the letters had by now been put, and rallied himself. For nearly five minutes he fought with himself before he could turn to the telephone at his elbow and give the necessary orders to increase Saunders holding  and the risk as well.

There was apparently no need to worry. Mr Marble sold at 95; he bought again at 93. Half an hour later the franc stood at 87, and the risk was past. It is an old story now, how the French Government had quietly appropriated other peoples credits the night before, how the franc rose all day long, while puzzled exchange-brokers racked their brains to explain the mystery, and cursed their gods that they had not foreseen this action and bought all the francs that their credit would stand. And all day the franc rose, as men who had been caught hurried in to cover their losses, as the German speculators who had been hammering away so joyfully gave up the struggle in despair, as the small investors who follow the movements of the market far to the rear came panting in to steal a slice of profit as well. The men in the office who only a few days before had been confidently predicting that the franc would go the way of the mark had already changed their minds completely and were now saying that it would climb to its pre-war value of twenty-five and a quarter. But Mr Marble kept his head, just as he had kept it that fatal night when he knew that a single mistake meant ruin and violent death. The cold fear that had succeeded to the initial feeling of elated success vanished completely, and he was left calm, deadly calm. He watched the market with a fierce intensity. Once or twice it wavered, as the faint hearts took their profits, but each time it recovered, as it was bound to do with a genuine demand behind it. At 75 he resold and reinvested again, sitting lunchless in the office all day, so as to keep the business under his own hand, and when the franc touched 65 he sold out for good. It might well go a little higher, as indeed it did, reaching 60 for a brief space, but he had done all that was necessary and a good deal more.

There was no need to work out the profit. He knew that already, counting with painful eagerness every penny that every point meant to him. He called to the department stenographer, and began the official Bank letter to Saunders reporting the progress made:

Dear Sir,

In accordance with your instructions received to-day by telephone at 9.45 a.m. and 4.51 p.m. we have 

and all the rest of the business. It was cold and dry and formal enough, heaven knew. Bank letters are usually cold and dry and formal, even when they embody a paean of praise. This one told, with an air of supreme detachment, how Mr Saunders had originally bought rather more than forty-five thousand francs with the four thousand pounds represented by his margin of four hundred; how they had been sold at 95, and then represented nearly five thousand pounds (a thousand pounds profit); how this thousand pounds, and the original four hundred, had purchased francs at 93, and thus, thanks to the fact that each pound did the work of ten, controlled nearly a million and a quarter of francs; this million odd had been sold at 75, bringing in sixteen thousand pounds and more. Mr Saunders profit now stood at over four thousand pounds, and it and the good old original four hundred had gone back once more into francs, purchased at 75 still, thanks to Mr Marble having taken advantage of an eddy in the market. Forty-five thousand pounds worth of francs did that sum control  three millions of francs and a few thousand odd ones.

When they were finally sold at 65 Mr Saunders credit balance stood at a paltry fifty-one thousand pounds. He probably was unable to do the simplest sum in foreign exchange; at the moment he did not have the least idea of what profit he had made; Marbles forethought had earned it for him; most of the money would come eventually out of the pockets of less fortunate speculators, which only served them right, but some would come from the myriad firms which had to have francs at any price. Above all, if the Bank had had anything to say in the matter they would probably have cut short the speculation at the earliest opportunity, but they had never been consulted after the first interview. Mr Marble had a specious plea of justification for having done all this on his own responsibility, in that Henderson had acquiesced in the first expansion of the deal, but he did not think he would have to use it. No bank really objects to having its clients enriched by the enthusiasm of its staff.

When the letter was finished Mr Marble slipped out of the office. He had done no work that day, and he would not have been able to even if he had tried. He was too exhausted by the emotional strain under which he had been labouring all these hours. Instead, he walked quietly round to Saunders office. The hurrying crowds round him, hastening to catch the 5.10 at Fenchurch Street, or the 5.25 at London Bridge, did not pay him the tribute of a glance. They did not realize that this shabby man in blue was a capitalist  a man possessed of over ten thousand pounds, if he could be sure of making Saunders pay up. They paid no heed to him, save to shoulder their homeward progress. He was rich almost to the full extent of his wildest dreams, and yet they pushed him into the gutter. Mr Marble did not resent it. They had likewise paid no heed to him when he was only a murderer.

Saunders in his office, the last race of the day over, was glancing through some trial totals of the days figures when one of his two clerks showed in Mr Marble.

Hallo, he said, glancing up, so youve made a bit?

Mr Marble sank wearily into the chair indicated and took the cigarette that Saunders offered.

What did you get? Six to one? asked Saunders. He was half joking, half serious. He had determined that Mr Marbles final bait of yesterday of three thousand per cent was a mere piece of bluff. Obviously Marble had taken a chance and it had come off, and he, glad to see his money back, let alone with profit attached, would not press him too hard for the fulfilment of all his promises.

Dont know, said Marble. Havent worked it out like that. But the total comes to something like fifty thousand.

What? gasped Saunders. Fifty thousand? Or its francs, I suppose you mean?

No, said Marble expressionlessly, pounds.

Dyou mean it?

Oh, of course I do. Youll get the official notification from the Bank to-morrow.

Saunders said nothing. Nothing in his limited vocabulary was equal to the situation.

Fifty thousand pounds, said Mr Marble, still expressionless, but bracing himself unobtrusively for the final effort. Lets work out what my share of it is.

It was astonishing to him to find that Saunders agreed without any difficulty at all. He would not have been surprised to find him refusing to render any account whatever; he could have retained the whole and nothing could have been proved against him. But Marble, when he feared this, allowed his fear to overbalance his estimation of several important items in Saunders make-up. In the first place, Saunders was an honest man. In the second place, he was so dazzled by the magnitude of the profit that he did not grudge the fair share of the man who had earned it for him. In the third place, he was a bookmaker, and he was accustomed to handing over large sums on account of transactions of which no law in the United Kingdom took the slightest notice.

Rightio, said Saunders. How much is it exactly?

Fifty thousand, three twenty-nine, and a few shillings.

Saunders hastily figured it out. Marble had done it in his head long ago.

I make your little packet come to £27,681. Oh, and the sixty you gave me. I get twenty-two thousand odd for myself. Not bad going for three phone calls.

Saunders was trying to be offhand in the presence of this magician who could make thousands sprout in the course of a night. Actually, he was bursting with astonishment and curiosity.

Whens settling day? he demanded.

The moneyll come in soon. Youll have it in less than a week. Might be to-morrow, but I doubt it. The Bank will let you know.

Right. Ill send you a cheque then. Your working agree with mine? Saunders was trying his best to be the complete business man, although the largest cheque he had written in his life was for no more than five hundred pounds, and that occasion still haunted him in his worst nightmares.

Very well, then. Mr Marble rose from his chair.

Mr Saunders could restrain himself no longer.

Oh, sit down, man, and tell me how it was done. No, we must go and have a drink to celebrate this. Lets make a night of it, up West somewhere. Lets 

But none of these things appealed to Mr Marble, although the very mention of a drink set him yearning.

No, said Mr Marble. I have to push off home.

And he went home, too. Although Mr Marble was possessed of twenty-seven thousand pounds he spent his evening, as long as he was sober, sitting in a dreary little suburban drawing-room gazing out over a desolate suburban backyard, for fear lest some trespasser or some stray dog should find something out.


CHAPTER 6
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MR MARBLE ARRIVED home one evening lighter of step and of heart than he had been for some time previously. Even when the shadow of the gallows lies across ones path one cannot help feeling a little elated when one had just received, and paid into a new account at a new bank, receiving the homage of a bank manager, the sum of twenty-seven thousand pounds odd.

Mr Marble was done with speculation. The money, as he had decided in a serious conference with the bank manager, was all going into gilt-edged investments  save for a thousand pounds which was destined for the purchase of 53 Malcolm Road. Even with this deduction Mr Marble would be in the possession of the comfortable income of twelve hundred pounds a year, although  as the bank manager said deprecatingly  the income-tax collect-or would have a fat slice out of it.

So Mr Marble hung up his hat in the hall with a freedom of gesture unusual to him, and marched briskly into the dining-room to find his family assembled still over the tail end of their tea.

Youre early, Will, said Mrs Marble, rising uncomplainingly to hurry the preparation of her husbands evening meal.

So I am, so I am, said Mr Marble, and threw himself down in the armchair beside the empty grate.

It is a strange fact, but true, that Annie Marbles habit of saying the obvious did not get on his nerves. In that lukewarm wooing, seventeen years ago, one of the things that appealed most strongly to Mr Marble was the fact that Annie did not say unexpected things, and that he never had to bother about entertaining her. Yet at the moment he had a little scene in his minds eye that would startle her and interest her enormously, and he had been looking forward to it for days.

What about school, John? he said.

John leisurely drank tea before replying. It was his way.

All right, said John. He did not use three words where two would do.

Mr Marble had guessed already that John would have little to say, and the idea pleased him, for he knew that his next words would force him into saying something more than usual.

Youll be leaving at the end of this term, John, he said.

John put down his cup with a slight clatter and stared at his father.

Really? he said.

Only one word this time. Somehow it irritated Mr Marble.

Yes. I shall be entering you for the College next term.

Mr Marble was doomed to disappointment. John said nothing for a while. He was too stunned to speak. Nearly four years at his secondary school had endeared the place to him, and he had begun to look forward to the alluring prospect of prefectship and colours. This cup had been rudely snatched from his lips. And he was to be sent to the College. Sydenham College was a public school, one of the second rank only, though this subtle distinction did not matter to John at that age, and there was no love lost between the secondary foundation and this lordly place, whose boys rode on motor-bicyles, and turned up their noses at the rest of humanity.

It was this that made the sharpest appeal to Johns dumb but sensitive little soul. At Sydenham College he would be torn apart from the friends he had made during four long summers. He, too, would have to turn up his nose at Manton and Price and good old Jones, whose glasses were always bent the wrong way. He wouldnt, of course, but  he realized this with a flash of prophetic insight  they would expect him to and that would be just as bad. For the moment John saw things very clearly. At the College he would be received and treated like a secondary boy, and at the School there would be instinctive hostility towards him. He would not be fish, flesh, nor fowl, nor good red herring.

Oh, say something, for goodness sake, said Mr Marble, pettishly. Dont sit there staring like a stuffed dummy.

John addressed his eyes to his plate. Thank you, father, he said.

Confound it, boy, said Mr Marble, anyone would think you didnt want to go there. The finest public school in England, and youre going there. And  here Mr Marble threw his finest bait  if you get on well there and distinguish yourself, there might be that motor-bike Ive heard you talking about, some day.

But the effort was vain. Even a motor-bicycle meant nothing to John if it was conditional upon his going to the College. If Mr Marble had only mentioned it before he had mentioned the other, Johns reception of the suggestions might have been different. As it was, John could only mumble thank you again and fidget with the crumbs on his plate. Mr Marble turned from him, exasperated, and addressed his real favourite, Winnie, instead.

And you, miss, he said, with a jocosity which, unwonted as it was, had precisely the opposite effect to the one he desired, what do you want most?

It was an unsatisfactory question to put suddenly to an unprepared fourteen-year-old even if she was nearly fifteen. Winnie thought and fumbled with her dress, and looked away as she became conscious of the concentrated gaze of everyone in the room. To her aid came the recollection of what she most envied the biggest girl in her form.

Green garters, she said.

Mr Marble roared with laughter, only the tiniest bit forced.

Youll have a lot more than that, he laughed. Well be buying you a new outfit altogether this week, lock, stock, and barrel. What do you say to going away to a nice school, a real young ladies school, where as likely as not youll ride a horse in the mornings, and have all the things you fancy, and be friends with lords daughters?

Ooh, I should like that, said Winnie, but it was only modified rapture. Mr Marble had sprung his little surprise too surprisingly to have the effect he desired. But he was satisfied for the moment.

But is this all true? asked Winnie. Are we really all going to have just what we like?

As true as true. We can have just whatever we like, said Mr Marble, overjoyed to find Winnie, at least, impressed.

Well, whats mummie going to have? continued Winnie.

Mr Marble turned to his wife, who had sat behind his shoulder, suddenly, when she heard this surprising conversation begin. Mr Marble looked at his wife, and she began to think, confusedly, as always.

Anything I want at all? she asked, more to gain time than from any other motive.

Anything you want at all, repeated Mr Marble.

Mrs Marble let her mind travel free, without hindrance from the strait limits of expense which had hedged it in all her life. And her thoughts flew straight, as they often did, to green fields and the sunlight in the hedgerows. With the clearness of mental vision so often granted to those of stumbling intellect a picture rose before her minds eye of a sunny, hyacinth-scented lawn, full of the murmuring of bees, sleepy little hills, half-wooded, in the distance, and Mr Marble beside her, kind and a little attentive and loverlike.

Oh, do be quick, mummie, said Winnie.

Mrs Marble translated her thoughts to the best of her ability.

I want a new house and a nice garden, said Mrs Marble.

Mr Marble made no comment. He was so silent that in time they all turned and looked at him. He had shrunk back in his chair, literally shrunk, so that he only seemed to be half the bulk he had been when he came in. His face was blank, and his lips moved without uttering a sound. He rallied in the end.

You wont have that, he said. Youll never have that.

Then he guessed at the strangeness of his manner from their surprised expressions, and tried to mask it.

Houses are hard to get these days, he said. And Im sure Im fond enough of the old home not to want to leave it. Cant you think of something else, mother?

Of course mother could, if Will wanted her to. Discussion began in a more animated form, as they warmed to the subject.

Even John was in the end lured into joining in. Suggestions were bandied back and forth  furniture for the house, motorcars, theatres, chicken for dinner on Sundays. But somehow they all avoided mentioning the crying need the house was in for redecoration, and none of them suggested obtaining the assistance of a jobbing gardener to put some beauty into the backyard. Three of those present did not know why. It was instinctive.

As Mr Marble recovered his good spirits, he became more jovial and friendly than the children could remember his being for years. They chuckled when he produced a big notebook and made a show of noting down all the suggestions offered.

But your teas getting cold, Will, said Mrs Marble. Why dont you have it now and go on with the game after?

The children looked anxiously at their father. Was it after all just a game? It would be too bad if it were. But he reassured them at once.

It isnt a game, mother, he said, it isnt, really.

But still Mrs Marble looked her unbelief. Half buried in her tangled memory there were one or two recollections of times when her husband had cruelly taken advantage of her dimness of thought. And she was sensitive about it, and shrank from having it exposed once more.

It isnt a game, mother, said John and Winnie, encouraged.

Ive just made a pot of money in the City, said Mr Marble.

Fathers just made a pot of money in the City, repeated Winnie.

Gradually she came to believe them.

How much? she asked, astonishingly more practical than her children.

More than you could guess, said Mr Marble, adhering firmly to his article of faith that under no conditions should ones wife know anything about ones income  although this had once before brought him to the verge of ruin. Enough to keep us all all our lives, added Mr Marble, rubbing it in.

But youre not  youre not going to give up the Bank? said Mrs Marble, aghast. You could feel that capital letter as she spoke. Awe for the vast institution which gave them their daily bread, and terror of the Damocles sword of dismissal which dangled always over their heads were ingrained into her being from the early days of marriage.

I dont know yet, said Mr Marble easily. I may and I may not.

Oh, Will, you mustnt, you mustnt really. Supposing anything went wrong?

Wrong? Whats going to go wrong? Marble could not keep a suspicion of a sneer out of his voice. He was nettled at the suggestion that anything should go wrong with financial affairs under his control, after his astonishing feat of manipulation of the franc. He did not make full allowance for the fact that Mrs Marble knew nothing of this. That was perhaps characteristic, and equally so was his annoyance that she should interfere in the slightest with his control of their joint lives.

I dont know, but  oh, Will, you cant have made as much money as all that?

Cant I! I have.

To children it seems perfectly natural that their father should come home one day and say that he has made all their fortunes; but to a woman nothing seems more unlikely than that the husband should say the same thing. It took a long time to convince Mrs Marble. Indeed, by the time that this was done, Mr Marble had lost all enjoyment. Nobody had been very enthusiastic; nobody had told Mr Marble what a very wonderful man he was; John, indeed, had seemed positively sorry that it had happened. And Mrs Marble had said the deplorably wrong thing  as of course was only to be expected. Poor Marbles long-stretched nerves gave way, and he ended by losing his temper rather badly.

Youre a lot of fools, he snapped. As for you, Annie 

Annie wept, and as always when that happened Mr Marble could bear things no longer. He uttered an inarticulate noise which only inadequately conveyed his disgust, and rose indignantly from his chair. Then he went through a series of actions which Annie and the children had come to know all too well. He roamed round the room and picked up a couple of the eternal books on crime that lay about; then he felt in his pocket for the sideboard key; he brought from the sideboard the decanter, the siphon, and the glass; and then with his arms full he passed out of the room. The children and their mother heard him go into the drawing-room at the back, and they heard the door shut with unnecessary violence.

Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear, wailed Mrs Marble, handkerchief to her eyes. Then she rallied. It was still an article of faith with the Marble family that the head of the house did not drink, never had drunk, and a thousand times never had been the worse for drink. And at the same time another article of faith had grown up lately. That was that Mr Marble did not sit all those hours in the drawing-room for any particular purpose. It was just a little whim of his, unaccountable, but not to be commented upon.

Now, children, said Mrs Marble, determined at all costs  although she did not know why  to enforce these beliefs, and at the same time to hold up the prestige of her husband, get on quietly with your homework and dont make a noise to disturb father. Perhaps hell tell us more about it when hes not so tired.

She rose from the table and gathered up the tray on which still lay her husbands untasted tea. She went out quietly, tiptoeing past the drawing-room door. A good part of the evening she spent in washing up. The rest she spent in ironing.

When at last she had done her work, and had seen the children off to bed she came and sat down quietly in the deserted dining-room. She was very tired, and she was very worried. Of course, she believed dear Will when he said he had made all that money, but still  he might have made a mistake somewhere, and it might not be as he thought. She felt very frightened about his obvious determination to leave the Bank. Not for all the wealth Will said he had made would she admit to herself that the main cause of her worry was the haunting suspicion that perhaps Will had made this money illegally. He might be taken away and put in prison. That would be terrible, but, of course, she would always love him and be true to him. Indeed, Mrs Marble, thinking in muddled fashion but doggedly as was her wont, decided that something like this must have happened. He had not really done anything wicked of course, but there would be suspicions against him, and all the evidence would point that way, and so on. His recent anxiety, which even Mrs Marble had guessed at, and his mutterings at night as he lay at her side all seemed to prove the same thing. Poor boy, he must be very worried. And the thought of his sitting there all alone in the half-dark drawing-room moved her to vast pity. All her queer love for him rose in her breast and she felt her eyes growing moist. She loved him very, very dearly. It was because of this anxiety of his that he had not been as tender towards her as he had once been. But that would end now, now that he knew that she was on his side and shared his trouble. There was nothing in the world so dear to Mrs Marble as the kisses of that little, shabby man with the reddish moustache, who bore the fires of hell eternally in his bosom. With her love welling up in her breast until it began even to oppress her, so that she had to rest her hand over her heart, Mrs Marble came to the crossroads of her life  and did not even know that she had reached them. Without further thought she went out of the room, and quietly across into the other, bearing love and hope to her darling husband.

He was sitting in the position that had become habitual, in the uncomfortable late Victorian armchair, facing the window and about two yards from it. His position indicated an awkward compromise between tension and relaxation. On the chair beside him stood his whisky and his glass, and on his lap lay his book, as if he had interrupted his reading for a moment to follow some train of thought which had just occurred to him. But for the last hour nearly, it had been too dark to read. Mr Marble was half drunk, and his mind was working out possibilities of unimaginable horror, as he gazed out into the nearly dark garden which held his secret.

Dear, began Mrs Marble, and then, as he did not answer: Are you awake, dear?

She came nearer to him, walking like a grey ghost in the semi-darkness, and touched him lightly on the shoulder. Mr Marble sprang into instant activity. He writhed in his chair, and the whisky decanter went over with a crash, sending its scant contents gurgling out on to the carpet.

What  what  he spluttered. After all, a man can be ready for all emergencies only for a limited time, and Mr Marble had relaxed for once. Then he saw that it was only his wife. Oh, its you, you fool, he snarled, ashamed of his absurd fear  he would not admit to himself what he had been afraid of  and angry with her, with himself, and with everything else.

Oh, Will, Im so sorry, said Mrs Marble, stooping to pick up the decanter, her slippers sopping with whisky.

A bare half-inch remained in the decanter  mere mockery. Mr Marble peered at it, and swore. It was an ugly word he used, and Mrs Marble drew her breath in sharply. But she still tried to make the peace.

Never mind, Willie boy, she said, I couldnt help it. You can get some more in the morning. Never mind, dear.

They were the little pathetic words she used to use when John was a little boy, very near to her heart, and something had upset him. To Mrs Marbles mind the loss of his whisky must affect Mr Marble in the same way as did a broken toy affect Baby John.

Never mind, dear, said Mrs Marble, and she put out her hand to his forehead, just as she used to do.

But Mr Marble only pushed her away pettishly, and growled out the ugly word he had used before. It was that that upset Mrs Marble. She was used to his fits of temper  she would not have loved him so dearly had he not had them, baby-like  but he had never sworn at her, never before. Still she made another effort, trying to get past his outstretched arm to touch his forehead and ruffle back the sparse hair in the way she loved doing.

That wasnt what I wanted to speak about, dear, she said. I wanted 

I hope to God it wasnt, sneered Marble, you would be a bigger fool than even I thought you were if you came in here just to upset my whisky.

Oh, Willie, Willie, sobbed Mrs Marble. She was crying now.

Oh, Willie, Willie, mocked Mr Marble, his nerves fretted red raw.

No, Willie, do listen. I wanted to tell you that I know about it, after all, and it doesnt matter. It doesnt matter a bit, dear. It wont alter me at all.

She was able to say this long speech  long for her, that is  only through the inability of her husband to say or do anything. He had gripped the arms of the chair and was staring at her in terror. Then at last he spoke, or rather croaked. His throat was dry and his heart was pounding away in his breast like a steam engine.

How  how do you know?

I dont know really, dear, I just guessed. But you dont understand, dear. It doesnt matter, thats what I wanted to say.

Marble laughed; it sounded horrible in the darkness.

So you think it doesnt matter? A lot you know.

No, dear, I dont mean that. I mean it doesnt matter my knowing. Oh, Willie dear 

But Marble was laughing again. It was a wild beast sound.

If you could guess, half the world will guess to-morrow. Ah 

To-morrow? Dont they know now?

Would I be here if they did, you fool?

No, dear. But I thought perhaps they suspected.

Theres nothing for them to suspect. They can only know.

But how can they know?

If young Medland 

Medland? Oh, you mean that young nephew who came here. Did he help you? Ive often wanted to ask you about him.

Marble stared at her grey form in the twilight. He could not see her face, and he felt a horrid fear that either she was tempting him or else he had lost his unassailable position for a silly nothing. For a moment the first idea triumphed.

You devil, he said. What are you doing? What are you asking me this for?

His voice cracked with fear and passion. Mrs Marble said nothing. She was too startled to utter a word. Mr Marble stared at her unmoving figure, and for a moment a wild, ridiculous fear of the unknown overwhelmed him. Was it really his wife, or was it  was it ? Blind panic began to overmaster him. He struck out wildly at the brooding form. He felt a savage pleasure as his fist struck firm flesh, and he heard his wife give a startled cry. He struck again and again, heaving himself up out of his chair to do so. The little chair fell over, and the glass and the siphon broke into a thousand clattering fragments. His wife screamed faintly as he followed her across the room, hitting with puny savagery.

Oh, Willie, Willie, dont!

Then chance directed a blow more accurately and Mrs Marble fell dumbly to the ground.

Marble staggered, and clutched the back of a chair to steady himself. As his panic passed, he was only conscious of a dreadful weakness; he could hardly stand, and he was dizzy with strain and with the pounding of his heart. There came a clattering outside the room, and then the door was flung open. The light from the hall lamp outside streamed in, revealing John standing by the door in his ragged nightclothes. His mother lay where she had fallen, close at his feet.

For a second father and son stared at each other. It was only for a second, but that was enough. At the end of it John knew that he hated his father; and his father knew that he hated his son. John opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. Then his mother at his feet sighed and stirred. Mr Marble recovered himself with an effort  oh, those efforts!

Glad you came down, John, he said. Your mothers had a  bit of an accident. Help me upstairs with her.

John said nothing, but he bent and put his arm under her shoulders, while Marble held her at her knees. Between them they dragged her upstairs. She was conscious and well enough to walk up herself by that time, but a frozen silence lay on all three of them, and none of them would break it. They laid her on the bed, and Mrs Marble wailed and dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief which she still held clutched in her hand. John looked once more at his father, with a flash of hatred still in his eyes, and then he swung round and walked out of the room.

Perhaps even then all might have been well if Mr Marble had bent over his wife and had asked her pardon, in the little soft voice that he had sometimes used, which Annie loved so well. Annie might have softened; with her arms about his neck she might have pulled him down to her, and her broken-hearted tears might have changed to tears of joy even at that late moment. But Mr Marble did not do this. He was badly flustered and shaken; he stepped back from the bed and fidgeted round the room. When at last he came back to her Annie had her face buried in the pillow, and she shook off the hand he tentatively rested on her shoulder. Mr Marble dallied for a moment, but before his minds eye rose a vision of a little drain of whisky left in the decanter downstairs. There was still a little left; he had seen it with his own eyes after Annie had picked up the decanter from where she had knocked it. And whisky at that moment was what Marble needed more than anything else in the world. He turned and tiptoed out of the room, downstairs to where the decanter was.

Late that night Mr Marble still sat in the drawing-room; he had lighted the gas, because he did not like the darkness he had found down there. His hand gripped an empty glass, and his eyes stared across the room as he sat in the armchair, faintly visualizing the sequence of events his over-active mind was tracing out. Too little whisky and too much excitement had stimulated Mr Marbles brain to such an extent that he could not check his wild imagination at all. The consequences of the evenings work were presented to him in every possible variation. At one second he seemed to feel the hands of the police on his shoulders; the next, and he could feel the hangmans slimy fingers upon him as they writhed over him making all ready. More than once he started from his chair mouthing a stream of inarticulate entreaties. Each time he sank back with a sigh, only to be plunged immediately afterwards into some other horrible fantasy. He had cut the ground from under his feet; he had made the blunder that every murderer had to make. His secret was shared, and a secret shared was a secret divulged. That fool Annie would never bear the strain he felt so hard. She would let fall something and then  the ghastly fancies recommenced. What Mr Marble needed was whisky, quantities of it, so that he could drown all these maddening thoughts. But whisky was just what Mr Marble could not have. Not all his twenty-seven thousand pounds, no, not all the wealth imaginable could buy whisky for Mr Marble at that time. In London it might have done, but not in that quiet suburb, at one oclock in the morning. Mr Marble could only sit yammering in his chair, tormented to madness.


CHAPTER 7
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MR MARBLE WAS, of course, deceiving himself when he imagined that his wife could deduce all that had happened from his half-hearted exclamations that night. He realized this as time passed. She could do nothing of the sort. The situation between them was still strained; they said as little to each other as they could help, but it was not because Annie knew her husband for a murderer. Mr Marble gradually regained his peace of mind in that respect.

And other things were too exciting for him to brood over it just at present. As he had expected, Mr Saunders had been unable to keep to himself the glorious fact that he had brought off a hundred-to-one success and had acquired the highly respectable sum of twenty-four thousand pounds. In two days the news was all over the City, and in three it had been brought to the official notice of the Bank. There had been a slight scene, in which Mr Marble bore himself with the arrogance only to be expected of a man with a fortune at his back. The Bank suspected the worst; told him more in sorrow than in anger that they would not prosecute this time  they had no case anyway, and furthermore they would not expose their office routine to comment in a court of law  and then accepted the resignation that he tendered with a sigh of relief.

Yet Mr Marble did not become at once a gentleman of leisure. A distinguished firm of foreign exchange brokers heard Saunders story and decided that a man of Mr Marbles talents would be a desirable acquisition. The only man in all the City who had foreseen the rise of the franc, and who had had the courage of his convictions to put all his savings into the speculation, and who, besides, had the force of character to inveigle Saunders into supporting him would be a man worth having. So they approached Mr Marble, and made him a tentative offer which with little debate  he already had a vague idea that the more his thoughts were occupied the better  he accepted. The hours were easy; the junior partner was a little hesitant in mentioning the amount of the salary  five hundred a year. So Mr Marble found himself in a comfortable position with no less an income than seventeen hundred pounds a year. He struggled hard to stop himself from thinking about the fact that all this splendour was entirely due to the fierce stimulus of being in danger of the gallows.

The freehold of 53 Malcolm Road was safely purchased. It was only a matter of three days negotiations, for the owners were overjoyed to find someone willing to pay seven hundred pounds for a house which cost twenty pounds a year in repairs and yet was not allowed by law to be rented at a greater sum than thirty-five pounds.

Mr Marble could afford to live in a house three times as expensive. But he could not bring himself to leave the place. He could not bear the idea of taking his eyes from that garden. Besides, he had a vague apprehension that there might be legislation compelling all owners of unoccupied houses to let them, and then the state of affairs which his tortured imagination so constantly pictured would naturally develop. No, he could not bear to leave the place, and so Mr Marble, with an income of seventeen hundred a year, continued to live in a shabby street, in a house with two tiny sitting-rooms, three tiny bedrooms, and a kitchen whose size Mrs Marble deplored every time she entered it.

Poor Annie Marble! She could hardly realize all the changes that would take place. The first convincing proof that matters were radically different occurred in a week or two after that unpleasant evening in the drawing-room. Mr Marble was leaving for town  he did not have to start until past nine oclock nowadays  and as he said good-bye at the door he reached into his pocket and thrust something roughly into her hand.

Here, he said, take this and go out this morning and spend it, every bit of it. Mind you spend it all. There, good-bye.

He dashed off up the road. Mrs Marble looked wonderingly at what he had given her. It was a roll of notes, crisp and fresh from the Bank. She passed them through her fingers. Some were five-pound notes, and some were one-pound notes. Altogether they amounted to an enormous sum  fifty pounds in all, actually  and it was more money than she had ever seen together at one time. Mr Marble, in the bus on the way to the station, felt a good deal more comfortable than he had done for the last two weeks. It had been rotten, not daring to meet his wifes eyes. She had a thin time, poor thing, and Mr Marble knew from experience that one of the few slight pleasures in her life was being able to spend money. With fifty pounds in her purse she would be able to go down Rye Lane and have a high old time. Perhaps when he came back that evening she would be smiling again and all that beastly business when he had lost control of himself would be forgotten.

But even while he was thinking this Mrs Marble was turning those notes over with fear in her heart. At that time her husband would have given her more pleasure by an unexpected gift of five shillings. For five shillings does not set one thinking of police and prisons. Besides, Mrs Marble hardly knew what to do with fifty pounds, and lastly she had too great a fear for the future to spend it all at once. Muddle-headed she may have been, but in her life Mrs Marble had learned one lesson, and that very thoroughly; it was to the effect that there is nothing as nice as money, nothing that goes so quickly, and nothing that is so hard to obtain. Mrs Marble went and locked it into the one private drawer she had in all the house.

She went slowly through her mornings work  she still had no help  making the beds, turning out one room, peeling potatoes for the childrens dinner, and then she put her hat on to do her usual days shopping. In the hall she hesitated for a moment, and then she yielded. Hurrying upstairs, she unlocked the drawer and guiltily peeled off one single pound note and thrust it into her purse.

Mr Marble returned home in time to join his children at their tea. As he came in he was obviously in good spirits, and Mrs Marble brightened as she saw that this all-too-rare mood was on him. Mr Marble looked round the room inquiringly; he put his head out into the hall again and peered up and down it. Then with much elaboration he began to search under the table and in all sorts of impossible places.

What are you looking for, Will? asked Mrs Marble. She could hardly help laughing at his antics.

Im looking for all the things you bought to-day, was the reply.

Mrs Marble looked guiltily at her husband.

With that money you gave me this morning? she asked.

Thats right. I gave it to you to spend.

I didnt like to spend it all, dear. I only used a little of it.

Mr Marble took a gold cigarette case out of his pocket, chose a gold-tipped cigarette, lighted it with a match from a gold matchbox, and looked across at her with half-concealed amusement.

Well, what did you buy, then? Come on, lets hear all about it.

Mrs Marble fumbled nervously with her dress.

I  I bought one or two little things for the kitchen 

What were they?

A  a mop, dear, and two new pie-dishes 

Mr Marble yelled with laughter.

Splendid! he said. And what else?

A new china pot for the aspidistra, such a nice one, dear, but, of course, theyre sending that. And a wing for my other hat, the black one, you know. And  and  I dont think theres anything else. Oh, dont laugh like that. I couldnt help it.

But Mr Marble only laughed the more. He rocked with merriment.

He turned to the children, and gasped out between his outbursts, I give your mother fifty pounds to go out and spend, and thats what she does with it! A mop and some pie-dishes! Oh, Annie, youll be the death of me one of these days.

Even the children realized that it was vague bad taste on his part to hold their mother up to ridicule before them, and poor Mrs Marble grew more and more flustered.

Oh, dont laugh, Will, dont. How was I to know that you really wanted me to spend all that?

But Mr Marble did not continue the argument.

To-morrows Saturday, he said, and Im not going to the office. Well go out together and then Ill show you how to spend the money I give you. What about it?

Oh, that would be nice, dear.

Little Mrs Marble was happily flustered now. It was perhaps a year since she had been out with her husband; it was probably three since she had been north of the Thames with him.

And yet that morning to which she looked forward so happily through the night was not wholly successful. It was rather like a wild nightmare. They began in Tottenham Court Road at ten oclock in the morning. Mr Marble began by making arrangements for having some old furniture removed from 53 Malcolm Road. Then he began an orgy of buying. Clearly he was acting on some already matured plan of his own, for he went straight to the period rooms to make his purchases. But he did not want modest Queen Anne or beautiful Chippendale. That sort of thing was not in his line. Instead, he demanded Empire furniture. They gave it him. In addition they gave him furniture of the period following close after the Empire, massively gilt, and showing evident traces of the debasement of taste that flooded the world from the forties onward. He bought over-gilded, over-florid chairs and couches. He bought an unsightly Empire bed ornamented with gilt Cupids in hideous taste. His crowning purchase was a massive table, the frame carved and chased and tortured into a monstrosity of design and then flamingly gilded; the body of the table was of marble mosaic, crudely arranged in feeble classical design. That table probably weighed between nine and ten hundredweight, and it looked like it.

The manager of the department rubbed his hands as the bargain was concluded. He could not remember a morning like this since the palmy days of the war. He foisted a few more white elephants on to Mr Marble, and then led them off in the direction of pictures and picture-frames. And yet that manager did not feel altogether happy while making these arrangements. The business was too simple. It was too like taking advantage of the feeble-minded. He had only to offer the thing, name its price, and book the order. Even he, skilled as he was in the mentality of the furniture-buyer, did not appreciate the fact that Mr Marble was buying what he wanted to buy, not what the manager wanted him to buy. Mr Marble was thoroughly enjoying himself. Those vast expanses of gilt, those florid designs like nightmare Laocoons, were to Mr Marbles mind the perfection of good taste. As for the mosaic table, he considered himself lucky to have got hold of that.

So rapidly did Mr Marble make his purchases, and so little did he confer with his wife, that in two hours the whole business was completed. Mr Marble signed a cheque that gave him possession of enough debased Empire furniture to fill 53 Malcolm Road to overflowing, and was bowed out of the shop by an amazed and delighted staff.

On the pavement Mr Marble consulted the gold octagon-shaped watch on his wrist and hailed a taxicab.

Oh, Will, murmured Mrs Marble in deprecating tones, but she got in.

Bond Street, snapped Mr Marble to the driver, and climbed in beside her.

Mrs Marble clung desperately to her husbands arm as they bowled along Oxford Street. She was half afraid lest he might suddenly disappear, as so frequently happens in fairy stories, and leave her alone in a taxicab  she had never been in one before  to find her way home and face the arrival of a houseful of Empire furniture without the support of his presence. Mr Marble made no objection to this public display of affection. He even pressed the timid arm that lay between his own and his side, thereby sending Mrs Marble into the seventh heaven of delight. She was vaguely reminded of their honeymoon.

They got down at Bond Street tube station, and began to walk slowly down, their eyes on the shop windows. Mrs Marble began to wonder what was going to happen next. She soon found out.

Go in there, said Mr Marble, stopping outside a shop.

Mrs Marble glanced at the windows. The one or two articles displayed there proved without a doubt that it was a shop for women, and also that it was a shop for women with plenty of money. She clung to her husbands arm more wildly than ever.

Oh, I cant, Will, I cant. I  I dont like to.

Mr Marble snorted with contempt.

Get along with you, he said. Go and buy what you want. Nine women out of ten would give their ears for the chance.

Oh, but, Will, I dont know what I want. Lets  lets go to Selfridges or somewhere.

Mr Marble announced his contempt for Selfridges to all Bond Street.

Women never do know what they want when they go into a shop. You go in. Just leave it to them. Theyll do all the asking thats necessary once you get inside and they find out how much money youve got. You got your fifty all right?

Yes, dear. Mrs Marble was sure of that. She had been clutching her handbag all the morning in terror lest she should lose it.

Right. Heres another twenty. Put it away. Now in you go.

Mrs Marble, in the grip of a blind terror that made her knees tremble, tottered into the shop. Mr Marble wandered thirstily away in search of a drink.

When he returned his wife was still inside, and he had to wait dismally for some time before she emerged, pale but firm, and with a strange joy at her heart. She could tell him little of what had happened  Mrs Marble was not clever at describing experiences  and it was hopeless for her to endeavour to enlighten him about the feeling of hopeless inferiority that she had felt when she saw the look on the assistants face when she had to confess miserably to an address in the unenlightened suburbs south of the river, and of the condescension of the whole staff towards her, and of the unmoved fashion in which they had kindly relieved her of all her money and further allowed her to order a great deal more than she had been able to pay for. And how she had realized as soon as she was inside the door that her clothes were dowdy and that her hat, even with the new wing that she had bought the day before, was not, in the eyes of those aristocratic assistants, a hat at all. In fact, none of her clothes were even clothes in their eyes. She had realized, in a blinding flash, that these people mentally divided the world into the clothed and the unclothed, and to them she was on no higher plane than a naked savage. But she had made up for it.

Im afraid Ive spent an awful lot of money, Will, she said apologetically.

Quite right, too, said Mr Marble. Theyre sending the things, I suppose? Sure you gave em the right address? Thats all right, then. Lets go home.

And home they went, in a bus crowded with the Saturday morning rush, back to Malcolm Road. It was rather unfortunate that when they arrived there, at two oclock, there was nothing ready for them to eat, and Mr Marble had to wait while his wife, with her brain swimming in a delirium of chiffons and serges, prepared a hurried and indigestive meal. The best thing they could have done was to have had their lunch out, but Mr Marble had hardly thought of that. His old obsession had gripped him again; he was moody while on the bus, without a word to spare for his wife; he had been very anxious to get home to see that no one was interfering with that precious garden of his. This panic fear was displaying a growing habit of suddenly developing.


CHAPTER 8
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NEXT WEEK KEPT all Malcolm Road on tiptoe. Various rumours had been flying round about Mr Marbles suddenly acquired wealth, stating its amount and its manner of coming in twenty different ways. Yet there were still some sceptics, who refused to believe the evidence presented to them, and who scornfully declared that they would give credit to the rumours only when they were proved beyond all doubt. Why, only a few months back there had been similar rumours, when the Marbles started to pay off their bills and Mrs Marble had bought some new clothes. But in a short time they had been back to their old tricks again, owing money on all sides, while Mrs Marble had been going about as dowdy as any of them.

But this time the sceptics were confounded. At first the news had flown from lip to lip  Number 53s moving out. It looked like it, indeed. An empty furniture van stood outside, and men were moving furniture into it from Number 53. Everywhere, from upper windows behind curtains, housewives were watching the process. Some, overwhelmed with curiosity, put on their hats and went thither on hurriedly composed errands of borrowing or restoring in order to have a word with Mrs Marble to find out what was really going on. But they retired baffled. Mrs Marble was in too great a state of hurry and bewilderment to give them any satisfaction at all. And, having retired, they were doomed to further mystification. For more vans drew up outside Number 53, and from these men began to bring other furniture and take it inside.

Truly the neighbours were baffled. They had heard of people moving out before, and they had heard of people moving in. They knew of many cases where these two operations had been carried out as nearly simultaneously as might be. They had also heard, but more rarely, of people buying new furniture although they were not newly married. But the present process utterly confounded them. And the furniture that was arriving! Nothing half as splendid had ever been seen before in Malcolm Road. They saw the great Empire bed being carried in in sections, the gilding flaming in the daylight, and the Cupids, vapidly chubby, clustered upon it. The neighbours shook their heads sadly, and told each other that they thought that that bed could tell a tale or two if it wished. Then came chairs, and dressing-tables, and chests of drawers, all resplendent in gold, and covered thick with carving. There was little housework done in Malcolm Road that day. The housewives were too busy watching the new furniture being brought in to Number 53.

The work was still uncompleted late in the afternoon when Mr Marble returned from the office. It was nearly done, but the task that remained was the hardest of all. The men were busy arranging to get the vast mosaic table into the house. Mr Marble, with quite a pleasant bubble of excitement within him, flung down his hat and hastened out to superintend the handling of this, his chiefest treasure. He stood by the gate, hatless in the sunshine, giving useless and unheeded advice while the workmen toiled and sweated, handling the monstrosity. Mrs Marble had sunk down on one of the uncomfortable gilt chairs, quite tired out.

As Mr Marble stood on the pavement by his gate he felt a touch on his arm, and he looked round. She was a woman nearly of middle-age  no, hardly that, thought Mr Marble, but at any rate gave an impression of ripe and luscious maturity. And she was dressed  oh, simply to perfection. She was dressed as Mr Marble sometimes vaguely wished his wife would dress. Despite her closely fitting hat anyone could tell that she was auburn-haired, and her eyes were a rich brown and her complexion was splendid. She wore her clothes in a fashion only achieved by her countrywomen  she was French. The whole atmosphere her appearance conveyed was one of ripeness and perfection  over-ripeness, perhaps, but that was, if anything, an added attraction in Mr Marbles eyes.

What lovely things you have got, said this apparition. I have been looking at them for ever so long. Those beautiful chairs and that lovely bed! They remind me of what I have seen in the Louvre.

Mr Marble was a little taken aback. He was unused to being addressed in the broad light of day by over-ripe and entirely delectable goddesses. But he was secretly pleased. It was a pleasant thing to have this long-coveted Empire furniture admired, especially by people of obvious good taste like this one. Mr Marble realized that the difficulty that the newcomer displayed in tackling the aspirate was not the one usually met with in Malcolm Road. He noted her as French, with a pleased appreciation of his own perspicacity, and his head positively swam as he looked at her and strove to make some reply. The unknown noted his embarrassment, was pleased, and went swiftly on as though she had not.

You do not mind my looking at your nice things? No? I am very rude, I know, and I should not, but I could not help it. And now I have confessed, and I ought to have pardon. You do pardon me, eh?

Mr Marble had not even yet recovered himself, and this charming little speech did nothing to assist in the process. He stammered out some banal phrase or other  the only intelligible word was charmed  but somehow the newcomer soon put him at his ease and they were chatting away as though they had been friends for years. She greeted the appearance of the mosaic table with little shrieks of delight.

Oh, how lovely! she said. It is magnificent. You are a very lucky man, Mr ?

Marble, said Mr Marble.

Upstairs, three doors off, one woman said to another:

The French dressmaker woman, you know, Madame Collins, she calls herself, has just got off with Mr Marble. Nice goings on, I call it, right in the street outside his front door, with beds and I-dont-know-what being carried past them. I wonder what Mrs Marble will have to say about that.

Nothing, I dont expect. She doesnt never have a word to say for herself. He treats her cruel, so Ive heard.

But Mr Marble for the moment cared nothing for tittle-tattling neighbours. He was too busy thinking of something nice to say to this wonderful woman. He was still talking to her when the table had at last been manoeuvred through the narrow hall door and the workmen were gathering in the background with a furtive lust for tips in their eyes. He paid them testily, and signed the forms they held out to him without even glancing over them. He did not want her to go away just yet, but for the life of him he did not see how he could possibly detain her. Then came his wife, and this, instead of spoiling everything, as he had feared, was the saving of the situation. He was not to know that Madame Collins dearest wish at the moment was to scrape acquaintance with such obviously well-to-do people. She had noted the furniture, and she had noted Mr Marbles well-cut clothes, just obtained from the best tailor in the City, and his platinum wrist-watch bracelet and his gold cigarette case. They would be acquaintances worth having, she had decided. When Mrs Marble appeared she went effusively towards her.

Oh, Mrs Marble, she said, I ave just been talking to your usband about all your nice furniture. It is too lovely. You are a lucky woman to ave such nice things.

Mrs Marble was as startled as her husband had been ten minutes ago. She glanced quaveringly at him, and took from him her cue of agreeableness.

Im glad you like them, she said.

Mr Marble took his chance.

Wont you come in? he said. Then you could see them in the rooms. My wife could give you a cup of tea, too.

Thank you so much, said Madame Collins, and she passed the threshold, in more senses than one. They passed into the dining-room. It was crammed unbearably with gilt chairs and the abominable mosaic table, whose tawdriness was accentuated by the faded flowered wallpaper and what was left of the dingy old furniture. With its glitter and glare the room looked like a cheap-jack jewellers stall. Madame Collins looked grimly round, but she was very charming about it, and praised the effect so delicately that even pale little Mrs Marble flushed with pleasure. And she introduced herself in such a ladylike fashion that everybody felt happy instead of uncomfortable as they expected to feel.

They had tea with the silver tea-set on the gilt and mosaic table  a combination that annoyed Madame Collins really sensitive eye extremely  and when she rose to take her leave Mrs Marble was almost sorry, tired though she was, and she eagerly accepted Madame Collins invitation to call whenever she felt like it.

Madame Collins had been very tactful and had let them know all about her past and present circumstances, without being too obvious about it. They had gathered that she was French, of a very old and distinguished family ruined by the war  her father was actually a Normandy peasant  and she had married an English officer of vast talent but no money. Now they were struggling to make both ends meet, she with her dressmaking and he with his music. She admitted with a shy laugh that he really tuned pianos, but that was not at all the work he was fitted for. He had great ideas about what he could do, and  so she said  she believed in them, too. To Mrs Marble she conveyed the impression of a devoted couple with a great future before them; to Mr Marble it did not seem as if the devotion were so pronounced. That goes to show what a clever woman Madame Collins was, even allowing for the fact that Mrs Marble was very tired, and so preoccupied with being ladylike and pouring out the tea that she missed the one or two flashing glances with which Madame Collins favoured Mr Marble from her warm, brown eyes.

And when she had gone, Mr Marble, with his money scorching a hole in his pocket, was so excited and pleased with his inner thoughts that for the time he had no care about anything else. His riotous imagination had, for the nonce, something to riot over other than the possibilities of detection, and he made the most of it. He dreamed away the evening very pleasantly. He was not even disturbed by the fact that John and Winnie found it difficult to do homework on the mosaic table in consequence of the raised gilt border; he had no care for Mrs Marble, who was patiently clearing up the confusion left by the men when they had brought the furniture, and who was toiling putting mattresses and sheets on the cupid-encumbered Empire bed in the front bedroom.

But he paid for this slight relaxation. He had to pay for it sooner or later of course, and as it happened this came about the very next evening.

Mr Marble was sitting smoking in the glittering dining-room. He was still happy and peaceful; he ignored the discomfort of the Empire armchair in which he sat; in the hall stood a crate of books he had ordered that morning  crime books, mystery books, all the books he had seen advertised at the back of the limited selection available at the Public Library, and had coveted during his poverty  and when he felt like it he would leisurely unpack them and would arrange them in the drawing-room so that he could browse in them when he would. But he was rudely disturbed. Mrs Marble had come into the room and had sat down, and was fidgeting with her sewing in a nervous fashion. If Mr Marble had given the matter a thought he would have known that she was nerving herself to ask something of him, but he had been too preoccupied in thinking about Madame Collins and her brown eyes  the money in his pocket had something to do with it as well  and the natural result was that her request took him unawares.

Will, said Mrs Marble, dont you think we could have Mrs Summers back here again now that we can afford it? This house means a lot of work for me, and now that weve got all this new furniture 

Mr Marble sat very still. His mind had raced away to all the books about crimes that he had read. He had impressed it upon himself so very often that he could only be found out if he made some stupid mistake, like the people whose unhappy lives were told in Historic Days at the Assizes. He was not going to make any stupid mistake. Mrs Summers was a harmless soul enough, but she had the usual besetting sin of charwomen  inquisitiveness. Goodness knows what she might not find out for herself. Or perhaps his wife would say something that would set her tongue wagging in the other houses in which she worked. It was only to be expected. Mr Marble did not mind being gossiped about  he rather liked it, in the ordinary way, in fact. But he would have no gossip about himself nowadays. He simply could not afford it. He could foresee with vivid clearness what would happen. His wife would let fall a careless word or two, and Mrs Summers would repeat them equally carelessly but with a lavish percentage of imaginative detail. The woman who heard her would tell someone else, and before anyone could say Jack Robinson there would be all sorts of tales flying round. There was plenty of gossip about him already, thanks to the new furniture; any addition might result in disaster  anonymous letters to the police, or a committee of neighbours coming secretly to investigate. No one would know, of course, anything about the real state of affairs, but Mr Marble did not want there to be any suspicion, however baseless, attached to him. For his position was not absolutely secure. If the interest of the police were sufficiently roused even for them to make a casual inspection of all his financial arrangements they might easily find something to interest them regarding certain bank-notes that had passed into his possession one stormy night last winter. And it was not mere money that was at stake, nor comfort, nor even Empire furniture. What was in peril was his life! Much reading of books about crime had given him a good idea of the formalities of the condemned cell and of the scaffold. And he writhed in anguish at the thought. He could not possibly run any risks. Already in imagination he was being torn from his bed one bleak morning, and dragged fainting along a grey corridor to a tarred shed wherein awaited him a trapdoor and a noose. There was sweat on his face as he forced this picture on one side and turned to face his wife.

No, he said, we dont want any charwomen in here. You will have to manage on your own.

Even Mrs Marble expostulated at this arbitrary decision.

But, Will, dear, she said, I dont think you understand. Im not asking for anything, Im not really. Youre giving me nine pounds a week housekeeping money, and thats a lot more than I can spend at all. We could have a maid to live in with all that money, two maids perhaps, with caps and aprons and all. But I dont want that. Theyd be too much trouble. I only want old Mrs Summers to come in three or four days a week and help me with the rough work. Its too much for me, really and truly it is.

What, in this little house?

Of course I could do it, if I had to, Will. But it does seem silly, doesnt it, that I should have to sweep and dust and wash up, when there are lots of people who would be thankful to have the chance to do it for me? And my back still aches from lifting those mattresses yesterday.

Nonsense, said Mr Marble.

Mrs Marble was incapable of sustaining an argument for long. She had already made two speeches, each of them thrice the length of any of her usual remarks, and she could do no more for the present. She relapsed into unhappy silence, while Mr Marble battled with the train of thought that had been raised by his wifes suggestion. His imagination tortured him with peculiar malignity for the next few minutes.

Mrs Marbles mind was working, too. That day had seen the arrival of the first of the things she had bought last Saturday  large boxes delivered by carrier, and full of the most delectable things her imagination had ever pictured. She had lingered over them lovingly. There were hats, wonderful hats, which suited her marvellously, although, as she confessed to herself, she did not much care for the fashionable cloche shape with its severely untrimmed lines. There were jumpers, matronly jumpers, which she realized with amazement looked very well on her although up till then she had only considered jumpers as suitable for young girls. There were boxes and boxes of underclothing, whose price had horrified her at first, until she had taken heart of grace from the knowledge of all the money there was to spend. Naturally, she had not yet received the tailored costume and the coatfrock for which she had been measured by a womans tailor who had appeared startlingly in the shop as she finished her other purchases  startingly, that is to say, to Mrs Marble, unacquainted with the commission-sharing system of ladies shops and with the conveniences of the telephone.

But that costume and the coatfrock would not have been any good to her even if she had had it. Mrs Marble had indeed roused herself to put on some of the underclothing, priceless things, warm and weightless, costing as much as her husband had earned in a month before all this started happening, but she had not the heart to put on a pair of the thick silk stockings while she had so much housework still to be done, and she wore over the wonderful underclothing her usual draggled house-frock. With the other things arriving shortly she might as well have put on her best frock, but she had not the heart to do that with so much washing-up to be done that evening. Mrs Marble felt aggrieved. Besides, she was tired, and her back really did hurt.

A day or two ago she had pictured herself sitting at her ease in the evenings, wearing a wonderful frock, with her skin deliciously thrilled by the contact of the silken underclothing. As it was, she wore a shabby frock and there was a bowlful of washing-up clamouring for her attention in the kitchen. It was this that roused her to surprising rebellion  very mild rebellion, but any sort of rebellion was surprising in Mrs Marble.

Ill have Mrs Summers in during the daytime when you dont know anything about it, she said.

The words brought Mr Marble out of his chair in a panic. That would be worse than the other thing; it would start gossip of a more poisonous sort than ever, and gossip better directed towards the real food for suspicion, for Mrs Marble would have to tell Mrs Summers that he did not like having other people about the house. He glared at her with frightful intensity.

You mustnt, you mustnt ever do anything like that, he said, and his voice was cracked and shrill. His clenched fists shook in his agitation. Mrs Marble could only stare at him, surprised and speechless.

You mustnt do it. Do you hear me? he shrieked.

His agitation infected his wife, and she fumbled nervously with the sewing on her lap.

Yes, dear.

Yes, dear! Yes, dear! I dont want any of your yes, dears. You must promise me, promise me faithfully, that you wont ever do that. If ever I find out, Ill  Ill 

Mr Marbles high-pitched scream died away as the door swung open. John had come running down as soon as he heard his fathers voice at that hysterical pitch. It was not very long since the last time he had heard it like that, and then he had had to carry his mother up to bed, and she had a bruise on her face.

John stood by the door with the light on his face. Mr Marble shrank back a little, and his lips wrinkled back from his teeth. He was the rat in the corner once more. Hatred flashed from the father to the son. It was not Johns fault, nor, by that time, was it Mr Marbles. For James Medland, he who had come in that memorable evening, nearly a year ago now, was Johns cousin when all was said and done, and there was a considerable family likeness. As John stood by the door he was in the same attitude and in the same light as Medland had been in, that evening, when he had entered the dining-room after Winnie had opened the door to him. No wonder that Mr Marble hated John, and had hated him ever since he first noticed the likeness, that evening when he had struck his wife.

Father looked at son, son looked at father. The room was all aglare with gilded furniture. The diamond in Mr Marbles tiepin winked and glittered as he shrank slowly back before Johns slow and menacing advance. John had come to protect his mother, but the desperate challenge in his fathers attitude had roused him to the limit of his self-control. It was Mrs Marble who saved the situation. She glanced terror-stricken at her husbands snarling countenance, and at the wrinkled scowl of her son. In utter fear she flung herself into the breach.

John, go away, she said. Go  quickly  its all right.

John checked himself, and his hands unclenched. Mrs Marbles hand was on her heart; for in that same second she had seen what her husband had seen long before, and she had guessed that it was this that had called up that ferocity into his face. She was frightened, and she did not yet know why.

Go, go, go, wailed Mrs Marble, and then, with a supreme effort, theres nothing to worry about John. You had better go to bed. Good night, sonny.

When he had gone, silent, wordless as when he had entered, Mrs Marble sank into a chair and laid her face on her arms on the gilded table and sobbed and sobbed, heartbroken, while her husband stood morosely beside her, hands in pockets, the gaudy glare of the ornate furniture mocking him, mocking his hopes of the future, mocking his submerged, sensual dreamings of Madame Collins.


CHAPTER 9
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AFTER THIS EPISODE matters went for some time exactly as Mr Marble would have wished. Johns application to enter Sydenham College was favourably received, and he went there without further demur. He was not quite sixteen. There was more trouble about Winnie. Mr Marble obtained from scholastic agents a list of all the more expensive girls schools, but his endeavours to enter Winnie in one of them were baulked for some time. They displayed a not unnatural reluctance to receive in their midst a girl of nearly fifteen who hailed from an address in a dubious street in a south London suburb, and who had been educated so far at a Council school and at a secondary school. But at last a Berkshire school accepted her  it was incidentally the most expensive of all  and then there was a flurrying and a scurrying to get ready the vast outfit that the rules of the school demanded. There was a special type of gymnasium frock to be obtained, and day clothes and evening clothes and, crowning glory of all, a riding-habit and boots. Mr Marble was delighted. He certainly seemed prouder of Winnies outfit than she was herself.

And so, after Easter, the same day that Mr and Mrs Marble, he dressed in his very best to impress the other girls parents and the other girls, she rather tearful, with her appearance not justifying the amount spent on it, saw Winnie off from Paddington, John put on the blue and black cap of Sydenham College and set off on his two-mile walk thither, not feeling at all happy, with all the mysteries of Rugby football and the prevailing etiquette of the new school before him.

True, his father had been jolly decent to him lately. He had given him nearly all the pocket-money he wanted, while in a tiny lock-up garage at the end of Malcolm Road there reposed the giant two-cylinder motor-bicycle that his heart had yearned for. John had averaged a hundred miles a day on it for the last week, delighting in learning its mechanical whims, making gallant and occasionally successful attempts to climb hills on top, and finding all the wonderful bits of country that lie near London just out of reach of the ordinary bicycle. It was a good way of forgetting saying good-bye to the old school, where he had been happy for nearly five years  and saying good-bye to his old friends, too.

John was violently unhappy. It was not altogether the new school that made him so, not by any means. It was affairs at home. His father was drunk five nights out of seven, and that was the least of his troubles. Most times Mr Marbles drunkenness did not disturb the rest of the family as much as might be expected, for on those occasions he kept himself very strictly to himself  shut up in the drawing-room gazing out over the backyard. Only twice had John to interfere actively between his mother and his father, fearing that he would do her an injury, but John knew in his soul that there was a far worse trouble than drunkenness in his house. His mother was looking pinched and thin, and he guessed repeatedly that she had been crying during the day. His fathers unaccountable moroseness probably caused that, combined with the fatigue resulting from his unreasonable refusal to allow her to have any help about the house. Yet John could not find any definite beginning to this moroseness and cross-grainedness, for Mr Marble had drunk more than was good for him and had neglected his wife long before James Medland had made his solitary visit to 53 Malcolm Road. John looked upon the unpleasing traits in his fathers character as plants of slow growth and poisonous flowering.

All John knew was that there was trouble in the family, terrible trouble, too, and he guessed, childlike, at his fathers hatred for him and resented it with a hatred equally bitter. The gifts that his father had showered on him so profusely lately he had accepted because there was hardly any other course open to him; and he had offered no thanks, because he had seen that what Mr Marble desired more than anything was to dazzle him with his profusion, and  somewhere  there was a lurking suspicion that these gifts were a sort of bribe, offered to keep him in a good temper.

But at fifteen  nearly sixteen  John had not thought out all these things in the clear-cut fashion of print. He still thought child fashion, all instinct and intuition, but that did not make him any the less unhappy. In fact, it tended rather in the contrary direction.

It was hardly surprising that during that term John found himself left very much to himself, and that his already well-developed taste for being solitary increased under stress of circumstances. At school he was that most uncomfortable of beings, the old new boy. The thirteen-year-old at a new school enters a low form, where he finds others of his kind with whom to congregate; he is not expected to know the little points of etiquette that are so vastly important; friends come to him automatically. But John found himself in the Remove, only one form below the Sixth. The others in his form had long ago formed their own particular sets and cliques, and not one of them had room for John. They had been at no pains to conceal their amusement at the one or two blunders into which he unwittingly fell, and, if the truth must be told, their opinion of him was not increased by the knowledge that he had come from the secondary school a mile away for which they had an unreasoning contempt. John resented their attitude towards him, resented it bitterly, and was unwise enough to show it. That raised the baiting of young Marble in the eyes of his schoolfellows from the level of a pastime to that of a duty. His very name, of course, gave them endless opportunities for being witty. It ended, as was inevitable, in Johns flinging away from them in disgust, thanking God he was a day boy, and only coming into contact with his fellows when the elastic rules of compulsory games compelled him to.

But unhappily it was just as bad with the fellows with whom he had been friendly at the other school. He went to some pains to look them up and to keep in touch with them, but he was soon conscious of how far they had fallen apart. There was just a trace of suspicion in their attitude towards him  they were always ready to note, and resent, any hint of condescension on his part. Their holidays were different now, for the secondary school had all day on Saturday free, while John was at school in the morning, receiving Wednesday afternoon instead, and the long excursions they were in the habit of making could not be cut down by half to allow him time to join them. Besides, did he not have a motor-bicycle, so that he would see no point in sweating with them on a pushbike? And in honest truth John soon found that the savour had gone out of pedal-cycling now that he knew the joys of forty miles an hour on the Giant Twin. Once or twice, at Johns urgent invitation, they had come to 53 Malcolm Road, but John had found himself regretting the invitation as soon as it had been accepted. Those rooms full of gaudy furniture did not make them feel at all at home. Mr Marble had been barely civil to them, and had made obvious the fact that he was not entirely sober; John, desperately sensitive, had suspected them of finding much to joke about among themselves at the Marble ménage, and had hated himself for his disloyalty at thinking them capable of such a thing and yet had still gone on thinking it.

All things considered, it was as well that John had the consolation offered him by the Giant Twin. That bulky machine became as good as a brother to him, sharing his troubles and giving him, in the very few mechanical defects it developed, other things to think about than the drunkenness of his father and the disorder of his home.

It is only doing Mr Marble bare justice to admit that he was happily unconscious of the turmoil in his sons life. He had other things to think about, too, matters of life and death. The old obsessions were gripping him hard, despite all the distractions offered him in the fact of his having a son at the College, and a daughter at the most expensive school in Berkshire, and a new interest in his life centring in a house in the next road whose gate was adorned with a brass plate bearing the legend Madame Collins, Modes and Robes. The evenings were many when the lure of that house was not sufficient to drag him away from his steady watching over the backyard from his coign of vantage in the drawing-room.

Marble had more to lose now: security of income, a house full of Empire furniture, a rapidly expanding and catholic library of books on criminal matters, as much whisky as he was able to drink, a woman who took a more than friendly interest in him. And the irony of it lay in the fact that the more he had to lose the more anxious he was not to lose it, and the more difficult it became in consequence to enjoy all these priceless possessions. Those summer months fled past him like a maelstrom; he was hardly conscious of what was happening around him. The sweets of life were bitter to his palate, in that they were poisoned by the girding worry that was ever present and ever increasing.

The summer term flashed by. It hardly seemed a week since he had seen Winnie off from Paddington before his wife began to make arrangements for her return. Then she spoke to Mr Marble about holidays.

Holidays, said Mr Marble, vaguely.

Yes, dear. Were going away this summer, arent we?

I dont know, said Mr Marble. Are we?

We didnt go away at all last summer, said Mrs Marble, and the one before that we only had those few days at Worthing. We can afford it, cant we?

Myes. I suppose so. But I dont know what arrangements the office are making.

Oh, dear, said Mrs Marble. She had looked forward to a holiday this year, if only to get away from having to look after that house and to give her a chance of wearing all the wonderful clothes she had bought.

I suppose you had better go anyway, said Mr Marble, who was absolutely determined that he, for one, was not going to leave that house unguarded. Ill look up some nice hotel for you and the kids to go to. I might come down for a bit if I can get away from the office.

Annie Marble drew her breath in sharply. A hotel! No washing-up, no bother about food, servants to do her bidding; it seemed like a prospect of heaven. There was just a slight momentary fear in her bosom as she thought of possible motives in Mr Marbles handsome offer, but her suspicions were too unformed for her to be very worried, and further, there were two possible motives for Mr Marble wishing to be left in the house, and Mrs Marble was a little too muddleheaded to disentangle them. Instead, she accepted gratefully.

But are you sure youll be all right, dear? she said, perforce.

Of course I will. And that settled the matter.

Soon after Winnie came back from school, strangely mature, and rapidly fulfilling her early promise of beauty. She seemed a different girl, somehow. There was an alternation in her speech. Not that she had ever talked broad cockney  her other school friends had always considered her refined, but the slight trace of a twang when she used the higher registers had now disappeared, in fact, she did not employ those higher registers at all now. She talked more throatily  pound-notey was the terse descriptive phrase popular in that district  and she was much more self-possessed and placid than she had been when she went away. Mr Marble was pleased, as pleased as he could be at that period  he was going through rather a bad time just then  and Mrs Marble, as was inevitable, was heartily sorry. Winnie had grown away from her.

But neither of her parents, much as they fussed about her when she arrived, noticed her tiny lift of the eyebrows as she entered their wonderful dining-room, with its wonderful mosaic table. Winnie had now had experience of what good rooms look like, and to her, the half-forgotten gaudiness of the gilt furniture in terrible contrast to the faded wallpaper was indescribably vulgar.

Later she hinted as much to her mother, but her comments were not received very gratefully. Mrs Marble at once began to fidget with her sewing  a sure sign that she was embarrassed.

Your father has one or two odd fancies, dear, she said, fumbling, blushing and stammering. I shouldnt mention it to him if I were you. He doesnt like the idea of having a lot of people about the house, as we should have to have if we had any decorations done. Besides,  she bridled a little, for she was as proud as was her husband of the gilt furniture  Im sure this room looks very well indeed. Im sure nobody in this road has anything half as good in their house. I dont expect there are many rooms like this in London, even. And, of course, every room in the house is done in the same way. Madame Collins says its as good as the Louvre, and she ought to know, seeing shes been there.

And that at once placed the matter beyond argument, for Madame Collins was by now a great friend of the familys. But Winnie would not have argued about it, anyway. She merely made a mental note of the fact and said no more about it. That was typical of Winnie.

But Mrs Marble had by now become well started on the subject that absorbed so many of her few thoughts.

You mustnt think any the less of your father, dear, because  because  he is a little odd at times. He has a great deal to worry him, you know, and Im sure you ought to be grateful to him for all hes done.

Of course I am, said Winnie, sweetly. It had never occurred to her to be grateful.

Im so glad. I  I was a little afraid that when you came back from your fine school you might find that  that  everything was not quite as you would like it.

Do you mean because father drinks?

Winnie! Mrs Marble showed in her expression how shocked she was at this calling of a spade a spade.

But he does, mother, now doesnt he?

Y  es, I suppose he does. But not very much, dear. Not more than you could expect, seeing how much his business worries him. And you didnt ought to speak about it like that, Winnie. It doesnt sound nice.

Poor Mrs Marble had by now nearly as much to worry her as her husband had. It might almost be worse in her case, for she did not know really what it was she had to worry about, and her not over-exuberant imagination could not allow her even to guess. And the worry of defending her husband to her children on unnamed and unguessed-at charges was nearly as great as everything else put together.

For her children were small comfort to her now. John was gawky and shy, and she could not know of the love he bore her, especially as the memory of the times when he had come to defend her from her husband stood as a barrier between them which neither of them had the moral courage to surmount at a rush. And Winnie  even Mrs Marble felt this  was just a little bit superior nowadays.

Yet even Winnie was for the moment mollified by the announcement that they were going to stay for a month at the Grand Pavilion Hotel at a very fashionable south coast resort. That would be much nicer than staying all the holidays at Malcolm Road, and it would be something to tell the girls about when she went back to school. Some of these might go to France, some to Italy, but there would be few who would spend their holidays at such a place as the Grand Pavilion Hotel. Their parents would have more sense.

And the packing, and the preparation! Winnie helped her mother sort out her astonishing wardrobe. In the tiny cupboards of the bedroom upstairs, where the gilt cupids climbed eternally about the big gilt bed, there were heaps of the most assorted clothes it was possible to conceive. Mingled with the frightfully expensive costumes, there were old rags dating back from the dark ages before the rise of the franc. Mrs Marble, apparently, wore indifferently the pastel-shade silk underclothes bought in Bond Street and the wool and cotton mixture garments, neither decorative nor useful, which she had had before the arrival of these others. The explanation was really simple. Never in her life before had Mrs Marble had any clothes to give away; they were all worn to rags long before she could spare them. She could not get into the habit of disposing of her older wardrobe. In fact, it is much to be doubted whether she had ever contemplated giving away garments in which there still remained six months wear, according to earlier standards of economy. And all the clothes, worn and unworn, were badly looked after, unbrushed and hung on hooks without hangers.

Even one term at a boarding-school had taught Winnie to do better than this, and for two hectic days she took her mothers clothes in hand, sorting and folding, ruthlessly relegating some to the rag-basket, wondering over others. It was beyond her powers to imagine her mother in underclothing of orange silk or eau de nil; it was almost beyond it to imagine her well dressed at all, but Winnie contrived to arrange that her mother looked more like the mothers whom she had seen at the school occasionally. Mrs Marble was almost tearfully grateful.

I dont seem to have time to do all this, she said. And  and  it doesnt seem worth it, sometimes. Your father is a very busy man, you know, dear.

The cupids that climbed about the big Empire bed had climbed in vain for months now, that was what Mrs Marble implied, although she would never have dreamed of hinting as much to her daughter.

And in all this rush to put Mrs Marbles wardrobe in order Winnie herself was not forgotten. She had to have new frocks as well, for her stay at the Grand Pavilion Hotel, and Winnies taste, which was allowed almost complete freedom, was at its best a little juvenile. Mrs Marble was a shade frightened when she saw some of the things Winnie had chosen, but it was beyond her to protest. She had only the haziest idea as to what was the correct wear for a girl of fifteen at the Grand Pavilion Hotel.

Theres a lot in being bobbed, said Winnie to herself in the glass, attentively studying her features while her mother was safely out of the way. No one can ever really tell how old you are. If I werent bobbed, I wouldnt have my hair up, and then anyone could tell. But as it is, with my new frocks and everything, I think Ill have rather a nice time this holiday. And therell be something to tell them about when I get back to school.

Winnie and her mother were pleasantly excited when the cab came to take them to Victoria. John was not with them. He had decided to go on alone on the Giant Twin, despite Winnies faint protest that a motor-bicycle was highly vulgar.

Mr Marble, too, was pleasantly excited when he waved good-bye to them. For reasons of his own he was glad to know that his daughter was out of the way. He had felt uncomfortable in her presence. That three months, three months of good food and of close intimacy with people who never had the slightest difficulty with their aitches, had caused her to grow away from her family at a surprising rate. Mr Marble was not even comfortable with his daughter when he was drunk. And every moment he feared lest she should demand that they should move to a bigger and better house, or failing that, that they should have the present house redecorated and arranged as nearly as possible like the houses of the girls she had known at school. It was not the expense that Mr Marble feared. Instead, he was thrown into agonies of terror at the thought of workmen nosing around his house, and of piles of ladders and boards heaped up in his backyard. The foot of a ladder might easily dig some inches deep into the soft soil of the barren flower-bed.

When he was sober, Mr Marble had his suspicions, too, that his children were neither grateful for nor impressed by the benefit he had heaped upon them. He even suspected them of not admiring the mosaic table as much as they should have done. In a ferment of self-pity he realized that he was not getting full return for all his outlay. When he could blame it on circumstances he did not mind so much; but there were a few aching moments, when the whisky had failed to bite as it should, when it was forced home on him that it was his fault. There were times when he could not visualize himself, as he usually could, as the triumphant criminal, surmounting all difficulties, over-riding all obstacles, tearing success out of the very teeth of failure. Instead, there came moments when he saw himself in his true colours, as the cornered rat he was, struggling with the courage of desperation against the fate that would inevitably close upon him sooner or later. When these black periods came he would clutch hurriedly at his glass and drain it thirstily. Thank God, there was always whisky in exchange for his money  and Marguerite Collins.


CHAPTER 10
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MADAME COLLINS WAS a highly successful intriguer, now that she had gained experience and the poise given by experience. To no one in the suburbs, not even to the milk roundsman, is given the opportunity for gossip which the suburban dressmaker enjoys. After the costume has been fitted, and changing naturally from the easy and fertile subject of clothes there comes a time in every interview with every customer when local affairs must be discussed. Some merely talk parish shop, and with these Madame Collins had to walk warily, but most are only too willing to discuss neighbours, especially to a sympathetic audience of one, and that a woman. Madame Collins heard all about Mr Marbles newly acquired wealth almost as soon as he acquired it. She had noted the information mentally; rich men were always desirable acquaintances, especially to a woman utterly wearied of life in a suburb on very little money after the varied experiences she had enjoyed as a girl in a district occupied by English troops during the war.

The historic meeting with Mr Marble on the day that the furniture arrived was only partly planned. Madame Collins had been walking along Malcolm Road on perfectly legitimate business when she had seen all the massy gilt being carried in, and she had been impressed. They must have cost a great deal of money, even if they were in abominable taste, and then when she had seen Mr Marble himself, tie-pin, wrist-watch, cigarette case, well-cut clothes and all, her mind was at once made up. There must be a great deal of truth in what she had heard about his money. It was the easiest thing in the world to scrape acquaintance with him after that.

Then in a weeks time what Madame Collins did not know about the Marble ménage was hardly worth knowing  save for the, to her, unimportant detail about a certain transaction consummated twenty months before in the Marbles dining-room. Neighbours had already hinted that all was not well between Mr Marble and his wife, and that was all the knowledge Madame Collins asked for. A rich man estranged from his wife, and that wife simple enough to be easily hoodwinked, living conveniently near, meant all the colour and all the money that Madame Collins drab life demanded  especially seeing that he was obviously a raw hand in dealings with women, and had not yet had his money long enough to be spoilt by it.

To Mrs Marble, Marguerite Collins had borne Greek gifts. She had offered her a friendship which the lonely woman had eagerly accepted. She had invited her to her little house in the next street, and there had introduced her to her husband, proving that she was a perfectly respectable married woman. Annie Marble did not appreciate what a cipher Collins himself was.

For Collins was a dull and a tragic figure. He was cursed with an intense sensitiveness for music combined with complete absence of creative talent. All his life, with the exception of a violent interval in France during the last year of the war culminating in his marriage to Marguerite, he had earned his living tuning pianos. He was a very good piano tuner, and highly prized by the firm that employed him. Therein lay the tragedy. For the perfect piano tuner must never play the piano. If he does, he loses half his worth as a tuner. His ear loses that shade of anxious accuracy that makes him the perfect tuner. So Collins, thirsty for music, inexpressibly moved by music, spent his life in a piano factory tuning pianos, eternally tuning pianos. No wonder that Marguerite Collins found life drab.

Collins accepted the advent of the Marbles into his wifes life with the lack of interest that he evinced towards everything. He talked with weary politeness to Marble himself on the one or two occasions that the latter had accompanied Annie there. But he probably did not know their names. After all these years of married life he had ceased to be interested in his wifes doings. Marguerite, red-haired, brown-eyed, tempestuously passionate, and with her native peasant craftiness to guide her, was by no means the ideal wife for him. By that time they both knew it.

Marguerite played her new capture with dexterous skill  not that there was much skill needed, seeing that Marbles greatest wish at the moment was to be her captive, provided no one else knew about it. There had been glances from her hot brown eyes into which Mr Marble was at liberty to weave all sorts of meanings. There had been strange coincidences when she had happened to be out shopping just when Mr Marble was walking home from the bus that brought him from the station. There had been times, anxiously awaited, when he had escorted her home after she had been to Malcolm Road calling in the evening. Then, in the comforting darkness, she had walked close at his side so that he could feel her warmth against his. She had long ago decided that she would yield to him, but she was not going to yield too readily. She wanted money as well as intrigue, money that she could put into the bank account that stood in her name alone, in which her husband had no share. Peasant avarice was in her blood, the avarice that demands hard money and plenty of it  enough too, to enable her to forsake her spiritless husband and live her own life in Rouen or even Paris.

But she nearly miscalculated, owing to her not being in possession of all the data. There came a time when in place of the pleasant lunches in town  when she had to be up buying her materials  a little dinner was suggested. Marguerite had the whole scene in her minds eye. There would be a private room, and a discreet waiter, and plenty of good wine  Burgundy, she thought would be best. Then, with Mr Marble well warmed and comforted, would come the tale of unexpected business losses and of pressing debts. Mr Marble might not believe it; he would be welcome not to. But he would offer a loan, nevertheless, and when she had it safely in her purse, she would melt with gratitude towards him. She would be overcome, yielding, tender. Then she would hear no more about that loan. But the farce would be necessary, nevertheless. Otherwise Mr Marble might get unwelcome ideas into his head  that it was solely by his charms that he had overcome her resistance. Marguerite preferred to have matters on a sound business footing.

At first everything went according to plan. Marguerite arrived only ten minutes late, just enough to make Mr Marble anxious and yet not long enough seriously to annoy him. And at the sight of her all anxiety vanished. She was in splendid evening dress, low-cut and dazzling, so that Mr Marble caught his breath as he looked at her. He himself was in a lounge suit, as was necessary with a wife at home who would look for some explanation should he do anything so extraordinary as to go out in dress clothes.

There had been no difficulty about obtaining a room to themselves; the waiter had been discreet, the wine had been good, the dinner excellent. Marguerite noted with pleasure that Marble ate hardly anything. He seemed to be in a fever.

Marble sat at the table. He was paying no attention to the woman opposite him. Coffee and liqueur brandy stood awaiting his leisure. The waiter had gone for good, with his bill paid. Marguerite was about to bring her carefully rehearsed story into action, when she noticed the look on his face. He was staring, staring hard, past her at the opposite wall. In that direction lay the door that led into the tawdry bedroom, but clearly he was not thinking about that. The stare was a stare of agony.

Marble had felt uneasy almost as soon as the arrival of Madame Collins had set free his thoughts to wander where they would. He had a sudden awful suspicion that while he was dallying here someone was interfering with the flower-bed in his backyard. It would be poetic justice if it were so  newspaper poetic justice. He could imagine their baldly moral comments in the flaming reports that would appear in the next days papers. Cases of that kind, where there had been long concealment of the body, were nearly as popular in the newspapers as cases where the body had been cut up or burnt. And he would be dragged away. Then  his thoughts jumped back to half-remembered fragments of a stray copy of The Ballad of Reading Gaol which had come into his possession. There was something about the black docks dreadful pen. His mind hovered there for a space, and then fled on through all the horrible verses about the silent men who watch him night and day and about crossing his own coffin as he moves into the hideous shed. Then writhing into his mind came the lines about having a cloth upon his face and a noose about his neck. Marbles breath came croakingly through his dry, parted lips. In imagination he already had a cloth upon his face. He could feel it, stifling, blinding him, while the officials padded warily about him making all ready. Marble struggled in his chair.

Madame Collins voice came to him, apparently from an immense distance, asking him if he were ill. Even then he only came partially to himself. At her anxious questionings he only laughed. Annie Marble had heard laughter like that once in her life. It was a mirthless sound, a disgusting sound. Marguerite shrank back in horror, crossing herself. Marbles chair scraped hideously as he dragged himself up from the table.

Home, he said, leaning first on the table, then on her shoulder, for support, home, quickly.

Downstairs they went together, he with dragging steps yet striving to hasten, she with horror and fright in her eyes. They went home as fast as a taxicab could take them. Mr Marbles fears had, of course, been baseless. Not a soul had been in the backyard. But he could not explain to Marguerite Collins about the silly fright he had given himself. Nor, on the other hand, could he convince himself that his fears were unjustified. The obsession was growing. Mr Marble was experiencing more and more reluctance to spend his spare time anywhere from whence he could not keep his eye on that backyard of his. And yet he lusted after Marguerite Collins of the warm hair as he lusted after little else. That was why he was so pleasantly excited to see his family drive off to Victoria on their way to the Grand Pavilion Hotel.

Marguerite was pleased, too. She was a woman of strong common sense, and rapidly recovered from the fright she had had.

For Marble began the happiest month he had known since James Medlands visit. There was no bothering family to worry him at all. He cooked his own breakfast after a fashion, and his other meals he had out save for the occasions when he bought cooked food and consumed it at home. The evenings were very long and pleasant at first. He could sit and brood in the drawing-room with a book about crimes on his knee, drinking as he wished, without the worried eyes of his wife to cause him annoyance, and even though sometimes his thoughts began to stray towards detection and failure he was able at that period to change them, in consequence of the new interest he had. For sometimes as it grew dark, there would come a hurried little tap at the door, and he would go and open it to Marguerite Collins. She would come in superb, wonderful, ripe to rottenness, and then Marble would forget his troubles entirely for the time. He did not appreciate her taste in wine, but he saw that there was always wine for her. For himself he was content with whisky, and the time would fly by. At the end of the evening there would be a passing of a little bundle of money  trust Marble to deal in cheques as little as possible under these circumstances  and Marguerite would slip out as quietly as she came.

They were strange evenings, half dream, half nightmare. By a queer twist of thought, Marble found that the sharing of his house and of its view of the backyard was oddly comforting when Marguerite was with him. He could lose himself within the nest of her warm, white arms more completely than had ever been possible to him before. Her dark eyes were like velvet with passion, and her little gasps of love, only half simulated, led him on and on into all the mazy, misty byways of sodden animalism. From Marguerite at least he had value for his money.

Even the awakening next morning, bleary-eyed and foul-mouthed, was not as wretched as might have been thought. For at least he had grateful solitude, and to Mr Marble solitude was very grateful, unless he had Marguerite with him. There was no wife with the anxious look in her eyes to worry him; he could roam round the house and satisfy himself for the thousandth time that the garden was undisturbed; he could dress himself slowly and leave the house without all the fuss of saying good-bye. He was usually half an hour late, of course, but that did not matter. He knew that dismissal from the office was near and inevitable, but he did not mind. Every day he could see in the eyes of the junior partner who had been so diffident about offering him five hundred a year a growing annoyance at his sodden appearance and unpunctual habits. Of course, he had done nothing to earn the salary he received. He had assisted the firm to no grand coup like the one he had brought off for himself. That  he had known it all along  was most unlikely now that he no longer had the spur of imminent necessity. But the new firm could dismiss him when it liked. He had twelve hundred a year of his own, and he did not want to be bothered with business. So to the office he went, red-eyed, unshaven, with shaking hands. His scanty red hair was fast turning grey.

The rest of the Marble family was endeavouring to enjoy itself. Some of its members were successful in varying degrees. The trio itself had been the object of amusement to the loungers in the palm-shaded entrance hall. Mrs Marble was so badly dressed, despite Winnies misguided efforts, and she was so obviously frightened of porters and waiters; Winnie herself had roused some interest in a few breasts. She was young, anyone could see that, but not one of them guessed how young she was. Her clothes simply called for comment, and her actions likewise. Her face was over-powdered, and she was developing a habit of looking sidelong at the men in the lounge as she walked past them. That mixture of youth and innocence and yet apparent readiness awoke strange longings in the hearts of some of the old men who viewed her.

The cunning ones approached the mother first. There were chance conversations arising out of nothing in the hotel lounge, and Mrs Marble was agreeably surprised to have men with grey hair and the most perfect manners treating her with as much respect as if she were a duchess. She was flushed and flustered, but it was very nice to have the society of these gentlemen. One or two of them gave her the pleasure of dining at her table with herself and her daughter, and sometimes one would accompany them on some excursion to places in the neighbourhood. Winnie thoroughly enjoyed herself.

There were one or two young men, too, who scraped acquaintance with the queer party. One of them dropped out when he discovered that Mrs Marble did not possess much jewellery, and, in fact, did not care for jewellery, but the others stayed on. They danced with Winnie in the evenings, or took her just for the rag to the local theatre. They were nearly annoyed when they found that Mrs Marble took it for granted that she was to accompany them; but there was no thought in her mind save just that. She could not picture a state of affairs in which anyone would sooner be alone with her daughter than have her present as well. But the men, young and old alike, found that there was one sure way of enjoying Winnies society unadulterated; that was to settle Mrs Marble comfortably on the pier listening to the band, in a deckchair, and then take Winnie for a walk round. Mrs Marble was quite pleased when she found how attentive the men all were to her, and to what pains they went to see that she was quite comfortable and had all she wanted. It was a pleasant change from seventeen years odd of married life with William Marble. And it was astonishing how often Winnie replied to Mrs Marbles question: What would you like to do this morning? (or this afternoon), with the ready response, Oh, lets go on to the pier and listen to the band, mother.

But amid all this enjoyment John was not enjoying himself. There was no place in the Grand Pavilion Hotel where he could sit and read in comfort, and the beach and the promenade were too crowded to permit such a thing either. He always had the Giant Twin, of course, but he did not always want to be out on it. Motor-cycling, even on the finest example of the finest make of motor-bicycle in the world, begins to pall a little after three weeks enforced indulgence, and there came a time when John was frankly bored. He was bored with hotel meals, with hotel friends, and with hotel public rooms. Music at his meals ceased to have any attraction for him at all. The men who sought Winnies society looked upon him as an unmitigated nuisance, and were not too careful about concealing their opinion. And Winnie held the same opinion and did not try to conceal it at all. He could not even discuss motor-bicycles with anyone, in that he never met anyone who had ever owned such a thing.

John was bored, utterly and absolutely. After a fortnights stay he hinted as much to his mother, but hints were not very effective in his mothers case. Three days later he tried again, with equal unsuccess. When he had endured three whole weeks he took the bit between his teeth and announced his intention of going home.

But, my dear, why? asked Mrs Marble.

John did his best to explain, but he felt from the start it was hopeless. The intuition was proved correct, for Mrs Marble had no sympathy at all with boredom, never being bored herself.

I dont think father will like it if you go home, said Mrs Marble. Hes spent an awful lot on this holiday for you, and you ought to show that you appreciate it.

But theres nothing to do, expostulated John.

Why, theres lots and lots to do, dear. You can listen to the band, or you can go out on the motor-bike, or  or  oh, theres lots to do. A great active boy like you ought to find things to do as easily as anything.

A great active boy cant listen to a band all day and all night, said John, even if I was a boy, and even if I liked listening to bands, which I dont, very much. Hang it, I cant get hold of any decent books to read, and when I do I cant find anywhere to read them.

Dont argue with him, mother, cut in Winnie. Hes only finding fault.

Finding fault was in Mrs Marbles eyes a sort of vice to which the male sex was peculiarly prone at inconvenient moments. She suffered on account of it on occasions when Mr Marbles temper was not all it should have been. Winnie seized the advantage conferred upon her by this dexterous tactical thrust.

I dont see why he shouldnt go home, if you ask me, she said. Hed be company for father, and its only for a week, when alls said and done.

Her arguments were not particularly happy, for Mrs Marble remembered with a slight shudder the time when she had flung herself between her son and her husband. And she would be positively unhappy, whenever she remembered to be, at the thought of two helpless males alone in a house which cost her so much pains to run. But Winnie had her own reasons for wishing John away, reasons not unconnected with walks upon the pier and with visits to local cinematograph theatres.

I should let him go, said Winnie. Then he can collect a few of the mouldy old books he wants to read. Hell soon get fed up with being at home, and then he can come down here again. Itll only be for a day or two. He wont stand cooking his own breakfast longer than that. Then hell be able to tell you how fathers getting on.

It was a wily move. Mrs Marble, in the intervals between being intimidated by waiters and chambermaids and enjoying the luxury they represented, was occasionally conscience-stricken about her deserted husband. She heard from him very little  only one or two straggling scrawls that told her nothing. More would have meant too much trouble to Mr Marble. Winnies suggestion was therefore well timed.

Well, do that then, dear, said Mrs Marble. Go home just for the night and get all the books and things you want. Of course, if father doesnt mind, you can stay longer if you like. But you mustnt do anything that might make him cross.

It was hardly the free-handed congé that Winnie would have liked her to give, but, still, it was something.

When John announced his intention of starting off at once Mrs Marble was shocked into protest. To her there was something unthinkable in changing ones place of abode at ten minutes notice. She succeeded in persuading her son into postponing his departure until the next day  Saturday.

Even then she was full of instructions at the last moment.

You know where the clean sheets are, dont you, dear? she said. Theyre in the lowest drawer in the big chest of drawers. Mind you air them before you put them on your bed. Oh, and when you come down again will you bring my white fur? Its getting rather cold in the evenings now. Youre sure you know your way home all right? Its rather a long way to go all by yourself.

John had often before covered three times the distance in a single day, but he forbore saying so. He felt that it would be wiser to let his mother run on and have her full say out and then he would clear off without further argument. She continued, unmindful:

I shall be quite anxious to hear that you got home safely. Mind you write as soon as youre there, and be sure you tell me how father is. And  and  dont forget what I said about not doing anything to annoy father.

That made John fidget uneasily in his chair. At long last Mrs Marble ended with:

Well, good-bye, dear. Have a good time. Have you got enough money? Then good-bye. Dont forget what I said. Were just going on the pier with Mr Horne. Good-bye, dear.

And Winnie and Mrs Marble and Mr Horne were gone.

That was a most enjoyable day for John. For once he was neither the hotel prisoner nor yet was he at home with his father. It was the transition stage. He spent his time deliciously, luxuriously. He bathed by himself, at the far end of the town  his last bathe before starting out for home. That took time, for he wanted to make the most of it. Then he came back to the Grand Pavilion Hotel, took the Giant Twin from the garage, where it stood impatient and intolerant of all these domesticated saloons and limousines. The kickstarter swung obediently, and the engine broke into its sweet thunderous roar. John swung himself into the saddle, and the Giant Twin sprang impatiently forward as he let in the clutch. They climbed the steep ascent of the side street without an effort, nosed their way through the squalor of the slums at the back of the town, and in fifteen minutes were out on the free open downs. But John was determined not to waste a minute of his days happiness. He curbed the ardour of the Giant Twin down to a mere fourteen miles an hour  a Rosinante speed worthy of his quixotic mood, as he told himself. They ambled along the great high road in wonderful spirits. The wind blew past him gently, and he filled his lungs with it, sighing with pleasure. It was twelve oclock when he started; by one oclock not thirty miles  not half the way  had been covered. John lunched by himself at a big yet homely hotel by the roadside. It was a decided change from lunch at the Grand Pavilion Hotel, with a band blaring only ten feet away, and mother talking platitudes  she couldnt help that, poor dear, but it grew wearisome after a week or two  and Winnie looking round discreetly at the men, or, worse, chattering away to some greasy-haired fellow she had wangled mother into inviting. They were all greasy-haired, somehow, and not one of them knew how to speak to a fellow, not even the young ones. And as for the old ones! There was one doddering old idiot who had asked him if he kept white mice! John stretched his legs in comforting fashion under the table and lit a cigarette. Thank God, that was over, anyway. He couldnt have borne that place another day. He hoped he would be all right with father. Father was such an uncertain sort of fellow nowadays. But apparently all he wanted was to be left alone, and that was all he wanted, as well. So they ought to get on all right. If they didnt  well, it couldnt be as bad as the hotel, anyway, with mother fussing over him and Winnie scrapping all the time. There was a little bit of the boor and a little bit of the bear about John.

But he was light-hearted enough when he came down and started up the Giant Twin once more for the last run homeward. He still went slowly, partly of his own free will, partly because of the growing volume of Saturday traffic that he met. He turned away from Croydon, and the Giant Twin brought him triumphantly up the long hill to the Crystal Palace without an effort. Ten minutes later the motor-bicycle ran silently with the clutch out, down the slope of Malcolm Road, and pulled up gently outside Number 53. John dismounted slowly. It had been a glorious day. Even now it was not yet evening. There was nothing better than a late afternoon in August, at the end of a flaming day. The rather depressing little road looked positively heavenly to the exile after three weeks at the Grand Pavilion Hotel. There was just a touch of red in the sky, where the sun was beginning to sink. John was half smiling as he looked round him, while he fumbled in his pocket for his latch-key. He was even smiling as he put the key in the lock, and as he walked into the house.

Mr Marble had lately been looking forward to his Saturday afternoons. Following a lazy morning at the office, and a lazy lunch in town, he could travel quietly homeward after the rush. And at home, for in this case it was worth daring the watchfulness of the neighbours, especially considering that arriving as she did before he came back they might well think that she had come on some neighbourly errand bringing in shopping or to see that all was well in the house, there would be waiting for him Madame Collins, Marguerite  Rita, he called her nowadays. And they would have the whole afternoon and evening before them. She would not be leaving before dark. It would be a wonderful day. Eat, drink, and be merry, for to-morrow you die. Mr Marble ate, and most decidedly he drank, and he was merry as well, if such a term can be applied to his nightmare feeling of wild abandon. And the abandon was only possible because he was at 53 Malcolm Road, and able to make sure that there was no chance of his dying suddenly yet awhile.

John came into the dining-room. There was no one there. But the sight of the room brought the first chill to his heart. The gilded furniture blazed tawdrily in the fading sunlight; the room was in an indescribable muddle: dirty dishes and empty bottles were littered about it, and cigarette ash and cigarette ends were strewn over the floor. And in the room there was a subtle and distasteful blend of scents. Overlying the stale tobacco smell and the fustiness of unopened windows was the smell of spilt drink, and permeating the whole there was yet another odour, slight yet penetrating  a stale, unpleasant smell as of degraded hyacinths. Johns nose wrinkled in distaste as the vile reek assailed his nostrils. The drink, and the tobacco, and the fustiness, and the muddle he could account for, and he had been prepared for them on a smaller scale. But this other scent, irritating his clean boys palate, was different. It was more unclean even than the others.

He left the room hurriedly. He had already half decided that his father was not at present in the house. He set his foot on the stairs to go to his own room to open the windows, open them wide, so that the clean evening air would circulate there at any rate, but he withdrew it as a thought struck him. Most probably his father was in the back room  it had been his habit for a long time now to sit there on most occasions. If he were there, and if, as John reluctantly admitted to himself was most likely, he were drinking, it would be well for him to go in and report his arrival as soon as might be. His father would be furious if he were in the house without his knowledge. John walked back to the drawing-room, turned the handle of the door, and entered.

But he went no farther than just beyond the threshold. There he stopped, for a sickening, hellish two seconds, while the hyacinth scent rushed in greater volume upon him, its presence now explained, and while the sight that met his eyes struck him dazed, as might a club. It was sickening, bestial, abominable. He fled in a staggering run, fumbling in dazed haste at the handle of the door. To blend with the tumult of horrible remembrance came the sight, just as he reached free air again, of his father lurching after him, mumbling some wild words which he could not catch, but whose import clearly was for him not to go away, but to stay while he could explain. But John fled.

There was nothing else he could do. Every cell of his body called for air, air, air. Air to flood away that loathsome reek of hyacinths; air to flood his brain and blot away that memory of beastly, drunken nudity; air, air, air!

At the edge of the pavement stood his one trusty friend, the Giant Twin, who never would betray him. He leaned upon the friendly saddle for a second, while his whirling mind recovered itself to the slight degree possible. Air, air, air! He flung himself into the saddle, hands going automatically to ignition and throttle. The engine was still hot, and broke into its old friendly roar as he thrust at the kickstarter. Next second he was gone, wheeling wildly in the road, with the engine bellowing jubilantly as he forced the throttle wider.

The sunset was spreading over the sky, blood-red and tawny, as the sun vanished behind the houses, but it was still stiflingly hot. The air that raced past Johns cheeks might as well have come straight from a blast-furnace. It raced past his cheeks, tugged at his hair, filled his lungs to bursting, and yet it gave no relief. Wider and wider went the throttle, and now the Giant Twin was hurtling along the roads as though they were a race-track. John did not know where he was going, nor did he care. Air was what he wanted, air, more air. He sat well back in the saddle, while the tornado of his own begetting wrenched at him with a myriad fingers. Yet as he did so he shuddered at the recollection of the reek of hyacinth scent. The throttle was wide open now, and they were swirling round corners at an acute angle amid a shower of flying grit. Air, more air! Johns hand moved to a forbidden lever, and the Giant Twin leaped forward even faster as the exhaust roared in thunder past the cutout.

It could not last. Not even the Giant Twin, ever loyal, could hold on those glassy roads at that speed. One last corner, and then the tyres lost their grip on the hardly noticeable camber. The Giant Twin leaped madly, plunging across the road, across the pavement. A cruel brick wall awaited them, in one rending crash of ruin.


CHAPTER 11
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THERE WAS MISERY, misery undisguised and rampant, at 53 Malcolm Road. There were only two people living there now. Winnie had gone back to school, glad to escape from her mothers helpless unhappiness and her fathers brooding gloom. But Mr Marble and Mrs Marble were there all the time. The blow of Mr Marbles dismissal from the new firm had fallen almost at once. He did not mind. He did not need the money, and it was such a terrible trouble to have to go up to the office every day. Unhappiness or no unhappiness, he preferred to be at home, with his eye on the backyard and his pet books on crime and medical jurisprudence round him, to hanging about at the office all day, worrying about what was happening at home. And the sombre life of sitting solitary at home began to have a hideous fascination for him. There was no effort about it, no call for original thought or talent, and absence of effort was grateful to a man who habitually drank more than he should do, and whose mind was continually wandering down dark avenues, often traversed but always new. His wife was a nobody now, a phantom less real than the squint-eyed hangman that so often came tapping him on the shoulder; she was a soft-footed ghost that wandered about the house, coping ineffectually with the work that awaited her, and usually weeping, but so quietly that it did not disturb him. Sometimes Mrs Marble wept at the memory of her dead son; sometimes she wept because her back hurt her. But she wept at other times, too, and she did not know why she did; actually she was weeping because her husband had ceased to love her. Very grey, very frail and very, very unhappy was Mrs Marble at this time.

It was a strange, mad life that the two of them led nowadays. There was money in plenty, and very little use for it. The walls of the sitting-room were by now completely lined with Mr Marbles collection of books on crime; all the other rooms were crowded with massive and incredibly costly furniture, whose elaborate carvings were a source of woe to Mrs Marble when she came to dust them. The tradespeople had left off calling, nearly all of them, and all the shopping was done by Mrs Marble in hurried little excursions to the poverty-stricken shops near. There was money for servants, money for expensive and delightful foods, money for comfortable and manageable furniture. But no servant ever entered 53 Malcolm Road; the elaborate furniture was Mrs Marbles most weary burden, and for food they began to depend more and more upon ready-cooked food bought as each meal came round in turn to augment the neglected store of the empty larder. Mrs Marble had begun to neglect her duty of housekeeping long ago. But she had only begun to show incapacity of this order since Johns death.

In point of fact, Mrs Marble had an idea, and was worrying over it. And when Mrs Marble wanted to work anything out by sheer force of brain-power she was compelled to abandon all her other labours in order to devote all her time to the task. She was working something out slowly, but, as is always the case when mentalities of that sort are once bent upon completing a task, very, very surely. Yet even now she could not have expressed her suspicions in words, so obscure were they. But they were not connected with Madame Collins, strange to relate.

Stranger still, it was this latter, dexterous though she was, who was the cause of the breakdown of the unstable state of affairs then prevailing. Those sums of money which she had received from Mr Marble had only whetted her appetite for more. They had made a wonderful difference to the bank balance over which she gloated in private. Yet that bank balance was not nearly large enough yet for her purpose, increased though it was by sums wrung from the allowance made her by her husband for housekeeping. Madame Collins took it very ill that Mrs Marble should continue to stand in the way of her obtaining more.

For Mrs Marble did. No more would Mr Marble leave his house unguarded; no more could he be induced to relax his straining attention over that barren ten square yards of soil at the back of 53 Malcolm Road. For his obsession had grown upon him naturally as he gave it more play. In the days when it had been natural for him to go up to town every day it had been natural for his garden to take care of itself, but as soon as he had got into the comforting habit of watching over it continually he was unable to break himself of it. So he could not see her outside of his house, and in the house there was always his wife.

Madame Collins fretted and fumed. That bank balance of hers was mounting only by shillings a week when it ought to be mounting by pounds. She played desperately hard for fortune. She was as sweet as honey always to Mrs Marble. Yet it was not easy to gain Mrs Marbles good graces. Anxiety about her husband occupied such of her attention as was not busy working out the problem she had set herself. And she resented bitterly any display of sympathy, for that might indicate that the sympathizer understood her trouble better than she did herself. Besides, Mrs Marble had been respectably brought up, in a world where it was a serious social slur to have a drunken husband, and any reference to her husbands failing had her up in arms at once.

And Madame Collins had indiscreetly  though she herself had thought at the time that it was a good stroke of tactics  let it be known that she understood what was the matter with Mr Marble, to find to her surprise that Mrs Marble hotly resented her knowledge. To this cause for dissension must be added the fact that now that Mrs Marble had admitted to herself her failure to live the life of a rich woman, and her inability to wear good clothes as if she had always been accustomed to them, she had a bitter envy of those who were more successful. She disliked Madame Collins for her opulence of figure and good looks, for the way in which she wore her clothes, for the very clothes she wore. But Mrs Marbles dislikes were as unremarkable as everything else about her, and she was unable to show them except by a faint and rather bewildered hostility, which Madame Collins was able to sweep aside. It was more than Mrs Marble was capable of to be actively rude to anyone. So Madame Collins continued to call at rather frequent intervals, to talk in honey-sweet fashion to Mrs Marble, and sometimes to penetrate into that well-remembered sitting-room, if Mr Marble was not too fuddled, and to leave there a haunting scent of hyacinths and a clinging memory of rich flesh which sometimes penetrated into Mr Marbles drink-sodden mind. Generally, however, it roused little fresh longing in him; he was at the moment amply content with his books and his drink and the knowledge that he was guarding that garden.

Mr Marble was rarely quite drunk. He never tried to be. All he ever attempted was to reach the happy stage  after the grim preliminary period when his imagination had been stimulated  when he was unable to think connectedly, so that he could not work out the long trains of thought that led inevitably to the picturing of detection and the scaffold. He could reach this stage comfortably quite early in the morning before the effects of the previous days drinking had worn off, and then he was able to keep like it for the rest of the day by the simple mechanical process of drinking every time he found his thoughts taking an unpleasant line. The system was not the result of careful planning; it was merely the natural consequence of the situation, and for a long time it worked well enough. Comfortably hazy in his thoughts, comfortably seated in his armchair by the sitting-room window, with a new book on his knee to glance at occasionally  publishers announcements were almost all the post delivered nowadays, and Mr Marble bought two books on crime a week on the average  Mr Marble almost enjoyed his life. His wife meant little to him, save that she was a convenient person to send out, green string bag in hand, to the grocers to buy more whisky when his reserve dropped below the amount he had fixed upon  two untouched bottles. Mr Marble ate little; his wife ate even less; there was little enough work to keep Mrs Marble employed although she toiled inordinately hard in helpless fashion to keep the house in order. Mrs Marble spent her days wandering round the house soft-footed, slipshod, touching and fumbling and replacing. Her mind was busy trying to work something out.

It was through the agency of Madame Collins that she found the first clue to what she sought. Madame Collins had called in that evening as was her frequent habit and Mr Marble had been just a little more sober than usual. In consequence the evening had been spent in the sitting-room, and supper  a scratch meal, typical of Mrs Marble  had been served there. When the time came for Madame Collins to take her departure, Mr Marble, surprisingly enough, had risen slowly to his feet with the intention of seeing her home. Mrs Marble raised no objection; that was not what she was worrying about  yet. There had been a brief delay while Mr Marble was cramming his feet into his boots, soft feet, that for a week had known no greater restraint than that imposed by carpet slippers, and then they were gone. Mrs Marble remained in the sitting-room. Once alone, her old restlessness reasserted itself. She began to wander round the room, touching, fumbling, replacing. She was seeking something, nothing in particular, just something. Really it was the solution of her problem that she was seeking.

Round the room went Mrs Marble. She gazed for a space out of the window through which her husband stared so hard all day long, but it was quite dark outside and she could see nothing besides her own reflection. She picked up one or two of the ornaments on the mantelpiece, and put them back again. She ran her finger along the backs of the books that stood on the shelves. They did not interest her. Then she came to the book that lay on the arm of her husbands chair, the book he had been reading in desultory fashion during the day. Mrs Marble picked it up and ran the pages through her fingers. It was not an interesting book. She did not even know what the title  somebody or others Handbook to Medical Jurisprudence  meant. But at one point the book fell open of its own accord, and the open pages were well thumbed, proving that this portion had received more attention than the rest of the book. It was in the section on Poisons, and the paragraph was headed Cyanides  Potassium Cyanide and Sodium Cyanide. A tiny wrinkle appeared between Mrs Marbles brows as she read this. She cast her mind back to that morning many months ago now, the morning after Medlands dramatic arrival. Yes, that was the name on the label of the bottle she had found displayed on Wills shelves. Potassium Cyanide. She went on to read what the book had to say on the subject.

Death is practically instantaneous. The patient utters a loud cry and falls heavily. There may be some foam at the lips, and after death the body often retains the appearance of life, the cheeks being red and the expression unaltered.

The wrinkle between Annie Marbles brows was deeper now, and her breath was coming faster. She could remember what she had heard when she was half asleep the night of Medlands coming. She had heard Will come up to the bathroom where his chemicals were kept, and she had heard him go down again. Then she had heard that loud cry.

In her next deduction her memory was at fault, but it was a fault that, curiously enough, confirmed her in her suspicions. Annie thought she remembered hearing a heavy fall at the same time as that loud cry. Of course she had not done so; young Medland had been sitting in a chair at the time when Marble said, Drink up, but Annie was not to know that. Influenced by what she had read, Annie was quite certain that she had heard that heavy fall. Now she knew what it was she had heard dragged through the passage down the stairs to the kitchen. And she guessed whither it had been taken from the kitchen. She knew why Will spent all his time watching through the window to see that the garden was not interfered with. The problem with which she had been wrestling for weeks was solved. She felt suddenly weak, and she sank into the chair. All her other memories, crowded up now unsummoned, confirmed her solution. She could remember how there was suddenly more money at their disposal, and how Will had comported himself the next morning. She was sure of it all.

As she lay back in the chair, weak and wretched, she was startled to hear her husbands key in the door. She made a spasmodic effort to hide what she was doing, but she was too weak to achieve anything. Her husband entered the sitting-room while she still held the book open in her hand. Her thumb was between the pages, at the point where there was that interesting description of the effects of potassium cyanide.

When Mr Marble crossed the threshold, he uttered an angry exclamation as he saw what Mrs Marble was doing. He would tolerate no interference with his precious library. He strode forward to snatch the book out of her hand. Mrs Marble sat helpless, and made no resistance. She even held out the book a little to him, offering it to his grip. But as she did so the book fell open at the place where she held it, fell open at the passage on the cyanides.

Mr Marble saw this. He saw the look on her face, too. He stopped aghast. There was no need for words. In that brief space of time he realized that his wife knew. That she knew.

Neither of them said anything; neither of them was capable of saying anything in that tense moment. They eyed each other in poses curiously alike, she with her hand to her bosom as she peered at him, fluttering, tearful, and he with his hand, too, over his heart. Just lately he had not noticed so much the inconvenient tendency of that organ to beat with such violence, but now it was impressed upon him again. It thundered in his breast, depriving him of his strength, so that he had to hold on to a chair-back to support himself.

Annie gave a little, inarticulate cry. The book fell to the ground from her hand, and then sobbing, she fled from the room without again meeting his eye.


CHAPTER 12
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THERE IS NO solitude like that which one can find in a London suburb. It is desolate, appalling. The weeks that passed now found the Marbles lost in this solitude, and over them, like a constant menace, hung the unvoiced menace of a secret shared. The days they spent together in the tawdry rooms downstairs; the nights they spent together in the vast gilt bed in the front bedroom, but for all that they were each of them lonely and frightened. The weight of their secret prevented all conversation save that about the necessary commonplaces of housekeeping, and even this they restricted self-consciously to the uttermost minimum. They did not exchange a dozen words a day; they said nothing, did nothing; they thought about nothing save the one dreadful thing about which they dared not speak. The solitude of the suburbs which they experienced was theirs from choice; they had cut themselves off voluntarily from their neighbours, and the neighbours in turn withdrew from them, sneering to each other about Mrs Marbles unhappy new clothes and the gorgeous furniture that they could see through the lower windows at Number 53. But this isolation was hardly new and was easily borne; it was far otherwise with the spiritual separation that encompassed them each individually.

They were living together alone in the tiny house; they were in each others society from choice  they each soon found that they could not bear to have the other for long out of their sight  but not once in weeks did their eyes meet. And never, never did they make any comment on their isolation.

Back into this nightmare world came Winnie, flushed with triumphs at school. She was undoubtedly beautiful now, and she was dressed to perfection, as soon as she had thrown off the shackles imposed by school rules. Her beauty had won over to her one party at school, and her almost unlimited pocket-money had won over another. Eleven months only younger than her dead brother, she was now just sixteen; a thoroughly good preliminary education at the secondary school  to which she looked back with horror, and about which she had always been discreetly silent  had saved her much trouble as regards actual school work and had placed her in the highest form after one term there. Miss Winifred Marble had the very highest opinion of herself.

She came home in typical fashion. She had given her parents no exact information of the time of her return, and she was more or less unexpected when her taxicab drew up outside Number 53 Malcolm Road. She descended leisurely to the pavement. Malcolm Road might indeed be to her mind a horrible hole, but for all that she was not going to miss one tenth of the sensation she was aware she was making therein. She could see hurried heads appearing behind the curtains at all the houses around, and she allowed the neighbours ample time to view her mountainous luggage piled on the roof of the cab, and to admire enviously her smart blue costume. With a brief order to the driver to bring in her luggage she marched up the front path and knocked at the door with a resounding rat-tat-tat.

Indoors her father and mother were sitting together in the back room, he with a book on his knee as usual, she gazing into vacancy, following in her vague fashion all the unpleasant lines of thought that her husband had followed long ago. At the sound of Winnies knocks Marble rolled a frightened eye upon her. She rose in heart-fluttering panic.

Will, she said, its not  its not ?

Only police would knock like that at 53 Malcolm Road. Marble could make no answer for the moment. The knocking came again. Marble tried with shaking hands to light himself a cigarette. Come what may, he must try to look nonchalant, to bear himself calmly, as did all those men he had read about in his books when the fatal moment of arrest arrived. But his hands shook too much. His very lips were trembling, so that the cigarette quivered like a reed between them. The knocking was repeated. Then at last Mrs Marble rallied.

Ill go, she said, in a weak whisper.

Down the passage she went, soft-footed, ghostlike. Marble, still fumbling with his cigarette, heard the door open, after what seemed like ages of waiting. Then he heard Mrs Marble say: Oh, my dear, its you. Oh, dearie  and Winnies lady-like voice answering her. With the relief from tension the matches dropped from his fingers. The cigarette sagged from his mouth. He leant sideways against the arm of his chair, his eyes staring, too weak to move, while his heart thudded and fluttered back to its usual rhythm. That was how they found him, Winnie and her mother, when they came in to the sitting-room to his expected welcome.

Such was the household to which Winnie returned, three days before Christmas. The girls at school, who envied Winnie her trunkfuls of clothes and her ample pocket-money, had been talking for weeks about what they intended to do this holiday. There had been talk of hunting, of dances, of theatres. There had been comparisons between the food they had at school and the food they would have at home during this period of delectable food. And in all this conversation Winnie had borne a part by no means equal to the part she usually bore in school conversations. Yet she had called up all the help of her imagination, and with its aid she had been able to produce some sort of picture of similar enjoyment in prospect for herself. That made the disappointment all the more bitter. The Marble family lunched that day, the first day of her arrival, on cold ham and stale bread and butter, and not enough of either. Her fathers clothes were baggy and spotted, and on his feet were wrecks of carpet slippers. He drank heavily of whisky during the meal, and he had obviously been drinking too much all the time she had been away. Her mother wore a shabby blouse and skirt, gaping wherever they could gape, and her stockings were in wrinkles up her thin calves. Winnies eyebrows puckered, and her lips curled a little as she observed these things.

Then Mrs Marble noticed that Winnie was dissatisfied, and inevitably she bridled. She knew her housekeeping was at fault, but she was not going to have her sixteen-year-old daughter running down her house.

Isnt there anything else to eat? asked Winnie, when the last of the cold ham had disappeared, leaving her hungrier than when she started, accustomed as she was to the well-cooked and ample meals of the Berkshire school.

No, theres not, snapped Mrs Marble.

But hang it all  protested Winnie.

It was hardly the best of starts for a Christmas holiday. Winnie bore it for two days, and then, on Christmas eve, she began active operations. Her mother, whom she approached first, gave her no satisfaction.

Oh, dont worry me, she said, with a heat unusual for her, weve got enough to worry us as it is.

But what have you got to worry you? said Winnie, genuinely bewildered. Worry or no worry, weve got enough money and all that sort of thing, havent we?

Mrs Marble clutched at this straw for a moment, but she was not adept at deception, and her fainthearted statement that all was not well with them financially died away when she met Winnies incredulous gaze.

Dont be silly, mother, said Winnie, and Mrs Marble meekly bowed her head to the storm.

No, its not money, dear. Im sure your father gives me all I want in that way.

How much a week? demanded Winnie, relentlessly.

Mrs Marble made a last desperate stand against this implacable woman who had developed so surprisingly out of the little daughter she had once been.

Never you mind, she said. Its my business, and this is my house, and youve no right to interfere.

Winnie sniffed.

No right, she said, when youve given me cold ham three times and pressed beef once in two days? Do you know to-morrows Christmas, and I dont believe youve done anything yet towards it? And look at your clothes! Its worse than the last time I came home. Im sure that before I went back to school I left you all nicely rigged out. You had such a nice costume, and  and  This was a false step, for neither Winnie nor her mother was yet able to bear a reference to poor dead John, for whom Mrs Marble had bought mourning with Winnies help last holiday.

Be quiet, do, said Mrs Marble, with tears in her eyes.

They were not entirely tears of mourning, but they quelled Winnie effectively. Even she felt a little shy and embarrassed at sight of her mother crying. So she relaxed her inquiry, just when a little more pressing would have forced from her mother the astonishing facts that Mr Marble was prepared for her to spend ten pounds a week on her housekeeping while she actually only spent two  hardly as much as she had spent before they attained to riches.

But Winnie was at least persistent. After her mother she approached her father, daring even to break in upon his whisky-sodden reverie in the drawing-room.

Father, said Winnie, are we dreadfully poor since you left off going to the city?

Mr Marble rolled a maudlin eye upon her. Then pride re-asserted itself  pride in his achievement all those months ago, which was still mentioned with bated breath by City clerks, but which had never received its meed of recognition in his own home.

No, he said. Weve got plenty.

Thats good. Its Christmas to-morrow. I want some money. Lots of it. Mother hasnt done anything about it yet.

Far back in Mr Marbles dulled memory ghosts began to stir. He remembered those times  they seemed ages ago now  when he wanted his wife to spend money, and had had all the difficulty in the world to induce her to do so.

He rolled obediently out of his chair and walked almost steadily across to the ridiculous gilt bureau in the corner of the room. He fumbled it open; fumbled out his cheque-book; fumblingly signed a cheque.

Banks shut at half-past three, he said. Better be quick.

Winnie only had to give a fleeting glance at the cheque. It was for one hundred pounds.

Thank you, she said, and before she had left the room she was calling to her mother to put her hat on.

Mrs Marble had never been so hurried and flurried in her life before as she was that Christmas eve.

There was the rush to get the bus to Rye Lane. Then there was the rush to the bank to cash the cheque. Winnie put the money in her handbag as if she was accustomed to having a hundred pounds there every day of her life. Then there was a series of rushes up and down Rye Lane, crowded with Christmas shoppers, buying everything which Mrs Marble had omitted to buy, which comprised a good many necessities as well as the inevitable luxuries of Christmas. She was almost dropping with unaccustomed fatigue when Winnie hailed a heaven-sent taxicab that appeared and piled her and the myriad parcels they had accumulated into it.

Yet even this did not satisfy Winnie. She was not even satisfied with bullying her mother next day into cooking turkey and reheating the ready-made Christmas puddings they had bought. She was not satisfied with insisting on having a clean cloth on the table and all the silver displayed thereon. She was not satisfied with giving presents  bought with the money obtained yesterday  to her father and mother, and with showing them what they had bought for her from the same source. She was not satisfied with hanging holly and mistletoe all over the house. Even when Christmas Day was over and her parents thought they had suffered all they could, she began to go systematically through the house putting things straight. That Berkshire school prided itself on the domestic training it gave its girls  domestic training on a scale calculated for women who would not be likely ever to have dealings with the economics of a house of thirty pounds a year rateable value into which no servant or even charwoman was allowed ever to set foot. Winnies ideas were on the grand scale.

She succeeded in upsetting Mrs Marble, and by natural reaction she upset her father as well. Mr Marble had been unhappy before, but it was a negative and inactive unhappiness. He had settled down into a groove, and a groove, with all its suggestion of permanency, was grateful to a man in the shadow of the gallows. Any disturbance of that groove was annoying. He had grown used to being badly fed, and he never noticed the other details of household management. He had even ceased long since from having any pride in his Empire furniture. But Winnie with her bustle and hustle disturbed him. Without realizing it, he had taken comfort from his wifes inaction, knowing that that meant there was less chance of her giving away the secret he knew she held in her bosom. And now Winnie had descended upon them to alter all this. He did not like it. He liked it still less when he found that Winnie had her eye upon his drinking habits and was meditating interfering with them as well.

But happily Winnie was not of the stuff that carries things through to the bitter end in face of all opposition. She was like her father in that she was able to make one big effort which achieved much but left her incapable of more for a considerable time. Her activity died down, and in a brief time she found herself actually acquiescing in some of Mrs Marbles shiftless methods of housekeeping. And in a flash she found that she was incredibly bored.

She had once more got her mothers wardrobe into some sort of order, and she had bullied and cajoled her into wearing the good clothes that were heaped untidily about her bedroom. By the time she had made her mother smart again, and had re-arranged everything in accordance with the system that even only two terms at the school had grained into her, Winnie found that her interest in housekeeping was waning, and that life at 53 Malcolm Road was decidedly dull.

So she wrote off one or two letters, to friends of hers at school. It hardly matters what she put into them, whether it was fact or fiction, whether she wrote about illness  of course not infectious  at home, or about domestic unhappiness. Whatever it was she wrote, it achieved its object. She received very shortly afterwards two invitations to spend the rest of her holidays with these friends of hers.

By that time neither Mr nor Mrs Marble was sorry to see her go. She had caused too much disturbance altogether. So they said good-bye to her in a philosophic manner. Mr Marble, partly as a sheer thanksgiving offering, partly because Winnie took it as a matter of course, and partly even with a flicker of his old pride that a daughter of his should be going to stay as a guest at a house whose sole address was a name and a county, handed over another cheque. Life had grown so strange and unreal to them that they saw nothing out of the ordinary in letting a sixteen-year-old girl go away to stay with people they did not know, with something nearly approaching a hundred pounds in her handbag.

After all, Mr Marbles income was nearly twelve hundred a year; of that Winnies fees amounted to nearly three hundred, but of the remaining nine he hardly spent a quarter. A man who has five hundred a year for which he can find no use does not worry about odd hundreds, especially when he spends every waking minute in terror of being hanged.


CHAPTER 13
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THE PEACE THAT had been so rudely disturbed was only with difficulty regained. The Marbles found it hard to settle down once more into the old groove. And no sooner had they begun to do so than another interruption to their peace  if their panic-stricken existence can be so called  occurred, this time at the hands of a more dangerous person, Madame Collins.

She had come to the limit of her patience. Nearly six months had elapsed since she had paid into her account a little roll of bank-notes which might have been traced, had anyone taken the trouble, to Mr Marble. After that last terrible occurrence, when that silly boy John had met with the motor-cycling accident, she had indeed been content to wait a while, until matters should be quieter again, but this wait was too long altogether. Dressmaking in a back street in Dulwich with an automaton of a husband began to annoy her exceedingly. Anything was better than that, she decided. Even at Christmas time she had meditated action, but Winnie had been there when she called, and Winnie had looked her up and down with cool insolence and even Marguerite Collins had been abashed  or, rather, had decided that it would be better if Winnie were not her enemy. She bided her time awaiting a more favourable moment.

One morning Mr Marble was alone at home, for Annie had gone out on one of her all too infrequent shopping expeditions. She had been gone five minutes only, when to Marbles ear came the familiar sound of her hurried, quiet knock. With an enormous effort  everything was a great deal of trouble nowadays  he heaved himself out of his chair and went to the door.

Marguerite Collins was determined to have no nonsense. As the door opened she stepped inside, and she was through into the drawing-room and sitting down before Marble had shut it again. Marble came and stood before her wearily and dullwittedly. There was clearly going to be trouble, and Mr Marble did not feel in the mood for trouble.

Well, what is it? asked Marble.

Marguerite did not answer at once. She threw back the fur from round her neck and drew off her gloves with slow, deliberate movements. With a gesture she made much of her round, white throat and her plump hands. Six months ago this alone would have stirred Marble into action, but now it left him unmoved. Those six months had been spent in sluggish over-drinking and in frothy anxiety. Besides, he had had his will of her, and Marguerite was not of the type to revive dead passion. All this Marguerite realized as she watched, keenly but covertly, his unshaved face and the expressionless blue eyes. It was as she feared. Well, it would have to be pure business, then, without the frail disguise of anything else.

You are not pleased that I come to see you? she asked, with the lisp and trace of accent that Marble had once thought so wonderful.

No, said Marble, in no mood for tact. As a matter of fact, he was rapidly growing incapable of thinking about anything save what lay outside under the soil of the dreary backyard.

But the monosyllable roused Madame Collins to fury. It hurt, the more so as she had realized it previously.

You are not polite, she said, a faint flush appearing on her soft  over-soft  cheeks.

No, said Marble.

You admit it! Are you not ashamed? And do you not remember when you would not have said a thing like that to me  no, not for worlds?

No, said Marble.

No, no, no! Have you nothing else to say to me except no?

No, said Marble. He could hardly be said to be intentionally rude; but a man whose mind chooses that particular moment to run off on its favourite track towards arrest and execution is in no fit state to argue any point whatever with a hot-tempered woman  especially when he is in the wrong.

Marguerite Collins bit her lips, and then restrained herself by a violent effort of will. After all, money  so said her peasant soul to herself  was sweeter than revenge at any time, sweet though they both were; if she could obtain no money, then perhaps she could have the other, but she would spare no effort to screw more money out of this weak-minded rentier first.

She spoke calmly, and she allowed just as much of the old sweetness to creep into her tone as she thought might soften Marble towards her.

Listen, Will. I am in trouble. I am in great trouble. My husband  you know what he is, I have told you, oh, so often  he is unsupportable. I hate him. And now I think  he hates me also. I must leave him. I must go away. I shall go back to Normandy, to Rouen. But I must have money. He has none. No more have I. Will, dear 

Marble made one of the greatest mistakes of his life when he said no for the fifth time that morning. The flush on Marguerites cheeks became deeper; she was scarlet with indignation. It is doubtful why Marble should have said it; a single one of those unspent hundreds from his annual income would have ended the matter for the time. But the refusal slipped out of his mouth before he was aware of it; he was only trying to temporize. City caution told him that this was blackmail, and that it is fatal to yield to a blackmailer; he also realized at the back of his mind that he most certainly had not in the house at that moment enough ready money to satisfy her, and he was not going to give her a cheque  not he. So he said no really meaning yes, and had he not been so dull-witted that morning he would have bitten his tongue out rather than have said it.

Marguerite condescended to use a threat or two.

That is a pity, she said, for I must have my freedom. If I were to tell my husband one or two little things  ah, he would set me free, do you not think so? But it would cost you much money, more than what I have stooped to ask you. And your wife, she would not like that to happen, would she? She does not know at present, eh? If you would like her to ?

Marbles face turned from pale to flushed and back again to pallor.

The stab had gone home. Anything rather than let Annie know. Annie held the key of his life in her hand; she had guessed his secret, he was sure of it. The knowledge had troubled him little up to the moment. She had been a cipher in his life for so long that he had hardly cared, save that it had made it uncomfortable to meet her eyes. But if Annie were to know of this! His drink-dazed mind realized for the first time how desperately necessary it was that Annie should be kept in a good humour. The terror in his breast made him lose control over himself.

All right, Ill pay you, he said. How much is it?

He had cut the ground from under his feet. He had shown her which was the best course of action; he had shown her how much he feared Annies knowing; by his earlier refusal and later hurried agreement he had delivered himself over bound and naked to his enemy. Marguerite laughed a little, a malicious, throaty laugh. Then she spoke, mentioning the sum quite as if it were a matter of course.

Three hundred pounds.

I  I cant afford all that!

The surprise in Mr Marbles voice was obvious and genuine; but Marguerite was quick-witted enough to see that he really could afford the huge sum.

Three hundred pounds, she said again.

But I havent got all that in the house, and a cheque 

It is a cheque that I want, said Madame Collins grimly, and seeing him still hesitate for a moment she added, And your wife will be back soon, will she not?

Marble went over to the gilt bureau and wrote out the cheque.

She was just re-clasping her handbag when they heard Annie Marbles key in the door. When she entered the room Marble was the one that was obviously discomposed. She herself was honey-sweet as usual, calm and self-possessed.

I have come to say good-bye, she said. To-morrow I go to France.

To France?

Yes, I am going to have a holiday. I am sorry that you were out when I came for I have so much to do that I fear I cannot stay. No, no, really I cannot. Good-bye, dear Mrs Marble. I will send you a postcard from Rouen.

With that she was gone. It was rather a pity that Mr Marble should have been so obviously anxious to get rid of her. Why, she herself was most anxious to be out of the house too, so that she could hurry and cash that cheque before Marble could stop it, if by chance he recovered his spirits enough to do anything like that, but she showed no signs of it at all. It was perfectly true that at the time Mrs Marble did not notice her husbands nervousness, but little things like that, as time had already shown, had a way of staying in Mrs Marbles memory and re-emerging at inconvenient moments.

After Madame Collins departure Mr Marble eyed his wife anxiously. He had realized now that she was a person of immense importance to his affairs, and, what was more, that she was, after all, someone who might, should it so happen, act independently. He had grown so used all his life to regarding her as the very reverse of a free agent, as obedient to himself almost as one of his own limbs, that the reflection that she might not be so startled him. There was only one thing, Marble knew, that would make her break out contrary to his wishes, but that was the least accountable of all factors. If Annie got to know that he had been unfaithful to her; if she had it forced home upon her that his love for her  if ever it had existed; and it had in her imagination, which was all that mattered  was dead, then she would be capable of doing the most unexpected things. She would not deliberately betray him  not even terror-maddened Marble thought that  but she might in her consternation allow something to escape her that would set in action that swarm of rumours and the resultant investigation that Mr Marble so dreaded. It was of the first importance that she should continue to think he loved her. And the fact that he endowed this circumstance with its full importance was directly due to Madame Collins. At the moment he felt almost grateful to the latter for showing him this. But he eyed his wife anxiously, for all that. It was an added complication, and the burden of his troubles was already almost more than he could bear.

And yet perhaps, although Mr Marble did not appreciate it, this new complication was for the time at least a blessing in disguise. It took Mr Marbles mind off the main point of his troubles, and that was more than anything else had done during the last year. The situation reacted upon him in such a way that for twenty-four hours Mr Marble hardly drank any whisky at all.

But it was one thing to decide to make oneself agreeable to ones wife, and quite another to carry it out. Mr Marble felt positively embarrassed as he eyed his wife and tried to brace himself for action. He had lived with her in the closest proximity and yet in the harshest isolation for a year now; it would be a difficult matter to break the ice and start afresh. Besides, there lay between them the shadow of a terrible secret. That might serve to bind them closer together later on, but at present it was an obstacle almost insurmountable. Not all that day, not that night, not the next day did Mr Marble make much progress.

He made no progress in his own estimation, that is to say. Thirty-six hours after deciding upon this course of action Mr Marble still felt almost shy and almost embarrassed in his wifes presence. But Mrs Marble had noticed something. First and foremost, of course, she noticed that he was not drunk. That was obvious. This temperance was partly deliberate and partly reflex, dependent on Mr Marbles knowledge that it would be as well to keep his head clear, and to appear as attractive in his wifes eyes as possible. But partly it was due to the fact that, with this new problem to think about, Mr Marble had no thought to spare for his other troubles, and, consequently, no need to dull his mind to them.

But Mrs Marble noticed more than his soberness. She caught him repeatedly looking at her with an anxious air  the same manner as a courting lover might display. And he made one or two tentative attempts at conversation with her too. Seeing that he had said nothing to her for months save the one or two words that had to be said this was an enormous difference. He looked at her, he spoke to her, with a shyness that set her fluttering, and more than once he opened his mouth as though to say something to her and then held back at the last minute, obviously embarrassed. Mrs Marble felt strangely pleased. After all, dear Will was her whole life, especially now that John was no longer with her, and, secret or no secret, this new wooing in this strange shy fashion was grateful to her and gave her a warm, comforted, feeling.

It was the evening after Madame Collins visit that it really began over again. They were sitting together in the back room, trying to talk, when Collins himself called. Mrs Marble brought him in. He was a frail, pale, fair man, and he looked white and fagged. He sat down on the chair offered him with a sigh.

Ive come to see if you know anything about my wife, he said wearily.

What, Marguerite? Why, yes, she was here yesterday. She said she was just off for a holiday. Where was it she said she was going to, Will?

Normandy, of course, said Marble. He wanted to appear to know as little as possible about the business.

I thought as much, sighed Collins.

Neither of the Marbles spoke, and after a moment Collins went on:

Shes gone. I suppose shes gone for good. I  I dont know whether shes gone alone though.

But didnt she say where she was going? Mrs Marble was quite irrepressible this evening, as a result of her husbands flattering attentions.

No. I didnt know that she was going. She took good care of that. She has taken everything with her.

Everything? Mrs Marble did not understand.

Everything. All our savings shes taken. All her own things, too. Theres even a bill of sale on the furniture I found this morning. Collins was resting his forehead on his hands. She went yesterday, he added inconsequently.

The Marbles felt the uselessness of trying to console him. No word was said for a space. Then Collins stood up and reached for his hat. He hesitated for a second.

Im sorry to have troubled you, he said, weakly. But I  I just wanted to know. Then, in a little spurt of feeling, he added, Its hateful to have to ask other people about my own wife. But  I didnt want her to go. I didnt want her to go.

He almost broke down, but turned away and began to stumble to the door. Marble followed him. Half-heartedly, but in a man-of-the-world tone, he offered his help.

If theres anything I can do, Collins 

I dont think there is, said Collins, feebly.

Money?

No, I wont want money. It was she who wanted money.

Collins was feeling his way blindly, weakly, down the passage. His shoulders drooped. Clearly he was quite broken down by the desertion of his wife  much more than Marble had expected. It became obvious that Marguerites tales of their unhappiness together had been one-sided.

Well, if there is anything I can do  said Marble again.

It was the inevitable feeble proffer of help, and Collins declined it once more. Then he went out into the night, with dragging feet, hardly able to walk. There were tears in Mrs Marbles eyes when Marble came back to her in the sitting-room.

Poor man, said she.

Marble nodded.

And what a hateful woman she must be! she went on. I thought the first time I saw her that she was  well, you know, like that.

Mrs Marble had not thought anything of the kind; but she thought she did, after the event.

Poor old Collins seems broken up about it, was Marbles comment.

He must have loved her a lot. Poor chap! And shes gone now, and left him alone. Hateful woman!

The tears were even more imminent in her eyes now, as she stood by him, and there was a strange surge of emotion in her breast. Marble looked at her queerly. Both their hearts were throbbing tumultuously.

You wouldnt do a thing like that, would you? said Marble, his hands playing with her sleeves.

Annie looked up at his face for a second  only a second.

Oh, how could I? Oh, Will, Will, dear.

There was no more need for words. But as Marble kissed her  her cheeks were wet, too, by now  he felt a queer, guilty sensation internally. And yet he meant that kiss, he really did. Perhaps Judas felt the same once.


CHAPTER 14
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AND SO, INCREDIBLE as it might seem, sunshine had come again for a space to 53 Malcolm Road. The black pall of terror was lifted, and Annie Marble actually went singing in her high, cracked voice up and down the stairs as she did her housework. Not one word had passed between them concerning the shade of terrible danger that brooded over them, but now that each knew, and had shown that they could bear with the knowledge, the shade did not seem so black. It was a trouble shared, and a trouble shared voluntarily is a trouble robbed of half its weight.

Singing, Annie Marble went up and down the stairs. Marble, sitting downstairs, could hear her thin voice and her light step. For the present the voice did not call up a scowl to his brow; nor did the step seem too stealthy to be tolerated, as once it did. Whisky had lost its savour for the time being; there was no pressing need for it to dull his mind. Most of the time Marbles mouth was twisted with a queer smile  and he had not smiled for months  as he thought of the difference his taking notice of his wife had made. He was glad of it, too, and now he could not think of his wife without that smile. He felt glad and comforted as he thought of her. Her present high spirits might be pathetic; they might even seem a trifle ridiculous, but they were, nevertheless, infectious. Within Mr Marbles bosom there was a fondness, almost a fatherly fondness, springing up for the woman who loved him so well.

And, estimating gains from the most sordid point of view, it was a distinct advantage that he should have in the house a willing ally upon whom he could rely and who was possessed of sufficient knowledge of the facts of the case to help him should emergency arise.

Mr Marble was even able occasionally to throw off his obsession completely and leave the house  and the garden  to his wifes care, while he went forth through the dingy streets for exercise. The straggling rays of spring sunshine seemed to warm him, at a time when other people were hurrying along clasping their heavy coats to themselves in the bitter cold, and he blinked at the sunlight gratefully with house-blinded eyes.

As for Annie Marble, she was a changed woman. She could sing about the house; the housework seemed nothing to her nowadays, so comforting was the knowledge that darling Will was downstairs thinking about her; she routed out from some neglected kitchen shelf a stained copy of Mrs Beeton  a wedding gift, unlooked at since she first had two children on her hands, sixteen years ago  and laboured joyously, though rarely successfully, compounding new delicacies for her beloved lord. For now there was no pinch for money, and Annie had found sixteen years ago that if one wanted to cook in the style of Mrs Beeton there was a great need of money. And the will had to be there, too. So the evenings often found her sitting laboriously composing notes to the big stores ordering all sorts of strange things, things which she had never thought of ordering before, bottled oysters, asparagus, foie gras, queer lists for which Mr Marble signed the cheques without a murmur. He felt that at last he was beginning to have some benefit from the money he had won at such risk during his slavery at the Bank. It was the first time.

And Mrs Marbles personal expenses, too, began to show a healthy increase. She did not venture up to Bond Street again, that was asking too much of her; she could not face the immense superiority of the young ladies in those shops; even High Street, Kensington, was a little above her head, but in Rye Lane she was exceedingly happy. The shops therein arrogantly called it the Regent Street of South London in their advertisements, and they did their level best to live up to the boast. Mrs Marbles frail little figure and her witless face, made almost pretty by reason of her happiness, became well known there. She would flit around the big shops, ordering here, trying on there, with in her manner a little trace of apology for troubling the assistants, for all her money. For her it was one of the very keenest of enjoyments, so keen that it almost hurt, to buy things, anything she liked, without having to think about the cost. But always she would stop in the middle of her shopping and hurry anxiously to catch a bus to get home in case her darling Will was growing anxious about her.

Yet this happiness, this moment of peace, was only a lull in the storm. They were both conscious of this, although they never admitted it even to themselves. And because they would not admit it they were still handicapped in their relations with each other. Annie found this one morning when she came home from Rye Lane and found Marble sitting spiritless in his chair in the sitting-room, in almost the same way as he had sat in the dark days gone by. There was a cloud on his brow; she could tell that at once. But she tried to act naturally. She came fluttering up to him with all her parcels, dropped the latter carelessly on the table, and bent over him and kissed him lightly, spontaneously  a trick she had never mastered before, not even in the honeymoon days.

Ive got back, you see, said she. It was just the sort of thing one would expect her to say, and because of this it ought to have called up an instant smile; it would have done so yesterday.

But to-day there was no smile. Marbles set, dull look frightened her, it was so like the look he had worn in the bad time. A little shudder ran through her, as she realized that it was calling up within her the same sensations, as though they were echoes, that she had known during the same period. A light had gone out in the world.

Whats the matter, dear? she said. Arent you  arent you well? That was all she could say, because of the barrier still between them. She could not very well say: Is your conscience troubling you? or Are you still afraid of detection?

And Marble could only answer dully, Oh, Im all right, and put her aside rather abashed and frightened. He could not tell her that what he had foreseen had happened; that by the second post, happily after she had gone out, there had arrived a letter from Rouen, a cruel, bitter letter, delicately phrased and worded, apparently telling him of the writers unbounded affection for him, but really only a sneering demand for money  more money. The actual cash did not matter so much; Marble had enough and to spare to keep even Marguerite Collins quiet. No, it was not the money. It was  although he did not allow himself to believe it  the fact that the letter had brought back into his life what had been for a moment absent  the sense of hideous insecurity, the knowledge that the future was laden with all sorts of ghastly possibilities, and had once more set his mind running on the things that might happen. Marble started drinking heavily again that day. He could hardly be blamed for so doing.

Yet for all that he roused himself the next morning sufficiently to go into town; he cashed a cheque, and with the money he went into an exchange bureau, and bought many dirty hundred-franc notes, which he put into a registered envelope and despatched it to Rouen.

It was in this fashion that the old atmosphere redeveloped at 53 Malcolm Road. It grew slowly, and the young friendship died hard, but the one grew and the other died, inevitably, infallibly. And the passionate love that Annie bore to Marble, the love that he had roused, was beaten down and trampled underfoot. Passion she had known before, in a vague sort of way, when they had first been married, and love she had always borne him, but the new love, this splendid brilliant thing that had just come into her life, born of trouble shared with him, and which for this space had illuminated her whole being, was changed to poison and bitterness. It was bad for both of them.

The effect was not yet well marked by the time Easter came, bringing back Winnie from school. She had changed, just as she had changed during the other two terms. She was taller  she nearly overtopped her father now  and she was more beautiful than ever. Her manner had changed, too. She had gained in assurance  it might be better put as insolence  and her voice had gained in its marked throaty quality. Her complexion was wonderful and her figure was marvellous. Her upper lip was short and her eyelids drooping, and she carried herself with an easy erectness that accentuated the arrogance of her manner.

She was head girl of the school now, thanks to a capacity for producing good results in examinations without doing much work beforehand, and thanks also to an unexpected flair for lacrosse and for tennis; she was not the sort of girl to stand any nonsense from old-fashioned parents, not by a long chalk.

At first things did not go too badly. Matters had not declined very much from the old standard of perfection that they had reached during the good time that had just ended. Winnies drooping eyelids lifted a trifle in surprise the first lunchtime, when she saw the spotless white cloth and the bright silver, and was given a lunch not very inferior either in quality or quantity to that she was given at school.

But the brief spell of intimacy her parents had enjoyed had left an unfortunate legacy behind it. They could quarrel now, which was more than they had been able to do before, and they rather took advantage of it. The disappointment of the decline of their happiness rasped their nerves, and they displayed a distressing tendency to snap at one another which Winnie deprecated. It was rank bad form for husband and wife to quarrel in public. Winnie considered that her presence was sufficient to make the quarrels take place in public.

Behind the wrinkle in Winnies brow many things were slowly developing. She liked to think of herself as cold-blooded and calculating. Calculating she may have been; cold-blooded she certainly was not. She could weigh up chances, and make a plan of campaign, but she never chose the cautious plan indicated by those chances. Winnies cold-bloodedness amounted to an ability to see the folly of recklessness combined with an inability to avoid being reckless.

First of all she was cautious. She refitted her wardrobe to the fullest extent she could possibly contrive; her father paid the bills without a murmur. He still could take delight in the fact that his daughter was at school with two Honourables  daughters of a profiteering war peer  and that during the last holidays she had met several other titled people to speak to. He did not object in the least to paying for her clothes under these circumstances.

Even while Winnie was studying spring fashions she found herself smiling wryly with relief that her parents had this queer fad for living in a poky house in a poky suburb. If they had launched out a bit when they had made their money, as once she had wanted them to, there would not be all this loose cash to throw about. Twelve hundred a year was not much; if they had a big house and a motor-car her father would certainly not be able to pay three hundred a year for her school expenses, nor these big sums for her clothes, and as for the cheque she had just wheedled out of him  well, he would have thought more than twice about giving her that!

Winnie was acutely aware of the atmosphere of insecurity that hung like a fog about 53 Malcolm Road; of its true cause she was, of course, ignorant, but she appreciated it sufficiently to do her best to make hay while the sun still shone. She had plenty of clothes, and she had a monstrous sum in her handbag  an amount undreamed of by her schoolfellows and most certainly unknown to her schoolmistresses. For all the fact that it was a school for profiteers daughters there would have been a huge commotion if it had got about that Winnie Marble habitually carried over a hundred pounds, a bulky roll of five and ten-pound notes with her. But Winnie was cautious so far; she took pains that it did not get about. Money was always useful; and at the back of Winnies mind there was a half-formed plan, in carrying out which she would find it more than useful, she expected.

Last holiday had been most successful. The girl she had stayed with had, of course, been only a girl, and the other guests who came at odd intervals had hardly noticed her. But they noticed Winnie all right. It would have been hard not to. Winnie, to the annoyance of her hostess and the chagrin of the daughter of the house, had climbed into the position of full guest; she attained brevet womans rank and clung to it like a leech. The other women had turned up their noses; the men had grinned and played up to her. And two of the men were likely to be useful to Winnie if ever she decided to act on that half-formed plan. They were powers in the world of musical comedy  maybe because they, too, were war profiteers. But for all that it was a little inconvenient that she was not to be asked to that house again. She would be glad to have somewhere to go this holiday.

If she had, the storm might perhaps have been averted; perhaps everything might have been different. As it was, the eventual catastrophe was impossible to avoid.

It began in quite a small way, the way these things do.

Oh, mother, said Winnie, youre never going out in that hat?

Why not? asked Mrs Marble. She had never liked the way Winnie had dismissed, with a bare word, all the fine clothes she had been buying.

Its too awful for words. That red and that blue 

It was unfortunate that she should have said that. The hat was one whose trimming Mrs Marble had altered herself, and she was proud of the result.

I think its very nice, said Mrs Marble.

Oh, its not, mother. Those colours swear at each other most frightfully. Oh, dear, and your coats all wrinkled at the back. Why dont you learn to put your clothes on properly?

I do put them on properly. I put them on better than you do. I dont look fast.

The last words slipped out almost without Mrs Marble being aware of them. She felt sore and irritable, and it had been a tradition in her family when she was a little girl that everyone who had the self-assured manner and polished appearance that Winnie affected was fast.

Winnie did not mind being called fast by her mother. She only deigned to reply with a rather unladylike snort. But the word attracted her fathers attention, and he looked up sharply. He was irritable, too.

Dont talk to your mother like that, Winnie, he said.

Dont interfere, snapped Winnie.

She gave a last wrench at the wrinkled coat; but she was cross, and the coat was a hopeless misfit, anyway. Mrs Marble staggered at the wrench. Winnie had meant nothing by it, but it brought Mr Marble to his feet.

Be careful, my girl, he said.

It was that my girl which settled the matter. It was a horridly vulgar expression, and it took Winnie straight back to those dark days before she had ever gone to school in Berkshire. She turned and looked at her father, looked him up and down, and as she could find nothing to say she did something far more effective than any speech would have been. She turned away without a word spoken, her upper lip a little curled  not much, that was the annoying part; it implied that her father was not worth being too contemptuous about  and her best young ladyish expression on her face. It was more than flesh and blood could stand, especially flesh and blood that had been moistened by just not enough whisky for the last few days.

Marble caught her by the shoulder and swung her round again.

One word from you, my girl, he said, and youll be sorry. Youre not grown up yet, you know.

Arent I? said Winnie. Arent I? Ill show you that I am in a minute, if youre not careful. Bh! she added, manners clean forgotten, you and your silly old house, and your silly old furniture, and your silly old clothes. Just look at you both.

She looked them up and down again, both of them, this time. It was here that Mrs Marble should have played the peacemaker. It was her last opportunity, and she might have flung herself between her husband and her daughter. But she was too cross; partly because she knew that Winnies sneer at the furniture would have hit her husband in a tender spot.

Oh, you wicked girl, she said. How dare you speak to us like that? You ought to be grateful to us for all weve done for you.

Winnie could think of nothing better to say than Ought I? but it was quite enough for her to say. It was the manner, and not the matter, that told. Winnie was too superior altogether, and that throaty accent of hers irritated her parents past all bearing. It reminded her father too painfully of the days when he had been a slave in a bank, and it forced home upon her mother the knowledge that her criticism of her clothes had been sincere, and it gave her an uncomfortable feeling that Winnie knew what she was talking about. It was Mrs Marble that found speech first.

Yes, you did ought, she said. You owe us the clothes on your back, and all that fine schooling youve had, and  and everything else. So there!

Winnie had lost her temper thoroughly by now.

I do, do I? she said. Well, I shant owe you anything else, so there! Ill go away now, this minute, if youre not careful. I will, I tell you.

She may have thought that this threat would be sure of silencing them, and making them sorry for what they had said; but she had left out of her reckoning the temper they were in, and the fact that they might not take her literally. Nor was she to know that there was one member in the house who might not be too sorry if she were to carry out her threat  someone who found it very worrying to have to guard his own backyard from his own daughter.

Pooh! said Mr Marble.

I will, I tell you. I will. Oh  And then Winnie stamped her foot at them as they stood there and turned and fled upstairs to her own room. Downstairs they heard the key turn in the lock.

Oh dear, oh dear, said Mrs Marble, now that it was over. Ill go up to her, shall I?

No, said Marble, shes only gone to have a good cry. Didnt you hear her lock her door?

But Winnie was not having a good cry. She had made her decision in red-hot mood, with a precipitation after her calm deliberation that was characteristic of her. She dragged out her trunks from under her bed and began to pile her clothes into them feverishly. It was all done before she had time to think.

Then she washed her face in cold water and re-powdered carefully. Now that her mind was made up there was nothing that could change it. She put on her hat, her very nicest hat, before the mirror, and walked downstairs again. Before her mother could come out into the hall to make her peace she had gone out, with the front door slamming behind her.

Gone for a walk, was Marbles terse explanation when his wife tearfully reported this to him. Gone for a walk to get over it. Shell come back soon as right as rain.

She was back sooner than they expected, however, and she came back in a cab. They heard her key in the door, and a moment afterwards they heard her directing the cab-driver upstairs to where her trunks lay. As the true import of this came home to her Mrs Marble hurried into the hall, wringing her hands.

Winnie, Winnie, she wailed. We didnt mean it, really we didnt. Winnie, dear, dont go like this. Will, tell her she mustnt.

But Mr Marble was silent. Winnie had come into the sitting-room to them, defiance in her eyes. They could hear the laboured steps of the cab-driver bringing down the first trunk.

Will, tell her she mustnt, said Mrs Marble again.

But Mr Marble still said nothing. He was drumming with his fingers upon the arm of his chair. He was thinking, as hard as his confused mind and the tumult of his thoughts would allow. There was absolutely no denying the fact that it would be more convenient to have Winnie out of the house. One never knew, never. All the books said that it was the little things that gave one away, and the fewer people there were about to notice such things the better. Perhaps Mr Marble would not have considered this in connection with Winnie, but during that quarrel there was something that forced it upon him. Once more it was that dread family likeness. Winnie had looked rather like John, that time when he had come blundering into the sitting-room; and she had looked rather like young Medland, too. It had shaken him badly.

The heavy steps of the cab-driver were heard re-descending the stairs. They paused outside the door, and he coughed apologetically.

Two trunks and a atbox, mum. Is that right?

Quite right, said Winnie, in her throatiest, most musical voice.

And still Mr Marble said nothing.

Good-bye, said Winnie. The throatiness disappeared like magic; there was a little break in her voice. It would have taken very little to have diverted her from her purpose.

Mrs Marble looked at her husband; waited for him to speak. All she could do was to wring her hands and choke in her breathing. Still Mr Marble did not speak. Winnie could bear it no longer. She swung round on her heel and ran out of the room, down the hall and out to the waiting cab.

Charing Cross, she said to the driver, huskily.

Mrs Marble only reached the gate when they were fifty yards away  beyond recall.

It was all very stupid and silly, and afterwards it seemed as if it might have been avoided  but it really might not.


CHAPTER 15
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AND NOW BEGAN the darkest period in all Annie Marbles unhappy life, the last few weeks before its unhappy end. The shadows had massed about 53 Malcolm Road, and as they clustered round ready for the last act of the tragedy poor Annie grew more and more conscious of their presence.

Winnie was gone; of that they could be sure now. They had waited a week in suspense; then they had begun to advertise for her. Discreet little advertisements in the personal columns of the papers  Winnie. Come back to 53. Everything forgiven. Father and mother. That was the most they could do. For a brief half-second while they had been debating what to do there had arisen a hint that they might call in the police, but it vanished at once like a breath of cold air, leaving them looking dumbly at each other without meeting each others eyes.

Poor Annie spent anxious hours wondering what had happened to her daughter. There was only one thing that she thought possible, and that was that she was leading a life of shame with one or other of the finely dressed men she knew. At this late period Annie remembered the flocks of men who had hovered  and more than hovered  about them during those days at the Grand Pavilion Hotel. She was sure that it was this that had happened. Neither she nor her husband knew that Winnie had had all that money with her when she left; nor, thinking the worst as they inevitably did, did they give her credit for her coolness of head that she could summon to her aid if necessary. Annie Marble thought she had driven her daughter into prostitution. It was the bitterest drop she had to swallow.

It was spring, and drifting through the air came the plague. Perhaps it was the self-same plague that had swept across England during the last years of the reign of Edward III; certainly the same plague that had killed its thousands in war-torn France in 1814, and claimed the life of an empress; the same plague that had decimated Europe the last spring of the war, taking more victims than had the war itself; the same plague that, sometimes virulent, sometimes almost negligible, had shown itself every spring since. The disease at which some people still scoff, but which is, nevertheless, deadly: influenza.

It was in the air, and seeking victims. Those who troubled too little about their health; those who were for the moment out of sorts; those who were depressed, or worn with anxiety  they were the victims the plague sought.

And Annie Marble was depressed and worn with anxiety. She was fretting about Winnie, and this was the last straw added to the intolerable burden under which she laboured. Will had returned almost entirely to his old ways; once again he passed his time in the sitting-room, peering drearily through the windows into the backyard. The whisky bottle was continually at his side; the words he had for his wife grew fewer and fewer. Sometimes he could still rouse himself sufficiently to pay her a little attention, and bring a flash of sunshine into her life, but the occasions were rare. Poor Annie!

Then one morning Annie was not well. She had a headache, and she was thirsty. At first she was able to let it pass unheeded; it would go away during the morning, she thought, or at least it would be gone by to-morrow. So she began her days work, but when it was half completed she felt that she had to sit and rest for a space. The rest seemed to do her good, and she thought to complete the cure by going out to do her shopping. She put on her coat and hat, but even as she went downstairs dizziness came over her and she was forced to acknowledge herself beaten. With an effort of will she went into the sitting-room, where her husband was staring gloomily through the panes.

Will, she said, collapsing into a chair, I dont feel very well.

That roused her husband a little, to ask what he could do, and what was the matter. It ended in Mr Marble going forth to do the shopping, leaving her to rest. It was tacitly understood between them, before he left her, that she was to rest in the sitting-room, whence she could keep an eye through the windows.

And the next day Annie felt worse than ever. But even in her illness she found something to comfort her. Marble was a little alarmed, and he showed it in the concern he evinced about her. He asked how she was very gently, and he tried to minister to her in a clumsy mans fashion. Poor Annie was quite flustered and pleased, despite her sickness, by the attention he paid her. As he guided her to a chair and propped her back with cushions where it hurt, and asked what else he could do, she was almost glad she was ill. For she had refused to stay in bed. That was like her. If she could stand, she would get out of bed. And she could not only stand, but she could walk, when her dizziness permitted it. She was in a high fever, but to that she did not pay much attention. But she agreed, nevertheless, that it might perhaps be advisable that Will should do the shopping that day. He even volunteered that he should, and sallied out, shopping basket in hand, and a little list of things that were needed. He had forgotten one or two items the day before.

While he was gone, Annie sat in the drawing-room. Her mouth was dry, and there was an unpleasant taste in it, and her head felt queer, and there was a strange sort of doubtfulness about things when she looked at them. There were pains in her body and joints, too. But, for all that, she still felt the joy of her husbands loving attention.

But Will had hardly gone when the postman dropped a letter through the door with his double knock. It was the eleven oclock postman  he who brought the continental mail. Annie walked weakly to the door and picked up the letter, and went back weakly to the drawing-room. Not until she had sat down did she look at the envelope  she was not sure enough of her legs to read it standing up. But she was very interested as to what it might be. For perhaps it might be news of Winnie.

The envelope was addressed most queerly. The writing was large and sprawling. The first letter of the address was a big A. The second was an M. The third was a W. The letter was obviously from foreign parts, for the address ended Angleterre and Annie knew that meant England in a foreign tongue. Thus 

A. M. W. Marble,

53 Malcolm Road,

Dulwich,

Londres,

Angleterre.

Annie looked at the envelope a long time. Clearly the A and the M referred to her  was she not Ann Mary Marble? The W and the absence of any Mrs bothered her. But it might be usual in letters from abroad to leave out the Mrs and being from abroad it might contain news about Winnie just as much as if it had been posted in England. Annie opened it, and took out the letter. It took several seconds for the import of the first few words to pierce home to her, but as soon as she had grasped their meaning she sank back half fainting in her chair. The letter was in English, and it began My dearest, darling Will.

Recovering herself, Annie read the remainder of the letter. She could not understand some of it  the cruel satire of it was beyond her, dulled as her mind was by her fever, and what she did understand left her heartbroken. All through the letter the writer addressed Will in terms of the most flamboyant affection; it made some reference which she did not understand to her, Annie, and it ended by asking for money  the same as you sent me before, darling.

Annie sat still, the letter crumpled up in her hand. There was no address on the letter, and the signature was rather illegible and consisted of a French word. But she knew from whom the letter came. It might have been instinct, or it might have been recognition of the style, but she knew. The tears which might have helped her were denied her by the fever. All she could do was to sit and think distortedly over everything. So Will did not love her, after all her dreams and hopes. Instead, he was writing to this Frenchwoman, and sending her money. All this tenderness of his, and the passion he had shown a little while back  just after she had gone, Annie realized with a sob in her throat  were mere pretences. With strange prescience she guessed that it was to keep her in a good temper when he found that she knew about his secret. A half-formed resolution rose in the maelstrom of her thoughts that she would betray him at the first opportunity, but she put it aside unconsidered. She loved him too much. Her heart was broken, and she was very, very unhappy.

She sat there all alone, for what seemed like hours.

Later came Marble, but she roused herself at the sound of the key in the door sufficiently to thrust the letter into the bosom of her dress, and when he came to ask how she was she managed to gasp out I think Im ill. Oh  Then she fell forward in the chair. She was ill, very ill. Marble helped her up to bed, to the big gilt bed where the cupids climbed eternally, with its lavish canopy-rail and bulging ornament. But when she had recovered sufficiently to undress she thrust the letter into her little private drawer before calling to him in her cracked, fevered voice for his help.

Next day she was worse. Marble bent over her anxiously as she lay there in the gaudy bed. She tossed about, from side to side, and she hardly knew him. There were only those two in the house, and he was worried. Worried to death. Of sick nursing he knew nothing. There was not even a clinical thermometer in the house. If she were to die ! But he refused to consider her dying. There would be one fewer in the secret, it is true, but the disadvantages would be overwhelming. And there would be questions asked if she were to die without receiving medical attention. Come what might, he must fetch a doctor. He must bring a stranger into his house, the house that he guarded so urgently. There was no help for it, no help for it at all. He saw that she had all his intelligence could suggest that she might want, and then slipped away quietly downstairs and out to where the nearest brass plate hung at a gate. A white-capped maidservant took his message and told him that the doctor would be round shortly.

Dr Atkinson was a thin rat of a man, with sandy hair and eyebrows, neither young nor old, with a keen glance behind his pince-nez. He felt her pulse, took her temperature; he noticed her troubled breathing and the way she tossed and turned in the bed. She was nearly delirious; indeed, her speech was confused, and twice she muttered something that he just did not catch. He turned and looked keenly at Marble.

Whos looking after her? he asked.

I am, said Marble  a trifle sullenly, Atkinson thought, later.

Are you alone?

Yes. My daughters  away at present.

Well, youd better get somebody in. Some neighbour or somebody. Shell need careful attention if were to avoid pneumonia.

Marble looked at him blankly. Get somebody in? Have someone else in the house, poking and prying about? And Annie, there, nearly delirious! Marble had caught a word or two of what she had muttered, of what Atkinson had not heard, and it set him trembling.

Atkinson was looking round the room, with its queer furnishing of gilt. He was trying to estimate the income of this man who apparently did not go to work.

What about a nurse, he said. Ill send one in, shall I?

Marble found his tongue.

No, he said, with overmuch vehemence  he was sadly overtried. I wont have a nurse. I can do all the nursing myself. I wont have a nurse.

Atkinson shrugged his shoulders.

Well, if you wont, you wont. But shell need very careful nursing, I tell you that. You must  he went on to outline all that Marble must do. But all the time he was debating within himself over this strange man who lived alone with his wife in a poky house furnished like Buckingham Palace, whose daughter was  away, at present, who did no work, and who was violently opposed to having anyone nurse his wife.

And Marble guessed at his curiosity, and cursed at it within himself, with the sweat running cold under his clothes.

Right, Ill look in again this afternoon, said Atkinson.

He did. He looked in again twice a day during all the next week.

And during that week Marble fretted and wore himself to pieces under the burden of all his troubles. Everything was madly worrying. Atkinson alone, with his sharp eyes everywhere, was enough to madden him, yet to add to it all the great worry of his life returned to him and nagged at him more than ever he had known it before. Marble found his harrassed mind returning continually to work out hateful possibilities; whether or not Atkinson might find something out; whether he had heard anything of what Annie was continually muttering; what the neighbours, as well as Atkinson, thought of his refusing to call in the assistance of anyone else. He knew that they were all interested in what went on in his house, he knew how they sneered enviously at all his fine possessions, and at Annies clothes and Winnies grand manner  and they were probably burningly interested in what had happened to Winnie, though by good luck they might think she was still at school.

Annie herself worried him, too. She was a difficult patient. She would hardly speak to him, and would turn from him in horror on those occasions when she was most nearly delirious. She needed a great deal of attention. Marble had to struggle to do invalid cookery for her  he, who had never so much as touched a saucepan in his life. He had to do it well, too, for that brute Atkinson was continually coming in, and more than once he demanded to see and taste the concoctions he had prepared for her. Marble struggled along with Mrs Beeton, the same Mrs Beeton as Annie had lingered over for his sake, and attended to the tradesmen who once more came calling  Marble had to allow that; Atkinson was too sharp for him to attempt to do the shopping and leave his patient. Rushing from the kitchen to the door, and from the door to the bedroom, whenever Annie rang the handbell that stood by the bed, and from the bedroom back to the kitchen, Marble wore himself out. It was rare that even two attempts brought success to his unskilful cookery; he seemed to be cooking all the time.

And as a crowning worry came the fear that he would be taken ill, too. In that case Atkinson, the interfering busybody, would step in and have them taken away to hospital. If he were delirious like Annie! He shuddered at the thought. So it was wildly necessary that he should retain his health. Marble had never worried about his health before, but now he paid for it in full. He took his temperature every few minutes, he studied his body attentively, and he stopped drinking the whisky for which his nerves shrieked.

The strain told on him. The worrying days and the broken nights  for he had to attend to Annie frequently during the nights  broke his already strained nerves to pieces. And he could not forget about the garden. That was continuously in his thoughts, too. If anything, it was worse now. Marble found himself, whenever the jangle of Annies bell roused him out of his sleep, and after he had done what she wanted, creeping downstairs to peer out into the dark garden to see that all was secure. He even began to wake on his own during the night and go down, and he had never done that before.

Strange to tell, Annie recovered. It was more really than Atkinson expected, and it seems stranger still when it is remembered that she did not want to recover. For she did not. Annie wanted to die.

But she recovered. The fever left her, very thin, very pale, with the shining pallor of the invalid, and she was able to leave off the pneumonia jacket that Marble had hurriedly contrived, and sit up in bed dressed in one of her opulent, overlaced nightdresses and a dressing-jacket and boudoir cap. Atkinson told Marble that she was not yet quite out of danger. There was always a risk after a bad attack of influenza. There might be grave heart trouble, or even now pneumonia might intervene if she were to get up too soon.

But, of course, said Atkinson, theres not much chance of her getting up for a bit yet. Shes too weak to stand at present.

Annie lay in bed, thinking. She was thinking with the clearness of thought, harsh and raw as a winters morning, that comes after a period of high fever. Over her brooded the dreadful depression following influenza, the poisonous depression which darkens the most hopeful outlook. And Annies outlook was anything but hopeful. Downstairs she could hear her husband moving about on one of his endless household tasks, and her lips writhed at the thought of him. She did not hate him, she could not hate him, even now. But she felt she hated herself. And she had lost her husbands love, the love which for a brief space had made the whole world seem a wonderful place. Looking ahead, as far as she was able to look ahead, she could see nothing to hope for. She was tormented by the hideous knowledge of what lay in the barren flower-bed in the backyard; the whole future held out no promise for her. She would have faced the peril that hung over her husband  and over herself as well, she realized  gladly, had she only been sure that her husband wished her to do so. But instead she was only sure of the opposite. He would be glad to have her out of the way, and she ? She would be glad to be out of the way.

That set her thoughts moving swiftly on another tack. It might be easy enough. But if only she had died during this illness! She tried to piece together in her mind what that book of Wills had said about the stuff  that  that  the stuff that still stood on the locked shelves in the bathroom. Death is practically instantaneous. Death is practically instantaneous.

That meant an easy death, a quick death. There would be no trouble about it, none at all. Oh, it would be the best way. That clearness of thought was in evidence at present. Will was downstairs, and he was unlikely to disturb her for some time. It could be done, and better do it now, and save trouble, save trouble.

Annie threw off the bedclothes and set her feet to the floor. Even as she did so she found how unsteady she was. The room seemed to swing round her in a great arc; she nearly fell to the floor, and she would have done had she not, by a vast effort, seized the bed and collapsed across it. It took several minutes for her to recover. She tried again, more tentatively, and again she had hard work to save herself from falling. She could not walk, that was certain. But that would not prevent her.

Slowly, with infinite precaution, she lowered herself to the floor. Then she crawled across the floor towards the window. It was dreadfully hard work; she could only move slowly. The cold air and the coldness of the linoleum bit deep into her, and she shuddered as she moved.

She reached the chest of drawers, and clutching the knobs she pulled herself to her feet, standing there swaying. It took several seconds for her to grow used to this position. Once she swayed dangerously, but her grip on the drawer-knobs saved her. Then she pulled open one of the drawers and did what she had been wanting to do all through her illness. She pulled out the strange letter, and read it through, as closely as her swimming eyes would allow. She was right. There was no hope for her in it. It began My dearest, darling Will sure enough. Once again the satire was lost on her. She reeled as she stood. Then she thrust the letter back into the drawer and closed it.

Somehow she was still able to think clearly. The next thing she wanted was the key. All Wills keys were on a ring on the dressing-table. She had to crawl there to get them. Then she crawled  oh, so slowly  out through the door to the bathroom. The effort of standing up again when she reached the shelves was almost too much for her, but she achieved it. She stood listening for a brief space, just to make sure that Will was still busy downstairs. It would never do for him to come up now and find her here. But it was all quiet. She could just hear him, pottering about in the kitchen. The key fitted easily, and she opened the glass door. There on the shelf, just as she had seen it so long ago, stood the bottle  potassium cyanide. She took it in her hand, fondled it, she almost smiled as she looked at it.

On the edge of the bath stood one of her medicine glasses. She filled it half full, the neck of the bottle chattering on the rim of the glass, and replaced the bottle. As it stood there on the shelf she tried to bow to it; she tried to say thank you to it. And she locked the shelf door again tidily.

She stood hesitating for a space, holding on to the edge of the bath. She did not want to die here, in this cold place. She would much rather die in her splendid great bed with the cupids twined about it. It would be risky trying to get back, but she thought she would run the risk. Oh, but it was so hard. She crawled along the floor, pushing the medicine glass in front of her, the keys trailing by their ring from one finger. Very hard it was, but she succeeded in the end. She hardly spilt a drop on the way.

The medicine glass stood on the floor beside the bed. It was as much as she could manage to pull herself half erect and fall across the bed. She had to lie and rest again, after that. But now at last she was ready. She must make everything neat and tidy first. With fumbling fingers she drew the bedclothes round her, and set her boudoir cap straight and settled the lace at her throat. Then she leaned over the side of the bed and took the glass in her hand. There was no hesitation in her raising it to her lips. She drained it, and the glass fell from her fingers to the floor and rolled under the bed.

But even now things went badly for her. That cyanide had been kept in solution for over a year, slowly reacting with itself and with the atmosphere. It was not an easy death, not a quick death.


CHAPTER 16
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MR MARBLE HAD just finished his preliminary mornings work when Dr Atkinsons rat-tat-tat came at the door.

How is she this morning? asked Atkinson as they went up the stairs together.

She seemed a little bit down when I was in with her last. But I havent been up to her for some time, said Marble.

They entered the room, where Annie lay in the big gilt bed, with the other gilt furniture blazing about her. She lay there in a natural attitude, and there was a trace of colour in her cheeks. But there was something different, which flashed to Atkinsons trained eye the moment it rested on her.

Shes dead! said Atkinson, moving forward.

Marble was there before him, standing by the bed with his hands clasped in front of him. It is impossible to say whether he was moved or not; all that he was conscious of at the moment was that his heart was thumping and thudding within him the way it always did nowadays when anything unusual happened. It beat and it beat, and his hands shook with the vibrations.

Her heart, I suppose, said Atkinson, coming to the bedside.

He might have spared Marble the technical details if only Marble had appeared upset. But Marble did not. He was too busy thinking  his mind had started racing away as it always did, to the accompaniment of the thudding of his heart. He was working out all the details of how this change would affect him; what difference it would make to his chances of continuing to avoid detection. All he could do was to stare at the body while his hands shook and his face remained stolid. Clearly his thoughts were far away.

With an effort he recalled himself. Suspicion, suspicion! He must do all he could to avoid suspicion. He looked sidelong at Atkinson, and caught Atkinson looking sidelong at him. He started, and tried to appear concerned.

Now up to that moment Atkinson had not had the least trace of suspicion, but that glance and that start set thoughts flooding into his mind. He bent over the body, and noticed something else, something which roused him to the highest pitch of suspicion.

I must make a slight examination, he said, could you go downstairs and get me  get me a spoon? A silver spoon.

Marble went without a word, like an ox to the slaughter. No sooner had he left the room than Atkinson sprang into activity. He tiptoed across to see that Marble was really gone, and then he hurried back. There was a trace of foam on the dead womans lips. There was a trace of a faint odour. He glanced under the bed; a medicine glass lay there. He picked it up and looked at it. A little of the contents remained. Close examination of this made him certain. When Marble came back to the room he was scribbling something on a sheet from his pocket-book.

I shall want this as well, he said. Will you go and give this note to the boy in my car outside, and ask him to go straight home for it?

Marble took it. The note was an order to the boy to fetch a policeman, but Marble did not know that.

So they hanged William Marble for the murder of his wife. It was a simple case. They proved that she had died of cyanide poisoning, and they proved that Marble had cyanide in his possession. Dr Atkinson swore that Annie Marble would be quite incapable of going into the bathroom to get it for herself. Everything else pointed towards the same end. He would not have a nurse for her, but had insisted on doing everything himself, against the urgent advice of his doctor. Neighbours came flocking in, eager to swear that there had been bad blood between Marble and his wife for a long time, and that they had often heard quarrels and cries. They even found downstairs a number of books on crime, and in one book on medical jurisprudence the page where cyanide poisoning was discussed was much thumbed and dirty, through constant study. And for a motive  well, they found in a drawer a letter from a woman that amply proved a motive. It was a letter that Marble knew nothing about, but no one believed him when he said so. In fact, Marble went down through history as an extraordinarily clumsy murderer.

And Winnie inherited twelve hundred a year.


Brown on Resolution
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Published in 1929 by John Lane, this was Foresters sixth book and, although it is another nautical novel, it may be a surprise to some of Foresters fans, as it is set during the First World War. 

Albert Brown comes into the world as a product of an affair between Agatha Brown and a naval officer, Lt-Cdr Richard Saville-Samarez. Albert is illegitimate, a distinct disadvantage in England at the turn of the twentieth century, but his mother has independent means and they live respectably with Agatha posing as a widow. She also instils Albert with a strong sense of duty towards his country and the Navy in particular. As soon as he can, Brown joins the Navy, although not as an officer (family funds are low) and he is posted to HMS Charybdis, a cruiser, in the Pacific, as war begins. At this time, Brown is a leading seaman. 

HMS Charybdis is sunk by the German cruiser Ziethen and Brown and a few other men are picked up as prisoners by the Germans. Ziethen has not come out of the battle unscathed, however, and she has to put in at Resolution, an island in the Galápagos. In many ways Brown is no different to any other man, but his upbringing and his naval training have made an extraordinary man out of a very ordinary fellow. He escapes with a stolen rifle and heads for the island, where he plans an attack. It is a good cover, as he can hide in the thick scrubby undergrowth and will be difficult to track down should any landing parties try. From his vantage point, he plans to decimate the German crew, who were so recently his captors. 

Not far away, Browns father is captain of his own vessel, the dreadnought Leopard; he does not even know he fathered a child just over twenty years before and his son is oblivious to the proximity of his birth father. How will the fates of the two men be entwined as the adventure unfolds?

This is an unusual Great War story for the times it was written in, as by the late 1920s, most writers were creating narratives of a much more pessimistic, even anti-war tone, but this novel maintains a more traditional and patriotic approach to the war. It is often praised by readers for its everyman hero and timeless appeal and it will undoubtedly continue to appeal to a wide readership on this basis. 

There have been two film adaptations; in 1935, John Mills played the lead in a film of the same name as the novel, with Betty Balfour and Jimmy Hanley in supporting roles (although the American release was retitled Born for Glory); also, in 1953, Jeffrey Hunter starred as Seaman Albert Brown and it was retitled Single-Handed in the UK and Sailor of the King in America and set during the Second World War. The story is told in flashback - we first meet Seaman Brown, the main character, as he is dying at the tragically young age of twenty-two, on Resolution Island; thus, we know the outcome of the story before we even embark upon the tale itself.
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The first edition
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Deutschland (heavily armed cruiser) in 1936


CHAPTER I
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LEADING SEAMAN ALBERT Brown lay dying on Resolution. He was huddled in a cleft in the grey-brown lava of which that desolate island is largely composed, on his back with his knees half-drawn up in his fevered delirium. Sometimes he would mumble a few meaningless words and writhe feebly on to his side, only to fall back again a second later. He was dressed in what had once been a sailors suit of tropical white, but now it was so soiled and stained and draggled, so torn and frayed, as literally to be quite unrecognizable  it was now only a few thin, filthy rags feebly held together. His face was swollen and distorted, as were his hands, being quite covered with hideous lumps as a result of the poisoned bites of a myriad of flies  a little cloud of which hung murderously over him as he lay, combining with the shimmering reek of the sun-scorched rock almost to hide him from view. His feet, too, although a few fragments of what were once shoes still clung to them, were horribly swollen and bruised and cut. They were more like sodden lumps of raw horse-flesh than human feet. Not the cruellest human being on earth could have contemplated those dreadful feet without a throb of pity.

Yet a very cursory inspection of Albert Browns dying body would be enough to show that he was not dying because of the biting flies, nor even because of the hideous condition of his feet. For the dingy rags on his right shoulder were stained a sinister brown, and when he turned on his side he revealed the fact that those at his back were similarly stained, and a closer look through the tatters of cloth would discover that Browns right breast was covered with a black, oozing clot of blood like an empty football bladder hanging from a bullet wound over Browns third rib.

Brown lay at the edge of the central, lifeless portion of the island. Mounting up above him rose the bare lava of the highest point of Resolution, a distorted muddle of naked rock bearing a million million razor edges  razor edges which readily explained the frightful condition of his feet. Just at Browns level, stretching along at each side (for Resolution is a hog-backed island bent into a half-moon) began the cactus, ugly, nightmarish plants, like bottle-nosed pokers, clustering together thicker and thicker on the lower slopes, each bearing a formidable armament of spikes which explained the tattered condition of Browns clothes. Frequently, stretched out in the scanty line of shade cast by the cacti, there lay iguanas  mottled crested lizards  somnolently stupid. Overhead wheeled sea-birds, and occasionally a friendly mocking-bird, strayed up from the lower slopes, would hop close round Browns dying body and peer at him in seeming sympathy. Down at the waters edge, where the Pacific broke against the lava boulders, there massed a herd of marine iguanas  fantastic creatures which bear only their Latin generic name  industriously gnawing the seaweed on which they live, while round them strayed marvellous scarlet crabs and the other representatives of the amphibious life of this last, almost unknown member of the Galapagos Islands.

The sky above was of a glaring, metallic blue, in which hung a burnished sun that seemed to be pouring a torrent of molten heat upon the tortured fragment of land beneath it. The sea was of a kindlier blue, and far out near the horizon could be seen a grey line stretching out of sight in both directions, which marked the edge of an ocean current, haunted by sea-birds in hundreds, gathered there to revel in the food, living and dead, which clustered along this strange border.

No trace of human life could be seen around the whole wide horizon, save only for Leading Seaman Albert Brown, huddled in his cleft, and hunger and thirst and fever and loss of blood were soon to make an end even of him, the sole representative of the human race in all this wide expanse; perhaps in years to come some exploring scientist would happen across his bleached bones and would ponder over that broken rib and that smashed shoulder-blade. It is doubtful, though, whether he would explain them.


CHAPTER II
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IT ALL BEGAN more than twenty years earlier, with Lieut.-Commander R. E. S. Saville-Samarez, R.N., seated in the train which was carrying him from the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, and a not very arduous course of professional study therein, towards London and a not very closely planned week of relaxation therein. He sat in his first-class carriage and looked, now at his newspaper, now out of the window, now up at the carriage roof, now at the lady who was seated demurely in the diametrically opposite corner of the carriage. For the Commander was not much given to prolonged reading, nor to prolonged following of any one train of thought. He thought, as was only natural, of the influence of first-class certificates upon promotion, and from that he passed to the consideration of Seniority versus Selection, and the Zone System, and he wondered vaguely if he would ever attain the comfortable security and majestic authority of Captains rank with its consequent inevitable climb upwards to the awesome heights of an Admirals position. Admirals in one way were mere commonplaces to the Commander, for he came of a long line of naval ancestors, and an uncle of his was an Admiral at that moment, and his grandfather had commanded a ship of the line at Cronstadt during the Crimean War, and his grandfather had fought at the Nile and had been an Admiral during the reign of George IV.

But he did not think long about Admirals, for he felt oddly restless and fidgety, and he wished that the lady was not in his carriage so that he could put his feet up on the opposite seat and smoke. He glanced across at her, and found, to his surprise, that she was contemplating him in a manner difficult to describe  detached yet friendly; certainly not in the way a lady ought to look at a man (even if it is granted she might look at all) with whom she was alone in a railway carriage in the year of our Lord 1893. The Commander was quite startled; he looked away, but his eyes strayed back, stealthily and shyly, as soon as he was sure her gaze was averted. No, she was not at all that sort  no one could be with that placid, calm look, almost like a nuns. But she was a fine woman, for all that, with her stylish sailor hat on the top of her head with a feather at the back, and her smart costume with its leg-of-mutton sleeves and her white collar, and the toe of one neat shoe just showing beneath her skirt as she sat. A fine upstanding figure of a woman, in fact, trim-waisted and corseted with correct severity. As he looked, she turned and met his gaze again, and he flushed with shy embarrassment down his sunburnt neck and hurriedly looked out of the window. But once again his eyes stole back again, inevitably. And she was smiling at him.

Agatha Browns father was a Nonconformist green-grocer; but, as his Nonconformist friends would hurriedly explain when speaking of him, a greengrocer in a very large line of business. His big shop at Lewisham employed a dozen assistants, and he had two other shops besides, at Woolwich and Deptford, and the wealthy residents of the big houses of Blackheath always came to him for such delicacies as asparagus and early strawberries. He even handled a little wholesale trade, and long ago he had climbed high enough to leave off living over his shop and to take instead a substantial house beside Greenwich Park and furnish it in the best manner of the 1880s. Here he lived with his three sons and his daughter (his eldest child) who managed the house in the efficient and spacious manner possible in that era. His wife was dead and much regretted, but, thanks to Agathas domestic efficiency, not much missed in the economic sphere.

That morning at breakfast Agatha had not felt any premonition of what was going to be the most marvellous day of her life. She had risen at her usual hour of six-thirty, and had helped one maid with the breakfast while the other looked to the fires. She had poured out tea for Will and Harry and sat at table with them while they hurried through breakfast, and had closed her eyes and clasped her hands devoutly when Dad, having come back with George in the trap from market, read prayers what time the other two stood impatiently waiting to get off to their business of managing the Woolwich and Deptford shops. Then Dad, too, ate his breakfast, and it was then that Agatha had the first inkling that it was time something happened to her. Dad of course read his newspaper, and of course being preoccupied with that he could not attend properly to his table manners. With the newspaper propped up against the marmalade jar he would bring his mouth down to his fork rather than his fork up to his mouth, and he would open the latter alarmingly (which was quite unpleasant when, as was usual, he had not quite swallowed the preceding mouthful) and thrust the fork home and snap down his big moustache upon it in the way he always did, which Agatha found on this particular morning to be positively distressing. He drank his tea, too, noisily, through his moustache, and although Agatha had listened to the performance daily for twenty-nine years somehow she found it unusually distasteful. She found herself telling herself that it was time she had a change, and realizing on the instant that although she was that very day going for five days stay with a bosom friend at Ealing that amount of change would not suffice her. Her first reaction was to promise herself a dose of senna that evening (senna was Agathas prescription for all the ills flesh is heir to) and her second, amazingly, was to consider senna inadequate. Only slightly introspective though she was, Agatha found herself surprised at being in such an odd frame of mind.

Then when Dad had taken his departure Agatha had busied herself with the stupendous task of leaving everything in the house prepared for her five days absence. She went round and paid the tradesmens books. She instructed the cook very positively as to all the menus to come; she enjoined upon the housemaid the necessity to turn out the drawing-room on Tuesday and the dining-room on Wednesday, and Mr. Browns bedroom and Mr. Georges bedroom on Thursday and Mr. Harrys bedroom and Mr. Wills bedroom on Friday. She did her share of the mornings work; she lunched, as was her habit, excessively lightly, and when the afternoon came round she made herself ready for departure. At four oclock she left the house with her little suitcase. She felt lighthearted and carefree; the tingle of her clean starched underlinen was pleasant to her; she was free of the house and all its troubles for five whole days; but all the same she did not want to spend five days at the home of Adeline Burton at Ealing. The old great friendship between Agatha and Adeline had of course cooled a little with the coming of maturity and with the migration of the Burton family to Ealing, and the Burton household was very like the Brown household, when all was said and done. But, still, Agatha felt strangely light-hearted as she walked to the station; she hummed a little song; and then she found herself in the same carriage as Lieut.-Commander R. E. S. Saville-Samarez.

She liked him, at first sight, and at first sight she knew him for what he was, a naval officer of the best brand of British stupidity. She liked his good clothes and his smooth cheeks (Agatha, as she regarded these last, felt a revulsion of feeling against the fashionable hairiness of 1893) and the way he blushed when she caught him looking at her. She knew he would speak to her soon, and she knew she would answer him.

Agathas smile set the coping-stone on Samarezs unsettledness. He positively jumped in his seat. Automatically his hands fluttered to his pockets.

Mind if I smoke? he asked hoarsely;

Not at all, said Agatha. I should like it.

That, of course, was at least four words more than any lady ought to have said. Samarez feverishly pulled out his silver cigarette-case and matchbox, lit a cigarette with fingers which were nearly trembling, and drew a lungful of smoke deep into himself in an unthinking effort after self-control.

Agatha was still smiling at him, the placid, innocent smile one would expect to see on the face of a nun or a mother. Samarez simply had to go on talking to her, and the Englishmans invariable opening topic came to his lips like an inspiration.

Beastly weather, he said, with a nod through the carriage window, where February sunshine fought a losing battle against February gloom.

I rather like it, somehow, said Agatha. She would have liked any weather at the moment. Of course you find it very different from the tropics, she went on, to Samarezs amazement. How on earth could she tell he had been to the tropics?

Er  yes, he said. Beastly hot there, sometimes.

China station? she asked. Agathas knowledge of the Navy was only what might be expected of a secluded young woman of the middle class of 1893, but she had heard the blessed words China Station somewhere and they drifted into her mind now and were seized upon gratefully.

Yes, said Samarez, more amused than ever, that was my last commission.

The China Station was a pleasant source of conversation. Thanks to the exaltation of her mood, Agatha was able to talk  or rather to induce Samarez to talk  without displaying any annoying ignorance, and by the blessing of Providence they chatted really amicably for a few minutes. Samarezs heart warmed to this charming woman, so refined, so friendly without being cheap, with such a musical contralto voice and such a ready laugh. Stations came and stations went unheeded, and Samarez was quite surprised when they peered out of the window and saw that they had reached London Bridge  London Bridge on a dark, damp, February evening. With a little chill of disappointment he realized that in a few minutes he would have to separate from this friend. He deemed himself fortunate even that she was travelling on to Charing Cross.

Friends at the moment were scarce. Samarez had a weeks leave on his hands, and he was almost at a loss as to how to employ it. He had had in mind dinner at the Junior Rag, possibly an encounter with an acquaintance, and a seat at a musical comedy afterwards. But he had done that for several evenings already, previous to his course at Greenwich, and the prospect bored him, nearly unborable as he was. On the China Station, stifling under the awnings, the most delectable spot on earth had appeared to be the dining-room of the Junior Army and Navy Club, but now it did not seem half so attractive.

And, above all, Agatha Brown was a woman, well fleshed and desirable to the eye of 1893. Women did not count for much in Samarezs life; marriage, of course, was unthinkable to a man of his sturdy devotion to the profession, and his contact with other women had been slight and nearly forgotten. But  but the urge was there, unadmitted but overwhelming. Samarez at present had nothing more in his mind than companionship. He wanted to talk to a woman  to this woman, now that he had made the first impossible plunge. He wanted neither mens talk nor solitude. He would have been scared by his intensity of emotion had he had a moment in which to realize it  but he had not. They had rattled through Waterloo Junction, and were rumbling on to Charing Cross railway bridge. Through the window he could see the wide, grey river, and the lights of Charing Cross Station were close at hand. Agatha glanced up at her suitcase on the rack, in evident mental preparation for departure. Samarez stood up in the swaying carriage; his hands flapped with embarrassment.

L-look here, he said, we dont want to say good-bye yet. Oh, we dont. Lets  lets come and have dinner somewhere.

He stood holding to the luggage rack, appalled by his realization that he had definitely committed himself, that he was guilty (if the lady chose to find him so) of an ungentlemanly action. His innocent eyes pleaded for him. And Agathas eyes softened; for he was so like an artless little boy begging for more cake. She felt motherly and not a bit daring as she said yes.

Once out of the train Samarez, despite his stupefied elation, displayed all the orderly logic of deed of the disciplined man of action. Agathas suitcase and his own leather kit-bag were ticketed-in at the cloakroom, a cab was summoned, and with a flash of brilliance he recalled the name of the one restaurant which in those bleak days was suitable for ladies and at the same time was tolerant of morning dress. The cab-horses hoofs clattered across the station courtyard and out into the Strand, and they sat side by side as the lamps went by.

Pleasant it was, and each was conscious of a comforting warmth from the other. Each felt supremely befriended and most deliciously expectant  of what, they could not say. The drive passed all too quickly; to Agatha it hardly seemed a moment before she found herself being helped from the cab by the whiskered and uniformed restaurant porter.

From opposite sides of the table each regarded the other, seemingly with some slight misgiving regarding their good fortune. It was too good to be true, for the one that he should be sitting with and talking dazzlingly to a woman of good sense and irreproachable morals (to a sailor such an encounter is all too rare an occurence), and for the other that she should be in a restaurant at all (this was nearly Agathas first experience of restaurants) let alone with a clean-bred, good-looking young man opposite her. Samarez ordered a good dinner  trust him for that  and summoned the wine waiter. The very mention of the word wine caused Agatha to start a little in her chair, for the worthy Mr. Brown was a staunch, true-blue, even violent, abstainer, who would not allow villainous alcohol even the shelter of his roof. But here of course, amid the gilding and the gay people and the supple-backed waiters, it was all different.

Choose for yourself, said Agatha, as Samarez looked across at her from the wine list.

Dinner passed by in a delicious dream. Agathas acquaintance with food so far had been of the roast beef and apple-tart order. When she consulted Mrs. Beeton, it had been for the purpose of designing substantial and unambitious meals for the hearty Browns, who one and all, following in Mr. Browns footsteps, lost no opportunity of expressing their contempt for what they termed made dishes. So far the subtleties of sauces and the refinements of foods had passed Agatha by, so that now each succeeding course lingering brilliantly upon the palate came as a new and delicious revelation. Not even the necessity of tactfully observing which implements Samarez employed and imitating his example could mar her enjoyment, and the wine, with its unaccustomed influence, warming and comforting and heartening, was the finishing touch. She leant forward towards Samarez and talked without a care, and he talked back with what seemed to him to be positively dazzling wit. They made a good pair; Agatha with her smooth cheeks and bright eyes and upright figure, Samarez bronzed and blond and clean-looking, with the far-seeing expression in his grey eyes which characterizes the majority of sailors. He was very young for his years; even though, as Agatha realized with a pang of regret, he was actually younger than she was. And once or twice his head went back and he chuckled deep down in his chest with wrinkles round his eyes in a manner which brought a great big pain into Agathas breast, and made her long to stretch out her barren arms and draw his rough head down to her bosom. She found herself imagining herself rubbing her cheek against his short rebellious hair, and the mere thought turned her faint with longing as she sat in her chair, strangely maternal.

Well, Im blest, said the Commander suddenly. Do you know, Ive been talking to you all this time and I dont even know what your name is?

Its Agatha, said Agatha  that much of her name was tolerable to her, although the Brown always rankled and I dont know yours either.

Samarez hesitated for one regretted second; he was sure that it was unwise to tell ones name to a strange woman, but this woman was so different.

Its a very long one, he said, but it begins with Richard.

Of course it would, said Agatha bewilderingly, and they call you Dickie, dont they?

They used to, admitted Samarez, but they mostly call me Sammy nowadays, men do.

Then I shall call you Dickie, said Agatha decidedly, and she finished her coffee as though to seal the bargain.

So dinner was finished, and the room was beginning to throng with more sensible people dining at a more reasonable hour. They had no possible excuse for lingering on, and yet they both of them were most desperately unwilling to part. Their eyes met again and again across the table, and conversation died a fevered death, and neither could voice what each had most in mind. Agatha simply did not know the usual gambits leading up to the making of a new appointment; Samarez with an odd touch of sensitiveness felt that it would be banal and discordant to speak about it  this was not an ordinary woman. The restaurant was growing crowded; the waiter brought his bill unasked, and hovered round the table with the unmistakable intention of showing them that the management would prefer to see them make way for fresh comers. Fate simply forced them, with sinking hearts, to rise from the table with the words unspoken. Samarez waited for her in the foyer in a really restless and unsettled state of mind.

And Agatha, adjusting her veil in the cloakroom, felt on the verge of tears. She had been mostly wildly unladylike; she had talked with strange men in the gilded halls of vice; it was past seven oclock and she really must reach Ealing and the Burtons by nine at the latest; and she did not want to leave Dickie. Most emphatically she did not want to. But she had not the faintest idea of what she did want.

At the door circumstances forced them further towards separation.

Cab, I suppose? said Samarez huskily.

They climbed into a four-wheeler, and Samarez, still retaining a grain of sanity, directed the driver to Charing Cross Station. Agatha had clean forgotten the luggage left there. The cab wormed its way through the clattering traffic and turned into Chandos Street, dim-lighted and quiet. Restlessly Samarez took off his hat and wiped his fretted forehead. A passing street lamp showed up his boyish face and his rumpled hair.

Oh, said Agatha uncontrollably. One hand went to his shoulder, the other fumbled for his lean brown hand in the darkness. Samarez turned clumsily with his arms out to her, and all their unhappiness melted away under their wild kisses.


CHAPTER III
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IT WAS THE lights of the Strand and of the courtyard entrance at Charing Cross which brought them back momentarily to reality. Agathas face was wet with tears, her hat hung by one hatpin, as their embrace came to an end. The cab halted outside the station and a porter tore open the door.

I  I cant get out, stammered Agatha, shrinking away into a corner.

Samarez climbed out and shut the door.

Wait! he flung at the driver, and pelted into the station, dragging out the luggage receipt from his pocket as he hastened to the cloakroom with fantastic strides, blinded by the lights. By the grace of Providence there was no one there awaiting attention; it was only a matter of seconds before he came back, suitcase and kit-bag in hand. He opened the door of the cab, and Agatha came to life again out of her mazed dream.

Where to, sir? asked the cab-driver.

Where to? echoed Samarez stupidly.

I dont know  Ealing, I suppose, said a little voice from the depths of the cab.

Ealing, said Samarez to the cab-driver.

Ealing, sir? Ealing Broadway, sir? Right, sir, said the cab-driver, and round came the horse and the door slammed to, with Samarez and Agatha in blessed solitude once more, happily ignorant of the meaning wink of the cabdriver and the broad grins of the porters. It was quite several seconds before hand met hand and lip met lip again in the velvet darkness of the cab, while the horses hoofs clip-clopped solidly onwards towards Ealing.

Passion had them greatly in thrall. Agathas hat was off by now, and the tears flowed freely from her eyes as she pressed against Samarez with all the abandon her corseted waist permitted. Agatha had forgotten she was twenty-nine, of strict Wesleyan upbringing. Twenty-nine years of bottled-up emotion were tearing her to pieces; some faint, unknown cause had obscurely begun the explosion  perhaps even before she had met Samarez  and there was no power on earth that could check it now before it had run its course. She gave herself up to him in an ecstasy of giving.

As for Samarez there is less to be said. He at least had known kisses before, and the encirclement of a womans arms was not quite new to him. Even purchased caresses ought to have given him sufficient experience to have told him whither they were straying, but reaction from loneliness and the fierce insistent urge of his sex had swept him away. Agathas sweet flesh in his arms and the touch of her unpractised lips on his mouth were all the facts of which he was conscious at the moment. He never dreamed of discretion while he let his instincts carry him away in the darkness, and he pressed her hotly.

Somehow or other Agatha found herself speaking, her hands on his breast and her face lifted to his.

Of course, Ive got to go to Ealing, she said. It was a statement doomed to extinction at birth, made automatically in an automatic hope of contradiction.

What are you going to do there? asked Samarez.

Im going to stay with friends. Theyre expecting me.

The little voice whispering in the darkness added fresh fuel to the flames of Samarezs passion. Into the back of his mind leapt the sudden realization that in the cab with them, beside them on the other seat lay her luggage and his, all their necessaries for days.

Cant you put them off? he asked, hardly realizing what he was saying. Send them a wire. Dont go.

Oh, my dear, came the answering whisper.

Let it not be imagined that Agatha acted in ignorance. At twenty-nine, when one is an old maid and busy with Chapel work, one hears things. Married women say things just as if one were married oneself, and Chapel work sometimes brings one into contact with illegitimate motherhood and even sometimes undisguised adultery. Agatha knew quite well what happened when a man stayed with a woman  at least, she had a general idea of it even if she were hazy as to detail. So that her wordless consent to Samarezs fierce suggestion, and her acquiescence when Samarez leaned out of the window and redirected the cabman, were absolutely inexcusable, so her fellow-workers would think. But her fellow-workers had never known, perhaps would never know, the careless, happy stupefaction of sudden passion.

The hotel porter was discreet; the hotel reception clerk was friendly; in fact, no one in the hotel thought twice about them, because Agatha looked the last person in the world to share a bedroom with a man who was not her husband, and her glove concealed the absence of a wedding-ring. In the dignified seclusion of the hotel bedroom Samarezs enforced calm fell away from him like a discarded garment. He opened his arms to her and she came gladly to them, giving herself with a delicious, cool relaxation. She felt fantastically motherly towards this tousle-headed boy even during his greediest caresses, and when he sighed out his content with his face upon her bosom she clasped him against it with the same gesture as she would have used to a child.

And the next day, and the day after, and the day after that this maternal attitude became more and more marked. She was so many years older than he, she felt. The sheer physical longing she had felt for him had given way to a stranger, calmer affection. She seemed to have grown suddenly used to him. It was odd, but true. No twinge of conscience came to ruffle the serenity of her soul; she was flooded with a sense of well-being that was not diminished by the necessity for practical arrangements, such as writing to Adeline Burton a careful letter explaining that an unforeseen domestic crisis had compelled her reluctantly to postpone her visit at such brief notice as to prevent her even from letting her know. Agatha would come some other time, as soon as she could, if Adeline did not mind. The lies which Agatha wrote flowed so naturally from her pen that she did not give them a thought  to Agathas mind the aged aunt suddenly stricken with mortal illness and demanding immediate nursing seemed to be an actual living character. She did not even feel relieved that Greenwich and Ealing should be so far apart as to render it quite impossible for Adeline to discover by a casual call that no such lady existed.

Samarez, on the other hand, was very puzzled and almost uncomfortable of conscience on those occasions when it occurred to him to think what he was doing, and to make deductions from the somewhat meagre data presented to him. Agatha had never been there before; he was sure of that for more reasons than one. No one could have been, anyway, and still retained the blossoming innocence which she displayed at every moment. She clearly had not even toyed with the idea of dallying with men. Her underclothing proved that, if nothing else did. It was exquisitely neat, with a myriad tucks and gatherings, but it was not to be called frivolous. It was even pathetic in its lack of sex appeal. Just the sort of white, longcloth underclothing a nun would wear, if (Samarez had no information on the point) nuns wore underclothing. Samarezs knowledge of underclothing was limited; but in those days it was only daughters of joy who wore garments other than virgin white and strove after ornament as well as utility. And Agathas pathetically severe nightgown, high-buttoned and severe and undecorated, settled that matter to Samarezs mind. So that Agatha was a respectable member of a respectable family, who had bestowed her virginity on him just as she might have given half a crown to a beggar. It made Samarez queerly uncomfortable. And yet, after three days intimacy, she was far less attainable than ever before. Samarez could feel no thrill of pride of possession while he was with her, not even in the most triumphant moments of intimacy. Something was still out of reach, beyond attainment, and he was piqued in consequence. He tried to buy presents for her, to lavish money on her for clothes and jewellery, but whenever he tried she put the suggestion aside with a smiling, irresistible negative. Poor Samarez was not to know that Agathas main reason for refusal was the impossibility of subsequently explaining away these gifts to her family.

So it was with a queer mixture of pique and gentlemanly feeling that, after three days, Samarez proposed marriage to her. He did not want to; he held the strongest possible opinion regarding the unsuitability of marriage for naval officers, and he did not believe in marriage much, anyway. But he proposed, and as he did so he regarded her anxiously with expectant eyes, at the same moment annoyed with himself for throwing away his future and comforted by the knowledge that he was doing the right thing. And Agatha, her hands on his shoulders, looked deep into those anxious eyes before she slowly shook her head.

No, Dickie, she said, it would be better if we didnt. But it was awfully nice of you to ask me.

Then she strained him impulsively to her, and kissed him hotly. She saw the unwisdom of marrying a man whom one only loved as one might love a pet St. Bernard, and who would never be able to claim that entire devotion and subservience which Agatha, in accordance with the ideas of the time, thought she ought to give to her husband. But she was keenly alive to the extent of the sacrifice Samarez had proposed making, and appreciative of it.

So that after five days the affair came to an end. Five days during which Agatha had had a glimpse of the sort of life led by women who are not greengrocers daughters; five days of theatres (an annual pantomime and an annual circus was the nearest Agatha had ever come to a theatre until then), of good food, of leisure, of ample spendings. Truth to tell, the waste of money and time, by the end of the five days, had so worked upon Agathas mind that she was quite glad of the prospect of returning home to economical housekeeping and domestic industry. And Samarez had begun to cease to interest her  he was not a tremendously interesting fellow, as a matter of fact.

Yet the parting was painful. Samarez did not want her to go; he clung to her as they kissed good-bye in the hotel bedroom, with his hand to her breast. He felt almost humble and subdued, almost frightened at the prospect of two days loneliness before rejoining his ship; and Agathas eyes were wet, too, although she realized she was doing the sensible thing, and it was very gently that she put his hands aside and turned away. He held her hand in the cab as they drove to Charing Cross, and he even tried to make one last appeal after she had boarded the train for Greenwich. She only shook her head and smiled, however, and two minutes later Samarez was alone on the platform, watching the train round the bend in the distance, trying obstinately not to feel relieved.

It was the end of the incident for him. In later years he forgot what his own attitude had been, and he only remembered it as a rather pleasant and unusual encounter, which he would like to repeat with someone else (he never did). Sometimes, years later, in expansive moments, he would tell other men of his strange meeting with quite a nice, well-brought-up woman, a lady, you know, with whom he had stayed five delightful days at Benjamins Hotel, who had refused all his presents except the wedding-ring they had found it advisable to buy, and whose surname and address he had never known. The other men would be incredulous and envious, and Samarez, Commander Samarez or Captain Samarez or Admiral Samarez, as he came to be, would pull down his waistcoat and plume himself upon his unusual good fortune and dexterity.


CHAPTER IV
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AGATHA ARRIVED HOME to find everything quite normal, save for the inevitable deterioration of efficiency consequent upon the mistresss absence. No hint had reached the Browns that she had not been staying with the Burtons, and she told one or two placid lies regarding these latter, which gave a little local colour to the idea that she had been there; and, as lying was unusual to her, she almost came to believe she had been there. For her exalted mood died away. Within a week it seemed incredible to her that she could have been guilty of such terrible conduct; she had forgotten the state of mind which had led her into it; she felt and hoped that it had only been a very vivid and shocking dream. She ceased in consequence to carry the ring Samarez had bought her on the ribbon round her neck.

Yet very soon she became actively aware that it was not a dream, could not have been a dream. For a time she thrust her fears behind her and went on grimly with her household affairs, but they continually recurred to her. She was worried about them, and uncertain of what she ought to do. She knew Samarezs name and ship (of course she would!) and for a moment thought of writing to him, but she put the idea aside as unworthy. But as the symptoms became unmistakable and she began to fear discovery she grew more worried, and it was a positive relief when the storm broke. Mr. Brown came home one day at five  rather earlier than his usual time.

No, I dont want any tea, he said, and there was that in his voice which told Agatha what he knew.

Come here, my girl, went on Mr. Brown, I want to talk to you.

Well? said Agatha, quite calm and steady now that the crisis had come.

I met Burton this afternoon, quite by accident. And he said  he said he was sorry to hear about my sister, and what a pity it was you werent able to go over to Ealing and stay there the last time it was arranged.

Mr. Brown stared at his daughter from under his heavy eyebrows. The thing was incredible to him  and yet  and yet  his doubts led him to work himself up into a rage.

Didnt you tell me last February you were going to stay there, and didnt you come back and say you had? he blared.

Yes, said Agatha.

Well, where did you get to? Where the devil did you get to?

Agatha made no reply.

You made me look such a bleedin fool when Burton said that to me, raved Mr. Brown  the adjective showed he was nearly beside himself. Where the devil did you get to?

The horrible and incredible doubts which had assailed him and which he had put aside as quite impossible renewed themselves and goaded him into frightful agitation.

Was  was it a man? he demanded. Tell me this minute, girl.

Agatha knew that it was no use telling Mr. Brown about Samarez. He wouldnt understand. She didnt understand herself.

My God, it was! said Mr. Brown. Who was it? What filthy swine  ?

He mouthed and spluttered his rage.

Who was it? Was it young Evans?

Evans was the local roué, a greasy-haired young man whom Agatha hated. The suggestion was so comic that Agatha had to smile, and the smile increased her fathers frenzy.

Who was it? Tell me, or Ill  

It wasnt anybody you know, Dad, said Agatha.

Damned if I care. Tell me his name and Ill find him. Ill teach him.

No you wont, Dad, I wont tell you.

You wont? Well see, my girl.

Yes, well see, said Agatha. Her old exalted mood was coming over her again, leaving her outwardly calm and placid and nunlike, but inwardly rejoicing. Mr. Brown stared at her serene face, and his rage simmered down into incredulous astonishment.

Who the devil was it, if it wasnt Evans? he pleaded pitifully.

It was someone else, said Agatha quite calmly, looking over his head at something a thousand miles distant.

But  but he didnt do you any harm, Aggie, old girl, did he? wheedled Mr. Brown.

Agatha met his eyes, and nodded with certitude.

You would say he did, Dad, said Agatha.

The flush of Mr. Browns anger gave way to a yellow pallor. His very bulk as he sat in his sacred chair seemed to diminish.

You dont mean that, do you, dear? he asked quite unnecessarily, for he knew she did.

Later he gave way to pathetic helplessness.

What am I to do? he pleaded. Whatever will the Chapel say?

Upon Mr. Brown dawned the awful realization that despite his three shops, despite his wholesale connection, despite his fine house and solid furniture, the Chapel would find huge stores of food for gossip in this terrible catastrophe. The finger of scorn would be pointed at him; he would never be able to hold up his head again. Never more would the proud privilege be his of passing round the plate at morning service.

The arrival of his two eldest sons prolonged the discussion. Will and Harry were brimful of the ferocious energy which had carried their father to such heights in the world of greengrocery, and, unlike him, they were still young and able to reach instant, Napoleonic decisions.

People mustnt know about it, said Will positively, thats certain. Agatha will have to go away for the  as soon as its necessary. Well have to say shes gone to stay with friends in Edinburgh or somewhere.

Thats it, chimed in Harry, and the  the child will have to be boarded out when she comes back. It ought to be easy enough.

The three of them looked to Agatha for agreement, and found none. Her face was as though cut in stone. The bare thought of having her child boarded out, the child for whom she was ready, even anxious, to endure so much, was like a savage blow in the face.

No, she said, I wont have him boarded out. Im going to be with him, always.

The pronoun she used displayed her silly, baseless hope that her child would be a son, but it passed unnoticed and uncommented upon.

Dont be silly, said Harry, with immense scorn. Of course we must board the child out  if it lives.

The thought and the wish that fathered it tore at Agathas heart-strings.

Oh, how I hate you! she burst out. Of course hes going to live. And Im going to keep him too. Dont you dare say anything else!

Pooh! sneered Will. Youll have to do what youre told. Beggars cant be  

Wills speech broke off short as he caught sight of a flash of triumph in Agathas face, and was reminded by it of a forgotten factor in the argument. He met the eyes of his father and his brother with some uneasiness.

For fifteen years ago, when Mr. Brown had just begun to be successful in business, he had followed the prudent example of thousands of others by investing his savings in house property and deeding it over to his wife. That, of course, had been in the days before limited liability, and was a wise precaution ensuring the possession of capital and the necessaries of life even if bankruptcy were to strip Mr. Brown nominally of all he possessed. Mr. Brown had seen to it that his wife made a will in his favour, and had thought no more about it. Until his wifes death for then, as soon as Mrs. Brown was in her grave, a wretched pettifogging lawyer from the purlieus of Deptford, had produced a will of recent date (made, in fact, as soon as Mrs. Brown was aware that she was suffering from the cancer which caused her death) by which all her property, real and personal, was left to her daughter Agatha. It had been Mrs. Browns one exceptional action in life (corresponding to that one of Agathas whose results they were just discussing) and had been undoubtedly inspired by the desire to render Agatha free of that dependence upon mankind which even Victorian ladies found so exasperating on occasions. Dad and the boys, as soon as they had recovered from their astonishment, had tried to laugh the matter off. Dad had gone on collecting the weekly rents of the six houses in Beaconsfield Terrace as usual, and as usual had devoted them to his own purposes without rendering account. But those houses were Agathas all the same, as was the hundred pounds a year clear which they brought in. Will and Harry and Mr. Brown looked at each other with an uneasy suspicion of defeat.

Im not a beggar, said Agatha, so I can be a chooser if I like. And Im going to choose. Im going to live with my boy wherever I like. So there!

Will did not know when he was beaten, and he tried to continue the argument.

Dont be a fool, Aggie, he said, you cant do that. You cant manage property and  and  have a baby and all that sort of thing. Youll be cheated right and left and youll come whining back to us for help before the years out. And then  

His tone and expression made it unpleasantly clear what would happen then. Agatha only shrugged her shoulders and turned away; she sniffed with contempt as if she had been fourteen instead of twenty-nine and a budding mother. And that sniff completed Wills exasperation. He boiled over with rage at being thus contemptuously treated by a mere woman  and especially at the thought of all that goodly money being taken out of the family.

Come here! he said, and sprang across and seized her wrist.

For a second or two the brother and sister stood and glared at each other. But Agatha rallied all her waning moral strength, and continued her amazing rebellion against the godlike male.

Let me go! she said.

She tore herself free, and shrank aside from his renewed attempt to grab hold of her. She evaded his grip, and forgetful of all decorum she brought her hand round in a full swing so that it landed with an echoing slap upon Wills pudgy cheek. He staggered back with his ear singing and his heart appalled at this frightful rebellion. Then Agatha turned away and walked slowly from the room, and slowly upstairs to her bedroom, where, with calm, unthinking deliberation she packed the suitcase which had accompanied her on that wonderful trip to London nearly three months before. She included her jewel case with her few petty pieces of jewellery; then, struck by a sudden thought, she opened it again, took out the wedding ring Samarez had bought her, and slipped it on to the third finger of her left hand. Then, suitcase in hand, she descended the stairs and walked slowly to the front door. The dining-room stood half open as she passed it, and her glance within showed her Dad huddled spiritlessly in his armchair, and Will and Harry collapsed and despondent in two chairs by the table. Perhaps if George, her favourite brother, had been there too, Agatha might even then have stayed her steps. But he had not yet returned from work, and the others hardly looked up as she went by. She opened the door and walked out down the pretentious, tiny carriage drive to the road, and turned to the left towards the station. Somehow as she walked thither panic came over her and she hastened her steps more and more until she was almost running. When she reached the station and found there was no up train for half an hour she could not bring herself to wait; instead she boarded the down train and travelled on it for a couple of stations, and then changed trains and returned back through Greenwich. And so Harry and George, sent out to make peace at any price by a despairing Dad ten minutes after she had left the house, quite missed her.


CHAPTER V
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SO THAT AT midsummer, 1893, a pleasant-faced widow, Mrs. Agatha Brown, attired in all the hideous panoply of mourning for a newly-dead husband which the Queens example had made nearly compulsory, came to live in lodgings at Peckham. Her sympathetic landlady soon knew all about her  about the husband, rather a bad lot, seemingly, who had been in the greengrocery trade and had died suddenly of some rather vague disease, but leaving his widow well provided for by the standards of that simple place and time; about the happy event which was to be expected shortly; about her general friendlessness and the dislike with which her late husbands family regarded her for intercepting the legacies they had come to look upon as their due. Mrs. Rodgers became a great admirer of Mrs. Brown. Mrs. Brown was so evidently a lady, yet withal she had so sound a knowledge of practical affairs, and, most important, she had round her that tremendous aura of independent means which implies so much to a working-class dependent for its daily bread upon the whim of an employer. Mrs. Brown paid splendidly regular money for her furnished rooms, but she paid only a tiny amount more than the lowest market value, so that contempt could not creep in to adulterate Mrs. Rodgerss admiration. Mrs. Brown knew all about the prices of things and how long they ought to last, and she always knew how much of her little joints and of her butter and tea and other supplies she had left, so that Mrs. Rodgerss first tentative stealings were calmly checked, and she bore no ill will  quite the contrary. She was soon a very subservient ally.

Mr. Deane, too, who had drawn up that astonishing will of Agathas mother which had enabled Agatha to become Mrs. Brown of Peckham, was very helpful and kind. He shook his head sympathetically when Agatha, calling upon him, told him about family trouble which had led her to leave home, and of course, seeing that such was his business, he readily consented to take upon himself the management of Agathas estate  the six houses of Beaconsfield Terrace. He looked up curiously and sharply when Agatha explained that at her new address she was known as Mrs. Brown, and when he noticed the expression on her face he pulled his white whiskers and looked down at his notes again in embarrassed fashion. After all, he was a solicitor, and solicitors should not be shocked at encountering family skeletons.

Colchester Street, Peckham, was a brief road of a hundred houses a side, nearly similar but not quite, the pavements grimly flagged, the rest grimly macadamized. At one end was the main road, along which poured a volume of traffic considered large for those times  horse trams and horse buses predominating  and at the other end was a public house, the Colchester Arms; but despite this latter handicap Colchester Street was very respectable and at that time very few of the houses accommodated more than one family. Just here and there widows or widowers or maiden-ladies (school teachers) occupied one or two rooms, but that was a very different matter from other possible developments. Agatha had drifted to 37 Colchester Street as a result of a brief examination of the small advertisements of the local paper; it was the first address she had called at, and she was satisfied. She settled in, and settled down, to a life which was an odd blend of the strictly orderly and logical and nightmarishly fantastic. It was quite orderly and logical of course that she should pay her weekly bills promptly and keep a close eye on her expenditure and exact respect from those whom she encountered, but it was wildly fantastic that she should have no exacting daily duties, that time should hang idly on her hands, that she should have no calls to make nor callers to receive, that she should be addressed as Mrs., that she should go to the local doctor and surrender her sweet private body to him for examination and decision on her condition.

The doctors verdict, of course, was only in agreement with her own. He, too, looked at her sharply; he knew her for a widow and a newcomer, and he guessed shrewdly that there was more in her history than she was likely to tell him, although  although  her sedate costume and sedate, assured manner and placid purity of expression made him doubt his doubts, only to have them return in renewed strength when he found that she was friendly with no woman  that, seemingly, she was without a friend in the world. But he did all his duty and more; he prescribed a regimen for her, gave her information on points of which she was quite ignorant, and finally obtained for her two or three books, written in the genteel round-the-corner style in which such books were then written, which more or less gave her guidance towards the approaching great event.

In the nineties expectant mothers were real invalids; they must not do this and they must not do that, and it were better if they did not do the other; the books hedged in Agatha with all sorts of restrictions and prescriptions, and they took it for granted that she would be really unwell, whereas, if the truth must be told, she never felt better in her life. At times she was puzzled about it, but she took the written word for Gospel  that and the manifold hints and suggestions of Mrs. Rodgers  because, after all, she knew no more about it than what they told her. So now she rose late, only when the children were passing whistling to each other under her bedroom window on their way to school, and she breakfasted in her dressing-gown, and she sat by a closed window (with a fire until summer was indubitably come) and watched the petty pageant of the streets while she stitched and stitched and dreamed in all the unreality of occupied idleness.

For, although the books assumed her to be an invalid, they offered some compensation at least in the array of garments they prescribed as necessary for the little stranger  that horrible expression of which they made such free use. It was not a horrible expression to Agatha; she would have called it a genteel necessary circumlocution if it had ever occurred to her to employ such an exotic phrase. The little stranger, then, had to have a myriad garments  binders yards and yards long, matinee jackets, veils and shawls and christening gowns, socks and gloves, daygowns and nightgowns of flannel exquisitely embroidered in silk  and Agatha made every blessed thing herself, stitching away patiently by the window. She stitched and stitched, but of the dreams she wove in with the silk it would not be right to tell.

She came to know that side street and its habitués so well. There were rag-and-bone men, each chanting his call in his own particular manner; there were the milkmen on the eleven oclock round, and the smart bakers cart, and the butchers dog-cart drawn by a showy chestnut sadly overdriven by the butchers greasy-haired son; there was the insurance agent, frock-coated and bowler-hatted, and the fruit-sellers and knife-grinders. On three afternoons a week organ grinders came, one of them with a shivering monkey in a red coat, and another, who was a real Italian, bronzed and handsome with marvellously white teeth, who sang O Sole Mio so sentimentally that Agatha always opened the window and threw him a penny. And besides all these there were the children  oh, the children! Every house had its two and three, who came trotting home to dinner at twelve and back again to school at two, and down the street once more at half-past four. Agatha knew them all, the big ones and the little ones, the late ones and the early ones, the good ones and the naughty ones. Big sisters often had one or two to escort, and more than once during those six months Agatha watched the rise of a new independence when some baby boy would suddenly decide that big sisters were no longer of use to him and would find his own way to school, not quite sure of himself either, with an occasional look round to see that the sister was not unattainably out of reach. Agatha could not have watched with greater interest the beginning of a new planet.

Some there were to whom the grim flagstones of the pavement were friendly and sociable, for it was a great game to walk to school entirely on the lines between them; and just outside No. 37 there were three successive very wide flagstones, much wider than the ordinary six-year-old could stride, and Agatha would find herself leaning forward in great excitement to see whether this little boy or that little girl would accomplish the perilous passage in safety. There were naughty little boys who played knocking down ginger  knocking at nearly every door in the street and running away before they opened. Agathas heart used to beat quite fast in case they were caught, but they never were. Tops were all the rage when Agatha first came to No. 37, and they were succeeded by marbles and skipping ropes (according to sex), and cherry stones and little balls and one or two cricket bats made their appearance before football came into its own again. There was one dreadful incident when a prized tennis ball rolled down a drain, and Agatha watched palpitating while the grating was prised up and two small urchins of seven hung on to the legs of another small urchin of nine while he lowered three-quarters of himself head downwards down the hole and reached the ball by a convulsive stretching which threatened every moment to precipitate him upside down into the horrible hole.

It was the little boys in whom Agatha took most interest, although the little girls claimed a good share. She knew the tidy ones and the untidy ones, and the prim ones and the tomboyish ones, and, with typical partiality, she liked the tidy ones best. Her heart was really wrung with agony when a disaster occurred to the primmest and tidiest of them all, when that self-satisfied, smug ten-year-old found her drawers slipping down there in the road with a whole lot of people about. It was into the front garden of No. 37 that she retired, and Agatha, with yearning sympathy, watched her putting matters right while cowering behind the stunted privet bushes.

Strange that children should thus hold her fascinated. Agatha had never before thought about children; she had been too preoccupied with two maids and a house to look after, and the little she had known about the method of arrival selected by children had displeased her. She had felt a sort of contempt for the shapeless, helpless wives upon whom she had sometimes called  Mr. Browns fellow-Nonconformists were prolific fathers  and she despised wailing babies, and wet babies, and sick babies. All the babies she knew fell into one of these three categories, and children were always quarrelsome, or stupid, or self-assertive. It was all different now; Agatha, stitching a thousand tucks into one ridiculous nightgown, or implanting wonderful embroidery into the corners of a flannel daygown, thought of few things besides children. But then of course she was a prisoner for the time, and prisoners, by common report, take interest in spiders and mice and things like that, just as Agatha did.

There was another matter in which she took an interest, though. One day while casually glancing through the newspaper a name caught her eye, and with a slight sense of shock she looked again. The name was that of Lieutenant-Commander R. E. S. Saville-Samarez, and it occurred half-way down a list headed Naval Appointments. Agatha may perhaps have seen that column before, but it had conveyed nothing to her. She had not realized before that by its aid she would be able to follow Samarezs professional career, and the discovery stimulated her attention. She found there was another column which sometimes appeared, headed Movements of H.M. Ships, and with the aid of these two she could trace Samarez hither and thither wherever the Lords of Admiralty might send him. After that Agatha always bought her own newspaper instead of depending on casual readings of Mrs. Rodgers, and it was for these items that she always looked first. It became her hobby, just as children had become her main interest.

Day passed after day, and week after week. The chair by the first-floor front window had become a second nature to her, just as had her evening walks by side streets. It had almost begun to seem as if she had done nothing else all her life than await the arrival of the son she so confidently expected, and as if she would do nothing else. It called for quite an effort to make herself realize that her time was at hand. Doctor Walters of course treated the affair in a far more matter-of-fact manner, and it was the businesslike solemnity of his visits which did most to impress Agatha with the need to complete her arrangements.

Within the last few weeks a new portent had appeared in Salisbury Road, next to Colchester Road. A board had spread itself with wide-open welcoming arms there, bearing the legend Nursing Home  Surgical, General, Maternity. Until that era nursing homes in the suburbs had been almost non-existent. Suburban people, if they were ill, went into hospitals; if they were only not quite so ill they struggled back to life or on to death in their own rabbit hutches of houses; nine hundred and ninety-nine suburban babies out of a thousand were born in the suburban beds which had seen their engendering. The average wife would never have dreamed of going cold-bloodedly elsewhere for her confinement, especially when domestic servants were still common. Suburban nursing homes and restaurants and all the other insidious wreckers of home life were only to burgeon into full blossom with the lack of domestic servants. The Salisbury Nursing Home was a little before its time; its Surgical and General departments were merely heroic gestures, and even its Maternity side never flourished. The venture came to a disastrous end after a years struggle, but that year saw the arrival of Agathas child.

Agatha made her arrangements with Doctor Walterss full approval, for the doctor, with lingering happy memories of hospital experience and trained assistance and proper appliances, was thoroughly dissatisfied with the makeshifts he usually had to employ in practice, with curtained rooms and feather beds and all the other hideously unhygienic arrangements with which mothers could find no fault. So it was with a strange excited feeling that one day Agatha walked round to the Salisbury Nursing Home with Mrs. Rodgers at her side, carrying the historic suitcase, the suitcase which was accompanying her for the third successive occasion on a great adventure. Agatha liked it all; she liked the bare, clean rooms and the trim, efficient nurses and the cheerfully unsympathetic aspect of the place; for Agatha was of a Spartan turn of mind mostly.

She looked on pain as a necessary part of life; she had been imbued since childhood with notions about the curse of Eve and similar predestinate ideas; she knew (and it tortured her) that she had sinned, and she went unshrinkingly forward. The grit that had carried her father from errand running to wholesaling took her into maternity without a tremor or a regret. The slight pains came, and she was packed away into bed; Doctor Walters called, was unhesitatingly cheerful, and went away again. And then the real pains came, wave after wave of them, so that she found herself flung into a sea of pain of an intensity she had not believed possible. The smooth, efficient face of the nurse, and Doctor Walterss, with its kindly detachment, floated into her consciousness and out again through a grey mist. She caught a whiff of ether, but at the time she had no idea that it was being used on her. Then it was all over (Agatha, looking back, would have said that it had only taken half an hour or so) and she was free to hold her child on her arm for a few wonderful minutes. The delights of motherhood were very obvious and none the less pleasant. It was a boy of course. Agatha had been quite certain of it from the first. Nothing else could have been possible. Agatha to her dying day never realized that it was only a successful even chance, and not a fixed, settled certainty.


CHAPTER VI
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SHE CALLED HIM Albert; goodness knows why. She would not have Dick, which one might have thought her natural choice. Somewhere within her she realized that Richard Saville-Samarez did not possess quite as much brains as she would like her child to have, and she would take no chances. She had hesitated over George, but had put it aside in case she ever encountered her family again, for George was her fathers name as well as her favourite brothers, and she would not have them think that the child was called after them; for it might give them a feeling of proprietary interest, and she did not want that; Albert was all her own. So she chose Albert. She knew personally no one of that name at all, which satisfied her jealous desire for possession, while about the name there clung a flavour of association with the Royal Family which endeared it to her rather bourgeois little heart.

And Albert Brown grew up and developed just as other babies did, although Agatha would have indignantly denied any similarity. He took his food manfully. He played with his toys at first with feeble, fumbling fingers of helpless babyhood, and later with the more purposeful action of growing muscle sense. He cut his teeth and fretted over them just as much as one would expect of a healthy child of healthy parents. He achieved his first sitting up and his first straggling attempt to kick. Once or twice he allowed his digestion to become upset. Soon he achieved the miracle of an erect attitude, and eventually came the glorious day when he first addressed Agatha as Mummy, and not long after Mrs. Rodgers developed into Miss Ozzes.

For Agatha had returned to No. 37 Colchester Road from the Salisbury Nursing Home. It was comfortable and she did not want to seek out a new resting-place, and Mrs. Rodgers had found no new satisfactory tenant, and  those six months of approaching motherhood had endeared even that unromantic, unambitious little street to Agatha. Moreover, Agatha soon began to establish a business connection in the locality. Alberts marvellous garments were the admiration of all who saw them, and the tale of them was told round about. It was not long before Agatha received tentative inquiries as to whether she would mind making similar things for other Peckham babies, newly arrived or expected shortly. Agatha had found that even the labour of looking after the finest baby in England left her with much free time, and idleness was abhorrent to her. She accepted commissions eagerly, and it was not long before she found that she had little spare time left; those firm decisive fingers of hers were busy most of the day (when they were not occupied by Albert Brown) stitching away at marvellous embroidery on pelisses and christening robes and, by a natural extension, on wedding dresses and trousseau underclothing. There was not much profit to be made, but still there was a little, and Agatha, although she had found that it was easy enough to live on a hundred pounds a year, was eager to increase her income and accumulate savings. Mr. Deane, the solicitor, had looked at her incredulously when she had told him it was her intention to make Albert an officer in the Navy; he had even hinted as tactfully as he might that perhaps admission to the Britannia might not easily be obtained for the illegitimate son of a greengrocers daughter, and he had declaimed in his soft-spoken way at the expense as a waste of money, but Agatha cherished the ambition none the less. If foresight and money and good training could gain the Kings commission for Albert, she was going to leave no stone unturned to provide that foresight and money and good training. Agatha set her round chin firmer still and bent to her sewing with renewed forcefulness.

So Albert Brown grew up in a world of many sections. Upstairs there was his mother, who spoke to him softly and clearly, and whom he knew by continual experience it was best to obey promptly. On the other hand, he knew that if he could manage the perilous descent of the stairs there would be a warm welcome for him from Mrs. Rogers, who was always ready with a word, or a piece of bread and butter covered with brown sugar, or an unimaginative although ready part in whatever game he chose to devise, or some other equally welcome contribution to his routine. Yet Mrs. Rodgers, with all her honeyed or brown-sugared endearments, did not bulk one half as large in Alberts imagination, and most certainly not in his affection, as did his mother, who played games really well, and who read entrancing books to him, and whose voice, with its sweetness and purity of intonation, was worth a thousand times as much as Mrs. Rodgerss hoarse utterance. Outside the house there was the Street with its myriad mighty attractions  the carts with their big straining horses, mightily feathered about the fetlocks, hugely hoofed and grandly quartered, hides glistening and nosebags tossing; and errand boys and sweeps and buses and road-mending gangs, and toyshop windows and little boys and girls; and beyond the Street was the Park, where little boys with a high internal pressure of energy could run madly up and down and hoot and screech and scream and look at the boats on the pond and make friends with stray dogs and gallop back to where Mother was sitting and gallop away again at a gait alternating between that consonant with a horseman in a hurry and a locomotive with its whistle in full blast. The Park and the Street and Upstairs and Downstairs were all exceedingly splendid places most times, and if the earthrending unhappiness of childhood ever got a grip on you then there was always Mothers sweet-scented breast on which to pour out your woes, and Mothers soft, round arms to go round you, and her nice hands to pat you on the back until your sorrows were inconsequently forgotten. Soon the world had a fifth quarter, which was School, presided over by an omnipotent deity called Miss Farrow, who knew everything, and who was so supremely great that you never realized her smiles might be intended for you, and who on terrible occasions wielded the cane with dreadful results upon such small boys as dared to be naughty. That cane was much more to be feared than any possible smacking Mummy might give.

In fact, Agatha, watching the development of her child with all the terrible detachment of a mother born to be gushingly affectionate and restrained by a hot ambition, came early to the conclusion that her son was not a genius, not greatly above the average brains, and much more amenable to discipline than ever she could picture Nelson or Drake to be in their childhood. He was an orderly and law-abiding sprig of modern civilization; school rules and home rules meant something to him unless the temptation to break them was of an unusually compelling nature. Agatha felt a little twinge of disappointment; surely a child so lawlessly conceived ought to be vastly different from the ordinary herd! But those plans, so often revised and lovingly re-revised during the six months at Colchester Road before Alberts arrival, were easily capable of covering even this state of affairs. The calm foresight of a woman with only herself and her child to consider began to plan a new system of training aimed at carrying young Alberts footsteps with security along the thorny road of Admiralty.

Perhaps if Alberts father had been a stockbroker Agathas thoughts would have been directed towards stocks and shares. If he had been an artist Agatha would have begun to study art; as it was the fact that he was an officer in the Royal Navy gave her the first necessary impetus towards adopting the Navy as her hobby. The beginnings were small of course  it is not often that we are so fortunate as to be able to trace eventual vast enterprises from their earliest germ  but they blossomed speedily, and their fruit is recorded in the pages of history. Chance showed her how to study Naval appointments and movements in newspapers; and chance settled the matter by guiding her to the Navy List in the Free Library, where she could study the whole commissioned personnel of the Navy and watch the weary climb of Lieutenant-Commander R. E. S. Saville-Samarez up the heights of Seniority with the ogre of the age limit continually in pursuit. From this it was but a step to those books of reference which described every fighting ship in the world, and in which she could study each successive ship to which Samarez was appointed. It was not long before Agatha had quite a developed knowledge of armaments and tonnages and displacements. She could read about protective decks without bewilderment; she could even follow arguments on the burning question of Should Armoured Cruisers take their Place in the Line? It was an extraordinary hobby for a woman to take up; but no one ever dare predict in what direction a woman cut off and isolated from the world will expend her energies. The Library found all sorts of books on its shelves to interest Agatha; she had no use for fiction of course, as became her upbringing, and she read Lives of various admirals, and Naval Histories, and the Letters of Lord Nelson. If essay writing had been in her line she could have written quite a fair essay on Howes Tactics on the First of June, or on Nelsons refusal in defiance of orders to expose Sicily. Innumerable references in the books led her on to the study of Mahan and his classic studies of Sea Power, and from thence she was lured inevitably to deep and solemn consideration of the immense sombre influence of maritime supremacy, of the doctrine of the Fleet in Being, and other things which other people do not think twice about. With pathetic cunning she early began to lead young Alberts thoughts in the same direction. If Albert had no genius, then orderly training and astute education of taste might serve the same purpose.

Mr. Deane, the solicitor, could not understand it. He pulled his patriarchal whiskers and stroked his domed forehead, sorely puzzled by Agathas repeated demands that he should ascertain for her the conditions of entry on the Britannia, and the costs of a naval education and similar highfalutin absurdities. He ventured to point out that it Agatha persisted in her decision to send young Albert to the Navy she could count him lost to her from the age of twelve. Agatha fully realized it already, and set her jaw as she told him so. Agatha believed that self-sacrifice was the primary duty of mankind; that man (and much more so woman) was born to sorrow; and that she should give up her child seemed to her right and proper, especially if the Navy benefited. The British Navy was to her the noblest creation in the world; it was the outward and visible manifestation of the majesty of God. Mr. Deane sighed incredulously and impatiently; he had been brought up in a world where women never had any ideas of their own and never, never dreamed of acting contrary to masculine advice.

Perhaps it was this impatience of his which impelled him along the steep and slippery road on which his footsteps were even then straying. Perhaps he could not bear to see good money wasted on sending Albert Brown to the Britannia, and he embezzled it as the only method of prevention. Joking apart, Agathas insistence must really be taken into account in estimating the circumstances of the misdeeds of that venerable old hypocrite.

Temptation certainly came his way. A whole series of road improvements and tramway extensions and industrial developments in South-East London had led to the sale of a great deal of house property lately  Agathas included. Mr. Deane found himself in charge temporarily of a large amount of his clients capital. Mr. Deane  the awful truth appeared later  led two lives, one in the company of his good wife, and the other in the company of a damsel of a class which the newspapers sometimes designated as fair Cyprians. Mr. Deanes expenses were naturally in excess of his income. Mr. Deane endeavoured to right such a state of affairs by tactful speculation. Mr. Deane selected the South African market as the field of his activities. Mr. Deane lost money, for South African securities slumped heavily before the threat of the South African War. Mr. Deane shrank from the thought of suicide, or of prison and poverty. Mr. Deane gathered together what remained of his clients negotiable assets and departed for Callao, accompanied by the fair Cyprian. The Official Receiver found much work to do in clearing up the ruin left by Mr. Deane.

Agathas money had nearly all vanished. The Official Receiver sorted out for her a tiny fraction of the original capital, but it was a woefully small amount. The fate which Will Brown had predicted for her money had descended upon it. It was that fact, that prophecy of Wills, quite as much as anything else, which made Agatha set her lips and turn with energy into continuing her lifes work without reference to her family. She would not go back to them, nor crave their help. She would not have them say, I told you so. The fine sewing which she had done light-heartedly before to earn luxuries now was called upon to supply necessities. Lucky it was that she had built up a connection, and that not much further effort was needed to establish herself in the good graces of the local big drapers and gain herself a small but assured market. No Britannia for Albert now. If she had thought her father or her brothers would have supplied the money for that she would have gone back to them and eaten humble pie, eaten the bread of penitence and drunk the waters of affliction, but she was all too sure that they would not. Their idea of their duty towards her would include the necessity of boarding Albert out and getting rid of him, to the colonies or the mercantile marine, as rapidly, inconspicuously and inexpensively as possible. They were heathens, infidels, upon whom the light of the Navy had not descended.

So fine sewing, embroidery, pleating and button-making continued to earn the daily bread of Agatha and Albert. One more set of plans had to be devised for Alberts future. If he was to receive a commission in the usual way (perhaps it was as well that Mr. Deane had been involved with the fair Cyprian, for Albert might easily never have made his way past a Selection Board) then he must gain one in the unusual way. Commissions sometimes were gained by the lower deck aft through the hawsehole was the technical expression. Albert must begin as a seaman and work his way upward. If he started with sound ideas on his profession, with enthusiasm  fanaticism  and a good general education, it might well come about. Agatha kept her two hundred pounds in the bank against that day, when he would need an outfit and some money to spend, and flung herself with ardour into the business of providing Albert with the grounding she thought necessary.

That was easy enough, for Albert was an amenable little boy, and he had not nearly enough personality (it would have been extraordinary if he had) to withstand the infection of all Agathas enthusiasm. A board school education was of course all his mother could afford for him, but a board school education backed up by strong home influence will do as much for any boy up to eleven years of age as any other form of education. Agatha had been taught at a young ladies college, but her sound common sense and mighty will enabled her to recover from this catastrophe. So that even while Agatha was entering upon the study of the higher aspects of Sea Power and gaining a blurred insight into the ballistics of big gunnery she was at the same time helping Albert with his sums and beginning his first tentative introduction to Drake and Nelson.

Tentative indeed, for Agatha found it impossible to bestow upon Albert the high dramatic insight which infused her dreams. Ships were just ships to young Albert. He could not picture them, as Agatha did, as minute fragments of man-made matter afloat on an enormous expanse of water, smaller relatively than grains of dust upon a tennis lawn, which yet could preserve, positively and certainly, an island from a continent. Albert could not be impressed (perhaps it was more than could ever be expected of a ten-year-old) by the mighty pageant of Englands naval history. Lagos and Quiberon, the Nile and Trafalgar were to him mere affairs where Englishmen asserted their natural superiority over Frenchmen; their enormous consequences, both hidden and dramatic, were to him inconceivable. He was a matter-of-fact young man, and Agatha dully realized the fact, with vague disappointment. Even Agatha, with all her dreams and insight, could not foresee the sprouting of the grain she was sowing in such seemingly inhospitable soil.


CHAPTER VII
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WITH THE BIRTH of her child Agatha suddenly entered upon a wonderful late blooming, like the blossoming of an autumn rose. She put on a little more flesh  but flesh in the 1890s was in no way the abomination it was to become in later years. When Agatha walked nowadays she gave hints of broad, motherly hips and ample, comfortable thighs beneath her skirt, and her arms were very, very plump and round, and her face had filled out smoothly and deliciously, accentuating the creaminess of her really lovely complexion. She was a fine Junoesque woman now, stately, queenly even, and her stateliness was borne out by the dignified placidity of her facial expression. She was a mother to be proud of  a mother, especially, to admire; small wonder then, that young Albert was strongly influenced by her ideas and never dreamed of acting contrary to them.

Little Mr. Gold loved her at first sight. He was a nice refined little gentlemanly man, whose name was most eminently appropriate, for he had hair of pale gold (not as much, now, alas, as he once had had) and gold-rimmed spectacles, and across his insignificant little stomach was a gold watch-chain with a gold medal. He was neat in his dress and precise in his habits, and when one was once able to overlook the faintly receding chin and the general lack of personality about his face he was quite a handsome little fellow; it was a pity that all his character had been refined right away. Mr. Gold in conversation often made great play with remarks about leading boys instead of driving them and kindliness always tells in the long run, and this, it is to be feared, were outward signs of an inward timidity, for Mr. Gold was a master at an elementary school  at the school Albert attended, in fact. Mr. Gold, when he was taking a class, would often make a great show of anger; he would shake his fists and try to make his eyes (little pale blue eyes) flash fire, and he flattered himself that by so doing he was successful in intimidating the boys, but Mr. Gold never entered into conflict of personality with boys singly, never caned one, lout of fourteen or child of eight, without feeling an inward tremor of doubt What on earth shall I do if he wont hold out his hand when I tell him? Mr. Gold had even developed the weakest characteristic of a master; he would send big riotous boys to the headmaster for quite minor offences, dodging a personal clash under the voiced explanation that they had done something much too wicked for him to deal with.

All this, though, was quite lost on young Albert when he was moved up from the infants school and entered Mr. Golds class in the boys school. If Mr. Gold had any effect at all upon Albert, it was a slight impression of neatness and dapperness; Albert had too great a respect for authority to dream that it might ever be possible for a master to have limbs of water and a heart of fear. And when, one evening, just after school, Albert fell down in the playground and cut his chin rather badly, Albert was quite grateful to Mr. Gold for the kindly manner in which he washed the cut and staunched the bleeding and inquired how he was feeling now; and finally Albert took it quite kindly that Mr. Gold should walk down Colchester Road with him in case he should feel ill on the way, and to explain to his mother that the bloodstains on his shirt and collar were not really his fault.

It was of course tea-time when Mr. Gold and Albert reached No. 37 Colchester Road; the china gleamed upon the tablecloth and the kettle steamed beside the fire. What could be more natural than that Mr. Gold should be asked to have a cup? And nothing could be more natural than that Mr. Gold, landlady-ridden bachelor that he was, should yearn for the comfort of Mrs. Browns sitting-room and fireside, and should accept with alacrity  alacrity which warmed into well-being when Mr. Gold began to notice Mrs. Browns beautiful complexion and well-filled bodice.

Young Albert, of course, as soon as the novelty of having a schoolmaster to tea wore off, found the situation irksome and quietly made his way out of the room, but Mr. Gold lingered. He expanded in the grateful warmth of the fire and Agathas well-trained deference towards the superior sex. They chatted amicably enough for quite a while before at last Mr. Gold took himself off after having begged permission to come again, and Agatha at his departure found herself almost dreamy. Queenly she was, but she was of that type of queen which inclines towards a Prince Consort. Mr. Golds personified inadequacy made a very definite appeal to her. Why, he was almost shorter than her; she could pick him up and carry him if she wanted to. And he was so refined and gentlemanly too (as a matter of fact, refaned was the most frequent word on his lips), while he avoided being so terrifyingly of the public school class as Commander Saville-Samarez. Agatha actually began to calculate what effect a marriage with Mr. Gold might have upon her cherished ambition for Albert, and she decided it would be a good one.

And of course, Agatha having decided that, Mr. Golds career as a bachelor was as good as ended. Not that he was unwilling; he walked away from No. 37 through the dusky side streets with his mind full of rosy visions. Mr. Gold was not at all a man to think often about arms and legs, and certainly not about the other parts of the female body, but he caught himself doing so quite often that evening. The hang of the back of Agathas skirt, and her neat hands, and her sweet face and firm bosom all conspired to set him imagining. Next morning in class he treated Albert with such downright favouritism that Alberts fellow nine-year-olds turned and rent him at playtime.

But one single moment of expansion sufficed to destroy all Mr. Golds chances. The pity of it was that he was never to know what it was which snatched from his reach all Agathas sweet charms, which deprived him of the encirclement of her round white arms, which barred him for ever from the paradise of her breast and the calm sweetness of her throat. It was at Mr. Golds third visit, or it may have been his fourth  it was his last, at any rate. Mr. Gold was sitting by the fire in the single armchair; he was comfortably inflated with tea and hot buttered toast and an extraordinary good opinion of himself; all three combined to bulge out his waistcoat.

Agatha, of course, as an inferior female ought to do, was sitting before the fire on a less comfortable chair, bent over her sewing. The charming femininity of the pose made a vast appeal to Mr. Gold; he admired the bent head and neck with the firelight playing upon them; whiteness and roundness combined to set little pink pictures moving at the back of his mind. He even visualized Agathas legs in their trim stockings  and of course, as the old vulgar saying has it, there was something in her stocking besides her leg! Agatha and a bit of money; an efficient housekeeper and a white-armed wife! The picture was far too irresistible. Mr. Gold puffed himself out a little more; soon he would propose, and he would taste the honeyed sweetness of those demure lips. Meanwhile, the present line of conversation was pleasant; he continued it, laying down the law to the accompaniment of Agathas dutiful Reallys? and of courses.

Agatha too, as she sewed, had little pictures, only not nearly as defined, at the back of her mind. Not, of course, that she visualized any normally clothed portion whatever of Mr. Golds anatomy. Agatha did not have that sort of imagination. But she had vague ideas of feeling Mr. Golds weak little face pressing upon her breast, and of clasping him in her arms, and of spending every evening as a wife should in the less comfortable of the two chairs by the fire while a tired husband told her what she ought to think about the world in general. But she suddenly stopped sewing, aghast, when the import of Mr. Golds latest remarks penetrated to her active intelligence.

And all this money we spend on unproductive things too, Mr. Gold was saying. I dont believe in it. A one-and-sixpenny income tax will ruin the country before very long. Look at the money we spend on the Army and the Navy. Millions. This Dreadnought that they speak about. Twelve-inch guns and all. To my mind its only an excuse for spending money so that there will be more places for peoples nephews and cousins. What do we want a Navy for? Whos going to attack us, and what good would they get by it, and what harm would it do, anyway? A Navy doesnt do any good to anyone except the people who get good jobs in it. Germanys getting just as bad, apparently. Its all a lot of silly dangerous nonsense. Look at the last war. What right had we got in South Africa? None at all. We were wrong to fight, and it was the hotheads who forced us into it. I said so all along, although of course it made me unpopular. That was why I had to change my school and come to Colchester Road. They called me a pro-Boer, and all that sort of thing. But I stuck it out. Im a man of peace, I am.

Mr. Gold only ceased when he noticed the look on Agathas face. That so alarmed him that he got up from his chair.

Good gracious, Mrs. Brown, whatevers the matter? Are you unwell?

No, said Agatha, shrinking away from him. No.

She was merely appalled by the heresies she had heard enunciated. That Mr. Gold, whom she thought she liked, should be a Little Englander, an advocate of disarmament, a pro-Boer, a scoffer at the Dreadnought! It was far too terrible for words. At the same moment she realized what a terribly narrow escape she had had. She dreaded to think what the result upon Albert might have been had he had Mr. Gold as a stepfather. Fancy a world without a British Navy! It was dreadful. Mr. Gold, try as he would, could have thought of nothing to say that could have hurt her more.

No, said Agatha. Im quite well.

Quite unconsciously she was imitating the heroines of the novels she had read in the dead old days before the British Navy took hold of her. She drew herself up to her full height, her eyes flashed fire, she made an imperious gesture.

Please   said Mr. Gold.

I  I think it is time for you to go, said Agatha. Poor Mr. Gold simply could not understand it.

But, Mrs. Brown  

All Agatha did was to walk across the room and open the door, and it would have taken someone of stronger personality than Mr. Gold to have withstood the implied command. He crept out crestfallen, and Agatha shut the parlour door decisively behind him. Nothing remained for Mr. Gold to do except to take his hat and coat from the pegs on the landing, stumble downstairs, and let himself out.

Now listen, Mrs. Rodgers, said Agatha that evening, if that  man ever comes again, tell him Im not at home. You understand?

And she looked so queenly and her eyes flashed so bright as she said it that Mrs. Rodgers could only say Lor, mum, yes, mum, and gaze at her with admiration and without a thought of asking questions. Moreover, when Mr. Gold, inevitably, came calling again, she conveyed Agathas message to him with such force and unction as simply to infuriate the unfortunate little man. He had written to her already, and Agatha had simply ignored his letter. He made up for it in the end by calling Albert out of class and giving him a good hiding for no reason whatever.

When Albert told his mother about it later Agatha merely nodded and offered no consolation. She did not mind at all if antipathy sprang up between Albert and the heretical Mr. Gold. Quite on the contrary. Besides, Agatha knew, without even Albert telling her, that hidings from Mr. Gold were not of much account.

Mr. Gold eventually solaced his puzzled exasperation by convincing himself that Agatha was mad.


CHAPTER VIII
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SO YEARS FOLLOWED years, and each succeeding year dragged more heavily and more painfully than did the one before. To Agathas tortured conscience it seemed as if retribution was being exacted from her for her vile sin. To her it was natural that a lifetime of pain and squalor should be the consequence of a five days madness. Fine sewing sank steadily in value; private customers fell away  the economic causes of a falling birth-rate and marriage-rate broke her on their wheel. There was not so much demand nowadays for baby clothes or wedding dresses, and simplicity was creeping into fashion even in such garments as were ordered of her. The shops which had first bought her output had grown larger and had amalgamated, and obscurely she was squeezed out from supplying them. Competition was growing fiercer, and money was scarcer in the 1900s than it had been in the 1890s. Agathas earnings grew smaller, and there were often weeks when she had to draw upon her hoarded capital to meet Mrs. Rodgerss weekly bill. She was finding less work and smaller pay for what she did.

Nor was this all. Physical pain, that last exaction by a relentless deity in payment for her sin, had come into her life. Sometimes it was slight, and Agatha could seemingly set it aside unnoticed. But at the other times it was sharper, more intense, drastic. It was not a fair pain. It did not come upon her when she was expecting it and braced against it. When she stood up from her chair and held herself ready for it, it did not come, but the instant she relaxed to go on with what she was doing it fell upon her and rent her with agony. It was a fierce, horrible pain.

It had begun to come upon her when Albert was eleven, when he had grown into a thick-set freckled boy with unruly hair just like his fathers. He had done more than his masters had expected of him by winning a scholarship and proceeding from the Council School to a Secondary School. Agathas careful supervision of his studies thus bore its first fruit. She was maternally proud of his progress even while she had to reconcile herself to the fact that he was only an ordinary little boy  just like what his father must have been. Agatha, with a growing obsession of sin, tried hard not to think of Alberts father, but Albert reminded her of him at every turn, overwhelming her with conscience-stricken yearning for something unknown  certainly not for further contact with the Commander, even though she had followed his progress step by step up the Navy List, and had watched apprehensively the reports of the combined expedition in China in 1900 (wherein Commander Saville-Samarez had led a portion of the Naval Brigade), and had even prayed that he would not be damagingly involved in the great Fisher-Beresford feud which was then threatening the Navy with disruption.

Agatha still was up to date in naval affairs. She followed all the twists and turns of the controversy between Lord Charles and Sir John; she appreciated the trend of the new construction so that the details of the Dreadnought, when they were published, roused no surprise in her; she thoroughly understood the import of Fishers new policy at the Admiralty whereby ships were scrapped in scores and the Navy recalled to home waters until nine of its guns out of ten were pointing at Germany.

But all that, of course, was before pain came upon her. Pain, and the pressing need of seeking more and more work, began to distract her from this life study. She tried to accept the pain in the philosophic spirit with which she had accepted all the other buffetings of Fate. Pain was all a woman should expect, especially a woman who had sinned as grievously and unrepentantly as she. Pain was natural to a woman at her time of life. Pain  the grinding, lacerating spasms of agony brought sweat down her drawn face and made her gasp and choke even as she was trying to explain it to herself. She lost her smooth, placid good looks. Her cheeks fell inwards and her mouth compressed itself into a harder line. Wrinkles came between her eyebrows as a result of the continual distortion of her forehead during the agonizing bursts of pain.

Young Albert, full of the pressing and immediate interests of a new school, and a secondary school at that, did not notice the gradual change which came over his mother  nor is it specially surprising, seeing that Agatha always managed to raise a smile for him on his entrance, and continued, with a fervour more vivid than ever, to impress upon him the great tradition of Duty and the magnificence of England upon the seas, rousing his limited imagination to heights one would have thought unscalable to such a combination of the solemn and matter-of-fact. He did not even notice at first his mothers unaccountable fits of sudden abstraction and convulsive gripping of the arms of her chair.

But there came a time when even Agatha could no longer endure the torment, nor explain it to herself as natural in a woman of forty-three. For the second time in her life she yielded up her body to Doctor Walterss anxious examination, and for the second time listened to his verdict. A different verdict this time, delivered sadly instead of jovially, with regret instead of hope. Even as he spoke Agatha realized that what he was saying was not news to her  it only voiced a fact she had refused to admit to herself. Doctor Walterss heart was wrung with pity, as only a heart can be upon which pity makes continual demands, the while he told her what he had found, told her of the operation which would be necessary  and strove to keep from his voice any hint of what he knew would be the end even after the operation. Agatha looked him in the face as he spoke; she was not of the stuff that flinches. It was Doctor Walters instead who avoided a meeting of the eyes. He was sick at heart the while he chafed to himself about the cursed suffering obstinacy of womankind which postpones action until action is too late.

So Albert came home from school to a new world, a world where Mrs. Rodgers had to deputize for a mother who had vanished, her place preposterously taken by a shattered wreck in the hospital, moaning vaguely and turning dim, unseeing eyes upon him. He went on at school in the unimaginative fashion which was to be expected, but now his Wednesday afternoons and Saturday afternoons were spent in journeys to the hospital and in a few fleeting, worried minutes in a chair beside his mothers bed.

She died hard, died game, as befitted the daughter of a self-made man. She rallied round despite the fearful things they did to her with knives. For a little while the authorities even began to think that she would make a recovery, unexpected and nearly inconceivable. For a little while understanding returned to her, and she was able to smile upon the scared little boy at her bedside and talk to him sensibly about his work  and his future. That future! There was one afternoon when she stretched her arm out suddenly from the bedclothes (a frightening arm; pain and suffering had stripped the smooth flesh from it and left it a skinny bundle of bones and tendons) and pointed at him.

Albert, she said, Albert, you know about the Navy? You know youre going to join the Navy?

Of course, mother, said Albert. That had been understood between them for years now.

Promise me, then, boy, said Agatha. Her eyes were too large for her thin face, and she gazed at him with an intensity which scared him.

Of course I will, mother. Of course.

Agathas scarecrow hand dropped, and she turned aside her face contentedly again, much to Alberts relief.

But before ever she had begun to regain strength the cancer which had gnawed at her lifted up its foul head again. There was a significant shaking of heads among the hospital staff. Next time Albert came he found a feebler, stranger mother still. She did not know him. Her eyelids were drooped until the line of the pupil they still allowed to show appeared inhuman and unnatural. She was inert and dreamy. Opium had her; the doctors were kind. She would die the pleasant death of the poppy, and not that of the lunatic torture of cancer. Each succeeding visit of Alberts found her muttering and silly. Towards the end pain reasserted itself. Opium began to lose its mastery, and little stabs of agony showed themselves on her face, and a surprised ejaculation or two broke through her mutterings. Yet Fate was kind enough; Agathas life went out of her while she floated above a vast grey sea sombrely tinted with opium, while around her loomed up the immense beetling silhouettes of the battle squadrons, the grey, craggy citadels of Englands glory and hope. Their funnel smoke swirled round her, veiling the worried freckled face of the child of her sin, and she smiled happily. Mrs. Rodgers wept hysterically on Alberts shoulder.

For Mrs. Rodgers had gloried vicariously in Agathas illness. It was of the right savoury type to appeal to her. It was something to talk about with pride to her friends, with much whisperings of gory and distorted detail; it was a disease from which only women could suffer, and hence a source of immense interest. Orsepitals and operations and cancer of the womb  why, they provided her with precedence in conversation for months afterwards. She had, naturally, full charge of the funeral arrangements subsequently too, and that was unmixed delight. There was a hundred pounds in Agathas account at the bank, so that Mrs. Rodgers had no need whatever to skimp or scrape about it. Agatha could have a funeral worthy of the lady she was. She could have the best oak coffin, and a first-class earse, and eaps and eaps of flowers  Mrs. Rodgers bought two or three wreaths out of Agathas money, because of course Agatha had not known enough people for their contributions to make a good enough show  and two coaches. Mrs. Rodgers was able to ask all her intimate cronies too, and indulge in all the orgy of ghoulish formality for which her soul craved. Albert had to have a black suit, and a black tie, and black gloves  Mrs. Rodgers would have insisted on a black shirt too if there had been any shadow of precedent for it  and travel in the first coach as chief mourner along with Mrs. Rodgers and Mr. Dickens, the vicar, and two of Mrs. Rodgerss best friends. And there were mutes in plenty, in tall hats and frock-coats, walking with solemn, dignified sorrow beside the hearse. And when the business was over there was a real slap-up dinner at No. 37, with cold am and tongue and beef and trifle and port and sherry, with afterwards cup after cup of strong tea and delightful conversation around the fire with half a dozen women with their best party manners and black gowns. Quite one of the happiest and most satisfactory days in all Mrs. Rodgerss life. Albert went through it all in a walking nightmare, and afterwards remembered hardly anything about it.


CHAPTER IX
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THERE IS LITTLE enough need to lay emphasis on the next section of Albert Browns career. Aged fourteen and a half, he could not join the Navy (as he knew already) until he was fifteen and a quarter. Mrs. Rodgers fussed over him until even he, insensitive though he was, could hardly bear the sight of her. He said good-bye to his school with hardly a twinge of regret; he had early been impregnated with Agathas fatalistic tendencies and he could, even at fourteen, accept the inevitable without complaint. Totally without introspection and without much notice for the circumstances in which he found himself, he was never more than vaguely unhappy during the following nine months.

He had the sense to keep to himself his crystallized determination to join the Navy as soon as he was old enough  he never said very much at any time  and the school sympathetically found him an office boys position with a City firm. The only part of his life that he really hated was the bowler hat which convention compelled him to wear  even Albert could appreciate the hideous incongruity of a bowler hat on a fourteen-year-old head  and it was not until afterwards that he realized how much he detested everything connected with an office boys life. He left home (he called Mrs. Rodgerss house home still) at ten minutes to eight each morning, and he came back at half-past six each night. He travelled on a tram to Blackfriars from Camberwell Green and to Camberwell Green from Blackfriars. He swept out the front office, he filled ink-wells, he took messages (painfully learning his way about London in the process); he brought in cups of tea from the teashop next door (this was, of course, before the era of regular office teas); he copied letters; he was slightly initiated into the beginnings of book-keeping, he experienced the incredible boredom and occasional fierce spasms of work which everyone in an office experiences. And since ordinary diligence was habitual to him, and honesty was part of his mental content, and he had brains of a quite good average order, he was looked upon with approving eyes by the powers that were, and after six months his wages were raised from five shillings a week to seven and sixpence. This official recognition gave him no thrill of pride or pleasure; office life was a mere marking time before he took the tremendous stride towards the goal he not merely desired, but considered necessary and inevitable. The time came at length for him to take it.

When Albert Brown was fifteen years and three months old all but one week he approached the chief clerk and gave him the weeks notice which the law demanded. The chief clerk looked Albert up and down and whistled softly in surprise. He remembered painful experiences with other office boys, Alberts predecessors, who were one and all slack and unpunctual and dishonest and given to lying and who were intolerable nuisances to every one. He contemplated with dismay a renewal of these experiences and all the bothersome inconveniences of having to train another boy. He realized that stocktaking, the quarterly upheaval, was nearly due, and that Alberts absence would be really tiresome.

What in hell do you want to leave for? he demanded. Or are you just playing up for another rise?

Dont want a rise, said Albert. I only want to give notice.

Got another job, I suppose? said the chief clerk.

No, said Albert.

Well, you are a looney, decided the chief clerk. Youre getting on well here. In another six months  or any day, in fact  youll be junior clerk here. Look at me. I was junior clerk here, once. What in the name of Jesus do you want to give notice for? Had a fortune left you?

No, said Albert.

Well, what are you going to do, then?

Im going to join the Navy, said Albert.

Whe-e-e-ew, said the chief clerk; he was certain now that Albert was crazy.

The office entirely agreed with him. Only boys who were suffering from an overdose of penny dreadfuls would ever dream of leaving the sequestered calm of an office for the uncertain turbulence of a fighting service  and they would not do more than dream of it. As for acting upon the dream, throwing up a safe job for a trifling whim, that was sheer lunacy. The Junior Partner himself saw fit to emerge from his Olympian seclusion and to discuss the matter with this extraordinary office boy; there were almost tears in his eyes as he besought Albert to reconsider his decision; in the end he utterly broke down  broke down far enough, at any rate, to offer Albert yet another half-crown a week on to his princely salary if only he would stay on and not blast his career in this fashion. But even this mighty condescension and this magnificent temptation left Albert unmoved. He hardly noticed them, although the storm of incredulous astonishment his announcement raised (quite unexpectedly to him, for he considered it the most logical move possible to join the Navy at fifteen and a quarter) left him slightly bewildered. He persisted in giving notice. In the end the Junior Partner yielded. He patted Albert on the shoulder, and swallowed hard, and produced some second-hand platitudes about the Navy wish more people had as much interest in the Navy very healthy and natural for a boy to want to join Nelson England expects hope you do well, my boy. Then finally, and most extraordinary of all, he fished three half-crowns out of his pocket, gave them to Albert as his next weeks wages, and told him he could leave now and have a weeks holiday before taking the decisive step. For which ridiculous proceeding he was heartily cursed (privately) by the outer office, which he had heedlessly left office-boy-less, the while he earned no gratitude whatever from Albert, who did not find any joy in a week spent hanging disconsolately about unnecessarily exposed to the maudlin pleadings of Mrs. Rodgers, who wept profusely over him at every opportunity, and who took it for granted that entry into the Navy implied an immediate watery grave.

Authority at Whitehall, when Albert presented himself, received him with open arms. This was the kind of stuff they needed for the Navy  an orphan without a relation in the world, and no half-starved weakling either, but a sturdy, well-set-up young man of undoubted physique. Educated too; three years at a secondary school, nine months in a City office, with the very best of characters from both. Written characters were not much evidence with most of the stray candidates for admission to the Navy. Boys from good homes who joined at fifteen as a result of a vocation were either the best of material or woefully bad bargains, and Albert had all the earmarks of the good material. Alberts birth certificate (Agatha, fifteen years ago, had rendered herself, unknowingly, liable to imprisonment on account of a false declaration to the registrar) was duly inspected and passed. He had no legal guardian (Albert indignantly denied Mrs. Rodgerss claim to that position) and no next-of-kin. That was all quite uninteresting; the Navy of course did not know (neither did Albert) that Albert Brown was the only son of Captain Richard E. S. Saville-Samarez, C.B., M.V.O., nor that through his paternal grandmother he had two second cousins in the peerage.

Yet, however it was, Albert was a man of mark after six months at Shotley Barracks. His was not an original mind, Heaven knows, and he was not of distinguished personality. But a secondary school education which had gone as far as the beginnings of trigonometry and mechanics was not common at Shotley. And he was not an institution boy, nor was he the starveling scion of a poor family either. The institutions which supplied a great part of the young entry were admirable affairs for the most part. They fed and clothed and even taught the waifs who drifted into them quite adequately, but no institution can help being an institution. The boys who came from them all displayed, unavoidably, some signs of being machine made. Independence of thought or action, careless assumption of responsibility, spontaneous action  all these are, inevitably, foreign to the boy who has spent all his life in a regular routine under close adult supervision in narrow contact with hundreds of his fellows. Albert, on the other hand, had the natural self-containedness of the only child; he was accustomed to independent and solitary action; even those hated months in the City office had served their turn in broadening his mind and accustoming him to keeping his head in encounters with strangers. His memory was good even though his brains were not brilliant, and little of the hard-earned knowledge gained at school had faded out during his City life. The very elementary mathematics taught at Shotley were childs play to him even while they were stumbling blocks to his misty-minded fellows. The severely practical instruction in seamanship was a joy to his logical mind, and his fingers were deft in their work and powerful when strength was demanded. Alberts main competitors, in fact, were never the institution boys, but the sons of seamen  petty officers sons destined to follow in their fathers footsteps, dockyard artificers sons, and boys from coast towns, in all of whom the tradition of the sea was strongly imbued, and who had in most cases the same sort of advantage over Albert in seamanship as he had over them in theoretical work. But to most of these boys rules and regulations were a sad stumbling block. Breaches of discipline were unhappily habitual among them, thanks to their exuberant high spirits and independent intolerance of control. For them was the cane, the extra lesson, the awful terror of the Commanders wrath. Good young Albert, who found discipline merely a convenient means to an end, knew nothing of these frightful penalties. His record sheets remained unstained by the black blots they bore in their train. Alberts career moved logically and inexorably onwards through musketry and swimming and elementary gunnery and seamanship and drill, from second-class boyhood to first-class boyhood, from Shotley Barracks to H.M. Training Ship Ganges, until at last even first-class boyhood was left behind and he became a full-blown ordinary seaman in the newly commissioned third-class cruiser Charybdis, which left Portsmouth late in 1912 to continue the old tradition (sadly weakened by new strategical arrangements) of showing the Flag in Eastern waters and to maintain the very necessary policing of those rather disorderly shores.

Albert Brown was not, let it be repeated, of an imaginative or romantic turn of mind. It is doubtful if he experienced any of the conventional thoughts as England vanished from sight, or if emotion of any sort came to him. Quite likely he was feeling annoyed about the lower-deck crowding resulting from the fact that Charybdis was taking out drafts on board for other ships on Eastern stations; conceivably there passed through his mind some vague wonderings about promotion; but his last glimpse of England (the last of all his short life, as it turned out) meant nothing more to him. His intense love for his country, his delight and pride in her naval might, his glory in her past and his ambitions for her future, were real enough and solid enough; they were a living and essential part of him. But they found no voice. Brown had no use for words in relation to them, and they were too deep to raise any surface disturbance, any facile emotion. Brown turned stolidly to his duty the while the relentless thrust of Charybdis screws bore him away from the land for which he was ready to give his life.


CHAPTER X
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THE BEGINNING OF the war found Charybdis at Singapore. There was a buzz of joy throughout the lower deck; even among the ratings of the Navy the opinion had grown stronger and stronger that Germanys huge naval effort could only end in war between England and Germany, and for years now the English sailor had forgotten the centuries-old blood feud with France and had awaited with joyous expectation the North Sea clash, in anticipation of which he had been steadily withdrawn from the Mediterranean and the Pacific by the foresight of his supreme controllers, so that at the very time when Englands Navy was stronger than ever it had been there was a smaller English force than ever before in Eastern waters. And that summer night when the First Fleet, happily mobilized, went speeding northwards to its gloomy war station at Scapa, the preparative flashed by wireless and cable to the few scattered units which flew the White Ensign in the Pacific.

For there was cause for some anxiety there. Von Spee was lost in the vast expanse of the ocean; he had cannily cleared from Tsing-tao before ever the war clouds had grown over-ominous, and no one knew where he might appear or where he might strike. His armoured cruisers, Gneisenau and Scharnhorst, held the big gun records of the German fleet, and what that meant was all too clear to the minds of those who had gained an insight into the achievements of German naval gunnery. There were light cruisers with him too; whether others had joined him since his departure from Tsing-tao was not known for certain  Muller with the Emden and von Lutz with the Ziethen were free to attach themselves to him if they wished  but it was obvious enough that he had a fast-moving, hard-hitting squadron which any English fleet without battleships might without shame be chary of encountering. No one knew where he might appear; he could strike at the South American nitrate trade, at the Indian shipping, at the South African coast where were Boer rebels and German armies to welcome him; on the high seas there were fleets bearing Australian troops, New Zealand troops, Indian troops, English troops. If one such fleet were left unconvoyed he might encounter it and deal one of the most terrible blows given in war. At every point of danger there had to be stationed against him a squadron of strength superior to his own, and England was, as ever at the outbreak of war, woefully short of cruisers. The naval might of England had definitely asserted its superiority  the German merchant flag had vanished from the seas with the outbreak of war, and the German battle fleet had withdrawn in sullen impotence to the protection of its minefields  but here in the Pacific there was this one rebel, hopeless and desperate, who might yet strike a fierce blow or two before Fate overtook him.

That in the end Fate would overtake him there was no doubt whatever. With the Japanese declaration of war and siege of Tsing-tao he had no harbour left him. Coal could only be obtained with difficulty through German agents established here and there before the war. The myriad spare parts he would need would be unobtainable; the myriad small defects which would develop would be irremediable. His ships bottoms would grow foul, and there was no graving dock open to him. Sooner or later, whether or not he encountered an enemy, he would have to call the game lost and seek internment in some neutral port. But were he not hunted down and destroyed the material damage he might do would be enormous, and the damage to British prestige would be more serious still. Small wonder that the air was electric with messages flying back and forth summoning all the scattered Pacific units of the British fleet into rallying groups converging on the million square miles wherein he lay concealed.

The lower deck ratings of the Charybdis thought nothing of the task. They put a happy trust in their officers, who would bring a superior force against von Spee; and if they were not in superior force, then English grit and English gunnery would take no heed of odds and would carry the matter through just as at Trafalgar or the Nile. No man aboard Charybdis but would cheerfully and eagerly have accepted the chance to fight in that obsolescent cruiser against Scharnhorst or Gneisenau with their deadly 8-inch guns. They eagerly anticipated victory; it is only giving them their due to say further that they would have gone as willingly to certain defeat for the Navys sake. For the terrible superiority of the 5.9 over the almost obsolete Mark W. 4.7 they cared nothing. The lower-deck buzz was cheerful and vigorous, and the knowledge that the war-heads were being set in the torpedoes was sufficient compensation for the hateful fatigue of hurried coaling.

Leading Seaman Albert Brown (he had been Leading Seaman now for a fortnight after a bare year as Ordinary Seaman, and another as A.B.) had a more intimate knowledge of the facts and probabilities. He knew, as did the others, of the imminent hunt for von Spee, but he had a clearer appreciation of the difficulties. The Charybdis could not hope to fight successfully any one of the majority of von Spees squadron, and she had hardly speed sufficient to escape danger. Scharnhorst or Gneisenau, those big armoured cruisers, would blow her out of the water instantly. Ziethen, an earlier and smaller armoured cruiser, would have hardly more difficulty. Brown even foresaw serious danger in an encounter with a light cruiser, with Emden or Dresden, with their smaller but more modern and dangerous guns. But Brown had the better kind of courage; he could foresee danger and not flinch, not even inwardly. If death came to him  well, he died, and that was the end of speculation. If not  war-time and an expanding Navy meant promotion. He was Leading Seaman now, though barely twenty. The commission he hardly dared to think about seemed at last a faint possibility instead of an incredible possibility. Brown knew that it was the first step in promotion which was the hardest to come by.

So Charybdis left Singapore hurriedly and drove eastward, obedient to the flickering wireless, into the wide-spread deserts of the Pacific. This was the very earliest beginning of the war, before Japan had turned against Germany and sent her army to Kiao-chau, and her navy in a wide sweep south-eastwards after von Spee. Charybdis took her course across the China Sea; she nosed her way through the Carolines, exploring that straggling group of flat, miserable islands, and from the Carolines she threaded her way through dangerous seas on to the Marshalls. On the opposite side of the world an anxious Admiralty awaited her reports, for the Carolines and Marshalls were German possessions, and there, if anywhere, would von Spee be found. But a thousand miles of sea leaves much room in which a small squadron can be lost, and Charybdis missed contact with von Spee by the barest margin of twenty-four hours. Charybdis negative reports, relayed round the world, came in to puzzle the naval staff more than ever. They were at a loss to think where von Spee could have hidden himself. The Australian navy was on its guard to the southward; the Japanese fleet was sweeping down from the north; a concentration was gradually taking shape at the Falklands. There was a loosely-knit combination forming against von Spee, but there was room enough for him to slip through if he cared to. Reports were instantly to hand that Muller, in Emden, had indeed slipped through; she was at large in the Indian Ocean, ravaging the rich merchant shipping, capturing and sinking and destroying. She had stolen in disguise within range of Madras, and had shelled the invaluable oil tanks there. But her movements were no indication of von Spees whereabouts, for he had clearly detached her and moved in some new direction himself  perhaps right across the Pacific. Contact with him must be made. He might even pass the Panama Canal and appear in the West Indies, and break across the Atlantic in a desperate effort to reach home. The wireless orders summoned Charybdis farther yet across the Pacific, south again to the Line to a secret coaling station and onwards towards Panama, with every nerve strained awaiting the look-outs report that von Spee was in sight  a signal to set the wireless transmission crackling, proclaiming his presence to all the world, the while the helm brought the ship round in desperate flight from those deadly 8-inch guns.

Blind chance  the chance that had ordained von Spee should evade Charybdis in the Marshalls, and which sent him to his death at the Falklands  directed that here, in the most desolate waters of the world, cruiser should meet cruiser. Von Spee, striking across to the South American coast, had detached Ziethen (Captain von Lutz) with orders to steer for Australasian waters. Ziethen, with her large displacement, her ten 6-inch guns and thick armour, would be a match for any of the British light cruisers; against her the British would have to scatter broadcast armoured cruisers, and that implied an absence of defence against the blow he meditated against the Falklands. Ziethen, being in no way homogeneous with his own squadron, could be well spared. So Ziethen was detached, and a thousand miles from land she encountered Charybdis.

Charybdis saw a smudge of smoke on the horizon. Charybdis steered towards it. Soon Ziethens three tall funnels could be descried. The Captain of Charybdis peered anxiously through his glasses. He ran through his memory to pick out which remembered silhouette was hers.

Thats Ziethen, said Captain Holt. Now where are the others?

For a few minutes both ships held on slightly divergent courses, each anxious to ascertain whether the other was in the company of others. But no other smoke clouds showed upon the horizon. They were alone upon a waste of water.

Fight or run? said the Captain to himself, knowing the answer as he said it.

Run? He must not run. It was his duty to shadow Ziethen if he could not fight her, keep her under observation by virtue of his half-knot superiority in speed until someone came up who could fight her. But shadow a ship of superior force over two thousand miles of dangerous sea with only such a tiny additional speed? The odds would be a hundred to one that he would lose her  and his professional reputation along with her. Leading Seaman Albert Brown, gunlayer of No. 2 4.7 gun, at his action station, paralleled his Captains thoughts as they occurred. He must fight then  old 4.7s against new 5.9s, four thousand tons against eight thousand. Luck might aid him; a sea fight is always a chancy business. At the worst he might do Ziethen some serious damage before Charybdis sank, and the Ziethen seriously damaged meant the Ziethen rendered useless, for she had no place where she might effect repairs.

Action stations had gone long ago; steam was being raised in all boilers; the propellers were beating a faster rhythm as both ships tried to work up to full speed, swinging round each other in the momentary sparring before rushing in to grapple. The Captain put the glasses to his eyes again, and while he did so, casually, as befitted an Englishman at a mighty crisis, he spoke to the man at the wheel. Round went the wheel, and Charybdis heeled as she swung round sharply under maximum helm at high speed. The Captain was making the most of his chances, closing the range as rapidly as possible to avoid as much as he could being hit without being able to hit back. Even as Charybdis came round the wireless signalman was sending out, over and over again, the message telling of the encounter, giving latitude and longitude, trying to inform the expectant British fleet where Ziethen was to be found. And while he did so Ziethens operator was jamming hard. No message could hope to get through that tangled confusion, especially over a distance of thousands of miles, in the unkindly ether of the Pacific.

But Ziethen was ready for Charybdis manoeuvre. Well did Captain Lutz appreciate the superiority of the 6-inch over the 4.7. He put his helm over too, and Ziethen came round until the courses of the two ships were almost parallel, and, as Charybdis turned further, he continued his turn until it almost seemed as if he were running away. It was a pretty sight, those two great ships wheeling round each other on the blue, blue Pacific with a blue sky over them and peace all about them. Only the spread smudges from the heavily smoking funnels marred the picture.

Out of range still, curse them! groaned the Gunnery Lieutenant, hearkening to the monotonous chant of the range-taking petty officer.

A sudden little haze became apparent round Ziethen, and almost simultaneously a group of tall pillars of water shot up suddenly from the surface of the sea two hundred yards from Charybdis bow. The Gunnery Lieutenant started in surprise. Practice as good as this was more than he expected. Charybdis heeled again under pressure of helm in her effort to close. The tall fountains of water shot up again, this time only a hundred yards from the quarter; some of the water splashed on to Charybdis deck. The thunder of Ziethens guns did not reach her until half a dozen seconds later.

Bracketed, by God! said the Gunnery Lieutenant, and then, in surprised admiration of a worthy opponent, Good shooting! Dam good shooting!

Charybdis turned sharply to disconcert the German range-takers, but the next salvo pitched close alongside, flooding the decks with water. Down below, below the level of the water, under the protective deck, the stokers were labouring like lunatics to supply the steam which was being demanded so insistently; but Ziethens stokers were labouring too, and proof of their efforts was displayed in the huge volumes of smoke pouring from her funnels. Victory might well incline to the ship which first reached her maximum speed; speed would enable Charybdis to close, or enable Ziethen to keep away and continue to blast her enemy with salvoes to which no reply was possible. Once only did the Gunnery Lieutenant see his beloved guns in action; once only. They fired at extreme range, on the upward roll, but it was a vain hope. The Gunnery Lieutenant groaned his bitter disappointment  the more bitter because the hope had been so frail  when he saw the tall columns of water leap half a mile on the hither side of the enemy. But the anguish of the Gunnery Lieutenants soul ended with his groan, for Ziethens next salvo, flickering down from the blue, came crashing fair and deadly upon the Charybdis deck; five 6-inch shells falling together. They blew the Gunnery Lieutenant into bloody and unrecognizable rags; they dashed to pieces the range-taking petty officer and his instrument; they wiped out the crew of No. 4 gun; they left the superstructure riddled and the funnels tottering; they started a blaze of fire here, there and everywhere, so that the Executive Officer and his hose-party, choking in the smoke, could not cope with one-half of the work before them. Nor was that one salvo all. Salvo followed salvo, with barely half a minute between them. The pitiless shells rained down upon the wretched ship, smashing and rending and destroying. The Ziethens gunners were toiling with the disciplined rapidity resulting from years of gun drill, heaving up the heavy hundred-pound shells and thrusting them home with a trained convulsive effort, training, firing, reloading, not even, thanks to their solid discipline, sparing a moment to view the ruin they were causing. Charybdis reeled beneath the blows; smoke poured from her in increasing volume, but her vitals, her motive power, were down below her protective deck, and she could still grind through the water with undiminished speed. The Captain was down and dying, torn open by a splinter, and it was the Commander who gave the orders now; dead men lay round the guns, and the stewards were bearing many wounded down below to where the Surgeon laboured in semi-darkness; but scratch crews manned the guns, which flamed and thundered at hopelessly long range. Yet fierce resolution, half a knot more speed and a slightly converging course all did their work. The high-tossed pillars of water crept nearer to Ziethen, and soon a shrill cheer from a gun-layer, cutting through the insane din, greeted Charybdis first hit. There were dead Germans now upon Ziethens deck.

But Charybdis was a dying ship, even though the thrust of her screws still drove her madly through the water. Her side was torn open; she would have been wrapped in flame were it not that the shells pitching close alongside sometimes threw tons of water on board and extinguished some of the fire. The merciless shells had riven and wrenched her frail upper works until the dead there outnumbered the living. Her guns still spoke spasmodically through the smoke; the White Ensign still flew overhead, challenging the interloping Black Cross on a white ground which flaunted itself from Ziethen. When the oldest navy met the newest, pride left no room for surrender; barbaric victory or barbaric death were the only chances open to the iron men in their iron ships. Feebly spoke Charybdis guns, and for every single shell which was flung at Ziethen a full salvo came winging back, five shells at a time, directed by an uninjured central control, with the range known to a yard. Even as Charybdis made her last hit her death was in the air. It smote her hard upon her injured side; it reached and detonated the starboard magazine so that a crashing explosion tore the ship across. The hungry sea boiled in; the stokers and the artificers and the engineers whom the explosion had not killed died in their scores as the water trapped them below decks. Even as the boilers exploded, even as the ship drove madly below the surface, Ziethens last salvo smote her and burst amid the chaos caused by its predecessors. In thirty seconds Charybdis had passed from a living thing to a dead, from a fighting ship to a twisted tangle of iron falling through the sunlit upper waters of the Pacific down into the freezing darkness of the unfathomed bottom. Above her the circling whirlpools lived their scanty minute amid the vast bubbles which came boiling up to the surface; a smear of oil and coal dust marred the azure beauty of the Pacific, and at its centre floated a little gathering of wreckage, human and inhuman, living and dead  nearly all dead.


CHAPTER XI

[image: img62.jpg]

THE RECORD OF Browns doings while Charybdis fought Ziethen is not material to this history. He was only a part of a whole, and whatever he did the credit belongs not to him, but to the Navy, the tremendous institution which had trained him and disciplined him. If in the last few desperate moments he fought his gun without superior direction, that was because handling a 4.7 under all conditions had been grained into his nature; the credit should rather go to the whiskered admirals of an earlier epoch who had laid down the instructions for gun drill. Brown was a brave man, and he did not flinch from his post, but many men less brave than he would have done the same had they been parts of the same whole. It was the Navy of the unrivalled past which gained glory from the defeat of this, an inconsiderable fraction of itself, just as that same Navy must bear the blame, if blame there is. That is as it should be, but at the same time the argument hands over to Brown all the glory and honour for what he did on Resolution, and to Brown as an individual must be given the credit for the eventual destruction of Ziethen. For he acted on Resolution without orders, on his own keen initiative, under conditions where neither discipline nor training could help him.

That was all still in the future, however, and not one of the German boats crew which picked him up as they pulled through the scattered wreckage knew that they would soon meet their deaths through the agency of this shaken fragment of humanity. Very thoroughly did the boats crew search, rowing hither and yon over the oil-streaked water, but they found little. There were two dead men  one of them so shattered that he hardly appeared human  two or three wounded, and one merely half-stunned; this last was a stoutly-built fellow of medium height, very freckled, with hard grey eyes and light-brown hair, inclined to be as rebellious as was possible within the narrow limits of its close crop. He was very badly shaken, having been blown from the deck to the water when the magazine exploded, and he was hardly conscious of holding on to a stray rolled hammock which came to the surface providentially near him when Charybdis sank. He lay limp in the bottom of the boat as it rowed back to Ziethen, and he had to be assisted to the ships deck.

All he wanted at that time was to allow his weakness to overcome him, to fall to the deck and sleep heavily, but the exigencies of war would not allow him that luxury. He was the only one of the three survivors of Charybdis who was even half conscious, and Captain Lutz, bearing on his shoulders the responsibility for Ziethen and her hundreds of men, must know at once how Charybdis came to be where she was; whether she had consorts near who could have heard her wireless, whether the meeting was intentional or accidental  everything, in fact, which would enable him to spin out his little hour in being. They did not treat Brown unkindly; they dried him and gave him spirits and wrapped him in a comfortable woollen nightshirt and allowed him to sit in a chair in the dispensary beside the sick-bay while he was being questioned.

Brown rolled dazed eyes over his questioners as he sat huddled in his chair. The bearded officer with the four rings of gold lace must be Ziethens captain, he knew; the young officer was a sub-lieutenant; the shirt-sleeved man was the Surgeon (who had been doing gory work on the half-dozen wounded Charybdis shells had injured), and the naval rating in the background was the sick-bay steward.

Fierce and keen were the Captains questions, uttered in a guttural and toneless English; occasionally the Captain would turn and speak explosively in German to the Sub-Lieutenant, who in turn would address Brown in an English far purer and without a trace of accent. Brown made halting replies, his eyelids drooping with weariness. He told of Charybdis slow progress through the Carolines and Marshalls, and steady course eastwards across the Pacific. No, he did not know of any other English ship near. He had heard nothing of any concentration against the German squadron. It was at this point that the Captain called upon the Sub-Lieutenant to interpret, and the Sub-Lieutenant duly informed Brown in passionless tones that a prisoner who made false statements was guilty of espionage, and as such was liable to be shot, and undoubtedly in this instance would be shot.

Yes, said Brown.

Was Charybdis expecting to encounter Ziethen?

I dont know, said Brown.

What was her course and destination at the time of meeting?

I dont know, said Brown.

Now, did he want to be well treated while he was on board?

Yes, said Brown.

Then let him answer their questions sensibly. Whither was Charybdis bound?

I dont know, said Brown, and at this point the medical officer intervened, and Captain Lutz left him testily. Brown had been speaking the truth when he said he did not know; but he had a very shrewd idea all the same, and had he told Captain Lutz of his suspicions he might have relieved that officer of a great burden of worry. But that was no way Browns business  on the contrary. Captain Lutzs ill-timed threat had reminded him of the fact at the very moment when, in his half-dazed condition, he was likely in reply to kindly questioning to have told all he knew or thought.

The Surgeon spoke to the sick-bay steward, who summoned a colleague, and between them they tucked Brown into a cot in the sick-bay, put a hot bottle at his feet (shock had left him cold and weak) and allowed him to fall away into that deep, intense sleep for which his every fibre seemed to be clamouring. And while Brown slept Ziethen came round on her heel and headed back eastwards.

For Charybdis had not gone to the bottom quite without exacting some compensation. One of her 4.7-inch shells had struck Ziethen fair and true a foot above the waterline, and a yard forward of the limits of her armour belt. There the shell had burst, smashing a great hole through which the sea raced in such a volume that the pumps were hard put to it to keep the water from gaining until, after the battle, a sweating work party had got a collision mat over the hole, while inside the stokers cleared the bunker, into which the hole opened, of the coal which interfered with the work of the pumps. Examination of the damage showed it to be extensive. Nowhere else on all the side of the ship could a shell of that calibre have been put to better use. The forward armour plate, starboard side, was slightly buckled and loose on its rivets; there was a hole in the skin ten feet across, one-third of it below water, and, worst of all, the bulkhead and watertight door between the injured compartment and the next (the boiler compartment, and largest of all) were involved in the damage as well. The ship was actually in danger; in smooth water she had nothing to fear, but, given a Pacific gale and Pacific rollers, the collision mat inevitably torn off, and the pumps choked with coal-dust, two compartments might fill and Ziethen would go to join Charybdis on the bottom.

Clearly it meant the postponement of Ziethens projected raid. The New Zealand meat ships and the Australian convoys would be left in peace for the time. No captain would risk his ship on a long voyage in such a condition, least of all the captain of a German warship with no friends within five thousand miles, with the constant possibility of a battle at any moment, and the certainty of one sooner or later. Ziethen must find a harbour, a haven of some sort, where she could rest while her shattered hull was being patched, and that without delay. A neutral port would mean almost certain internment, the most ignominious ending possible to a voyage; or if by any miracle she was not interned, her presence would be broadcast far and wide, and on her exit from neutral waters she would find awaiting her an overwhelming force of the enemy. So that ports with docks and stores and necessaries were barred to her. She must find somewhere a deserted piece of land from which news would not spread, where she would be able to find shelter while her own artificers forged and fixed new plates, and where it was unlikely that enemy warships would find her or inquisitive Government officials complain of breaches of neutrality. In the Pacific there was more than one such haven, but the nearest was far superior to all others; Captain Lutz knew the answer to the question he set himself before even he had found it by consultation of charts and sailing directions. Resolution Island, that last, most northerly outlier of the Galapagos Archipelago, would suit him best of all. So Ziethen set her course for Resolution Island, a thousand miles away, her pumps at work, while a relay of sweating artificers down in the Stygian depths of her toiled to keep them clear. Brown slept the heavy, exhausting sleep of profound shock the while Ziethens propellers beat their monotonous rhythm, driving her onwards to where Browns fate awaited him.

He slept all the rest of the day and most of the night. And though he had the sailors habit of sound sleep and the readiness of sleep of the strong-minded, towards morning he was wakened more than once by a painful, unexplainable noise, a bubbling howl which in his sleepy condition appeared to him to be neither human nor connected with the ship. It died away each time, however, and he slept again, but in the morning, when he was fully awake, he heard it again. It seemed to come from the other side of the bulkhead, and he could not explain it to himself. He looked about him; he was alone, although there was another empty cot in the cabin. The interior was a cool white, and a whirling electric fan helped out the portholes in their business of ventilation, but the air which came in hardly seemed to cool the cabin. For Ziethen was almost on the Equator, and iron decks and iron bulkheads mean a sweltering heat under a vertical sun. The heat was dry and redolent of hot metal, but Brown was used to it; two years on the lower deck in the tropics had made such a state of affairs almost normal to him.

Brown had not much time to think before the sick-bay steward he remembered from yesterday entered the cabin. His jolly German face creased into a smile as he saw Brown normal and conscious again. He put a thermometer into Browns mouth, and smiled again as he read it and noted the result on the chart at the head of the cot. He spoke to him amicably, and grinned as he realized that Brown did not understand a word he said. He made Brown comfortable as dexterously as a nurse might, twitched the blankets into place and smoothed the bedclothes and waddled away with a friendly look over his shoulder. Ten minutes later he returned with the Surgeon.

Bedder, eh? said that officer with a glance at the chart. Automatically he took Browns wrist and produced his watch simultaneously, felt his pulse and nodded.

Any bain any blace? he asked.

No, sir, said Brown.

Feeling all right, eh?

Yes, sir.

You can haf breagfast, den.

The Surgeon spoke to the steward, who vanished and returned almost at once. He brought good grey bread and tinned butter, and coffee which was not as good as either; but Brown relished it all. As the Surgeon retired the steward brought him a bundle of clothes  shirt and jumper and loose trousers, and socks and shoes; they were the white duck uniform of a German sailor, and Brown put them on, a little troubled by the minor differences between it and the English naval uniform  the collar, for example, had to be buttoned awkwardly inside  but the general fit was not too bad. The plump steward still grinned in elephantine friendliness.

The rest of the morning passed. The Commander, cold-eyed and detached, came in on a round of inspection, ran his eye over him and went his way without a word. Then he was led once more into the presence of the Captain and searchingly questioned. Brown did his best not to give information; he fell back when hard-pressed upon a stolid, brainless stupidity, and the most penetrating questions rattled harmlessly from his I dont knows. And since it was extremely probable that a mere leading seaman from an isolated cruiser should know nothing, the Captain in the end dropped the inquisition. And, after all, it is doubtful if anything Brown could have told him would have added to Captain von Lutzs information. The Captain was about to dismiss him when the Sub-Lieutenant interposed with a respectful question. The Captain thought for a moment, exchanged a few sentences with the Sub-Lieutenant, and uttered his verdict. It was verdict settling Browns fate  and the fate of Ziethen too, but no one was to know that.

Brown heard of the decision on his return to the sick-bay.

You are to helb here, said the Surgeon to him.

Brown could only stare without understanding, and the Surgeon (with enormous condescension on the part of an officer towards a man in ordinary seamans uniform) explained in a fatherly manner.

What are we to do wit you on board here? he asked. Pud you in prison? Prison is not good in the dropigs. You gan ztay and helb nurse your vrients. You will not run away, we know.

And he laughed throatily; Brown did not realize how exceedingly condescending it was on the part even of a non-combatant German officer to crack a joke with a seaman.

It was thus that Brown learned the explanation of the groaning noise of the night before. The plump steward led him into the adjoining ward of the sick-bay. There on two cots lay two wrecks of men. One had his head half swathed in bandages, through which once more a red stain was beginning to show. He lay on his back in the cot with his fingers writhing, and through a shapeless hole in the bandages over his mouth there came a continued low, bubbling groan  low now, but clearly likely to rise at any moment to that higher penetrating pitch Brown remembered so well. Half a forehead and one eye remained uncovered to show Brown that beneath the bandages lay what had once been the homely, friendly features of Ginger Harris, a messmate of his and a bosom friend of two years standing. There was no hint of recognition in that one eye of Gingers when it opened; all Gingers thoughts were at present concentrated upon himself. Later, when Brown saw what was beneath the bandages, he was not surprised.

The second cot was occupied by a leading signalman whom Brown did not know at all well, and he hardly recognized him because of the marble-like pallor which had overspread his face; he was so thin and so exceedingly pale  even his lips were white  that he was more like a soulless visitor from another world as he lay motionless in the cot. Brown wondered what was the injury from which he was suffering, and looked inquiringly at the fat steward. The latter soon enlightened him; he indicated a bulge beneath the bedclothes, whirled his arms round like a windmill, said Sh-sh, and tapped his leg. Brown gasped his meaning; the leading signalman had come within reach of one of Charybdis gigantic propellers as she sank and had lost his leg. Perhaps he had been lucky in that the whirling blades had not cut him to mincemeat instead of merely hacking off a limb, but Brown realized that there could be two opinions about that.

So that he and these two wrecks were the sole survivors of the four hundred and odd men who had constituted the crew of Charybdis. Four hundred dead men were drifting in the middle depths of the Pacific, a prey for the shark and the squid. It had been a vain, frantic sacrifice, part of the price the Navy must pay for the glory of keeping the bellies of an unthinking population charged with their accustomed meat and bread. Brown could picture, back in England, the arrival of the news of the loss of Charybdis with all hands. The tea-parties would say, Dear me, how sad! and go on talking about cancer of the womb; and the business offices would say, Mismanagement somewhere, of course, and revert to the Cesarewitch or the delinquencies of office boys. Brown had no illusions about that. He knew how little the people for whom he was fighting appreciated his services and those of his fellows. They might inflate themselves with pride over having the largest Navy in the world, and sing little songs about Britannia, the Pride of the Ocean, and stand a bluejacket a drink, and the better read might talk hazily about the command of the sea; but of the irresistible strength of sea power, of the profundity of study and research and self-sacrifice necessary to employ it  or of what lay beneath Ginger Harriss bandages  they knew nothing. Browns upper lip rose a little, and his blunt chin came forward at the same time. None of that affected his determination to do his duty; his duty to the Navy to himself and (although he would not think of it in those words) to the memory of his mother. He would help feed the babbling mob of civilians, if he could, but not for the civilians sake.

Later he found himself jeering bitterly at himself for his highfalutin determinations. He was a prisoner in the hands of the enemy, and helpless. He could think of no means to hold back Ziethen from her mission of destruction. As soon as her side was repaired she would go off capturing and sinking British ships, just as Emden was doing. Five million pounds was a small estimate of the cost of her probable sinkings. And he would be forced to witness them  or else, with contemptuous carelessness, he might be put on board a neutral vessel to find his way home while Ziethen continued her career. There was nothing he could do. He knew too much about the internal discipline of a ship to hope to disable the engines or bring off any other boys adventure book coup, although it must be admitted that he tried to think of some scheme to achieve some such end. Helplessness and despair and loneliness combined to force him into frightful despondency  the utter black misery of the twenty-year-old  during the three days that Ziethen was ploughing her crippled way to Resolution.


CHAPTER XII
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THE GALAPAGOS ARCHIPELAGO is a group of volcanic islands, bisected by the Equator, seven hundred miles from the American coast. They support no inhabitants  mainly because they have little water  and they are sufficiently distant from the ordinary trade routes (at least until the opening of the Panama Canal) to have remained comparatively unvisited. Their flora and fauna have followed their own lines of evolution without interference from the mainland, so that they boast their own special species of insects and reptiles and cacti. The monstrous Galapagos tortoises gave the Archipelago its collective name, but the individual islands were christened by the Englishmen who called there on sundry occasions  Albemarle, Indefatigable, Chatham, Barrington, Resolution and the rest are all reminiscent of ships or admirals or statesmen. Hither came Woodes, Rogers and Dampier, privateering, and Anson with King Georges commission. The Pacific whalers  Hermann Melville among them  called to stock their ships with tortoises. H.M.S. Beagle came here a hundred years ago with a young naturalist of an inquiring turn of mind on board, by name Charles Darwin, who was so struck by the evidences of evolution among the living creatures there that his thoughts were directed to the consideration of the Origin of Species by Natural Selection.

Resolution Island is the loneliest and least visited of them all. Once it was a volcanic crater, but it has been extinct for a thousand years or more, and the Pacific has broken in at one point so that in shape it is an incomplete ring of towering cliffs surrounding a central lagoon half a mile across. The entrance gives twenty fathoms of water; the centre of the lagoon is of unplumbed depth. The cliffs themselves (the ring is nowhere more than a quarter of a mile thick) are of lava in huge tumbled jagged blocks with edges like knives, the lower slopes covered thinly with spiky cactus, the upper slopes a naked tangle of rock. The extreme highest ridge, however, where the wind had full play, has been somewhat weathered down, so that the lava edges have been blunted, and are disguised, by a layer of smaller pumice.

One glimpse of that central lagoon convinced Captain von Lutz that here indeed was the haven he desired. It was a land-locked harbour which would give shelter in any wind that blew, and already in his minds eye he could see Ziethens side repaired and the ship herself free to traverse the Pacific and wreak confusion and destruction among the helpless British mercantile marine. Cautiously he made his entrance, for the sailing directions are excessively vague regarding Resolution. He sent a picket boat on ahead, and followed her cautiously, sounding as he went. Ziethen breasted gallantly the race of the tide through the gap (for at the ebb the piled-up water in the lagoon comes surging out through the narrow exit like a mill-race) made her way through with the naked cliffs close on either hand and emerged safely into the lagoon. As she entered the stifling heat of the place closed in upon her with crushing force, for the cliffs cut off the wind and the sun beats down all day upon their sloping surfaces and is pitilessly reflected inwards to a central focus. But heat must be endured; cautiously and very, very slowly Ziethen swung sideways. An anchor roared from her hawsehole and took grip of the bottom away from the vast depths of the central throat of the old crater. Tide and propellers and rudder were balanced against each other while another anchor was got away from the stern, and soon Ziethen was riding safely and comfortably in the heart of Resolution. It was a sound piece of seamanship, which Brown thoroughly appreciated, despite the fact that his view of the proceedings was limited to what he could see from portholes.

And as soon as mooring was completed, Ziethens crew sprang into furious action. Alone on a sea where every mans hand was against them, it was dangerous to linger within sight of land however deserted. The work must be done at once, so that Ziethen could emerge from her concealment, with sea room to fight if necessary, and her injured side healed, so that she could fight or run or capture as occasion dictated. The stokers were set to work clearing the starboard bunkers as far as might be and transferring their contents to the port side. The Gunnery Lieutenant supervised the activity of a party which laboured to empty the starboard magazines and fill the port ones. Even the starboard battery twelve-pounders were unshipped, with infinite labour, and taken across, and the central guns were trained out to port. For a modern ship in fighting trim is not so easy to careen as were the tiny wooden ships of the buccaneers. To expose a foot of the ships bottom necessitates the transference of hundreds of tons of weight  and even that is a dangerous and chancy matter in a ship whose sides are plastered with armour plate. Small wonder that Ziethen needed the shelter of Resolution for the business.

All this dawned upon Brown as he looked round him during the dog watches that evening when he was allowed upon deck under the friendly chaperonage of the fat steward. He looked up at the towering cliffs, and felt the increasing heel of the deck. If those cliffs were in the possession of an enemy with a gun  a six-inch  a twelve-pounder even! Ziethen, heavily listed, would be helpless. Her decks could be swept, the repairing party overside could be wiped out, and the mending of the side could be postponed indefinitely, until either the ship was sunk or she remedied her list again and cleared off in disgust to some new refuge; and refuges as good as Resolution were necessarily few. He scanned the desolate cliff again, warily. They were barely more than a quarter of a mile away at any point, within easy rifle-shot, in fact. Rifle-shot! An idea sprang into pulsing life in Browns brain, and the blood surged hot beneath his skin. He turned away from the fat steward lest he should betray his sudden agitation. But again and again he peered up at the cliffs, turning over in his mind the details of his plan, searching for flaws in it and debating consequences. He could find no flaws; he could foresee possibly profound consequences.

Back in the sick-bay, alone, waiting to hear the feeble cry of the Leading Signalman or the renewed sound of Ginger Harriss agony, he plunged more seriously into his plans. If he could delay Ziethens repairs for a time, or if (as he hardly hoped) he could drive her away unrepaired, he would have achieved much. Somewhere, of course, British ships were seeking her out, and the longer she could be kept in one spot the more chance they would have of finding her. The news of the sinking of Charybdis must have brought many ships hot upon the trail. (Brown did not know that Charybdis wireless messages never got through, and the loss of Charybdis was at long last ascribed to internal causes, the same as accounted for Bulwark and other ships.) To hold Ziethen helpless for a few days might well settle the matter. It might cost him his life, but that was a price he expected to pay. Nelson and Blake and Drake had given their lives in other wars. And although a slight tremor ran through him at the thought of dying  death comes hard at twenty  it did not affect his determination at all, or weigh in the balance of his plans. Agatha Browns influence was bearing its fruit, and perhaps his heritage on the male side from a long line of fighting naval ancestors had something to say in the matter too.

Browns escape from Ziethen was absurdly simple. This of course was largely because he was not expected to want to escape  who on earth would desire to be marooned on a barren and waterless island?  and partly because at first sight it seemed as if his escape would be a relief for Ziethen. Prisoners of war are out of place on a raiding cruiser; to hold them safely means treating them harshly, and no one on board had the least desire to treat Brown harshly. Yet he was definitely in the way where he was, save for the fact that he was of some slight assistance in the nursing of the two English wounded men. He was a bit of grit in the machinery of Ziethen  slight, but noticeable.

Now at the foot of the gangway outside the sick-bay stood an arms rack. In the rack stood twelve rifles, and above them hung twelve sets of equipment. For Ziethen was a raiding cruiser, and must be ready at a moments notice to send away an armed boarding or landing party. The rifles and equipment stood ready for the use of one of the boats crews. Brown had noted them casually more than once, but now he opened the door and stole out gently to examine them more closely. The rifles were heavily greased, as was necessary in the tropics. The equipments were in marching order, ready for instant use. He felt the pouches; they were full  sixty rounds per set. The leather pouches at the back of each belt contained two heavy packages  a days emergency ration in each. The water-bottles were empty, however. Brown removed two, tiptoed back and filled them, and drove the corks well home. Inside the door he listened carefully, heard no one coming, and slipped out again. He replaced one water-bottle in its sling and buckled the other to the belt of the same set of equipment. He emptied the pouches of another set and filled his pockets with the ammunition. He put another days rations into the pouch of the set he proposed taking with him, and his preparations were complete. If, with two days food and water and one hundred and twenty rounds, he could not keep Ziethen thoroughly annoyed for a week he would be very surprised.

But to be ready to depart was one thing; to transfer himself and his captures to the mainland of Resolution was quite another. Brown realized how easily his plan might fail at this point, and how discovery would mean an ignominious marching off to the punishment cells and the end of all his hopes. That was a risk that had to be faced, however. He had weighed the chances and had decided he might perhaps succeed. All that was necessary, in fact, was a cool head and moderate good fortune. It would be a distortion of English to say that Brown had a cool head; at the moment he was a mere incarnation of duty, selfless and unselfish and impersonal, so that coolness of head had nothing to do with his condition. He was a fighting machine, and as little likely to become flustered as any other machine.

Outside it was tropically dark; the young moon had not quite cleared the highest ridge of Resolution, to light the lagoon and the ship within. Brown lifted the full set of equipment, put it over his shoulders, and buckled it about him. He took a rifle, slung it on one shoulder, and stole up the gangway. In five seconds he was crouched beneath the the port side boat swung in its davits, unobserved by the watch, by the armed sentry, or by any casual wanderers. With noiseless unfumbling rapidity he set about his preparations for the next step.

With his knife he cut the lashings of the boat cover, reached inside and pulled out, after a small search, two of the lifebelts which were there in readiness. One of them he bound about his rifle as tightly as he could; it would be a sorry fiasco if the weapon were to sink and he were to arrive on Resolution safe but unarmed. The other he bound about him. Then he fished out one of the boats lines and dropped the end very, very quietly overside. Slinging his rifle again, he gripped the rope and lowered himself down. He was hampered by the bulkiness of the lifebelt and the mass of his equipment, but patience and brute strength saved him from swinging with a crash against the steel side of the ship; he went down foot by foot, cautiously. At last he felt the sea at his ankles, and by the time he had reached the end of the rope it was at his waist. He let himself fall the rest of the way, sinking until the water closed over his head in his effort to avoid a splash before the lifebelt brought him to the surface again. The rest was easy. Lying as much on his back as the lifebelt would allow, and clinging like grim death to his rifle, he struck out gently with his feet along the ships side; the water was as warm as milk. Heading steadily and patiently past Ziethens stern he moved away by almost imperceptible degrees. It was half an hour before his slow, powerful strokes bore him to the side of the lagoon, and he had to swim along the side for another ten minutes before he could discover, in the faint light of the rising moon, a bit of beach which shelved sufficiently to allow him to clamber up. There he unfastened the lifebelts and dropped them in a cactus clump, and hitching his equipment more firmly round his wet body he set his face in the darkness towards the steep, horribly tangled slope before him.

Brown knew nothing of the Galapagos Islands  truth to tell, he did not know that he was on one of them  and he was hardly expecting the appalling effort which the climb demanded. The island was only a mass of lava blocks welded together, overgrown with cactus; to make a yards progress involved hauling oneself up a six-foot block guarded with razor edges, tearing through spiky cactus at the same time. In a very short time his hands and feet were raw, his clothes were in rags, blood was running from his scratches, and he was streaming with sweat in consequence of his violent exertion in that stifling atmosphere. After fifty yards of progress body and mind were numb with fatigue, but he still toiled on, the perfect fighting machine with duty as its motive power. One stray thought came through his dull mind and cheered him during that desperate struggle; that was that if his progress was so slow that of a landing party would be equally so, and with his rifle in a point of vantage he would be able to hold any number of men back. So, fumbling forward, gasping with fatigue, finding handhold and foothold in the dark, heaving himself up with gigantic efforts, occasionally lowering himself cautiously at breaks in the slope, he forced his way to the top, and there, on a projecting knuckle of rock which his instinct told him would be an advantageous strategic position, he lay down to wait until dawn, his rifle at his side. Instant sleep, the sleep of overstrain, closed over him as he lay, face downwards with his head on his arms.


CHAPTER XIII
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BUT WHILE BROWN was crawling up the steep side of Resolution, and while he was asleep on the projecting saddle of rock, many things had happened. Tremendous news had reached Ziethen from the wireless stations on the American mainland; the whole ether of the Eastern Pacific had been in a chattering turmoil, for von Spee had struck his first blow upon the ring of enemies which had closed in upon him. Admiral Sir Christopher Cradock had encountered him, with two weak armoured cruisers against two powerful ones. He could have refused battle; he could have fallen back on a slow battleship which was wallowing along after him two hundred miles away, but he had refused to lose touch with an enemy who had already proved so elusive. He had gone boldly into action, hoping to do von Spee enough damage to cripple him, but he had not been so fortunate as had been Charybdis in her battle with Ziethen. Good Hope and Monmouth had sunk with all hands under the guns of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and von Spee was now for a brief space master of all the Southern Pacific coast. The nitrate ships, vital to the manufacture of British explosives, were cowering in Chile ports while von Spee, with all the prestige of victory, was lording it down the coast and an exasperated Admiralty in London was hurriedly searching for the wherewithal to close the gap which von Spee had hewn in the ring they had flung round him. In the last desperate matter of national life or death von Spees victory was unimportant  what were two obsolete armoured cruisers to a Navy which could put thirty Dreadnoughts into line?  but to the life of a Cabinet it was supremely important. With Emden still loose in the Indian Ocean sinking ships every day, with Ziethens whereabouts unknown, so that at any moment a fresh series of depredations might clamour for public attention, and with von Spee triumphant in the Pacific, the Cabinets prestige might well be so shaken as to ensure its fall; and the results of such an overturn were incalculable. Well was it, indeed, that Ziethen in her damaged condition had not dared to let loose her wireless and announce the destruction of Charybdis. Once let her repair herself so that she could move about and evade pursuit, and she would be emboldened to proclaim her victory; the streets of London would be full of posters: Another Naval Disaster in the Pacific, and the Cabinet might come crashing down. That is what Captain von Lutz realized as he read the stream of wireless messages, and it was visualizations of this sort which fired him with impatience as he supervised the heeling of the ship and hastened below to inspect the achievements of the ships smith and artificers who were preparing the plates which were to close the yawning hole in Ziethens side. Not a moment was to be lost, although in all conscience Kapitan zur See von Lutz could see no cause for delay. Twelve hours from dawn would see those plates in position, Ziethen out once more in the Pacific, blazoning the destruction of Charybdis to all the world, and privately informing the German secret agent in Peru of her need for coal and of the rendezvous whither a collier should be sent.

Even the news that the captured English sailor had escaped and taken a rifle with him did not disturb Captain von Lutzs state of pleased anticipation; the escape of the sailor could do no harm  von Lutz wondered why the sailor had bothered to arm himself seeing that they would not trouble to pursue him  and the Captain contented himself with putting into prison the kindly sick-bay steward and the marine sentry of the upper deck, for purely disciplinary reasons.

Brown awoke when dawn was rushing into the sky. He was very sore and tired and thirsty; but he gratified his thirst only to the extent of two swallows from his water-bottle. He looked to his rifle. As he had hoped, the thick grease with which it had been smeared had kept the water from the metal, and no trace of rust appeared on it or in it. He opened the chamber of the butt, extracted oil-bottle and pull-through, and cleaned the barrel ready for action. He had never before handled a Mauser rifle, but the supreme simplicity of the breech mechanism and sighting arrangements held no secrets for him. He filled the magazine and lay ready for action.

Below him, a scant quarter of a mile away, the Ziethen lay immobile nearly at the centre of the lagoon. The water round her was smooth, glassy, save for the strong ripple which Browns powerful eyesight could detect about her stern and her anchor chains when the rapid tide swirled round them. She lay like a ship of the dead; even from her funnels there came only a shimmering hint of internal activity.

Yet as the light improved Brown could see white-clad figures on her deck and upper works, and he fingered his rifle, sighting on them each in turn, while refraining from pulling the trigger. He wanted every cartridge for more important work than casual killings. Later the white flag with the black cross soared upwards; the day was officially begun on board Ziethen. Immediately afterwards there was a stir of activity on the starboard side, and Browns keen eyesight could see that the work he was expecting had begun. Two bosuns chairs were lowered down the side, one to each extremity of the hole made by Charybdis shell, and a couple of white-clad figures scrambled down Jacobs ladders on to each of them. The damaged plates were to be unriveted and removed the while the new ones were preparing. Brown laid his rifle to his shoulder and his cheek to the butt.

During the brief while he was taking aim there was time for a myriad thoughts. If he did not press the trigger he would be left unpursued; Ziethen would effect her repairs and clear from Resolution, and he would remain, a free man, to take his chance of being picked up by a passing ship to serve his country again. Once let him fire and kill one of Ziethens crew, and all the hundreds of German sailors on board would become his sworn enemies, and might hound him down to his death. Death lay on the one hand, and liberty on the other; it was a momentous choice and one over which Brown might have hesitated. He did not hesitate at all; he did not even think about the choice. He had made up his mind last night, and when a man like Brown makes up his mind there is no room left for hesitation.

Slowly the sights came into line. Through the U of the backsight could be seen a tiny triangle of white  the white of the jumper of the man on the bosuns chair. Up into the U crept the wedge of the foresight; it moved steadily upward until its tip was exactly in line with the top of the U. There it stayed for a tiny instant of time, the while Brown, mindful of his musketry training at Harwich, and his periodical practices since, steadied his breathing, took the first pull of the trigger, and slowly squeezed the trigger back further through the final tenth of an inch. Then the rifle went off, and the echo of its report ran menacingly round the circle of the cliffs.

Maschinistmaat Zimmer had set cheerfully about his task of drilling out the rivets about the broken plate. He whistled to himself as he adjusted his tools, and he even cracked a joke or two with the three other men swinging beside him in the bosuns chairs. Tools and machinery had ever been a joy to him, and the prospect of using them, even after all this time, still cheered him up. He had no thought for his native Hamburg, nor even for the pretty young blonde wife whom he had not seen for eighteen months. He applied himself without a thought or a care to the work in hand. Then something hit him hard on the left side close to his heart, and for an instant of time he knew pain, agonizing pain, before darkness shut in upon him. He was dead as his knees gave way under him and he fell back over the rail of the chair; his feet caught under the lower rail, and he hung head downwards, grotesquely inert. A bright splash on the plate where he had been working showed where the bullet which had passed through him had flattened. There was another widow now in Hamburg.

But no one at all paid any attention at that time to the dead body of Maschinistmaat Zimmer hanging by its knees, and certainly no one thought at all about his widow. Leading Seaman Brown saw him fall, snicked the bolt of the Mauser out and in, aimed again coolly and rapidly, and fired. The other man on Zimmers bosuns chair fell dead even as he looked round to see what had happened to Zimmer; one man on the other chair died as he turned to see whence came the firing; the fourth man crumpled up as, panic-stricken, he sprang towards the Jacobs ladder to safety.

Brown fired three more shots into the groups of men who swarmed to the side of the ship on the upper deck out of curiosity; they took effect, and in a few seconds the upper deck was deserted as far as Brown could see. Ziethen swung idly at her anchors, grey and grim, with her big guns peering dumbly forth. At her side, absurdly small, the white corpse of Maschinistmaat Zimmer dangled head downward, and above him lay two white splotches which were the bodies of his mates. The fourth man had fallen into the sea.

It was an apt picture of the simultaneous power and helplessness of modern machinery. On the one hand lay Ziethen, with her ten 6-inch guns and her hundreds of crew and her horse-power reckoned in thousands, and on the other a lad of five foot eight, aged twenty, dominating her and enforcing his will upon her. But Brown was only powerful in consequence of his rifle, the handiest, neatest, most efficient piece of machinery ever devised by man. Not for the first time was the rifle altering the course of history. Brown was not a marvellously good shot, but to hit four men with four shots at a quarter of a mile when they are entirely exposed and conspicuous in white against a dark background does not call for marvellous shooting. Brown could handle his weapon in good workmanship fashion, and that is all the rifle demands. He had won the first trick, and he snuggled down into his niche on the saddle of rock to await the next development. A head appeared beyond Ziethens foremost funnel, upon the bridge. He fired quickly, missed, and felt annoyed with himself.

On board the Ziethen there was annoyance at the tiresome incident; it would have remained mere annoyance save that five men had been killed. Were it not for the fury roused by the death of these men, messmates and friends, the attitude of Ziethens officers and men would have been one of exasperated amusement  amusement that one man should dare to pit himself against an armoured cruiser, and exasperation at the delay to the repairing of the ship. From points of vantage  portholes, turret sighting slits  they scanned the cliffs anxiously to obtain a glimpse of this lunatic Englishman who was acting in so odd a manner. Captain von Lutz, the angriest man on the ship, strode out upon the bridge; but a bullet smacked against a stanchion close at his ear and sang off into the distance. Even Captain von Lutz, one of the cleverest minds in the Imperial German Navy, marked out for high command in the near future, did not realize the difficulty of the task before him. He gave abrupt orders to clear away the steam pinnace, which had lain alongside since the night before, so that a landing party could arrest this irritating fellow and bring him on board to be dealt with.

Brown lay patiently in his niche. Where he lay he could command the stern and the whole starboard side of the ship. His rifle was pushed forward between two blocks of lava which gave him almost perfect protection; the straggling cactus was an efficient screen, and the bulge of the saddle and the nick in its tip gave him command of most of the face of the cliffs even where he lay. He was perfectly satisfied with his position; he saw that his magazine was filled and submitted patiently to the scorching heat, which was beginning to roast him slowly on his slab of naked rock.

Suddenly the next development made itself apparent. Round Ziethens stern, shooting swiftly for the shore, came her steam pinnace, with twenty men aboard her. Browns rifle cracked out again and again, taking swift toll before the men in her flung themselves down under shelter. The helmsman dropped, shot through the breast, but the officer in command, the gold flashing on his white coat, grasped the tiller and held her to her course as Browns next bullet tore the cap from his head. Next second the boat was out of sight under the steep drop of the bare rock at the waters edge. Brown recharged his magazine.

The lieutenant in command of the landing party realized, in the instant that he grasped the helm, that this was not going to be the simple arrest of a nearly helpless man which he had anticipated. It dawned upon him that a man with a rifle a hundred yards away can take severe toll of a mass of men rushing upon him. There was a further lesson in addition to this which he was to learn, but that was yet to come. At present he made the arrangements which seemed satisfactory to him. He restrained the tendency of his men to bundle out of the pinnace and rush wildly up the slope. Under shelter of the steep bank he spread his men out over the fifty yards of the banks extent. He saw that they had their rifles loaded. He got them all into position, and then he gave the word for a simultaneous rush.

But here began the second lesson. No one who had not attempted it could realize that the word rush had no place in the vocabulary of Resolution. The dreadful razor-edged blocks of lava and the clustered clinging cacti made anything like rapid progress impossible. An active man could move about on Resolution as fast as a snail in a garden, as Brown had discovered the night before.

Brown, motionless in his cranny, saw appear below him a line of mens heads at the waters edge, and he promptly put a bullet through one of them. The other heads developed shoulders and bodies and legs and came towards him, falling out of sight behind lava blocks, rising into full view again as they struggled over, creeping up towards him at an absurd, ridiculously slow pace. He fired slowly and deliberately, waiting for each shot until a man had heaved himself up into full view. A mans whole body at a hundred yards makes a superb target. Brown had fired six shots and hit six men before the rush died away. No man seeing his companions killed at each side of him could bring himself to heave himself up and expose himself to the next shot. The dozen survivors stayed behind the cover they chanced to have at hand, and lay without attempting to make further upward progress. They pushed their rifles forward and began to fire up at the hidden death above them. The clatter and rattle of musketry began to resound round the island, shattering its stillness.

Yet, despite the numerical odds against him, all the advantages were still with Brown. No one yet in the attacking party had a clear knowledge of his hiding-place; thanks to the two close blocks of lava and the cacti, he was thoroughly hidden. To an attacker all that might be in sight was a rifle muzzle and two or three square inches of face in deep shadow, and it would call for keener eyes, if unaided by chance, than the human race possessed to detect that much in the possible thousand square yards of rock and cactus where he might be hidden. Brown was not hampered to any such extent. He was higher up and could see farther over the edges of the lava blocks. He had more enemies to shoot at, and those enemies occupied positions taken up by chance in the heat of the moment. He was cool and unflurried by exertion. He knew the line his enemies had reached.

Bullets began to shriek overhead in the heated air, to raise clouds of pumice-dust when they hit the rocks, or to cut their way rustling through the fleshy cactus leaves. Not one came within ten yards of Brown. Coolly, cold-bloodedly even, he began to take toll of his attackers. Here there was a shoulder, there a leg, over there a head and shoulders completely exposed. He took deliberate aim and fired, shifted his aim, fired again, slewed round carefully to avoid any exposure of himself, and fired once more. Each shot echoed flatly round the cliff; in that heated air the noise of the report was no guide whatever to the position of the marksman. Shot after shot went home. Wounded men lay groaning in hollows and crevices. Dead men lay with their faces on their rifles. Very soon the few survivors dared not fire back, but crouched down in the advantageous bits of cover they chanced to be in, afraid to move lest this deadly enemy should send a bullet winging to their hearts. The firing died away. The lieutenant, mad with rage, leapt to his feet to shout to his men, and received a bullet full in the face which flung him over backward, a kicking, senseless huddle of limbs upon a cluster of spiny cactus. Then silence descended again. Brown blew gently down the breech of his rifle barrel, peered through fierce, narrowed eyes for any sign of his enemies, and resumed his patient, tense waiting, eyes and ears alert for any sign of activity down the cliff, where some rash enemy might be trying to creep unobserved up to him, or along the base of the cliff to outflank him. For an hour nothing happened save for one attempt on the part of an unfortunate to stretch his cramped limbs, an attempt which secured him a bullet through the knee which drained the life-blood out of him in half an hour.

So that a duel of patience ensued between the watcher on the cliff above and the dwindled half-dozen down below. After the rude reports of the rifles the eternal stillness of Resolution once more took possession. The sun climbed steadily upward, pouring down a stream of brassy heat upon the tortured rocks. The lagoon was of a vivid blue, and in the centre of it Ziethen swayed idly at anchor. As the heat increased the objects on the island took on a vaguely unreal appearance as the air above them shimmered hazily. Minutes dragged by like hours, but the crouching living sailors at the base of the cliff dared make no movement  not with the groans for help of their late wounded companion still remembered in their ears.

Over on the Ziethen everyone was puzzled at what had happened. They had watched the landing; they had seen men fall; they had heard the firing abruptly increase and die away to nothing; but they could not explain the sequence of events. They could still see the pinnace against the shore, and the boat guard sitting therein, but save for three or four dead bodies they could see nothing of the landing party, which was not surprising considering the tangle of rocks and cactus into which it had fallen. The opinion on board suddenly crystallized that the attack must have moved up into some gully unnoticeable from the ship, driving its quarry before it. At that rate the danger to workers on the damage must have vanished. Captain von Lutz, on fire with impatience to have his ship ready for action again, abruptly gave the order for a further party of artificers to recommence work.

Brown, up on his shelf of rock, saw the white-clothed figures, dwindled to the size of dolls, descend the Jacobs ladders. He gave them plenty of time; they sent up the bodies of their predecessors to the upper deck by a rope hoist, and then they began work. As they began he opened fire, and once again the echoes of his shots ran flatly round the island. The little white figures collapsed pitifully in the bosuns chairs. The sudden firing over their heads roused the men crouching down the cliff, and they, wearied with waiting and conscience-smitten about the non-fulfilment of their duty, took up their rifles once again. Someone down there had at last formed a shrewd guess as to where Brown was hidden, and as the rifles resumed their clatter bullet after bullet began to hit the rocks near him. One of them even drove dust into his eyes. Brown realized the danger. He paid no attention at present to the other riflemen firing at him, but, lying deadly still, peered this way and that through the slit between his two blocks of lava for this one keen-eyed or quick-witted enemy. He saw him at last  part of him, anyway. A bit of white jumper and dark collar, a hand and a cheek, deep in the shadow of a rock, and beyond the rock another bit of white which was probably the end of a trouser leg. Their owner was still firing away enthusiastically, and at each shot a bullet came buzzing nearby, or smacked against cactus and rock to go off at a new note. Remorselessly Brown took his aim, sighting for the edge of the collar against the white jumper. At a hundred yards he could not miss; as he pressed the trigger he saw the jumper jerk, and his target rolled struggling into view; some fair-haired boy, not so very unlike Brown himself, striving ridiculously to hold together his shattered right shoulder with his left hand, the blood pouring through his fingers and his face distorted with pain. Brown did not think twice about it. He turned his attention to the others, whose bullets were ploughing into the cliff face twenty yards on either side of him. One of them he killed, helplessly exposed to fire from above, and the fire of the others ceased abruptly again as they crouched down in their hollows. Even as they did so Brown observed that the boat guard, consumed with curiosity, was standing up trying to see what was going on, and in doing so exposing his head and shoulders over the rim of rock at the edge of the lagoon. Him Brown killed too, without mercy as without rancour.

It was nearly noon by now. Brown had delayed the repairs of Ziethen for six hours already. That in itself was a vast achievement.


CHAPTER XIV
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THE NEXT INCIDENT in the battle of Resolution was a tribute to Browns power  to the power of the rifle which lay hot in his hand. There was a flutter of white from Ziethens upper deck, a flutter of white long repeated. Then two figures climbed down the Jacobs ladders, and in one of them, even at that distance, Brown could recognize the rather portly form of the Surgeon who had condescended to crack a joke with him. Out of sheer rigidity of mental pose Brown found himself pointing his rifle at him before he remembered the white flag and desisted. The new-comers bent over the writhing figures on the bosuns chairs, busied themselves with bandages and splints, and soon (but every minute meant delay to Ziethen) the wounded men were hoisted inboard and their attendants climbed up after them.

And as they went there was a sudden commotion at the foot of the cliff. Someone there was too uncomfortable where he was. He could not bear the heat and the cramp and the strain any longer. Also he was the nearest to the waters edge  having had the steepest bit of cliff to ascend he had the easiest descent. He flung himself suddenly, on all fours, down a little precipice, rolled down another, crashed through a cluster of cactus on which he left bits of his clothes and of his skin, and tumbled over the last descent to the water. A bullet from Browns rifle tore past his ear as he did so, but in his flustered panic he never noticed it.

His example was infectious. The other survivors of the landing party rose simultaneously and flung themselves down the cliff. Brown smashed the spine of one of them as he gathered himself for his last leap, but the other two reached the waters edge  and safety  unhurt save for gashes and scratches. Three men now crouched in the steam pinnace; they were the only unwounded survivors of a landing party of twenty-one.

But to the puzzled, fuming officers on Ziethen, their appearance by the pinnace meant relief from the worry of guessing what had happened to the landing party. The bridge semaphore began a series of staccato gesticulations, sending question after question to the dazed, conscience-stricken trio crouching in the lee of the rock edge. Sitting with their feet in the water (for if they stood their signalling hands came into Browns view and within reach of his bullets) they produced a couple of handkerchiefs and signalled back  misspelt, badly signalled sentences went limping back to the cruiser, where dozens of pairs of keen eyes read off the halting words. Happily most of the questions asked could be answered in one word.

Where is the rest of the party?

Dead.

Where is Lieutenant Stunner?

Dead.

How many men opposed you?

One.

One question, however, the gesticulating semaphore demanded again and again, and the bothered sailors blundering best constituted unsatisfactory replies.

Where is the escaped prisoner? demanded the semaphore repeatedly, and the wretched men beside the pinnace struggled vainly to satisfy their persistent captain.

Up the cliff, they signalled, and Hidden, and We do not know, and In the same place as he was this morning, and similar hopeless answers which drove Captain Lutz into a state of blind fury, which was not alleviated by the knowledge that part of the crew was reading off the answers and that the whole would know of them within the hour.

Exasperated officers raked the face of the cliff with powerful glasses, but there was no possible chance of their finding Brown in that way. The crew were furious with rage at the killing of the landing party. The last man shot by Brown in the bosuns chair had been smitten through both hips, and had lain shrieking with agony until the Surgeon reached him  and every shriek had been heard by the men. They were annoyed with their officers, and they thirsted, one and all, for the blood of the man who had put this shame upon their ship. And von Lutz knew all about it, as a good officer should. This insolent runaway had undone all the good effected by the victory over Charybdis, and only his death would restore good feeling. Von Lutz appreciated the need of good feeling in a crew about to set out on a voyage of half-senseless destruction with certain defeat sooner or later at the end of it. Besides, he must not allow the men to stay idle. Von Lutz had every possible motive when he issued orders to prepare for a landing at once of the largest party Ziethen could put on shore without entirely crippling herself  two hundred men. The news ran round the lower deck to the accompaniment of a buzz of joy.

Meanwhile the work of repair must go on. The Kapitan-Leutnant received his orders from the Captain. Some sort of screen for the workers must be arranged, so that the men at work on the injured plating could be hidden from the view of the rifleman on the cliff. A working party hurriedly fell upon the task of preparing booms and awnings  further delay for Ziethen.

Brown in his eyrie on the cliff might have found time heavy on his hands were he not so wholly absorbed in the possibility of the need for immediate action. The sun was slowly roasting him alive on the bare rock as though he were on a grid-iron. More than once he was forced to have recourse to one of his two water-bottles, and it was a worse torture to have to tear his lips away after a couple of grudging mouthfuls than it was to bear the thirst which preceded and followed them. Already one bottle was half empty, however, and Brown refused to allow himself anything approaching indulgence in the warm, metal-flavoured fluid. He sternly thrust back the cork and buckled the bottles to his belt. Small beauty is there in war  no one could find beauty in the tumbled bodies of the dead down below or in the tortured wounded calling feebly for water on the scorching rocks. But beauty could be found in that gesture of Browns; one lone man  boy, rather  unwatched, unordered, putting aside the drink he craved at the call of what he considered his duty. He set his small white teeth while the sweat ran down his face and caked the streaked lava dust which grimed it, his rifle ever to his hand, suffering and enduring without regret or hesitation. The suffering and self-sacrifice and uncomplaining heroism which war has demanded, had they only been given to causes which mankind deems ignobler, could in the million years of mans existence have eliminated the need for suffering anywhere within mankinds sphere of activity. Brown, had this been pointed out to him, would not have thought such an end worth achieving at any price  most certainly not at the price demanded.

He took advantage of the lull to run the pull-through down his rifle barrel again. He looked with attention to the breech mechanism, for the lava dust was a serious clog to its smooth working. He counted his cartridges and settled them more handily in his pouches. He thought about having a meal, but put the idea aside; he was not at all hungry, and excitement and the sun pouring down on to his back between them were not Likely to allow him to be for some time. Still time dragged on.

Meanwhile, bent over the meagre charts of Resolution that were all any ship could boast, Captain von Lutz and his officers were planning the attack upon Brown which should put an end to the tiresome incident. This time nothing was to be left to chance. There was to be no repetition of the blunder of the morning, when too few men were flung idly upon an impossible climb in the face of a weapon of precision. The campaign was mapped out with real German thoroughness. All men were to carry food and water. Each landing party was allotted a different section of the island to beat through. As the small-arm supplies were limited, each party was carefully arranged in sections of beaters and riflemen. There was to be no taking of the bull by the horns. Browns flanks were to be turned and he was to be forced upon the move first before he was directly attacked. The riflemen in the tops were to continue their watch for him  a bullet could travel from Ziethen to the island as easily as from the island to Ziethen. The hunt was to be continued all night if necessary. The capture or death of the quarry was to be broadcast by a prearranged whistle signal, whereupon the landing parties were to return immediately to the boats. All possible arrangements seemed to have been made; the only flaw was that the men who made the plans were still unaware of the difficulty of movement upon the island.

Brown, idling away the weary minutes, became aware of great activity on board Ziethen. The semaphore messages in German had of course been unreadable to him, and they had been the last incident of note, having occurred two hours ago. Now men began to show themselves here and there on the upper deck and boat deck. They exposed themselves no more than they could help, and Brown, firing rapidly when opportunity occurred, kept them harried. He hit at least four men, who dropped upon the upper deck, lying still or crawling away to shelter, and his shots were answered from the ship by hidden riflemen  who, all the same, had no knowledge of his exact position, and whose efforts in consequence caused him little trouble. A boom suddenly was run out on the starboard side abaft the bridge (Brown got in two shots into the little group he could see) and from it dropped a long strip of awning which quite screened the damaged area from his present position. At the same time another canvas screen was run up across the upper deck at the stern, and despite the elevation of his position he could not quite see over it. He sent three bullets through it, however, before he realized that this was a mere waste of priceless ammunition. The bridge semaphore wig-wagged again hysterically, and the result of its message was seen shortly, when the three wretched men in the steam pinnace left their shelter under the rock and made a wild dash back to the ship. The pinnace steered an erratic enough course, for the helmsman was lying flat on his back under the gunwale in his desperate anxiety to avoid fire, but all the same Brown could do her no harm and she soon shot round Ziethens stern out of sight into safety. The sound of bustle and activity even came across the lagoon to Browns ears, but the screens hid everything from view save the ships stern, upper works, and starboard side as far as the outboard screen, and he could not form any accurate idea of what was going on. He soon knew, however.

Out from Ziethens port bow, where they had been manned out of his sight, shot four boats. The steam pinnace led, towing the other three, and they were all four crammed with men. A bubble of rifle-fire rose from Ziethen at the same time and now a new menace was added  machine guns. Two of these raved at him from Ziethens fore-top, traversing slowly backward and forward across the suspected area, at each new traverse taking a line lower down the cliff. Bullets were sending the dust flying everywhere; the cactus was dropping here and there as the fleshy stems were cut through. Under that leaden hail Brown forced himself to think clearly. He could do little to stop those boats  the death of a dozen men would not stop them  and to fire he must expose himself a little in that deadly horizontal rain. It was not worth the risk. Brown crouched down into the hollow on the top of the saddle, behind the twin lava blocks which had served their turn so well. The sharp rap of a bullet upon one of them and the sound of others close above him made the propriety of the movement apparent immediately after. Then the hail passed on.

Brown, squirming round on his stomach, peered between the blocks, could see nothing, and squirmed round further to where he could see round them. The string of boats, instead of making straight for him, had dashed out through the opening of the lagoon, and even as he caught sight of them, had swung round to port, to his part of the island but on the outside, the sea face. His position was to be taken in reverse. It was then that Brown looked anxiously at the sun; there were still three hours more of daylight  only three hours, thank God.

The persistent beating of the machine-gun bullets started a little avalanche of rock thirty yards away on the right, and this disturbance attracted the attention of all the marksmen on the ship; bullets rained upon the spot until a wide dust cloud arose from it, drifting away on the hardly perceptible wind. Then the firing stopped; ammunition had been used in prodigious quantities, and even small-arm ammunition must not be allowed to run short on a raiding cruiser. From the ship came a rattle and buzz of machinery, and the creaking of tackle. Brown knew that the repairs were in progress, and he knew too that it would be hard for him to interfere for a while; it made him frown in anguish. But while his face of the cliff was being raked by a dozen glasses, and while a score of marksmen, finger on trigger, were waiting anxiously for any sign of movement, he dared not make an open attempt to shift his position so as to be able to fire round the screen. Behind him, too, he knew that men were being landed at the outer margin of the island; soon they would be climbing up the outer face. Then they would reach the crest. His saddle of rock was dominated from one or two points on the crest. If the enemy reached one of those points in daylight he was certain of death. If he moved from where he was by daylight he was certain of death. His life depended upon the coming of night. It may be at once taken for granted that Brown had no particular concern about the loss of his life; he was not yet oppressed by the fear of death. All he prayed for was the opportunity to continue to delay Ziethen at Resolution. He had done all he could at present, all the same. With dogged determination he lay upon his ledge of rock waiting for night  or for the firing from the crest which would presage his death. There is a sublime, hard satisfaction in awaiting death when one has done all that could be done to avert it. Brown knew that satisfaction, even while he kept the cruiser under patient observation lest any further opportunity should display itself.


CHAPTER XV
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THE STEAM PINNACE, towing empty boats this time, suddenly shot into view through the break in the cliffs and dashed up to Ziethen; in a quarter of an hour she shot out again with the boats full of men once more. Machine guns and rifles opened again from the ship upon the cliffs to prevent him from firing, but, as before, he had no intention of doing so. But he saw the boats turn to port as they had done the first time before the cliffs cut them from his view. That meant that the sweep across the island by a line of men, which Brown keenly foresaw, would only take place across a limited length; if he could only move along the island sufficiently far he would evade the sweep. Two hundred men, which was Browns accurate estimate of their number, at ten-yard intervals cover two thousand yards and the outside edge of Resolution is about four thousand yards in circumference. Brown realized that he must transfer himself to a point rather more than half-way round the island if he were to have any chance of escape.

Yet he could not move at all till nightfall. He waited on with anxious patience, not knowing from one minutes end to another when fire would be opened upon him from the crest of the island. Even Brown, with his sturdy, thoughtless resignation of Fate and Duty, cast anxious glances upward at the sun as it sank steadily in his face.

The seaward face of Resolution is very like the inner face, save that the angle of ascent is much less steep. The inner face is the nearly vertical wall of the throat of a crater; the outer face is the hardened remains of the lava flow. But on the outer face the blocks of lava resulting from sudden cooling are just as razor-edged and difficult of negotiation, and the cactus is just as impenetrable. The German landing party proceeded with German thoroughness. The first half was lined out along the seashore at accurate intervals, and was kept waiting until the second half was brought from the ship and lined out in continuation of it. Every man knew his job, which was to push straight up the face of the island ahead of him, keeping correct alignment and spacing, scanning every bush and cranny for the fugitive. The Lieutenant in command raced from one end of the line to the other in the steam pinnace, saw that everything was in order, and took up his position in the centre of the line. He gave the word and the line began its ascent.

Alas for the accurate alignment! The weary climb up the seaward face was of necessity reduced in pace to that of the slowest, and the slowest was very slow. Not until it was really attempted could anyone guess the fiendish difficulty involved in moving about on Resolution. The frightful heat radiated from the rocks  which were nearly too hot for the naked hand  was the least of the difficulties. Cactus and lava combined to lacerate feet and hands. Two ankles were sprained in the first half-hour. The clumsy, rigid line made excruciatingly slow progress. Thirst descended instantly upon the sweating, swearing sailors, and the shirkers among them  there must always be shirkers in any large body of men  began to hang back and hold up their fellows. The fuming officers did their best by example and exhortation to keep the men on the move, but cramped living in a cruiser in the tropics is not the best preparation for a difficult piece of mountaineering. Here and there parts of the island were really unscalable, and men were compelled to move to one side to climb at all; but as soon as the difficulty was evaded the petty officers, with the pedantic adherence to orders resulting from an over-strict discipline, held up their sections of the line until the intervals were corrected. No one could see very far to the left or right, thanks to convexity of the face and the lunatic roughness of the surface, so that any attempt to command or lead the whole line on the part of the Lieutenant was quite hopeless. Bound by its first rigid orders, the line crawled up the face of the island at a pace much slower than even the slowest among them could have proceeded alone.

An hour before nightfall (at least an hour, that is to say, later than he had expected to reach the crest) the exasperated Lieutenant sent word along the line for each man to push on as best he could. But it takes time to pass orders from mouth to mouth along an extended line, and only one-third of the distance had been covered when they were issued. The sun sank gaudily into the purple sea and night fell with dramatic rapidity to find Brown still unfired at, and two hundred German sailors spread out and tangled in the darkness over a mile of leg-breaking rock.

Brown waited with sturdy, unyielding patience for complete darkness. Throughout the afternoon he had been peering down the cliff below him, mapping out in his mind a path down the cliff  a handhold here, a foothold there, a slide lower down. When night came he was ready; his hands were bound about with strips torn from his jumper, his equipment fastened about him, his mind as resolute as ever. He was glad that the German landing party had not caught him, but it was a temperate gladness, in no way to be associated with thankfulness. It did not occur to him to be thankful. Without a regret or a thought save for the business in hand, he climbed off the shelf which had been his fortress for twelve hours and swung himself down. The cruel lava tore and hacked at him as he slid and tumbled down the cliff. The razor edges tore through his shoes and cut deep into his feet. The cactus spines scratched great cuts into his body, making long lines like the marks of a tigers claws. He wrenched ankle and knee so that they pained him excruciatingly. Yet he kept in his mind the various points to be aimed at, and it was not long before he had covered the three hundred feet of descent and had reached the place of his landing the day before.

The first, ill-fated German landing party had reached the island a hundred yards away to his right, and it was there that the tumbled, tossed bodies of its dead lay along with the dozen wounded whose pitiful cries had climbed the rock to Browns ears all the afternoon. Gladly would Brown have gone to them, have tried to tend their hurts and given them the water for which they had moaned unceasingly, were it not that to do so would have imperilled the execution of his duty. As it was, he shut his ears to the pitiful sounds, just as he had done all day, and proceeded with his task. Nothing could weigh in the scale at all against his conception of what he had to do. Several of the wounded died that night.

His two lifebelts still lay in their cactus clump, and he picked them out and buckled them round himself and his rifle as on the preceding night. Then he lowered himself into the water and set out across the lagoon. The sea-water added intensely to the pain of his cuts and scratches.

The Germans had acted in disagreement with one of Napoleons best-known maxims of war  one should only manoeuvre about a fixed point; to have done so he needed to be held, pinned to his position by a menace from the front. With the coming of darkness he was free to move about as much as physical conditions would allow, and that, as long as the lagoon was open to him, was a considerable amount. All the German turning movements, all their advances upon his rear and his flanks, were useless. Their blows were blows in the air as long as Brown could evade them.

Brown paddled steadily round the lagoon fifty yards from shore, keeping away from the ship. Far behind him, on the unseen face of the island, the wretched German sailors were labouring and toiling as they pursued their stumbling way over the lava. Cut feet and sprained ankles and broken wrists occurred regularly. The island was alive with the clash and clatter of dropped rifles and stumbling feet. No one knows who fired the first shot. Most probably it was an accident, the result of a stumble by some fool (there are always fools to be found among two hundred men) who had slipped a cartridge into his rifle. The noise of the shot echoed through the darkness. Brown, paddling across the lagoon, heard it and wondered. The example was infectious. Bewildered men all along the straggling line began to load their rifles, and it was only a matter of seconds before the rifles went off. The scared iguanas, nocturnal creatures, scurrying over rocks and round bushes, gave frights to various people, and there was quite a respectable bubble of musketry round the island before the whistles of the officers and the shouted orders brought about a cessation of fire. The fact that no one was hit by the hundreds of bullets which went whistling in all directions is simply astonishing. On board Ziethen the sound was accepted as a welcome proof that the murderous fugitive had met his fate, the while Brown steadily made his way across the lagoon to a point on the shore broad on Ziethens starboard beam. Here, with some difficulty, he found a place where he could land, and once more he let drop his lifebelts into a cluster of cactus. Then he set his teeth and began to climb the steep cliff.

But his cuts and his bruises and his stiffness and the awful rawness of his feet reduced his activity to a pitifully small minimum. Climb he must if he were to maintain for another day his annoyance of Ziethen. He must be high enough to be able to beat off attacks from the shore and to dominate Ziethens deck. Also he must be close in to the foot of an overhanging bit of cliff if he was to have any security against fire from above, and it would be as well if he had cover to his left and right in addition, seeing that there were scores of riflemen at large upon the island seeking his death. What he needed was something like a cave half-way up the cliff, and for this, in the light of the late-rising moon, he peered about anxiously between his convulsive, agonized efforts to scale the successive precipices of the cliff.

His rifle and ammunition, too, were serious hindrances to his progress, and the sweat poured off him and his face was distorted with strain at each heartbreaking struggle. Both his feet and his hands left bloody imprints upon the rock where they touched it. Yet he struggled on, upwards and sideways, to where in the faint light he thought he could make out a shallow vertical cleft in the cliff face which might be suitable for his purpose. It was long past midnight before he reached it, passed judgment upon it, and roused himself to one further struggle, despite the stubborn reluctance of nerves and sinews, to climb yet a little higher to a better place still. There he fell half-fainting upon the harsh lava.

Even then, after half an hours rest, he fought his way back to consciousness again and raised his head and eyed Ziethen, whose malignant bulk, black in the faint light, swam on the magical water of the lagoon. On her starboard side, square to his front, hung a faint patch of light, and the noise of riveters came to his ears over the water. The hole in the ships side, screened forward and aft, and partly screened in front, had been lit up by electric lights dangled over the side, and there the repairing crews were toiling to replace the damaged plates and striving to make up for the six hours delay Brown had imposed upon them. Through the gaps in the outer screen Brown could just see on occasions human figures moving back and forth, and with a snarl of fainting determination he slid his rifle forward. But he checked himself even as his finger reached the trigger. He was too shaky after his exertions to be sure of hitting hard and often without too many misses. Besides, a rifleman, however invisible by daylight, show up all too plainly by night by reason of the flash of his weapon. With enemies possibly within close range he dared not (for the love of his duty, not of his life) expose himself to this danger without adequate chance of return. Browns fighting brain weighed all these considerations even while every fibre of his body shrieked with agony, and he reached a sound conclusion. He laid his rifle down, and then, before even he could settle himself comfortably, he collapsed on to the rifle butt. No one knows whether he fainted or slept, or both. And meanwhile the two hundred men of the landing party stumbled and swore as they endeavoured to sweep across the island, and still fired a stray shot or two when the strain became too much for their nerves.


CHAPTER XVI
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BROWN WOKE, OR regained consciousness, just as dawn was climbing brilliantly up the sky. His first action was to drink temperately from the dwindling supply in his second water-bottle. His cracked lips and lava-impregnated mouth and throat permitted of no choice of action. Then, doggedly, he began to make sure of his position and situation. Looking out of his notch in the cliff face, hoisting himself cautiously on his knees to do so, he saw a dozen white figures creeping slowly on the very crest of the island a quarter of a mile from him. On the inner face of the island, round about his previous position, he saw about a dozen others perched precariously here and there, still endeavouring to carry out their fantastic orders to sweep the island from one sea to another. Of the rest of the landing party Brown could see nothing, but he could guess shrewdly enough. They were scattered hither and thither over the outer face of Resolution, perhaps still struggling on, perhaps nursing cut feet or broken ankles, perhaps sleeping or dodging duty in the way unsupervised men will. Brown shrank down into his notch again; he was safe enough from observation, and out of sight, indeed, of nearly every point of the island.

In front, however, Ziethen was in full view. The gay screens hung out over the damaged part were like a box applied to the ships side  a box defective down one edge, however. Through the gap Brown could see occasionally a white figure appear and disappear, although for the moment the noise of the hammers had ceased. Actually, with the removal of the damaged plates, the operation now in progress was the lowering down of the new plates to be riveted into position. It was in consequence of the demands of the tackle for this business that the booms of the screens had been shifted to leave the small gap Brown noted; and as Brown had not fired at the ship for fifteen hours a certain carelessness had been engendered, to say nothing of the fact that Ziethen believed, and could hardly help believing, that the landing party had killed Brown hours ago.

Brown pulled the oily rag through his rifle barrel; he oiled the breech, which was beginning to stick badly, and then he sighted carefully for the gap in the screen. He awaited the most favourable moment and then fired twice, quickly, and he killed the two men he could see. Then, to make the most of his surprise, he fired again and again through the screen, scattering his shots here and there across it and up and down it. He actually, although he did not know it, hit one or two men, and his misses were quite efficacious also, in that they scared into jumpiness the men they did not hit. The moment when a ten-ton steel plate is swinging in tackles is a bad moment to be shot at.

The killings and the wounds and the interruption roused Ziethen to a pitch of fury previously unreached. Those on board were maddened by the deaths of their friends, and they were furiously angry with the landing party, who had so absurdly failed in its mission. Captain von Lutz, in a flaming rage, set the bridge semaphore into staccato action, and the wretched Lieutenant in command on shore, staggering bleared-eyed along the crest after a sleepless night of fevered action, read the messages he sent with a sick feeling at his heart. The vivid sentences poured out by a gesticulating semaphore as Captain von Lutz vehemently demanded what on earth the Lieutenant and landing party were about stung the wretched officer to the quick. A Japanese lieutenant would have committed suicide; a German one merely called out his last reserves of energy and tried to gather a body of the less faint-hearted and push on round the island to where Brown lay hidden.

On board Ziethen work was suspended temporarily  another triumph to Browns credit. Too many skilled ratings had been lost already for the Captain to order his remaining ones to take the chance of the bullets which Brown was sending at intervals through the screen. Instead he decided to turn Ziethen away from the point of attack, and to turn an unwieldy armoured cruiser, with her five hundred feet of length, and listing badly at that, in a lagoon wherein the tide was swirling in a whirlpool, was an operation called for care and consuming much time. The two anchors had to be raised, the propellers set in motion, and Ziethen gently nursed into position, one anchor dropped, the set of the current combated, and then the other anchor dropped  and good holding ground was scarce in that fathomless crater. Altogether it was an hour before the delicate operation of mooring was completed and the delicate operation of lowering the new plates into position was resumed. Brown heard at length the clatter of the riveting, and knew that the delays he had imposed upon Ziethen were ending at last.

But the labours of the landing party were still in full blast. The Lieutenant found it hard to move any sort of force along the island. His two hundred men were scattered over a mile of almost impossible country, and the problem of supplies suddenly leaped into prominence and added another burden to the Lieutenants overloaded shoulders. Every man had landed with a days water; they had been violently exerting themselves for nearly twenty-four hours, and nine men out of ten had consumed the last drop of their water several hours back. The Equatorial sun, mounting steadily higher, called the attention of everyone to his overwhelming thirst. The unhappy Lieutenant signalled to his captain that he could not hope to move without water. Captain von Lutz signalled back in blistering fashion, but the Lieutenant, under the spur of most dire and urgent necessity, held to his contention. The Captain, raging, sent off water to him round the island, and his Commander as well, to take over control, under strict orders not to return without bringing back Brown, dead or alive.

For the moral situation was serious. No captain could dream of setting out on a long and arduous cruise with a crew in such a temper as Ziethens was. Thirty-four men killed and wounded (their loss alone would be a serious nuisance with prize crews to be thought of) and two ignominious reverses had upset discipline to a tiresome extent. If Ziethen were to sail away without taking vengeance on Brown the crew would lose all respect for their officers. And discipline would be under severe strain on a raiding voyage, with its necessary accompaniments of coaling at sea, and loot, and imminent prospects of a fight. Captain von Lutz, weighing all factors in the situation, decided that Brown must die, even though killing him meant prolonging their dangerous sojourn in the vicinity of land and postponing their ravening onslaught upon British shipping.

So the water was sent, and the Kapitan-Leutnant took over the command; and he did not find it an easy burden. To distribute water among his scattered, weary command, each individual of whom was stuck where he was nearly as effectively as a fly upon a fly-paper, consumed hours of time and much of the strength of the twenty men he brought as reinforcements. It was afternoon before he was ready to make his first move, and by that time the riveting on Ziethen was completed and she was a whole ship again, ready to steam out of Resolution. Brown could now credit himself with further delays to her  all the length of time, in fact, which he occupied in dying.

The Commander acted with energy. He sent his casualties  heat-stroke, broken ankles, cut feet  down the cliff to where the first landing had been made. There the men Brown had wounded the day before at last received attention and water; the dead and wounded were sent back to the ship for attention or burial, but all this was in rear of the Commanders headquarters and main line of assault. Having purged his force of its weaker elements, the Commander proceeded to make his way along the crest of the island, while a boat with full crew lay ready to dash to any point to which it might be signalled, and another one landed more men across the opening of the lagoon to cut off any attempt Brown might make to evade attack again. The Commander, thrusting aside with contempt the expostulations of the Lieutenant he had superseded, still did not realize the hopelessness of movement on the land, or, if he did, he did not care how much time the business consumed as long as it was done thoroughly. From Ziethens bridge he had watched the failure of the first frontal assault, and he was not going to throw away another dozen lives in that fashion. These long, weary flanking movements were the alternative, and he accepted it stoically. All the same, a day of little water and a night of no rest had taken most of the heart out of his men, and it was woefully slow progress that he made. Night came down and found his men still tangled utterly in the crevasses of Resolution. It found Brown, too, lodged in his cleft in the cliff, tormented with thirst, running a dry tongue round his cracked lips, agonized by the pain in his hands and feet, bitten in every part of his body by the vicious flies, but all the same without a thought of surrender. That simply did not occur to him. It was not consonant with his heredity nor with his childish training.


CHAPTER XVII
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HERR HANS SCHMIDT lay sleeping peacefully and noisily in his porch in Panama. He lay on his back; when he went to sleep his hands had been crossed upon his stomach, but with the passage of time they had slid down the incline until now they lay on his chest, so that his attitude was entirely one of peace and resignation. Beside him Frau Schmidt slumbered just as peacefully and not quite as noisily; for the Schmidts believed in maintaining the good old tradition of the family double bed despite the heat of the tropics.

Verily was Herr Schmidt entitled to the blissful sleep which comes of a sense of completed duty. He was head of the German unofficial representatives on the Pacific coast, and all his work so far had been thorough and successful. He had gleaned from stray references the strength of Admiral Cradocks squadron and he had reported it to Admiral von Spee, and the result had been obvious at Coronel. At Guayaquil and Callao he had colliers ready to sail on the instant  one of them, thanks to lavish expenditure of funds and jugglery with papers, actually under the British flag. Should von Spee decide to return northwards from Coronel he would find abundance of best Welsh steam coal awaiting him, or if Ziethen turned up unexpectedly there would be the same kindly reception ready for her. Everywhere German agents were seeking bits of news to report to him, so that he could piece them together and pass them on. He knew all about the British battle cruiser in the West Indies, and he could name the ships which were watching lest German commerce destroyers should push out of American Atlantic ports; he did not know, all the same, about Admiral Sturdees fleet which was fitting out in England, but for that he bears no blame. The discovery of the object of this squadron was the business of the central organization, which failed lamentably. No, Schmidt had done everything that could be expected of him, and he was fully entitled to the blissful sleep which encompassed him and which was about to be so rudely interrupted.

The telephone at the bedside rang sharply, and Schmidt started up, blinking himself into rapid wakefulness. Beside him his wife muttered heavily, humped over on her side, and clawed her tangled hair out of her eyes. She switched on the light while Schmidt pulled back the mosquito net and reached for the telephone instrument.

The first sounds to reach his ear were apparently meaningless gibberish, but it seemingly did not disconcert him. He uttered gibberish in reply, and with password and countersign thus exchanged his agent could safely pour forth his news into Herr Schmidts receptive ear. The torrent of rapid German was of an import which made Herr Schmidt start in surprise.

What? he demanded. Where are they now?

They were going through Gatun when I tried to telephone first, sir, came the answer. They must be almost at the Cut now.

But why did I not hear of this at once? demanded Herr Schmidt savagely.

The voice at the receiver fell away into a placatory whine.

I couldnt, sir. Really, sir. These two Englishmen here were too closely after us. Theyve taken Schulz. Im sure they have. Ive told you about them often before. I simply couldnt get a line to Panama before this. They were all too busy, sir.

Rubbish! exploded Herr Schmidt. You Gatun set are a gang of cowards and worse. You say you dont even know the battle cruisers name?

No, sir. Couldnt get it anyway. But its a battle cruiser for certain. Twenty thousand tons. And the light cruisers the Penzance.

Bah! said Schmidt. Get her name at once. And all about her  where she comes from and what shes doing. If you cant do that in Gatun youre not on my pay list any more. Report again in two hours time.

Schmidt slammed down the receiver and heaved himself out of bed. His hairy legs protruded beneath his brief nightshirt, and there was a hint of hairy chest at its open throat. He put on his thick round glasses with one hand and reached for his trousers with the other. While pulling on his trousers he thrust his bare feet anyhow into his shoes. Then, with a growl at his wife, he went clattering out of the house to the garage. Three minutes later, in the growing light of dawn, his car was roaring out of Panama with its headlights blazing, while Schmidt, thick body bent, grasped the wheel in his big hairy hands. Out of Panama he went, with his car leaping madly over the fantastic bumps and hollows of the country road. He tore through the ruins of Old Panama and onward where the road degenerated into a mere track at the spot where the Canal Zone adjoined the Republic of Panama. A steady hand and powerful wrists were necessary to hold the car to the track, but burly Hans Schmidt was a brilliant driver. He swung aside on to an even narrower path where the undergrowth crashed beneath his wheels and tore at the body. Uphill he went, his foot steady on the accelerator, until the path ran into a small clearing beyond which stood a tall half-ruined building which, nevertheless, by its patching and by the condition of its courtyard, showed signs of recent occupation. Here Schmidt stopped the car, and with an agility unexpected in one of his bulk he scrambled out and rushed into the building and up the rotten stone stairs.

The tall room at the top of the tower was modern in its furnishings; indeed, the modernity was carried to an extreme pitch, for the main parts of the furniture comprised a receiving and transmitting wireless plant of the highest possible power. The old ruined tower, once a fortress which had been taken and sacked by Morgan and his buccaneers two and a half centuries ago, was now one of the central ganglia of the German Pacific secret service. On a camp bed at one side of the room lay a young man, half asleep, at the table by the instruments sat another, with the receivers on his ears. They both looked up when Herr Schmidt entered, but they were treated with scant courtesy. Schmidts first action was to jerk head and thumb back to the door, and they rose slowly to obey. The one with the instruments offered Schmidt the bearing pad the messages recently intercepted  all sorts of messages, in code and en clair, mercantile and military  but Schmidt cast it aside after flipping through its pages and running an eye over the messages.

Outside, he growled, quickly.

They went, shambling, while Schmidt threw himself into the chair, adjusted the receiver, and began tuning in the instruments with his thick hands, making the adjustments for a general call with steady delicacy. From a pocket at the back of his trousers he produced a small book printed on fine paper; and with a stub of pencil and a scrap of writing-paper he made a note or two, constantly referring to the book. Soon the message he had in mind was written in code on the paper; with his heavy face upturned to the ceiling he memorized it, and then, striking a match, he burnt the piece of paper bearing his notes. The code book was thrust back into his pocket, and above it, inside the pocket, he adjusted the fish-hook which was fastened in the lining. The unwary hand which dived into that pocket in search of Germanys most secret naval code would be lacerated and torn excruciatingly. Then Schmidt set about broadcasting his message, sending it out again and again. His sub-stations at Callao and Valparaiso would take it in and relay it; the cables would bear it by devious routes back to Germany. Von Spee on the Chilean coast would receive it; the Ziethen, lost somewhere in the Pacific, would take it in as well. Hour after hour Schmidt sent out that message, sitting in his grotesque garb of nightshirt and trousers while the sweat ran down his unshaved cheeks and heavy jowl. It was not the sort of message he could trust to subordinates.

For the tremendous naval strength of England was to be exerted against von Spees squadron. There was to be no more attempts to engage him with armoured cruisers or obsolete battleships. There was a new power at the Admiralty  Fisher, who had become First Sea Lord at the time of the disaster at Coronel. Von Spee was to be hounded down and exterminated. Battle cruisers were to be used, the most deadly enemies of the armoured cruiser. Admiral Sturdee was to be sent from England with Invincible and Inflexible and half a dozen modern cruisers round the Horn to sweep northwards up the Pacific. But this part of the plan was unknown to Schmidt  it was unknown to any German until von Spee at the Falklands saw the tripod masts of the battle cruisers and read his death in that sight. The southward sweep was what concerned Schmidt at the moment.

H.M. battle cruiser Leopard had been stationed for three weeks already in the West Indies; there she could guard against von Spee, or any detachment from his force, passing the Panama Canal and ravaging the rich English shipping of the Caribbean and the Gulf, and there also she could be ready to cut off any movement of the Germans northward round the Horn. But to the new personality at the Admiralty any such defensive attitude was distasteful and obnoxious. Leopard must be used offensively. Let her pass the Canal herself, instead of waiting for the Germans to do it; let her seek out the enemy instead of waiting passively for the enemy to come within her grasp. It was the truer, more decisive strategy, and the orders were passed to Leopard on the same day that the other orders were given to Admiral Sturdee.

So that Leopard and her attendant light cruiser Penzance had passed out of the West Indies and the cognizance of the German agents there, and was even now making the passage of the Canal, the first ship of all Britains fleet to make use of the waterway  one month open, only. The whining voice on Herr Schmidts telephone had told him of her passing Gatun lock, and now, while Schmidt was broadcasting his warning to all who might read it, she was going through Miraflores lock and her bow was wet with the salt water of the Pacific. Her twenty-four knots and her 12-inch guns meant death to any German ship on that ocean; small wonder, then, that Herr Schmidt received the news so gravely, and small wonder that he prayed to his German God that the electrical disturbances of the Pacific would not prevent the reception of the warning he was sending out. With the damp, sticky heat calling forth the sweat from every pore he bent again and again to his duty, his masterful hands tapping out the staccato Morse at regular half-hour intervals. He did his duty thoroughly, as every German did. From down below came the faint thud-thud of the engine and the deep hum of the dynamo; the shrill whine of the mosquitoes circling round the sweating head blended with the hum. They bit the back of his thick neck, and they sought out his uncovered ankles.


CHAPTER XVIII
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ALBERT BROWN HAD spent a weary night. Before morning he had used the last of his water, and his thirst occupied nearly all his thoughts. His hunger had led him to eat some of his tinned provisions, and that, of course, increased his thirst inordinately. From the cessation of the noise of the riveting on board Ziethen he deduced that repairs were completed, but as long as a landing party was on shore it was his duty to go on fighting and keep it occupied, and so detain Ziethen longer still at Resolution. He fought down his thirst, and he fell now and again into a troubled sleep, from which he awoke each time with a start and listened to the clamorous noises made in the otherwise still night by the landing party.

It is difficult to imagine the condition of the surface of Resolution. Think of a stretch of mud exposed to the sun. It cracks in all directions, breaking up into small cakes. The lava of Resolution has done the same thing; the pieces of lava of which it is composed are of much the same size and shape as a dining-room table would be if it were solid down to the end of its legs, and the cracks between the pieces vary in depth from one to ten feet. Now realize that the edges of each cake are sharp as knives, and that the surfaces of each cake are seamed with minor cracks whose edges are equally sharp. Add to this the facts that landslides and earthquake action have tumbled the blocks over each other higgledy-piggledy, and that the general slope of the whole mass is on one side steeper than the roof of a house and on the other nearly as steep. Finally, dot the whole slopes with intensely spiny cactus, and a faint mental picture can be formed of the difficulty of progress over them in the dark, especially when hampered by thirst on a hot night. A hundred yards in an hour is a high speed  six hundred yards in six hours is impossible.

This was the lesson which each officer of Ziethen had to learn in turn, and which each refused to accept as truth from his junior. The Commander doubted what the Lieutenant said about it, and Captain von Lutz, who, of course, did not leave his ship, doubted both the Commander and the Lieutenant. When morning came and found Brown still alive and untaken (he informed every one of the fact by sending a couple of bullets along Ziethens bridge, narrowly missing the officer of the watch), pleasant expectation on board changed to furious consternation.

The semaphore came into action to goad the unhappy Commander with a proper sense of his failure. Captain von Lutz interfered with the plans of the Commander, and abruptly sent the last fifty men who could be spared from the work of the ship in a dash for the inner shore in an assault upon the place where he judged Brown to be. He was only one hundred yards out in his estimate of the line; that was good judgment, not bad, considering that he had only the noise of rifle shots echoing from a cliff to guide him, and that Ziethen, thanks to her turn away, was now nearly half a mile from Brown.

Brown saw the boats coming and turned his rifle upon them, but now, with his teeth chattering with fever and his hands trembling, he could not make even moderately good practice. He knew that Fate was close upon him as he looked along the rifle barrel and saw the foresight dancing like a live thing in the U of the backsight, and as shot after shot went wide. But the rifle is a sweet tool, and gives of its best even in bungling hands as far as in it lies. Twice Brown loosed off, almost by accident, at the right moment, and each time a man in one of the boats collapsed upon his thwart. Two casualties could not stop the boats. They rushed in to the foot of the cliff and the boats crews bundled out, just as in the first misguided attempt, scattering a little swarm of Amblyrhincus  marine iguanas  who had been comfortably feeding on seaweed at the waters edge regardless of the din of battle echoing round the island.

Even at a hundred yards Brown found that he made but poor practice. He dropped two men only in five shots, and then, reaching into his pouches to refill his magazine, he realized that only two of them were full; he had only twenty rounds left. With such a small reserve he knew that he could hardly stop this close attack  and the one which must develop soon out on his left would be able to push forward unopposed. It was the last, desperate death grapple. Browns lips parted in a harsh grin so that the black cracks upon them showed in deep contrast with his white teeth. He pulled his failing strength together for one more effort, steadied his weak limbs, and tried to shoot the attackers down deliberately, one by one.

More than one of the struggling attacking party dropped, but far more by reason of the difficulties of the ascent than in consequence of the casualties the forward impetus died away. Just as before the climbers crouched down in hollows and crannies; from the sound of Browns firing they had formed some idea of his position, and they began to fire back at him. Once more Brown heard the sharp noise of bullets passing close beside him, and once more little puffs of lava dust arose here and there where the bullets struck. But on this occasion the attack had begun farther off to one side and Brown was not perched quite so high up. So that his position was not nearly so dominating, and he could not overlook the lumps of rock behind which lay his enemies. Only here and there could he see small portions of the bodies of the men firing at him, and in his shaking condition he could not hit these with certainty or anything approaching certainty. He caused another two casualties, but these did not deter the forty men who were firing at him, and when he had filled his magazine with his last cartridges he had to keep these in reserve to use against the last rush. He lay as close to the lava as he could, awaiting in uncomplaining patience for the end to come, while the bullets crackled and sang all round about him.

Soon his quiescence was noted by those below; the bolder and the stronger among them heaved themselves up and made little advances up the face of the cliff from one block to another, out of one crevice into the next. Before long most of the line was bellying forward, up the cliff, and working along it, emboldened by the cessation of Browns fire. Only half a dozen men, the less energetic or the fainter hearted, still lay crouched in their cover and maintained a hectic fire on the patch where they thought Brown lay. They wasted ammunition at an amazing rate, but they made an encouraging noise even if they did nothing else. Brown, peering with one eye over the edge, could see two or three men actually only twenty yards below him and fifty yards away. Soon one of them would get a clear sight of him, and that would be the end. He felt no resentment, either against Fate or against the men who were about to take his life; he had done all he could.

At that very moment the battle was interrupted. A tremendous braying from Ziethens siren called every ones attention clamorously to the signal which was being wig-wagged rapidly and repeatedly from her bridge semaphore. It was the general recall.

For some minutes the attackers hesitated. It was hard to go back when success was so close at hand. But the siren brayed again, and the semaphore gesticulated feverishly. No one could act in independence of orders so definite and so oft repeated. Reluctantly the officer commanding the landing party blew his whistle and the attackers turned back down the cliff, crawling back perilously, dropping down little precipices, more slowly than they would have gone had their effort been successful. Brown saw them go, and as a last effort he raised himself and sent a bullet through the shoulder of the officer in command  which had the very desirable effect of delaying the retreat while the landing party turned and wasted much further ammunition upon him until further trumpetings of Ziethens siren recalled them to duty. They dropped down to the boats, lifted in their wounded and dead, and pulled slowly back to the cruiser.

Nevertheless it was not the evacuation of the island by the landing party which took up so much time; the real delay was caused by the huge, useless, straggling mob on the outer face. After the Commander in charge had read the signals from the vantage point on the crest he had so painfully gained, he had still to pass the word for retreat throughout the length and breadth of his straggling command, and having done so he still had to get his men down to the beaches. Most of them had been straying loose over Resolution for nearly forty-eight hours; they were dispirited, lame, fatigued, and most woefully undisciplined. Many of the lazy and insubordinate among them had found crannies here and there and were stretched out fast asleep in some tiny area of shade. In the blinding noonday heat even the best of the men moved slowly when the heart was taken out of them by the order to retreat, and many of them strayed back in directions quite opposite to the one the Commander desired. The frightful heat of the rocks, enough to blister a bare hand laid upon them, discouraged activity; men who would struggle cheerfully forward into action would soon cease to struggle when defeat, and that by a single man, had to be admitted. The Commander and the Lieutenant raved and swore as much as their dry throats permitted, while the sweat drenched their soiled ducks; the petty officers struggled to keep the men within earshot of them on the move; but it was a painful, hopeless task. A man a hundred yards away might as well be ten miles away for all the use it was giving orders to him  there was no going back to him without wasting another hour.

To the wretched Commander on the crest the hours after noon seemed to race by; the sun seemed to sink towards the horizon at three times its usual speed, while the messages spilt out by the accursed semaphore became more and more caustic. He watched the incredibly slow progress of his men down to the boats with fever consuming his soul. There seemed no end to the white-clad figures who came into sight one after the other, round the bulge of the island at ten minute intervals  and some of them were actually still trying to make their way up to the crest instead of down to the boats.

Seaman Muller, the ships bad character, came struggling along the top of the crest past the Commander. His feet were very sore and his clothes were in tatters, and his gait was, to use a homely simile, like that of a cat on hot bricks. With his rifle hitched over his shoulder he was picking his way along the more easy stretch of small lava at the top of the island. He came within fifty yards of the blaspheming Commander, who shouted to him to get away diagonally down the slope to the boats, but Seaman Muller made an inaudible reply  he was not a very disciplined character at the very best of times. He was certainly not going to plunge down into that awful inferno of rocks and cactus until he had to. He would keep along the crest until he was above the boats, and then he would, perhaps, graciously go down the steep slope. Until then he was going to keep to this easier part of the island  easier, but most uneasy. He hitched his equipment about him and continued the agonizing effort of struggling up and down the lava blocks.

A hundred yards past the Commander he stopped to rest. He sat down where a lava block now cast a fair amount of shade, thanks to the setting of the sun. He mopped his streaming face; he considered his thirst and went off into a happy dream, imagining one hundred ways of quenching it, in none of which water took any part whatever. And as he allowed these delightful visions to play over him his eye roamed about carelessly over the tangle of cliff across the arc of the lagoon. A quarter of a mile away, one-third the way up the cliff, he seemed to see a speck of something which was neither cliff nor cactus. It might be the head and shoulder of a man who was kneeling up and peering round about over the top of a block of lava. Seaman Muller unslung his rifle and threw himself upon his face. He slipped a cartridge into the breech. The red splendour of the setting sun illuminated the speck of target presented to him. Muller was neither a good shot nor a musketry enthusiast. He took aim and fired just as he would have thrown a stone at a stray cat or bird. He did not even see whether he hit what he aimed at, for at the sound of the shot the empurpled face of a petty officer shot up from a hollow close beside him and an order bellowed into his ear roused even the undisciplined Muller to rise to his feet and sling his rifle and continue his slouching march back to the boats. And for firing the shot against orders he was very properly run into the punishment cells as soon as he and the Commander had reached Ziethen again.

But that last shot, fired in the last few minutes of daylight, had reached its billet. The sharp-nosed bullet had hit Brown high up on the right shoulder; it had smashed a rib and a shoulder-blade on its way through, and had flung him back into his crevice. At first he was merely numb. He put his hands to his wound and was surprised to find them red with blood. It was some time before pain came  after the sun had set, in fact.


CHAPTER XIX
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THE BEGINNINGS OF Herr Schmidts urgent calls had reached Ziethen soon after sunrise, but they were in a very mutilated form and so distorted that it could not even be guessed what cypher was being employed. The wireless telegraphist declared he could recognize the touch on the key of the main American agent, but this thin bit of evidence carried no weight. Only later was clear proof obtained that the message was in the Most Secret code, and from Schmidt himself, and it was nearly noon before the fragments of successive messages could be pieced together so that Captain von Lutz could read their dread import  that a British battle cruiser and light cruiser had passed the Panama Canal into the Pacific. As soon as he was sure of it there was no hesitation about his decisions. With certain death cruising after him in this fashion he was not going to linger within sight of land. He issued immediate orders for the recall of the landing party.

Nevertheless, as has been seen, those orders were more easily issued than obeyed. It was past three oclock by the time that the inner landing party had reached the ship with a fresh load of wounded and dead to madden those who had stayed on board, and by the time night fell on Resolution only the smallest driblets of the other force had trickled down to the boats; there were still nearly two hundred men hopelessly entangled on the slope. And with the coming of darkness the task of getting the weary men to imperil neck and limb by continuing the descent became hopeless. The petty officers blew their whistles and bellowed orders through megaphones into the night, but they did small enough good. Now and again a little group or a stray individual would come sliding down the last descent to where the boats lay, but the hours went by and the numbers on the cliff had not diminished very much. Messages flashed to Ziethen did nothing to allay the impatience of Captain von Lutz as he strode about fuming. With very little additional motive he would have taken the ship out and abandoned what was left of the landing party, but it was really too much to risk. Even if he had them all back, Ziethen would be perceptibly shorthanded, thanks to the casualties Brown had caused and the innumerable cut feet and sprained ankles incurred. The loss of another fifty men would be extremely serious, for Captain von Lutz had to bear in mind the prospect of strenuous coaling at sea and of sending away prize crews, to say nothing of having to fight further battles against hostile ships. He could not bring himself to abandon the stragglers, especially as it meant leaving them to certain death on a waterless island. He could only fret and fume and send orders to get the men into the boats as soon as possible, the while he calculated the chances of the British battle cruiser setting a course for the Galapagos and the time it would take her to get there.

The night wore through and morning came, and the broad light of day was pouring upon the tortured rocks before the last worn straggler came stumbling into the boats; it was almost high noon before Ziethen had her anchors up and was heading out of that accursed lagoon to the open sea with a depressed, weary crew and exasperated officers. For once the magnificent German efficiency had come to grief; the stern German discipline had failed. Much may be made of the rocks and thorns of Resolution, but some people are inclined to take most of the credit for the achievement away from these natural and incidental circumstances and bestow it upon Leading Seaman Brown, who had voluntarily opposed himself to the might of an armoured cruiser, who had foreseen that the enterprise would cost him his life, and who had gladly paid this price without hope of applause for the sake of the Navy in which he served.

For Brown was dying surely enough. A night of torture had followed his wound. The pain came steadily, growing stronger and stronger as the crushing numbness following the initial shock had died away. He was in a high fever, and the dreadful pain made him heave and toss in pitiful, child-like efforts to get away from what was tormenting him. He had been thirsty enough before, but that thirst was nothing compared to the suffering he was now experiencing. Several times that night he had struggled back to consciousness, obsessed by an overwhelming thought that there might be a little water left in one of his two water-bottles. Each time he had writhed himself about until his left hand could grasp them and draw the corks and raise each in turn to his cracked and swollen lips. Once only  the first time  had this agonizing effort encountered success; three or four drops of fluid, cool and delightful, trickled out of the bottles iron neck into his furred mouth, but that was all. There was never anything in either of the bottles afterwards, but Brown always hoped there was.

And as Brown held his left hand to his riven shoulder a troubled memory drifted into his mind of the German boy he had shot through the shoulder the day before yesterday. Browns regretful mind recalled just how that boy had rolled out from behind his cover, trying to hold his shoulder together just as Brown was doing now. He remembered the frown of pain upon the boys pleasant face, and he remembered how all day afterwards he had lain in the torturing sun with the flies thick about him, calling feebly in his unknown tongue for what Brown guessed must be water. Water! Of course it was water for which he was asking. No one would dream of asking for anything else; there was nothing else in all this world one-millionth part as valuable as water. The heartbroken cries of the German boy echoed in Browns ears with pathetic persistence; he heard them so long that he felt he must rouse himself to satisfy them. Once he had made up his mind to the effort it was easy enough. There had descended upon him a God-given ability to float quietly and without effort through the air; it was so easy Brown was surprised he had not discovered it before. He floated down to where the German boy was lying, with the sun on his pale hair; he took his hand, and the boy opened his eyes and smiled. It was such a friendly smile; Albert loved him from that moment for the niceness of his blue, childlike eyes and his golden sunburn. Brown lifted him ever so easily just by the hand he held, and together they drifted away from the ugly sharp rocks into a place where there was a pleasant shade. The boy turned to him and made a gentle inquiry, and Brown nodded his head and said, Presently. So they went on to where tall trees reared themselves up over a meadow of green grass, and there, beside the trees, there was a little, deep river of clear water; you could see it winding away over the green plain. And they drank of the water, and it was perfectly cool and wonderful. They drank and they drank, and they turned to each other and laughed with their happiness, and then they lowered themselves into the clear depths and drifted with the stream, lapped about with water, in companionable nakedness. Everything was very friendly and happy and most blissfully perfect.

Then Brown turned and smiled to the pale-haired boy again, but he did not smile back. Instead his face was contorted with pain again, and he menaced Brown with his fists and glared at him with wild eyes, and Brown writhed back from him and found that the cool water had fallen away from around him, leaving him on the rocky bottom. And it was hot again, and the rocks beneath him were sharp  oh, and his shoulder hurt him so! With a start and a groan Brown came back to consciousness, to a dark world wherein flaming wheels hovered on his eyelids  a world of torment and agony and thirst, thirst, thirst.

The good things of this world had passed him by. He had never had an eye for the joy and wonder of a woodland triumphant with primroses or mysterious with bluebells. He had never known womans love, not even bought love, and he had never known the love of a child, the touch of a tiny soft palm upon his cheek and fairy laughter. He knew nothing of the grim majesty of Lear nor of the sunny happiness of Twelfth Night. Good food and good wine and the glory of Rembrandt had alike passed him by. Never even had he known liberty; he had been all his life the slave either of a mothers ambition or of a Navy which demands her servitors all to bestow upon unthinking ingrates. All his happiness, all his talents, his life itself, had been swept away in the tide of the Iron Age, the Age of the Twelve-Inch Gun. The achievements of Brown at twenty embraced nothing older than death and destruction. Brown might have died at eighty in a better-adjusted world and left behind him a long record of steady addition to the sum of human happiness, and the test of that might be whether he had not left behind any materials for a story. Yet if Brown had had the choice, just before his landing on Resolution, he would undoubtedly have selected for himself the career which has been outlined in these pages, and other people would have chosen the same for him too.

Brown never knew the satisfaction of success; he never knew what stupendous results eventually crowned his efforts. Later on that last day he came back to consciousness; he swept the flies from his face and, under the impulse of his one consuming motive, he edged himself to the brink of the rock and peered out over the lagoon. The blue, blue water luxuriated in the drenching sunshine; the grim surround of cliffs danced and wavered in the shimmering heat before his reeling eyes. At the waters edge the marine iguanas browsed upon the seaweed as their Stone Age great-grandfathers had done. Far put at sea the gulls wheeled and sank over the grey line that marked the ocean currents edge. But of Ziethen Brown could see nothing; the jagged cliffs cut off from his view the smudge of smoke which marked where she was heading out for the horizon. She had gone; she had got clear, and all Browns efforts to detain her had only ended in a trivial forty-eight hours delay, of no importance at all in a six months cruise. Brown fell forward on to the rock again with a groan of broken-hearted despair, and flaming thirst and dreadful pain wrapped him about once more. They killed him between them, did pain and thirst, before the end of that day. He had been a plaguey long time dying, but he was dead at last.


CHAPTER XX
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CAPTAIN RICHARD E. S. Saville-Samarez, C.B., M.V.O., sat alone in his cabin at his desk pondering the problems set before him by the terse Admiralty instructions received by wireless and cable, by the small Pacific chart before him bearing the estimated positions of von Spee and his squadron, and by the various possibilities which had gradually accumulated in his not highly imaginative brain. Of a surety his passage of the Panama Canal in H.M.S. Leopard with Penzance in company had caused very considerable stir. The Canal authorities had been dubious enough about letting him through, despite the fact that His Britannic Majestys representative on the spot had made preparations for his arrival twenty-four hours before, quoting terms and treaties which declared the Canal open to all shipping whether in peace or war. Cables everywhere had been alive with the news when he entered the Canal; excited American papers would on the morrow be informing their readers that at last the British Navy had shown a sign of life instead of leaving hapless squadrons to be exterminated by von Spee. Already Leopards presence would be notified to Berlin, and German diplomatists would protest the while the German Admiralty noted the information and weighed anxiously the effect of this slight dispersion upon the crushing superiority of the Grand Fleet at Scapa, where thirty Dreadnoughts awaited the emerging of the High Sea Fleet from its mine-fields and protected harbours.

Captain Saville-Samarez was not very different in appearance from what he had been twenty years before; he was not of the type that alters greatly with age. There were grey hairs now among his irrepressible brown ones, and authority and responsibility had brought character into his face; there were two firm vertical lines between his eyebrows, and his eyes seemed deeper set, and there was a grim line or two about his mouth, but he still seemed extraordinarily young, with his fresh complexion and upright carriage. Truth to tell, responsibility and authority sat lightly on his shoulders; he was never a man for deep thought or of much imagination, and the steadiness of his nerve had brought him out of whatever difficulties he had found himself in without any ageing flurry or worry. Little jobs like picking up moorings in a twenty-thousand-ton battleship in a crowded harbour with a full gale blowing he had simply accepted and carried through with automatically-acquired skill, and without any frightening pictures of what might happen if he made a mistake.

But just at present he was thinking deeply and trying his utmost to use all the imagination he possessed. He realized how fortunate he had been at present, the commander of a battle cruiser was perhaps the biggest plum in the Service open to one of his rank. Moreover, he held an independent command at present, and the exigencies of the Service had put Penzance under his command as well. He grinned to himself at the recollection of the series of chances which had kept Leopard free from admirals  there were dozens of admirals who might have received the chance, and been glad of it, under some slight variation of circumstances. And an admiral would of course have gained the credit of any exploits Leopard might achieve, and Captain Saville-Samarez would be forgotten, forced to be content with a casual inevitable reference in the official report.

Nevertheless, an admiral, while receiving the credit of success, would also have to bear the responsibility for failure, and in the absence of an admiral that responsibility would belong to Captain Saville-Samarez, and the Captain was almost worried about it. His instructions gave him a free enough hand; what he had to do was to hunt down von Spee and his squadron, concerting for that purpose with the other officers on the spot. The only tie upon him was the emphasis laid in his orders upon the necessity to keep Leopard from damage, no destruction of armoured cruisers would be worth the loss of a battle cruiser. To a staff officer such a condition would appear natural enough, as Leopard had an advantage of at least four knots in speed over any of von Spees armoured cruisers, and her guns outranged any of von Spees by a couple of miles or more. But if Leopard by herself encountered von Spee with his three armoured cruisers all at once  Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Ziethen  things might not be so easy. Two cruisers might close into range while he was sinking the third, or they might all scatter and he would be lucky to bag one of them, while the light cruisers would make themselves unpleasant simultaneously by trying to torpedo him. Penzance might get badly hit too, and that would be his fault as well. The rage of the British public if it heard that a damaged British ship had had ignominiously to seek internment in a neutral port would be unbounded.

So that a battle, were one to take place, would demand caution  it was this need for caution which was one of the factors worrying the Captain. And, all the same, a battle need not necessarily take place. Von Spee had last been heard of three thousand miles away, and to find a squadron hidden in three thousand miles of water was not an easy matter; on the contrary, it was an exceedingly difficult one. Von Spee might round the Horn and make a dash for home across the Atlantic and be half-way back before the news reached Leopard; he might even turn northward again and slip past Leopard and gain the Panama Canal  and that would mean Captain Saville-Samarezs professional ruin. The Captain realized that he needed all his wits to be sure of encountering the enemy.

And he wanted to encounter them too. With the age limit steadily pursuing him up the captains list, he could see plainly enough that without something extraordinary happening he would just reach rear-admirals rank before he had to retire. Unless he did something to distinguish himself he would end his life as rear-admiral on the retired list like fifty others he could name. He wanted to do something to make his name remembered, and the surest way would be to sink a German ship or two. Then the public would know him as Saville-Samarez, the chap who caught von Spee, or Saville-Samarez, you know, im oo sank the Scharnhorst; and the Captain knew how valuable such a label tied on to him would be. It would be very handy if he went in for politics; it might bring him a K.C.B.  and he wanted knighthood, for it had been the reward of his grandfather and great-grandfather before him. Above all, it might obtain for him a fat, comfortable colonial governorship on his retirement, and Saville-Samarez, with no means beyond his pay, urgently desired one. With the reward of success so rich, and the penalty of failure so severe, it behoved him to devote all possible energy to the solution of the problem.

Characteristically, however, he was making his final decision by himself. He had run through the meagre data with the Captain of Penzance, and heard his opinion, but he had left the final making up of his mind until he was alone. He did not shirk responsibility, and he had the utmost contempt for those who did  contempt which was only equalled by his contempt for councils of war in general.

He looked at the map, whereon von Spee was noted as as last heard of at Valparaiso. He studied the scattered shipping lanes. He tried to get into von Spees skin and work out what he would do in von Spees position. He glanced once more through the last reports of the British secret agents. There was coal at German disposal in various South American Pacific ports, so that there was quite a sporting chance of von Spee returning northward. The wireless room of Leopard was continuously reporting hearing powerful messages in an unknown code, and it seemed extremely likely that they were warnings of his approach sent out to the German squadron. That made it possible that the German agents on the mainland thought it conceivable that German ships were near.

Now von Spee had fought at Coronel and had entered Valparaiso with only two armoured cruisers, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. That was certain. Therefore his smallest armoured cruiser Ziethen, had been detached before Coronel. Whither would von Spee be likely to send her? Northward? Not likely, with the whole Japanese navy on the look-out for her, and not much plunder to be obtained in the Northern Pacific. Westward, to the Indian Ocean? That was the richest field of all; but Emden was there already, and the English fleet could as well hunt down two cruisers as one. Besides, Charybdis lay on that route and had made no report of meeting German ships, although that was no real proof that Ziethen had not gone that way. (Captain Saville-Samarez did not appreciate the profound truth of this last deduction.) South-westward, to New Zealand and Australian waters? Quite likely. But in that case Captain Saville-Samarez had no business with her; his duty was to get into touch with the main body. But supposing Ziethen had not been sent anywhere like this? Supposing she was still near the American coast? Shipping certainly had not reported her, but she might have her own reasons for lying in concealment. She might have been in collision or had engine-room trouble. Certainly it was odd that she had neither fought at Coronel nor been reported elsewhere. Now supposing she had been damaged, where would she try to effect repairs? Somewhere within wireless reach of Panama too, added Captain Saville-Samarez, making a false deduction from Herr Schmidts activities without making allowance for that gentlemans supreme conscientiousness and ignorance of Ziethens whereabouts. Captain Saville-Samarez looked at the map just as Captain von Lutz had done a week before, and came to exactly the same conclusion. The Galapagos Archipelago presented the most opportunities to a ship in need of repair.

Captain Saville-Samarez went on to consider ways and means. The Archipelago lay a little out of his direct course south from Panama. But Penzances most economical cruising speed was far in excess of Leopards. The ships would overlook far more water separated than in company. And Penzances speed was far larger than that of any one of von Spees squadron, except perhaps Dresden. She could look after herself and keep out of danger by herself unless she experienced the very worst of luck  and Captain Saville-Samarez was not of the type which makes mental pictures of what might happen in the very worst of circumstances. He reached his final decision with promptitude. and did not think about it again. His signal flew for the Penzances Captain to come on board Leopard, and a few quite brief sentences explained to that officer what Captain Saville-Samarez wanted done.

So that when the Captain of Penzance reached his own ship again he set a fresh course which gradually took his ship away from Leopard, diverging slightly away to the westward as the two ships headed south across the Bay of Panama. Leading Seaman Albert Brown at this moment was only slightly thirsty; Mullers bullet did not hit him until sunset that day, when Penzance and Leopard had diverged until they were quite out of sight of each other.


CHAPTER XXI
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NELSON ONCE WROTE that five minutes makes the difference between victory and defeat. It was hardly more than five minutes which made the difference between the detection of Ziethen and her possible escape from observation. Had Ziethen only sailed half an hour earlier she would have got away undetected to begin her career of destruction, and the history of the world  of the British Cabinet at any rate  would have been different. For as Penzance, detached by Captain Saville-Samarez to look round the Galapagos Archipelago, came down upon Resolution from the north-east, Ziethen was steering north-west away from the island. Just as Resolution came in sight a pair of keen eyes on Penzance detected a little trace of smoke far away on the westerly horizon. Smoke in that lost corner of the world was uncommon, and therefore suspicious, and Penzance headed after it in all the pride of her twenty-seven knots. In half an hour Ziethen was definitely identified, and the ether was thrilling with the news as Penzance broadcast her information.

Vain it was now for Ziethen to try to jam Penzances messages. Leopard was only a hundred miles away; besides, the men who built and equipped Penzance had a very clear idea of the duties she was to perform, which is more than can be said of those who built Charybdis. Penzance was one of the most modern of cruisers, designed solely to be of the utmost service to battleships. She was a battleships eyes, a battleships message bearer, and her immense speed and her powerful wireless installation were given her solely for these ends. Her news trickled in to Leopard hardly mutilated, and that great ship swung her twenty-thousand tons round in pursuit.

The Captain of Penzance knew his duty. Although his ship could match Ziethens 6-inch guns with 6-inch guns of her own, it was not his business to put her fragile hull within reach when there was a battle cruiser no distance off who would do the business for him without any risk of damage. Ziethen was a bigger ship and carried armour far more effective than Penzances fragile protective deck. Penzance could only possess the speed she boasted by reason of abandoning nearly all other protection; Ziethen, built in an age when the naval mind was a little muddled, had tried to combine all factors, speed (twenty knots at the time of her launching was a high speed), hitting power (German authorities did not place the same value upon large calibres as did the English) and armour, with the result that now she was helpless against a specialist.

She challenged action boldly enough; she wheeled, with her guns trained out upon Penzance and the range-takers eagerly chanting the ranges; she charged forward, but Penzance was not inclined to accept the challenge. Not a man on board who would not gladly have fought Ziethen to the death, but what was the use of incurring senseless losses when Leopard was pounding up behind with her 12-inch guns, which would settle the matter without Ziethen having the chance of scoring a hit? Penzance kept away. Her seven knots advantage in speed was overwhelming. No possible manoeuvre of Ziethens could inveigle her into range. It was not very long before Ziethen sullenly abandoned her attempt to make a fight of it and turned southwards at full speed in the hope of shaking off pursuit, or of closing in to a fight, when darkness came. And in reply to Penzances reports Leopard turned away to a converging course, working up to her full twenty-four knots, edging rapidly up to the two ships which were cleaving their way through the blue Pacific.

It was then, perhaps, during the weary hours of that long pursuit, that Captain von Lutz tasted defeat and failure and self-contempt at their bitterest. One single man had caused this disaster; one man armed with a rifle had brought about the destruction of Ziethen. Captain von Lutz looked back over those three days at Resolution. A single one of them would have sufficed to repair Ziethen and set her off again upon her career of destruction. Emden had done ten million pounds worth of destruction, and was still loose upon the Indian Ocean. What of Ziethen, with her more powerful guns and armour? She had fought and sunk one miserable third-class cruiser thirty years old which mattered neither one way nor another in the clash of nations. Now, because one wretched English sailor had held her up at Resolution for forty-eight hours longer than was necessary, Ziethens career was being ended. Captain von Lutz had no illusions about that. He knew that a battle cruiser and a light cruiser had passed the Canal; the light cruiser had arrived and was keeping him under observation, so that the battle cruiser could not be far away. And a battle cruiser would have no difficulty at all in setting the final seal on the work which Albert Brown had achieved at the cost of his life. The tea ships and meat ships and sugar ships, the ships carrying troops and the ships carrying bullion, would pass to and fro across the southern waters without Ziethen to sink and burn them.

Yet although Captain von Lutz was so convinced of the approaching destruction of his ship, he had no thought of giving up the game without at least a final struggle. Vigorous messages passed to the engine-room, and soon Ziethens boilers were filled up with every ounce of steam they could bear. Night was not far off, and if thick weather came with it Ziethen had a chance of escape, or, on the other hand, she might have a chance of closing with her adversaries and doing as much damage as she herself received. The pursuit must be prolonged until dark, and it was with an anxious eye that Captain von Lutz scanned the horizon as he paced about the bridge, the while officers and men laboured furiously making every preparation for a fight for life, stripping the ship of every conceivable combustible material, handling ammunition, and testing range-finders and gunnery controls; such is the queer nature of mankind that the imminent prospect of a fight in which every single man of them might lose his life cheered them all up immensely, and the depression and indiscipline which had settled upon the ship after the ineffective attempts upon Resolution vanished like mist.

Night came while Leopard was still out of sight, and Ziethen began her attempts either to throw off Penzances pursuits or else to close with her. But the night was clear, and Penzances speed was one-third as much again as Ziethens. An hour after nightfall the moon rose, and it was an easy enough matter for the look-outs on Penzance to pick up the loom of the big cruiser in the darkness. Ziethen turned sixteen points and came charging back straight up her own wake, but Penzance saw her and kept out of her way. Ziethen resumed her old course, maintained it for half an hour, and then turned two points to starboard. That time Penzance nearly lost her, but her great speed enabled her to zigzag down the original course and find her quarry again. Before midnight the long expected help came  Leopard with her 12-inch guns and twenty-four knots. Then the two English ships were able to take up positions comfortably on Ziethens port and starboard quarters so that the wretched cruisers chance of escape, small enough to begin with, were now much less than half what they were.

All through the night the three ships drove on southwards through the Pacific. The Germans had no friends at sea within two thousand miles, and they were acutely and uncomfortably conscious of the menacing, silent presence of the British ships which were following after them, like Death on his pale horse. Twice already that night, in the hope that the shadowy cruiser which had hovered after them was within range, had they switched on searchlights and blasted the night with a salvo, but each time they had gained no profit from the performance save for the very definite comfort of noise and action. It seemed to temper down in their minds the terrible inevitability of the morrow.

But it could not be said that discipline was faltering. German naval esprit de corps was of new but sturdy growth. Every single man on board (for the rumour had run round, as lower-deck rumours will) knew that a battle cruiser was close upon them and that further resistance was hopeless, yet no word was breathed of surrender and hardly a man would have given his vote in favour of surrender. A young navy cannot afford to begin its traditions with a record of that sort. German sailors must fight to the death, so that those that follow after might have at least a glorious failure to look back upon. Four hundred men must die for that sole purpose; at least let it be recorded that they died not unwillingly.

With the first faint beginnings of daylight Captain Saville-Samarez gave orders to reduce speed below the nineteen knots at which Leopard had been ploughing through the sea since her junction with Penzance. He was going to take no chances, with those stringent passages from his instructions running in his mind. Daylight was not going to find him anywhere nearly in range of Ziethens 6-inch guns. Even he, phlegmatic and confident though he was, had found the tension and excitement too great for sleep. He had been pacing about all night, the while the crackling wireless was sending through the relay ships to the Admiralty in Whitehall the glad news that one at least of the German Pacific Squadron was within the grip of the British Navy. Before dawn a reply had reached him, and he knew that the K.C.B. he desired would be his by the end of the year  if only he did what was expected of him.

And when daylight was almost come Captain von Lutz on Ziethens bridge knew that his last hope was gone. Far away on the horizon, almost dead astern, his powerful glasses could make out through the clear atmosphere the unmistakable tripod mast of a Dreadnought battle cruiser. There was death in that insignificant little speck. Still there was some chance of doing damage. Penzance lay closer in, on the starboard quarter. Ziethen wheeled, with her guns reaching up to extreme elevation. As the suns disc cleared the sea a crashing salvo broke forth from her side, but the range was too great. The columns of water where the shells fell rose from the surface of the sea nearly half a mile from the target. Five seconds later Penzance, in obedience to an irritated signal from Leopard, had turned away and was racing out of danger at her full twenty-seven knots, clearing the range for the 12-inch guns.

On Leopards bridge stood Captain Saville-Samarez. The conning tower was no place for him during this affair. The whole business would be as dangerous as shooting a sitting rabbit; and Captain Saville-Samarez had taken Leopard into Heligoland Bight astern of Lion, and from the bridge had seen Mainz blown to pieces by the shattering salvoes. Now he saw Ziethen swing eastwards, racing towards the level sun in one last hope of distracting the aim of the English gunners. But Leopard turned eastward too, steering a parallel course with the sun dead ahead and her guns training out to port. Eight 12-inch guns composed Leopards main armament; and the 12-inch gun had twice the range of the 6-inch gun and fired a shell eight times as heavy, with a shattering effect twenty times as great.

Leopard turned two points to port to get Ziethen comfortably within range, resumed her original course, and battle began. One gun from each turret volleyed forth in its deafening, appalling thunder, and four 12-inch shells went soaring forth on their ten-mile flight. Each shell weighed half a ton, and between them they contained enough explosive to lay all the City of London in ruins. Woe betide Ziethen with her half-hearted attempt at armour plating and her fragile upper works!

Short, said the Gunnery Commander up in the gunnery control tower, watching with detached professional interest the shooting of his beloved guns. Up two hundred.

The other four guns bellowed in their turn, and the half-ton shells shrieked out on their flight  ten miles in half a minute, reaching two miles up into the air as they went.

Short, said the Gunnery Commander again. The four immense columns of water were well this side of the racing armoured cruiser. Up two hundred. This blasted climates played Old Harry with the cordite!

Punctually at twenty-five-second intervals the salvoes blared forth from the fifty-foot-long turret guns.

Over, said the Gunnery Commander. Short. Hit. Hit. Hit. Over.

Three times in a minute and a half Ziethen was struck by a ton of steel containing a ton of high explosive. The wretched ships upper works were shattered and flung about, the steel plates were twisted and torn as though they were sheets of paper in a giants hands. One shell burst fair and true on the breech of a starboard side 6-inch gun, wiped out the guns crew and pitched the gun overside. But there was still life in the ship; the black cross still streamed out on its white ground from the tottering mast. Round she came, trying feebly to close with the enemy  just as, five days before, Charybdis had tried to do. But Leopard did as Ziethen had done then; she turned away at full speed, keeping her distance while the target moved slowly back abaft the beam. It was a hopeless effort to seek to close even to 6-inch gun range; there was no chance at all of being able to use torpedoes with effect.

Hit, said the Gunnery Commander. Over. Hit. Hit. My God!

The 12-inch shells had blasted away great holes in the unarmoured upper works; one had blown a gap in the horizontal protective deck. The Gunnery Commander saw her lurching through the waves, smoke  furnace smoke, and shell fumes, and smoke from fires  pouring from every crevice; but she was still a ship; she still moved, she still floated; she might still fire her guns. But two shells from the last salvo crashed through the protective deck and burst amid her very vitals. Boilers and magazines alike exploded in one huge detonation. The rending flash was visible in the strong tropical sunshine for a tiny instant as the ship blew apart before the merciful black smoke bellied out and hid everything from view. Then, as this cleared before the fresh breeze, there was nothing to be seen, nothing. Ziethen had gone the way of Good Hope and Monmouth, the way Scharnhorst was to go, and Defence and Black Prince, armoured cruisers all, sunk with all hands by gunfire. Twelve salvoes had done it  hardly more than five minutes firing. Every man on board had perished, including two Englishmen, the leading signalman and Ginger Harris, whom Brown had tended; but of course the English ships did not know of their existence on board  and never would.

The black smoke eddied away, upward and to one side, and Leopard and Penzance raced for the spot where Ziethen had been. They found little enough: a dead man  half a man, rather  a few floating bits of wreckage, and nothing else. Iron ships stripped for action have little enough on board that will float. Then Leopards triumphant wireless proclaimed the news far and wide  a welcome little victory, come just in time to counter the depression resulting from the defeat of Coronel, the sinking of Cressy, Hogue and Aboukir, and the depredations of Emden. It was Englands proclamation of the mastery of the seas, to be confirmed within a week by Sydneys fortunate encounter with Emden, and within a month by Sturdees annihilation of von Spee, where once again 12-inch guns blew armoured cruisers to destruction.

Then Captain Saville-Samarez was free to turn his ship back to England, to the misty North Sea for which he pined, and the prospects of The Day. He was to take Leopard into the clamorous, bloody confusion of Jutland when the battle cruisers raced into action with Lion leading, and he was to stand watch and ward with the others amid the tempestuous Shetlands, but that was his great day. As he had foreseen, he became known as the man who sank the Ziethen. But nobody was to know to whom the destruction of that ship was really due.


The Peacemaker
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CHAPTER I
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DOCTOR EDWARD PETHWICK, mathematics and physics master at the Liverpool School, was sitting at a window in his room adjoining the senior physics laboratory. He had laid aside the calculation on which he was engaged, in order to watch the proceedings in the playing fields beneath the window. The Officers Training Corps was coming on parade in readiness for a rehearsal of tomorrows review by a general from the War Office. Today they were being reviewed merely by a general who did not use the title  Mr. Henry Laxton, C.M.G., D.S.O., M.A., Headmaster of the Liverpool School, who had risen during the war from the rank of captain in the Territorial Army to the command of a brigade, and when the war was over had returned to the teaching profession and had accepted this headmastership. It gave the school a decided prestige to have at its head a brigadier-general, because even though he punctiliously never used the title everyone who mattered knew that it was his by right.

At the moment his son, Henry Laxton the Second, Captain of the School and Sergeant of No. 3 Platoon, was bringing his detachment on to the parade-ground. He walked with a swagger which was an improvement on that of the regular sergeant-majors; he handled his silver-topped cane to the manner born; and the long bayonet which swung on his hip rhythmically with his stride was the finishing touch to his soldierly appearance.

Pethwick saw his dark eyes beneath his cap peak gauging carefully, but without hurry, the distance between the head of his column and the space where No. 3 platoon should be. Then young Laxton shouted the order  although shout is too barbaric a word for that beautifully modulated word of command.

At the halt, on the left form  platoon.

No. 3 platoon came up into line exactly where it ought to have been, and stood rigid.

Order  hype. Standa  tease.

The fifty rifles came down like one; the fifty left feet made only one sound as they were pushed out.

Pethwick, watching from the window, knew he could never have done anything like that. His voice would have risen to a squeak with excitement. He would have misjudged the distance hopelessly, so that the little devils at the head of the platoon would have bumped delightedly into the line ahead of them. He could not conceive of himself ever having fifty boys under such perfect control as to order arms and stand at ease without a fidget or a wriggle anywhere along the line.

Pethwick was conscious of a vague envy of young Laxton. He envied him the calm self-confidence of his carriage, his coolness, and his efficiency in action. He ranked young Laxton in his mind with all the people whom he described to himself  drawing upon a vague memory of Fiona Macleods Immortal Hour  as the Lordly Ones, people who could do things in front of other people without fumbling at their neckties.

Pethwick tried to comfort himself by thinking of things which he could do with ease and which were quite beyond young Laxtons capacity; only that very morning in class Laxton had come down badly in attempting to demonstrate Cayleys proof of the Binomial Theorem, which to Pethwick was literally no more abstruse than the addition of two and two. But there was somehow no comfort in the memory, for Pethwick was of such an unfortunate mental composition as to find no pleasure in the malicious contemplation of other peoples difficulties.

Down on the parade-ground the regular sergeant-major and young Laxton had posted the markers  this was a very formal parade, indeed.

Markers, steady.

The drums rolled as the lines dressed. The officers were on parade now, Pethwicks colleagues all of them, Summers with his medals, Malpas and Stowe trim in their new uniforms, Hicks still tugging at his gloves  he, too, was not of the Lordly Ones. Swords were drawn and glittered in the sun. It was rare indeed for swords to be seen in the playing fields of the Liverpool School. The khaki ranks stood fast, motionless. The very atmosphere seemed charged with a tension which told that the great moment of the day was at hand.

Then the doors of the school hall towards which the parade was facing flew open, and the headmaster stepped out. Summers bawled an order. The band played a lively march  making a horrible hash of the opening bars  and the swords flashed as they came to the salute, and the rifles came to the present as though actuated by one single vast machine.

Mr. Laxtons appearance fully justified all this ceremony. He was not in uniform  after all, this was only a rehearsal of tomorrows review  but by a happy thought he was wearing morning clothes, superb in cut and style, setting just the right note of informal formality. He stood with his yellow gloves and silver-mounted stick in one hand and his silk hat raised in the other during the general salute, and then he came forward, while Summers hastened to meet him, to walk along the lines in formal inspection.

Dr. Pethwick continued to watch and suffer. He knew that if he were to put on a morning coat he would look like a seedy shop-walker.

And then Dr. Pethwicks heart gave a little kick inside his ribs. Mr. Laxton was now standing at the flagstaff which marked the saluting-point, and by his side was a young woman in a brown summer frock, talking animatedly. It was his daughter Dorothy, whom Dr. Pethwick considered to be the sweetest, most beautiful, most lovely of all the Lordly Ones.

Even leaving out of account the fact that Dr. Pethwick was a married man, it is remarkable that he had come to differentiate between Lordly Ones to such an extent that the sight of one particular one of them a hundred yards away should send up his pulse-rate, while none of the others affected him in any such manner. Yet if Dr. Pethwick had been able to put his feelings into words, he would have said that Dorothy Laxton was a fountain of sweetness, and that within the circle of Dorothy Laxtons arms (although he had no personal experience) lay all the bliss and rest and happiness of any conceivable paradise. Even looking at her over the playing-fields brought a pain into his breast  a pain in which he found an odd pleasure.

Pethwick gulped and looked away, allowing his mind, for the first time for a quarter of an hour, to revert to the calculation which half covered the large sheet of paper before him. The expression he was dealing with there included half the Greek alphabet and half the English, as well as eight or nine other symbols which only come to light in mathematical textbooks. Even Dr. Pethwick had found himself floundering a little helplessly at the moment when young Laxton had marched up No. 3 platoon to distract him.



When the Encyclopedia Britannica writes its little biographies of mathematicians and similar odd people, it is generous enough in its praise of their achievements. Sometimes, indeed, it even condescends to some small detail of their private lives, saying, perhaps, for the next twenty years he was happily occupied as Professor of Mathematics at So-and-So University, and sometimes even, it goes so far as to give a vague hint of domestic trouble, or illness. But from those poor data it is hard to conjure up a complete picture of the life of such a man as Pethwick, of the troubles and distractions caused him by such things as far unconnected with mathematics as his strong views upon disarmament and the facts that he loved his headmasters daughter, and that a silk hat did not suit his looks, and that his wife was a slovenly and malicious drunkard, or even that the Officers Training Corps should choose to hold a rehearsal of a review under the windows of his room, in the afternoon following a morning when Vb had been badly behaved and the Upper Sixth had been worse.

Perhaps all these dissimilar ingredients contributed to the sigh with which Pethwick picked up his pen again in his long, beautiful fingers and addressed himself to the tangle of neat symbols while, outside, the band blared and the Officers Training Corps plunged into the complicated wheel which was to get them into position for the march past.

It is conceivable that the distraction did Pethwick good, that the few minutes during which his mind had been empty of his work gave it an opportunity to rally for the last final effort. But it is just as likely that the stimulus given to his circulation and reactions by the distant sight of Dorothy Laxton may have been responsible. However it was, Pethwicks pen moved across the paper without hesitation for some minutes. Line was added to line of the calculation. Two nasty corners were turned by ingenious devices. The expression simplified itself.

Pethwicks eyebrows rose at one discovery; it was all very surprising. If he had been able to carry the calculation in his head he might have deduced all this weeks ago, and he was rather annoyed with himself for not having done so  he told himself that Gauss or Clerk Maxwell would have achieved the feat easily; in that he was wrong, betrayed into error by his habitual poor opinion of his own capacity.

The mathematical expression had been reduced now to the simplest form such a thing could possibly attain, and Pethwick looked at it with surprise. This was not what he had started to prove. He had set out to find a zero, and here was definite evidence that there was not a zero to be found; that when all allowances had been made there was a substantial residuum left over.

That was how Pethwick regarded it; actually he deserved a good deal more credit. Before he had set about this calculation the flair, the inspiration, which denotes the great scientist had told him that there might perhaps be this residuum despite the general consensus of mathematical opinion. The notion had bothered him until he had determined to settle it once and for all. Now he had proved himself right, proved that the two minor factors to which a whole series of keen minds had refused to attach importance were important after all, and he had already formed an erroneous estimate of his own achievement. He told himself that he had believed he would reach a zero and had reached a positive result instead, whereas actually in his heart of hearts he had known all along that he would reach that result. But Pethwick could never give himself credit for anything.

All the same, it was equally characteristic of him that he did not look back through his calculation to check its correctness. He knew that was all right. The only doubtful point was whether Kleins original figures, with Norburys elaborations of them, were accurate.

Pethwick looked again at Norburys eloquent paragraphs in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society which had originally inspired his investigation. Klein was probably accurate, and Norbury was certainly right as far as he had gone  which was not very far. At that rate the result which Pethwick had reached was exceedingly interesting mathematically. The experimental investigation which should follow would also be interesting. Pethwick was not very excited at the thought of that. He was much more of a mathematician than a physicist, and his lack of self-assurance made him continually doubtful of his manipulative skill.

But something might easily come of his discovery. There might be some application in the arts, in several directions. Electrical generation might be simplified, or for that matter broadcasting, or motorcar ignition. Because Pethwick had spent three weeks wrestling with figures housewives all over the world might find their electric irons cheaper to run, or little clerks might come home from their offices to listen in with more efficient radio sets, or ten million motorists in ten million garages would have to give one fewer turn to the cranks of their motor-cars on cold mornings.

Pethwick smiled with one side of his mouth at the exuberance of his imagination. There was an enormous distance between a row of figures on a sheet of paper and the general adoption of an invention which might possibly spring from bench experiments which might perhaps follow from those figures. But still, such was the stimulus given to his mind by this extravagant imagination of his that he resolved to carry out the very next day a few simple practical confirmations of his theoretical deductions. As he put his papers away in his desk he was already listing in his mind pieces of apparatus which he would need for preliminary work, and which the resources of the senior physics laboratory at the Liverpool School could provide.



As Dr. Edward Pethwick came out of the Science Buildings of the school into the courtyard (Mr. Laxton discountenanced the use of the word playground, which had generally been employed before his accession) he encountered his headmaster and his headmasters daughter coming away from the saluting point now that the review was over.

Dr. Pethwick lifted off his hat and passed on. Mr. Laxton nodded with a condescension which was made all the more remarkable by his morning coat and silk hat. Dorothy smiled very charmingly indeed. And as Dr. Pethwick went on, conscious of the fact that his coat crumpled below its collar, and that his soft hat was shabby, and his shoes unclean, Mr. Laxton cocked his head sideways after him and said:

Queer bloke, that.

Mr. Laxton was of the type that cannot help making a comment about anyone he happened to encounter.

Doctor Pethwick? I like him.

Oh, hes all right, I suppose, in his way. But you have to be a damn good disciplinarian before you can dress like that in a boys school, you know, Dorothy. And hes not.

I shouldnt think he was, said Dorothy.

Dorothy, as a matter of fact, was always reminded by Dr. Pethwicks appearance of the White Knight to Through the Looking-Glass  perhaps the most lovable character in English fiction, but hardly of the type to keep order in a secondary school.

Honestly, Dorothy, I ought to get rid of him, said Mr. Laxton. He cant keep discipline, and he cant teach, and hes no good at games, and his wife

Dont lets talk about his wife, said Dorothy. She had heard too much about Mrs. Pethwick; wherever two or three women were gathered together in that suburb there was always some discussion of Mrs. Pethwick.

But then, I dont know, said Mr. Laxton. I thought about it when I first came here, and decided against sacking him then, and the same arguments hold good now, I suppose. Hes an old boy of the school, you know, and although he is a London man, hes the only one left on the staff, thank God. Did I tell you the new man whos coming next term is Winchester and New?

Yes, Father, said Dorothy. She thought of adding, but refrained, Several times.

Oh, yes, so I did. What were we talking about before that? Oh, Pethwick. I didnt tell you that that astronomer chap on the board of governors  whats his name?  Runciman, thats it  was talking to me about a couple of papers of Pethwicks in some mathematical journal or other. Marvellous stuff, Runciman was saying.

Really? said Dorothy, with a trace of interest. What were they about?

Dont ask me, girl. Its not my line, as you know jolly well. But Runciman obviously thought the world of him A very brilliant young mathematician, evidently, and all that sort of thing.

Young? questioned Dorothy, who was twenty-three.

God bless my soul, yes, said Mr. Laxton. Hes not much older than you are. I see his name on the honours board every time I take prayers in hall. He got his degree  B.Sc.  in 1921, and I know he was nineteen at the time. Hes thirty-one. Got his doctorate at twenty-four. Runciman was talking to me about his thesis at the same time as the other things.

Dorothy remembered guiltily that only last week she had decided that she would marry someone just over thirty, as that was the most suitable age. It was a shock to her to realize that Dr. Pethwick was that age, although she had never pictured herself married to him.

I hope, mused Mr. Laxton, that he does something really brilliant soon. Suppose he became as famous as Einstein. Think what a lot of good that would do to the school.

Mr. Laxton had ambitions regarding the school. He wished to raise it to pre-eminence among secondary schools  nay more, he had visions of making a public school of it, and himself attaining the lofty distinction of admission to the Public School Headmasters Conference. In the last three years he had done much towards it; he had weeded out all the members of the staff  save for Dr. Pethwick  who did not hold degrees from Oxford or Cambridge; there was even a half-blue on the staff. He had introduced the practice of corporal punishment and the teaching of Greek  although his board of governors had so far managed to prevent him from making Greek a compulsory subject for the tradesmens sons and small clerks sons who were his pupils.

Mr. Laxtons chief trouble was the name of the school. Everyone who was not initiated thought that the Liverpool school must be in Liverpool, a mere provincial place, instead of, as was actually the case, owing its name to its Victorian founder and being in a suburb of London as near to the heart of things as St. Pauls and Dulwich College and Merchant Taylors, which everyone knew to be real public schools. Even the Old Boys would not help him much. They insisted on calling themselves Old Liverpudlians  a disgustingly provincial name  and remained stone-deaf to hints from the headmaster that he would welcome any movement to change the name into something more airy and gentlemanly.

In Mr. Laxtons mind the retention of Dr. Pethwick on the staff was a noble gesture, a magnificent recognition of the rise of democracy, a most notable example of the fact that nowadays a career was always open to talent. For Dr. Pethwick had no education beyond the Liverpool School and the University of London. Everyone knew that he was only the son of a local saddler  dead now, thank God  and that he had all sorts of queer cousins and relations still living in the district who were only working-class people. And also that he had a terrible wife  of the same class, of course.



At that very moment Dr. Pethwick was hoping, as he put his key into his front door, that his wife was not going to be difficult this evening. And as he came into the front hall he knew that she was. She came out of the dining room with that heaviness and exaggeration of gait which foretold the worst.

Hullo! said Mary Pethwick. Then she put out her hand against the wall and rested against it in a negligent sort of way. Her demeanour indicated that there was no real need for this support; she did it from choice, not to keep her balance.

Hullo, dear, said Pethwick, hanging up his hat.

Your teas not ready, said Mary, as though it were his fault.

Well, it doesnt matter, replied Pethwick. Ill get it myself.

He edged past her along the hall into the little kitchen; she made no effort to get out of his way but stood watching every step he took. The little kitchen was full of squalor. On the gas stove stood the frying pan in which had been cooked the breakfast bacon. The sink and the small table beside it were covered with dirty saucepans and dishes.

Pethwick looked round for the kettle, found it in the littered pantry, filled it and set it on the stove. Then he heard Marys blundering step down the hall, and she came in after him; the door, pushed open a shade too violently, crashed against the wall.

Mary put her back against the wall beside the dresser and watched his movements jealously. In that tiny room, littered as it was, there was hardly room for Pethwick to move now. Pethwick sighed; he was experienced now in Marys difficultness. When she followed him about like this it meant that she was looking for an opportunity to grumble. The only shadow of comfort left was that as the grumbling was quite inevitable it did not matter what he did.

He cleared the little table by stacking the dirty things neatly in the sink  until that was done there was nowhere where anything could be set down for a second. He washed out the teapot. He found, miraculously, a clean cup and saucer and plate. There were fragments of a broken jug under the sink. The only other two jugs in the house were dirty and greasy; he would have to pour his milk direct from the bottle  there was, fortunately, a little left. There was a smear of butter on the breadboard. The half loaf had stood since morning in the sunshine coming through the kitchen window, its cut surface was hard and dry.

An incautious movement on Pethwicks part set his foot on the saucer of milk put down for the cat beside the stove. It broke under his heel, and the milk streamed across the dirty floor.

There! said Mary. Look what youve done! All over my nice clean kitchen!

Im sorry, dear, said Pethwick. Ill mop it up.

He picked up a dishcloth from beside the sink and stooped over the mess.

Thats a teacloth, screamed Mary. Dont use a teacloth for that!

Pethwick put it back where he found it; the colour of the thing made the mistake excusable. He found something else, mopped up the mess, put the cloth back, and began cutting himself bread and butter.

Look how youre wasting the gas! said Mary.

The kettle was boiling. Mary often left kettles boiling until the bottom was burnt out of them, and she did not mind in the least how much gas was used, but she had to find something to harass her husband with. Pethwick made his tea, and went on cutting bread and butter.

Thats all the bread there is, said Mary, again as if it were his fault. Pethwick checked himself in the act of cutting. Half a small loaf is not much if it has to constitute a mans evening meal and two persons breakfast. Incautiously he allowed himself to say something which might be construed as displaying a little annoyance.

Didnt the baker come today? he asked.

Its not my fault if he comes when Im out, said Mary, leaping into the long sought opening. Fancy saying that to me! Do you expect

There is no need to give a verbatim account of what Mary Pethwick went on saying. The fact that Pethwick had dared to hint that she had neglected her domestic duties was a splendid starting point, from which she could counter-attack in righteous indignation. With malice she poisoned her barbed words. She knew, with the ingenuity of evil, how to wound. She jeered at his proverbial inability to keep a class in order, at his untidy appearance, at all the weaknesses of which he was conscious and for which he was ashamed.

Some husbands, sitting silent, could have let her words pass unheeded, practically unheard, but that was impossible to Pethwick. He was far too sensitive a man. He listened, and every word hurt. The stale bread and butter he was trying to eat at the kitchen table turned in his mouth to something more like sawdust than ever. The bitter strong tea to which he had looked forward was too bitter to drink. He pushed his cup away and rose from the table, to be censured again, of course, for the sin of waste. Mary had no objection to making use of the most ridiculous charges against him. They gave her time to think of more wounding things without having to check her speech.

Only one thing ever caused her to pause. It came now, while Pethwick stood waiting for the kettle to boil before beginning to wash up. Mary said suddenly that she could no longer bear the sight of him. It was a splendid excuse for moving away with dignity. Pethwick heard her go along the hall and into the dining-room, and he heard the sideboard door there open and close. He knew why. Then in a little while the kitchen door crashed open again and Mary came back to renew the onset, all the while that Pethwick was trying to wash clean the greasy dishes and saucepans.



When the washing up was completed Pethwick went into the drawing-room and unpacked from his bag the thirty-one exercise books which contained the physics homework of Vb, but in the next two hours he only succeeded in marking two of them, and those were during the two intervals when Mary went into the dining-room to the sideboard cupboard. The other twenty-nine took him hardly more than an hour after Mary had gone up to bed, heavily and slowly, pulling herself up by the banisters.

And if it be asked why Pethwick endured treatment of this sort without revolt, the answer can only be found in his heredity and his environment. The saddler, his father, had been a thoughtful little wisp of a man; his mother had been a big masterful woman of generous figure, not at all unlike, in her young days, the woman Pethwick married  who was her niece, and, consequently, Pethwicks cousin. That big bullying mother of his had much to answer for. She won her little white-faced sons love and frightened him out of his life in turns.

The years of Edward Pethwicks adolescence were a lunatic time, when there was war, and air-raids, and his fathers earnings amounted more than once to nearly a thousand pounds in the year. Mrs. Pethwick lived gloriously, never more than half-drunk but rarely less, and in time Mr. Pethwick came to follow her example. Other people bought pianos and fur coats; the Pethwicks made a more magnificent gesture still and sent their son to a secondary school instead of putting him to work at fourteen. They destined him to be the first member of their family on either side to earn his living by his brain instead of by his hands.

The result was that Edward Pethwick matriculated at sixteen before the war was over, and took his degree at nineteen very brilliantly indeed just before his parents quitted a world where a saddlers earnings had shrunk to an amount which would hardly suffice to make two people drunk even once a week.

Where the mathematical talent came from in Pethwicks make-up it is hard to tell. That particular mental twist is strongly hereditary, but it is hard to find any other example of it either in Pethwicks fathers family or in his mothers. But as none of them, as far as can be ascertained, ever stayed at school long enough for any talent of that sort to be discovered it is possible that it was present but latent among them.

Pethwick married at twenty. He would have had to have been a clever man to avoid that fate. For on the death of his parents his aunt had taken care of him, and within the year the combined efforts of the whole of his aunts family were successful in their aim. It was a tremendous prize, for Pethwick was a member of a profession, a school-teacher, not merely several rungs higher up the social ladder than his wifes family, but he might be said to be on another ladder from theirs altogether.

His very salary at twenty was far larger than his father-in-law earned at fifty. If Mary had not married him she would have had to hope that the time would come when perhaps some shop assistant or lorry driver would in an unguarded moment give her the opportunity of snatching him out of bachelorhood.

As it was, Mary won a colossal prize  a house with three bedrooms in it and no lodgers at all (until she married Mary never lived in a house with less than two families); a husband with a job which more likely than not would continue safely for forty years (he was the only man she knew with a job of more than a weeks permanency); more clothes than she could wear and more food than she could eat, where previously there had been no certainty of even a minimum of either. Shop-keepers would treat her with deference, where previously she had been accustomed to a state of society where the shop-keeper was a man of social distinction to whom customers deferred.

In eleven years Mary had grown used to it  eleven years of nothing much to do and no particular desire to do it. For that matter, in two months Mary had grown bored with her new house and her new furniture so that even her mothers generous envy was no longer sweet to her. There was a bottle of stout to drink at lunch time. Her mother liked gin but could so rarely afford it that it was nice to have some handy when she came.

And when she went to visit her family and in the evening went, as a matter of course, to the Kings Arms, it was nice, when her turn came, to say, Wont you make it a short one this time? and to have a Scotch herself, and to take out of her purse a couple of half-crowns to pay for all  more than her father could spend there in a week without going short on something else. It was not very long before Pethwick was quite used to coming home to a wife with something the matter with her temper.



If only Mary had found something to keep her occupied before the habit of solitary drinking took hold of her, she might have been a good wife. If children had come  lots of them  or if Pethwick had been a severe taskmaster, or if Mary had been ambitious as regards clothes, or social position, or food, or if, incredibly, she had developed a talent for art or literature, matters might have been different. But as it was she had plunged into idleness, she had found idleness unsatisfying, and she had come to dull her racing mind with drink. After all, it was excusable. The only people Mary knew considered a man fortunate to be drunk, and it took so little even now, to unbalance her that the habit was easily formed.

Nor was her husband any help to her. He was far too queer a person. He could never see any attraction in drink  he had the complete distaste for it which occasionally characterizes the offspring of drunken parents  and he was a fool about his wife. She and his mother were the only women he had ever known, and he thought women were marvellous beings, and ten years of married life had no more widened his knowledge of them than ten years of mathematical research had done.

Pethwick put Vbs physics homework away in his bag, switched off the light, and went up to bed. The nightly routine of washing his hands and cleaning his teeth relieved his mind of much of the tension and distress the evening had brought him, and when he went into the bedroom Mary was, heaven be praised, already asleep, snoring a little, with her clothes strewn about the room. Pethwick put on his ragged pyjamas and climbed quietly in beside her. There were nights when Marys visits to the dining-room sideboard only made her more and more wakeful and, consequently, quarrelsome, and these were nights of purgatory for Pethwick, but happily this was not one of them.

He could compose himself on the pillow and allow his current of thought, clear now, and unhurried, to flow through his mind. He thought about Officers Training Corps, and Dorothy Laxton and Vbs bad behaviour and the chance of cramming Dawson through the intermediate B.Sc. this summer. And while that side of his brain was digesting these matters, the other side was developing the consequences of his mathematical discovery of that afternoon. It went steadily on regardless of his other thoughts, like a clock ticking in a drawing-room where a party is going on, attracting no attention but turning the hands unfalteringly.

Then it broke in upon his consciousness, staggeringly, as though the drawing-room clock were suddenly to strike with Big Bens volume of sound. That mathematical expression at which his calculations had ended in the afternoon had transformed itself in his mind, had assumed a vital new guise, presenting itself with clarity as a stunning revelation. Pethwicks heart beat faster even than if he were thinking about Dorothy Laxton, and for once in his life he had no thought to spare for her. He was making his way from point to point of a new deduction in that highly rarefied atmosphere where mathematics tend to become not merely a measure of, but identical with, electro-magnetics and electro-kinetics.

He knew now that he was progressing towards not merely an interesting mathematical discovery which might make a flutter in the Royal Society and which might just possibly affect practical electro-magnetics to some slight degree, but that he was about to find something else; something much more important, a completely new development, a physical reaction of a kind hitherto unknown, whose nature he could now see clearly although only experimental test could determine its amplitude. It might be something very small, measured by practical standards  Pethwick could picture ingenious lecturers devising neat little mechanisms for displaying what would be called the Klein-Pethwick Effect  or it might be great, very great indeed, so great as perhaps to affect the history of the world.

We all know now that it was great enough to do so, and indeed might have done so if Pethwick had been only a mathematician, and not a man married to a drunken wife, and in love with his headmasters daughter, and subject to all the other influences which these pages have endeavoured to describe. But to get back to the amazing train of events which, like a tropical hurricane, began with an innocent enough disturbance of a minor sort  



Mr. Holliday was one of those bluff and burly young men who stand no nonsense from boys. As the assistant physics master at the Liverpool School he was just as efficient as at the nets where the boys liked him even when they did not know that he had only just missed his Blue as a fast bowler for Cambridge. He never had any qualms about discipline. He could face and tackle any crisis.

On that historic occasion a year ago when some naughty boys hid a parcel of fish in a locker in the laboratory on the day before the half-term holiday, so that when the school reopened four days later the place stank like a whaling station in the hot weather, it was Mr. Holliday who guessed the cause, and who broke open the lockers until the source of the stench was located, and who discovered the miscreants, and who (in accordance with Mr. Laxtons new methods of punishment) caned them most satisfactorily  Dr. Pethwick, his senior, had never caned a boy in his life.

Consequently, when Mr. Holliday observed that IVa was not progressing rapidly with the experiment he had set them to do, after explaining it to them, he plunged boldly into the trouble, selecting, as was his wont, one outstanding individual for censure and, if necessary, punishment.

What are you looking for, Williams? he asked, pleasantly. Trouble?

Williams was a boy of much the same type as Holliday himself (although Mr. Holliday did not see the resemblance), rather stocky, rather stupid, rather simple.

No, sir, said Williams. Im just asking Merivale if hes getting on all right.

How nice of you to be so anxious about Merivale, said Holliday. But I strongly advise you to go back to your place and get on with your experiment.

I cant, sir, please, sir, said Williams.

Oh, said Holliday. So your anxiety about Merivale was not entirely disinterested?

Mr. Holliday had begun lately to realize the value of sarcasm as a help in the maintenance of discipline and was unconsciously imperilling his popularity thereby. Williams merely stood still and resented Mr. Hollidays remarks in silence.

I suppose, continued Holliday, that you did not pay attention when I was explaining to you Gausss method for Determining the Moment of a Magnet. But the diagrams are still on the blackboard. With the help of those you ought to be able to make some progress. I hope you can, Williams, for your sake and especially for the sake of what you sit on.

That was the sort of remark which ought to have drawn a snigger from the rest of the class; Mr. Holliday was quite surprised when it did not come. He looked round at the faces turned towards him from the laboratory benches, and in them he read at last that he was not dealing with naughtiness or indiscipline. He came down from his dais and approached the benches.

Is anybody else in difficulty? he asked.

Yes, sir. Yes, sir, came from different parts of the laboratory.

Well, whats your trouble, then, Maskell? he went on. Maskell was the clever boy of the form.

Its this compass needle, sir, said Maskell. It doesnt seem to work.

Holliday bent over it. He twisted the little glass box around, and the needle spun round idly. When it came to rest it was certainly not pointing to the north. He tapped the case. The needle spun again, and came to rest in a different position. Clearly there was not a trace of magnetism left in it. He approached it to the bar magnet lying on the sheet of paper on which Maskell was conducting his experiment. There was not the least quiver in the needle at all.

Thats queer, said Holliday to himself.

The magnet seems all wrong, too, sir, said Maskell.

Holliday slipped the magnet into the paper stirrup which hung from the thread, and allowed it to swing free. As soon as the rotation due to the extension of the thread was finished, the magnet swung idly, without a trace of the dignified north-seeking beat which delighted Hollidays heart even now, after observing it a hundred thousand times.

He grabbed another bar magnet from the bench, and brought its north pole towards first the north and then the south pole of the suspending magnet. Nothing happened. He brought the two magnets into contact  so still was the room that the little metallic chink they made was heard everywhere. But neither bar magnet was disturbed. They were quite indifferent. It might have been two pieces of brass he was bringing into contact, for all the attraction that was displayed.

Holliday looked up from the bench; from beneath his fair eyebrows he swept his glance round the form. In the expression on the boys faces he read interest, indifference or amusement, according to their varying temperaments, but no sign whatever of guilt.

Are all your magnets and compass needles like this? he asked.

Yes, sir, said the form.

Holliday went across to the cupboard and took out the tray of bar magnets. The ones remaining there were in the same state  the keepers joining north and south poles betrayed no trace of adhesion. He called for the laboratory assistant.

Owens! Owens!

Owens appeared from his den.

Did you notice anything funny about these magnets and compass needles when you put them out? demanded Holliday.

Well, sir, I thought they



Holliday heard half of what he had to say and then sent him off. Clearly Owens had no hand in the business, and whatever had been done to the magnets had been done before the lesson began. He stood for a moment in thought. But now the IVa had got over the initial interest and surprise, they seemed likely to take advantage of the unusual state of affairs. They were already beginning to fidget and wiggle and giggle and play  four of the gravest crimes in Mr. Hollidays calendar.

Mr. Holliday took a Napoleonic decision, characteristically. He swept away the whole question of Determining the Moment of a Magnet. He called to Owens for blocks of glass, and pins; he mounted his dais, and wiped the blackboard clean of Gausss method. Within two minutes the subject of the lesson was changed to the Determination of the Index of Refraction of Glass, whereby there was no risk of further trouble due to the mischievous activities of naughty boys with the electro-magnetic apparatus. And, true to the disciplinary standard which Mr. Holliday had set himself the boys reaped nothing of what they would term benefit, from someone unknowns misdemeanour.

Although half an hour had been wasted, in the remaining hour the class had completed the experiment, thanks to Mr. Hollidays shrewd driving of them. No gap had been made in the sacred syllabus  the Determination of the Moment of a Magnet could safely be left now until the old magnets had been remagnetized.

When the class was finished Mr. Holliday considered it his duty to go in and report to his senior, Dr. Pethwick, upon the latest misbehaviour of the boys. But Dr. Pethwick did not receive the news in a sensible fashion  indeed, Holliday had no hope that he would. He was in the little advanced physics laboratory, which had gradually become his own owing to the dearth of boys needing instruction in advanced physics.

Later on Mr. Holliday made many and desperate efforts to recall just what apparatus there was upon the bench engaging his attention when Holiday walked in, but he never succeeded. The big electrometer was there, Holliday noticed, and there was a lead from the power plug in the wall to some simple make-and-break which was buzzing cheerfully away surrounded by various other instruments.

But of those other instruments Mr. Holliday, later on, could only recall a vague picture of a big red magnet and something which might have been a glowing radio valve or even a vacuum tube, so casual had been Mr. Hollidays glance as a result of the indignation which burned and seethed within him.

Theres been trouble again in the junior lab, said Mr. Holliday.

Dr. Pethwick merely turned his lean white face towards him and did not hear him.

Some of these young devils have demagnetized every blessed magnet in the magnet drawer, expanded Mr. Holliday.

That news certainly seemed to have some effect upon Dr. Pethwick. He switched off the current so that the buzz of the make-and-break stopped abruptly, and came round the bench to Holliday. His hands flapped. Mr. Holliday, recounting the interview much later, described him as looking like a new-caught fish flapping on the bank.

Every blessed one, said Holliday, referring still to the magnets. And the compass needles as well. I bet its Horne and Hawkins and that crowd.

D-do you think so? quavered Dr. Pethwick.

Its two months since the last of their silly practical jokes, fumed Holliday. They were just about due for another. But theyve bitten off more than they can chew this time. I wouldnt have a bottom like the one young Horne is going to have tomorrow for something.

Dr. Pethwicks eyebrows rose. Holliday attributed the gesture to his own outspokenness regarding young Ho4nes bottom  no one ever mentioned bottoms to Dr. Pethwick  but he stood his ground stoutly.

Hes jolly well earned it, he said, and hes going to get whats coming to him.

Dr. Pethwick seemed more embarrassed than ever.

I  I shouldnt do anything about it yet he began. Perhaps

But I must, protested Holliday. These things have to be jumped on at once. Hard.

Then Mr. Holliday attributed Dr. Pethwicks hesitancy to fear of what Mr. Laxton would say regarding yet another disciplinary row on the Science side.

Oh, dont you worry, he went on, hotly. We wont have any song and dance about it. Ill have young Horne and Hawkins up in my classroom this evening and get the truth out of em. Ill give em six each and that will be the end of that.

But said Dr. Pethwick. But

These un-Napoleonic buts, this dilatoriness, set a seal on Hollidays wrath. He issued a proclamation of independent action.

Anyway, he said, it happened in my class, and its my business to deal with it. And Im going to.

And with that he flung out of the advanced physics laboratory, leaving Dr. Pethwick bending over his experimental bench with a worried look on his face. Dr. Pethwick straightened his back, and eyed his apparatus again. He opened the door leading through to the senior laboratory, and looked at the cupboard which held the drawer of bar magnets. He noted its position.

Standing in the doorway he looked back and forward, noting the relative positions of his emitter, the magnet he was experimenting with, and the magnet cupboard. There could be no doubt now that the Klein-Pethwick Diamagnetic Effect was very marked and powerful. It set him wondering whether anywhere further along that straight line  beyond the walls of the school, perhaps, perhaps ten miles away  any more magnets had lost their magnetism. Then with a rush and a clatter Remove B came pouring into the senior laboratory, and Dr. Pethwick had to turn aside and disconnect his apparatus in the advanced laboratory.

The five minutes which he expended on that were a golden time for Remove B. Without supervision for that period they played Old Harry throughout the senior laboratory, with the result that by the time Dr. Pethwick was ready to give them their lesson they were well out of hand, and that, combined with a certain abstractedness on the part of Dr. Pethwick, led to the lesson developing into a most delightful exhibition of rowdyism.



Meanwhile, Mr. Holliday was encountering both ridicule and opposition, which, such was his temperament, only served to confirm him in his opinion. Up in the common-room the staff went to no pains to conceal their amusement at hearing that he had had a lesson spoilt by the machinations of Horne and Hawkins and their followers.

I never knew a science class yet where discipline was maintained, said Stowe, who taught classics.

Holliday could only glower at him; the statement was too idiotic even to contradict.

Yes, added Malpas, the Modern Languages master, dont you remember the great fish joke? That was a rare one.

They got all that was due to them, all the same, said Holliday, taking the offensive against his better judgement.

Really? said Malpas, lunging neatly for the opening. It doesnt seem to have done much good, all the same, judging by this new development.

If I were better supported glowered Holliday, and Malpas and Stowe tittered gently.

Discipline is a one-man job, said Malpas solemnly, quoting words used by the Head on a previous occasion. Holliday was a simply ideal man to rag.

But look here, Holliday, said Dutton, who taught Chemistry. Dyou mean to say they quite demagnetized about thirty bar magnets, and compass needles as well?

I do, snarled Holliday.

Of course, said Dutton, Im only a chemist, and Im not very up to date, and I came down from Cambridge a good long time before some of you younger men, but I always understood it was jolly difficult to demagnetize iron completely. There ought to have been enough left for IVb to get some sort of result, surely.

Dutton was only partly attempting to annoy Holliday; he was really interested in the point he had raised.

I wouldnt put anything past Horne and Hawkins, interposed Malpas, who knew nothing about the subject at all.

But what about the compass needles? said Dutton. If you take a bar magnet and chuck it about a lot I suppose you can weaken it nearly to zero, but it would puzzle me to demagnetize a compass needle in a brass case without damaging the case.

Oh, you dont know our young scientists, said Malpas, airily. They better their instruction. Young Hawkins is an inventive genius, you know, and hes blossomed out under Hollidays parental care. Dont you remember the Aeolian harp? I bet you do, Summers.

Summers was the geography master. In their last rag before the celebrated rotten-fish joke Horne and Hawkins had profited by Hollidays instruction in Elementary Sound to construct an Aeolian harp and had hung it out of the window just before Summers came in to teach them; during the subsequent hour the wild fitful music called forth by the wind had pervaded the room in a weird and ghostly fashion, driving Summers nearly to distraction. He had turned out every boys desk and pockets seeking for the source of the noise; he had even (led on by the tactful suggestions of the form humorists) sent a message to the music room before he had succeeded in solving the mystery.

Everyone laughed at the recollection, and Summers had to defend himself.

Anyway, he said, heatedly, I had them nailed down within the hour, and theyve never forgotten it, either. They havent tried any practical jokes on me twice.

That is the way the history of the world is built up. Malpass reference to a schoolboys Aeolian harp, and Summers hot rejoinder on the subject sufficed both to distract Hollidays attention from Duttons very relevant suggestion and to raise his temper to such a pitch that he forgot all about it until it was too late. Otherwise Holliday might easily have followed up the idea, and guessed at Dr. Pethwicks responsibility in the matter, and the history of the world might have been different.

As it was, Holliday remained filled with righteous indignation all afternoon, and, having sent for Horne and Hawkins after afternoon school, abruptly charged them with a crime entirely absent from their calendar, extensive though it was. Even the ready wits of these two young gentlemen failed them when they found themselves confronted with an accusation of demagetizing.

They had come prepared to refute charges of brewing sulphuretted hydrogen in the class-room inkwells and of tying up the school bell-rope the week before so that the porter had to find a ladder before ringing the bell (so that the school happily missed five minutes of lessons) and of those two crimes they were only guilty of one. But this demagnetizing business beat them. They stuttered and stammered, and their innocence compared badly with the virtuous indignation they would have assumed to perfection if they had been guilty.

Holliday, firmly convinced from the start of their guilt, was raised to a pitch of positive certainty by their blundering denials. He fell upon them in the end and beat them with all the shrewd application of strength and perfection of timing to be expected of a man who had only just missed his cricket Blue. It did him a world of good, and it is to be hoped that it did Horne and Hawkins a world of good, too.

The trouble was that when he boasted of the deed to Dr. Pethwick the latter was intensely embarrassed about it. No man as shy as he was could face all the commotion and explanations and fuss and bother consequent upon owning up to an act for which two schoolboys had been caned. Dr. Pethwick shrank with horror from the thought of the common-room remarks, and Mr. Laxtons clumsy comments, and the apologies which would have to be tendered to Horne and Hawkins. And, as a man of retiring disposition will do, he readily found reasons and excuses for not assuming the responsibility. He wanted to investigate the Klein-Pethwick Effect a little more closely before publishing his results.

He did not want publicity. The modest columns of the Philosophical Transactions were good enough for him. He knew that the Fellowship of the Royal Society was a certainty now. He knew that Einstein and Eddington would be pleased and congratulatory because the mere demonstration of the existence of the Klein-Pethwick Effect was a substantial confirmation of the Theory of Relativity, and additional mathematical investigation might be enormously important. He decided that as the summer holidays were not far off he would keep his secret until then. And thereby he brought catastrophe a little nearer.


CHAPTER II

[image: img31.jpg]

DR. EDWARD PETHWICK was in the seventh heaven of delight. He had encountered Miss Dorothy Laxton as he was walking home from school, and she was not merely walking in a direction which would take her past his house, but she actually decided to walk along with him, and she was talking to him with all the intelligence and sincerity with which he credited her.

It was two years now since she had come down from Somerville, and yet she had not lost the desperate earnestness of young Oxford. Disarmament was the subject she chose to discuss with Dr. Pethwick  at least, she would have called it a discussion, but, as anyone might have expected who knew them both, it was not so much a discussion as an expression of Miss Laxtons own views and opinions while Dr. Pethwick supplied the conjunctions.

The crucial point, said Dorothy, is that the great majority of people really dont want armaments.

No, said Dr. Pethwick.

Supposing, said Dorothy, supposing you could take a free referendum throughout Europe  throughout the world if you like. Supposing the issue was  on the one side, to go on as we are, and on the other side, no armies, no navies, no anything like that at all. Which do you think would win?

Which do you think? asked Dr. Pethwick.

Oh, the peace party, said Dorothy. Oh, Im sure of it. After all, who wants these things? People with shares in armament firms, I suppose. And people who want to get their nephews into good jobs. Yes, and the idiots who think fightings good for people. Thats all.

Mm, said Dr. Pethwick.

Doesnt it make you furious to think about it all? asked Dorothy. The whole wicked business has started again, just as it did before the last war  you know, the war to end war. Theres competition in armaments again, and everyone knows where that leads to. If theres an army there must be a staff. And if theres a staff it must make plans to fight someone  thats its job. And every staff must try to find out what the other staffs plans are. And those plans are going to leak out sooner or later. Then theres bad blood, and more plans, and more competition, and people get used to the idea of another war coming so that when it begins theres no real attempt made to stop it.

Its the mere fact of the existence of armaments which makes war possible, in other words.

And that general who came down to inspect the Corps last week was talking to Father at dinner about our enemies at Geneva! I wanted to butt in, but  after all he was our guest, and you know what Father is like.

Again their eyes met, and there was a little significant silence between them. Pethwick had no difficulty in realizing that Mr. Laxton held the strongest views in opposition to his daughters. And although they did not unite in condemning him openly, there was a feeling of union somewhere. They felt closer together after that, as though they were sharing a secret. Pethwick boiled with secret happiness, and even Dorothy felt an inward comfort.

And think what they could do if there werent wars, and armies, and navies and so on. Do you know, that with the money spent in England on armaments, and on paying for the last war, we could send every single man and woman to a University until they were twenty-one, feed them, and clothe them and educate them? Really educate them. Think what that would mean to the world!

Dr. Pethwick could only lift an eyebrow at this statement. He could not even say Mm.

Of course, added Dorothy hurriedly, youd never persuade people to submit to the amount of taxation they pay now for armaments to pay for education. Theyd never do it. But you could do a lot, all the same  clear the slums, and start productive works, and give everyone with talent a chance of better education, anyway. Couldnt you?

Dorothys hot brown eyes caught Pethwicks mild grey ones, and held them.

Couldnt you? persisted Dorothy.

Yes, said Pethwick.

Dr. Pethwick would have gone on from there to say how a short time ago he had been interrupted in an important calculation by all the tomfoolery of a review of the Officers Training Corps under his windows, and he could have drawn a neat parable from the story, if only Dorothy had allowed him to get a single word in edgeways.

And thats only one side of the question, said Dorothy. Thats without discussing what another war would be like. There are new weapons, and new poisons, and all the other horrors we can hardly bear to think of. Why, do you know, peoples minds are so wrapped up in the subject that that even now if theres a new invention the first thought of everyone is how it could be applied in war?

Dr. Pethwick gave a guilty start at that. He realized that despite his own vaguely pacific views he had devoted a good deal of thought  quite unconsciously, if the expression can be allowed  as to what difference the Klein-Pethwick Effect would make in a modern battle. He was startled.

As a matter of fact he began, slowly. But Dr. Pethwick was not destined to finish that speech for some time to come.



They had reached the corner of Launceton Avenue; they were at the front gate of No. 41, where Dr. Pethwick lived. There was someone sitting on the doorstep, leaning back against the angle of the door and the wall. Dorothy, at Pethwicks side, drew a sharp, hissing breath.

It was Mary Pethwick. Her hat hung precariously on the back of her head, and her clothes were daubed with mud. But it was not the condition of her dress which first caught the eye. It was her face. There was mud and there was blood on her face, and it was swollen and puffy and bruised where the flesh could be seen through the mask of blood and mud. The first impression was one of terrible damage after a severe accident.

Oh, said Dorothy. She ran up the path and bent over Mary, Pethwick hurrying after her.

Sall right, said Mary, lifting the hideous face, and leering at Dorothy through her swollen eyelids. Norring marrer me. Lirrelassdent. S all.

The providence that looks after drunken people had guided Marys reeling steps to 41, Launceton Avenue quite correctly.

Probably policemen had eyed her sharply as she had staggered along the pavements, but had forborne to arrest a respectably dressed woman. But once inside the gate her mazy determination had deserted her  Pethwick knew how it did. She had fallen down the path. She had fallen at the doorstep. She had bumped her face on the door-handle, and on the step.

Pethwick could see the key lying there, and drops of blood, and the smear on the knob  a scientists powers of observation are trained like a detectives. Dazed and silly, she had turned away from the door and fallen again in the muddy flower-bed below the front window. After that, with one last effort of the clouded mind, she had pulled herself into the sitting position on the doorstep in which they had found her. And she was still quite ready to deny that there was anything the matter with her.

Oh, you poor thing! said Dorothy, bending over her.

S all right, I tell you. M all righ. Assdent.

Dorothy looked around at Pethwick. His face was grey.

Ill take her in, he said quietly. Youll be late for your meeting.

He reached past her, without meeting her eyes, to open the door.

Dont you want a doctor? asked Dorothy. She still thought that Mary had at least been run over, and she had never seen a drunken woman before.

No, said Pethwick slowly. I dont think a doctor is necessary. Ill look after her.

He stooped to lift Marys swollen body from the doorstep, and while he was doing so a sudden rush of realization came to Dorothy. She remembered all she had heard whispered about Mary Pethwick in scholastic tea-parties. You know, my dear, a schoolmasters wife would whisper to a schoolmasters cousin, she drinks!

Dorothy remembered that at times Mrs. Pethwick had acted queerly when she met her  her speech had been uncertain and ill-connected, and her gait hesitating. Up to that moment Dorothy had, very wisely, discounted the evidence of gossip, and she had distrusted the evidence of her own ears and eyes. But here was the thing proved to her.

Pethwick had put his long thin arms round his wifes body, and was half carrying her, half dragging her into the hall, his long frail body bending under the strain. Dorothy took her round the knees and lifted her weight off the floor  Dorothys compact, well-trained physique was far better adapted to carrying weights than Pethwicks gangling figure. Between them they got her up the stairs and laid her on the bed in the littered bedroom. Examining the bruised face with a more dispassionate eye, Dorothy could see now that the damage was superficial.

Bring me some warm water, she said, and a flannel, and a basin. Ill look after her.

By the time Pethwick came up again Dorothy had been busy. She had taken off the muddy dress and shoes, and tucked Mary up in bed. Resolutely she had kept herself from shuddering at what she noticed  Marys horrid underclothes, and the dingy sheets, and Pethwicks ragged pyjamas which she had tucked away under his pillow.

She took the basin from Pethwicks trembling hands, felt the temperature of the water, soaked the flannel, and began to sponge away the dirt and blood from Marys face.

Oo dyou fink you are? said Mary suddenly. Chuck it. Youre urting.

When Mary was sober she generally managed to gloss over to a small extent the rasping Cockney dialect of her childhood, but when she was drunk it was more apparent than ever.

Im afraid its got to be done, said Dorothy, gently.

With one hand she held Marys feeble two; Marys head rested in the crook of her arm, and with her other hand she went on sponging.

There had been occasions before when she had dressed the hurts of her six-year younger brother.

Assident, said Mary.

The mud and the blood were wiped away. Beneath them Dorothy found three small cuts and a big bruise  a black eye.

Its all right, I think, said Dorothy, trying to examine these coolly.

Sall right. Lemme lone.

The torpor of drink was fast engulfing Mary. The bruised head turned on Dorothys arm and drooped towards the pillow.

Give me the towel, ordered Dorothy, and you can take those things away.



Pethwick, waiting down in the little hall, heard Dorothys step above as she gave a few last touches to the bedroom. He heard Marys cracked voice sing a couple of bars of a song, tuneless and mirthless, before it trailed away into silence. Then the door shut and Dorothy came down the stairs.

The doors were all open in the hall. Dorothy could see the disordered sitting-room and kitchen, all the filth and evidence of neglect. There ran through her mind a memory of what her father had said a very brilliant young mathematician. And he stood there at the foot of the stairs, and the working of his face revealed the torment within him. He was clasping and unclasping his hands, and even in that light and at that moment Dorothy noticed their slender beauty.

She was sick with unhappiness at the fate which had overtaken him, and it was revealed to her what horrors he had been through uncomplainingly. And she had always liked him, and now she more than liked him. She put out her hands toward his beautiful ones.

Oh, she said, as weakness overtook her. She swayed for a moment holding his hands before she came forward on to his breast.

Dorothy had been kissed at parties by subalterns and graduates, and there had once been a mad interval with a young surgeon, but there had never been anything like this. She felt she wanted to give and give. She would tear herself to shreds if only that would alleviate some of his unhappiness.

Pethwick kissed her forehead and her cheek. He did not feel himself worthy of her lips. It did not even occur to him to venture on such a sacrilege. He held her hands. He stooped, and with infinite tenderness and reverence he kissed their cool palms. He was awestruck and humble, like a knight in the presence of the Grail. One of the Lordly Ones had taken notice of his existence, had tacitly given him leave to worship at her feet where formerly he had only worshipped from afar. She smiled as he bent before her, and touched his thin fair hair, and his ears, and the nape of his neck, so that he dared all, and kissed her lips as she smiled, and entered into Paradise.

Presently sanity came back to them in some degree.

What about your meeting? he whispered.

Im too late for that  anyway, she whispered back, and she kissed him again, and for a time sanity disappeared once more, as it will sometimes even in the case of Honours Graduates in History and Doctors of Science.

It could not last long, for all that. Pethwick was neither a bold enough lover nor sufficiently experienced. Soon they became aware that they were kissing in a squalid little house; that beside them was a kitchen stacked with dirty dishes, and beside that a sitting-room thick with dust and litter, and that overhead there lay a drunken woman whose snores were penetrating the bedroom door and drifting down the stairs to them, so that they fell apart a little self-consciously.

Pethwicks fingers twittered. He wanted to shut that kitchen door and shut out all sight of that muddle, but he could not do it unobtrusively. Dorothy saw the gesture.

Were you going to clear up? she asked.

Pethwick nodded, shamefaced. He did not mind how much he did for his wife, but he came from a stratum of society wherein there is something to be ashamed of in the admission that a man may do housework.

Ill help you, said Dorothy.

That was how they got over their self-consciousness. Amid the boiling of kettles, and clattering of dishes, while Dorothy, bare-armed, worked with scourer and mop, and Pethwick wiped and put away, there was no room for false modesty. They were friends again as well as sweethearts by the time washing up was finished, and they were both happily conscious of it, too.

When it was all finished Dorothy looked at her wrist-watch as she replaced it.

I really ought to be going, she said.

Pethwick nodded. His experience of life so far had not given him any illusions that Paradise might continue forever. Dorothy might have added, I dont want to, to her statement that she must be going, but she did not. She could only look like it, and Pethwick with bowed head missed the expression on her face. When he looked up again she was pulling on her gloves.

A scientist may be an unsatisfactory lover. His training may lead him to deduce from a gesture of that sort, the intention of immediate departure. He led the way back through the hall to the front door. The manners he had to acquire caused him to open the door, which was a pity, because that meant their farewell could be seen from the street and must therefore be restrained. Yet Dorothy put both her hands in his to say good-bye. The fading evening light lit up his mild, kindly face.

Good-bye, said Dorothy, and then, after a seconds pause, You dear.

With that she was gone, hurrying out to the gate and along the pavement, lest he should see the tears which had come to her eyes at the thought of the sorrow he had borne and still would bear, uncomplainingly.

Pethwick stood long at the door staring after her, long after she was out of sight, and he turned away at length back into an everyday world which was somehow all misty with happiness. And while the human, ordinary part of him was musing shyly over this amazing occurrence, the incorrigible mathematical part had picked up the thread of those Klein-Pethwick calculations once more, and was evolving more and more surprising results.

Presumably that was how in Pethwicks mind his love for Dorothy and his researches into electro-magnetics became so intertwined that he could never think about the one without the other; and that, quite probably, is the germ of the subsequent development whereby in Pethwicks mind the employment of the Klein-Pethwick Effect to solve problems of disarmament was so seriously considered. The stage of the world was being set for the tragedy.



It was in this fashion that Dorothy Laxton and Edward Pethwick became sweethearts. They never were, in all their short period of happiness, any more than that. Seeing that it was only for a few weeks that their happiness endured they never came to know the strain that such happiness brings with it.

They could chatter together unendingly. Pethwick was the kind of man who has to learn what love is  the love that takes a man by the throat and rouses the instincts of Neanderthal man even in the bosom of a professor of mathematics. He learnt that too late; his love affair did not last long enough. He was too unsure of himself, his love for Dorothy was too selfless, quite apart from the fact that circumstances were too strongly against them.

It took a long period of chatter about disarmament or housing reform to rouse him to the pitch of wanting to kiss Dorothy  or rather of realizing that he wanted to  and when he did want to he rarely could. A headmasters daughter and an assistant schoolmaster are surrounded by spies, voluntary and involuntary. There are hundreds, thousands, of people who know them by sight and are willing to talk about them; and Pethwick and Dorothy were loftily above setting themselves to deceive the world. Rather than that they submitted to having nothing to deceive the world about.

Besides, the talk in which they indulged was exciting, pleasurable in itself. While they were coming to know each other Dorothy could pour out to Pethwick all the ideas which had fermented in her mind during the two years she had been housekeeping for her father. Two years of housekeeping (Dorothy had agreed about that when she came down from Somerville) should be part of every womans training, even when she is an Honours Graduate in History, but they can be deadly dull. They can be made duller still by the additional duties attendant upon doing the honours of a secondary school headmasters household, especially when ones mind is choc-a-bloc with ideas about how the world should be reformed  ideas which are consistently scouted by ones father and ones young brother, and are simply horrifying (My dear, that sounds like socialism) to the wives of the Staff.

All the Staff had wives who thought (presumably Laxton chose Staff who would marry that sort of wife) that poor people preferred drawing unemployment pay to doing work, and preferred slums to good houses, and did not mind their babies dying, and ought to contribute to the cost of a war fought when they were children, and who thought there was something underhand about co-operation, and something undignified about the League of Nations, and something impossible about disarmament, and who were so generally uncreative that Dorothys blood boiled whenever she had anything to do with them.

Pethwick was different. He was a man who did things  even though the things he did were quite unintelligible to her. He had the open mind of a scientist, and he had a first-hand knowledge of working-class life which Dorothy was glad to draw upon for information. Pethwick had no prejudices. Pethwicks mind was not hide-bound. If his pacifism had been merely quiescent and not rabid up to this time it was because his interest had been concentrated on other creative ideas. As it was, her notions fell on fertile soil. He caught her enthusiasms rapidly, and they would agree with each other until they were quite intoxicated with each others good sense and the world seemed a brighter happier place even though they had not yet remoulded it save in conversation.

It was quite early in their new friendship that Dorothy heard of the Klein-Pethwick Effect. Oddly enough  it is thus that the history of the world is built up  it was a discussion regarding corporal punishment which brought the matter into conversation. Dorothy adduced as part of her argument Mr. Hollidays boastings (recounted by Mrs. Holliday) about how he had brought Horne and Hawkins to reason. She checked herself when she saw the queer guilty look on Pethwicks face. For a moment she was tormented with the idea that she had hurt his feelings by this thoughtless allusion to the lack of discipline on the Science Side. But it was not that at all.

You know, began Pethwick doubtfully, it was my fault that those boys were beaten.

Somehow Dorothys views on corporal punishment altered a little at that. If it were Pethwicks doing, then something might be said in favor of corporal punishment  that was how she felt, even if it were not how she thought.

Do you mean you wanted Mr. Holliday to she asked.

No! said Dr. Pethwick hotly. No. They didnt deserve it. I didnt want him to cane them. I  I ought to have stopped him.

Why? asked Dorothy, softly.

It  it was I who did the thing Holliday was so annoyed about, not Horne and Hawkins.

You? said Dorothy, amazed.

Yes, said Pethwick, and he began to make her the first announcement of his discovery, rather shyly, and with a difficulty regarding his words. He was actuated by the same motives as caused an Elizabethan adventurer to pour the riches of the Spanish Main at his ladys feet, or a Dyak head-hunter to present to his betrothed the fruits of his latest war-making expedition.

You see, said Pethwick, I was carrying out a series of experiments in the advanced lab. I wanted to confirm some calculations of mine, based on some suggestions Klein put forward last year. You see, Ive made a discovery.

Oh, good, said Dorothy.

Its rather interesting, went on Pethwick, because

Because?



Pethwick found himself confronted with the necessity of explaining the most recent development of modern physics to an Honours Graduate in History, to whom the name of Relativity meant no more than that name, and whose knowledge of electricity was limited to the ability to change a blown fuse-wire. He evaded the difficulty as far as he could.

Theoretically its very important, he said, at least I think so. Well soon know what the people who really matter think about it. Its one side  one facet, you might say  of a confirmation of the Theory of Relativity. There are various deductions which may be made from it, I think. It throws rather an interesting light on various hypotheses. But practically it boils down to a contra-magnetic effect  that is the only word I can think of  exerted over a field extending to a considerable distance from the emitter  I dont know even now quite how far.

Yes? said Dorothy. For a moment she pretended to understand, until her good sense got the better of her. Then she went on I dont know what you mean. Dont forget I never studied physics. Could you say it again, differently?

Well, its this way. By using quite a simple sort of emitter I can create a curious contra-magnetic effect for some distance.

Oh, a sort of ray?

Dorothy found that rather thrilling. She had read of death rays in the thrillers she sometimes condescended to read.

No, not a ray, said Pethwick with asperity. Then he softened. Well, I suppose the lay public would call it a ray. Thats what the newspapers would say. But all I can say is its an Effect  the wave hypothesis is in a state of flux just now, you know.

But what is this Effect? What does it do?

Oh, I told you. Its contra-magnetic  very strongly so indeed.

But  but  Im sorry to be so ignorant, but what is a contra-magnetic effect, please?

In this case it means that any magnets in that field lose their magnetism. Permanently, in the case of permanent magnets. Magnetism cannot exist in that field. I fancy

Pethwick had to check himself. It was impossible to go on with the simplest of his hypothetical explanations of the phenomenon to someone ignorant of scientific terminology. And it was obvious that Dorothy had not realized the practical implications of what he had just said. He pulled himself together. He tried to make himself imagine that he was not addressing a Lordly One, but some inky third-form boy.

There might be quite important consequences, you know, he said. For instance  You drive a motor-car, dont you? In that motor-car is a magnet.

Is there?

Dorothy was one of those people who drive brilliantly and can execute all running repairs and still not realize that a motor-car is driven by the repeated explosion of mixtures of combustible gas and air ignited by an electric spark.

Oh, of course there is. The dynamo  the magneto, in other words  is just a permanent magnet with a coil of wire rotating in its field. The self-starter is a coil of wire and an electro-magnet. Well, if while you are driving your car you come into this contra-magnetic effect

The magnet would go on strike and I should stop.

Quite. And you wouldnt be able to go on again until you had bought yourself a new magneto and put it in in place of the old one.

Oh, said Dorothy. Now I see.

She was very much impressed.

The permanent magnet and the electro-magnet, went on Pethwick, trying to talk with the eloquence of those popular handbooks on science which he detested, occupy a very important position in our economy. Theres hardly a piece of apparatus in which they dont play a part. Trams, buses, motor-cars, trains, telephones, aeroplanes, generating stations, transformers, railway signals, not one could function without the aid of magnetism. We owe all our modern civilization to Faraday, in other words.

And now you know, said Dorothy, how to put the clock back to before Faradays time.

Yes, said Pethwick simply, and they were both of them silent for a while. Then Pethwick began again, uneasily.

Of course, he said, looked at in that light, the possibilities are all destructive, not constructive. But it isnt so. And I didnt intend it that way when I began the calculations. It helps electro-magnetic theory on enormously, I fancy. It

He was up again against the blank wall of Dorothys ignorance of physics. There was only this one aspect of the discovery which she could appreciate.

You remember once saying something to me about the application of new inventions in war? he said.

Yes.

When you said that, even I had been thinking about  this.

They looked at each other.

You could stop aeroplanes? said Dorothy.

Well, yes, I think so. It wouldnt be very easy of course. About as difficult as catching an aeroplane in the beam of a searchlight. But it could be done with a fair amount of certainty.

So that bombing raids could be stopped?

Yes, I thought of that. And you could put submarines out of action under water. And tanks would be no use. And in favorable conditions you could hold up the motor transport of an army. And make ships compasses useless  unless by chance they were gyroscopic. You could make war impossible that way.

Pethwick looked at Dorothy anxiously for approval. But there the student of science was up against the student of history. Just for a moment Dorothy agreed with him. Then she remembered some of what she had read in that connection.

No! she said passionately. Dont you believe that. There is no invention which can stop war in that way. Every time a new weapon has been discovered mealy-mouthed people have said that it would put an end to war. Macauley makes the suggestion somewhere. Why, just after the last war people said that the new weapons would make war so horrible that there would never be another. But theyre talking about the next war now, arent they? Remember Bloch? He predicted what the last war would be like twenty years before it happened, but he went on to say that no country would be foolish enough to fight if it meant fighting that sort of war. But they did, all the same. No, dear, you cant stop war just by altering the rules or the weapons.



Dorothy was quite out of breath as a result of this long speech. She had to stop for a moment, while Pethwick blinked at her sadly. He had really thought that a pacifist application of his invention was possible, and he had been exalted at the thought of the pleasure it would give her. He could be logical enough with mathematical formulae, but his brain was not so ready in dealing with problems of human nature. But now that his ideas had been guided in the right direction he himself could follow up the deduction.

No, he agreed unhappily. This wouldnt stop war. I see now. If it ruled out tanks and aeroplanes we should get back to the old system of trench warfare without any of the solutions of the problem. Then we should be worse off than before, I suppose.

Pethwicks keen mind was groping among his limited general knowledge and his memories of what he had read casually about war.

Anyway, he went on, there are probably counter-measures which could be taken. Ive explored some of the avenues without finding one, but of course I have hardly touched the subject. There almost for certain is some sort of screen which could guard against the Effect. If the engine were protected things would go on just as before. And of course there is no application of Diesel engines and steam engines and so on. Theyd find a way out of the difficulty.

They would, agreed Dorothy bitterly. Every weapon has found its antidote sooner or later. Look at the race between guns and armour.

I ought to have thought of all this before, said Pethwick, and his disappointment was evident in his voice.

With that, remorse tore at Dorothys vitals. She had allowed herself to be run away with her hobby. She was crabbing her lovers invention just because it could not put an end to war.

Oh, my dear, she said. Dont be so unhappy about it. I should have had more sense. Youve made a wonderful discovery, and here I am not saying how pleased I am about it. Because I am pleased. Its the best news Ive ever heard.

She looked up at Pethwick striding along on his gangling legs beside her. There was a look in her eyes which gave Pethwick as much pleasure as the thought of Einsteins congratulations.

Dorothy in the old days, before she had a sweetheart, had told herself that in her relations between her and her man she would never display the blind self-abnegation of the woman of the previous generation  she would never knuckle under the way her own mother, for instance, had knuckled under to her father. She was quite sure that any respect would be mutual.

But in this case it was not so easy. She was utterly ignorant of science. She had to take so much on trust. The one thing she was sure of was that if Pethwick said that his discovery was important it was very important indeed  epoch-making, perhaps. She was most profoundly impressed, for she had all the exaggerated respect for scientific discovery which characterizes the layman. And she was very glad, vaguely, that she had this feeling of Pethwicks superiority over her.

Are you publishing your results? she asked.

Y-yes, said Pethwick. I ought to do so at once, of course. But I thought

His embarrassment was obvious. Dorothy found herself making tactful noises, and was slightly surprised thereat.

You see, plunged Pethwick, after Holliday had caned Horne and Hawkins thered be such a fuss if it all came out now that I was the one who had really done what they were beaten for. Thered be so many explanations. I thought Id wait a little while, until the summer holidays began.

Dorothy, to her eternal credit, grasped the implication without smiling. If her lover should choose to postpone the attainment of world-wide fame in order to avoid a few common-room explanations and formalities, she could not possibly interfere. A man who rated comfort so far above celebrity was unique in her circle of acquaintances. And there was another aspect of the matter  

So am I the only person youve told? she asked.

Yes, said Pethwick. Youre the only one.

Dorothy told herself she was a fool to feel so absurdly pleased about that, but the tone she used was not a very convincing one. Then a new fear gripped her.

But supposing someone else makes the same discovery? she said. Supposing while youre waiting  Somebody else might get all the credit.

I dont think it matters, said Pethwick, who it is that first discovers a thing, as long as somebody does. The personal element isnt really important in science, is it? Its only the progress that counts.

Pethwick enunciated the simple selfless creed of the scientist without any arrière-pensée at all. He meant just what he said. Dorothy found herself gaping at this sublime simplicity. She decided that scientists had a good deal in common with the very early Christian Fathers. And more than that; she felt herself overflowing with tenderness towards him just on account of this very simplicity. For a moment she put a hand on his arm, despite the fact that they were in a public street in the presence of a thousand potential spies.

But Id like you to get the credit, she said, reproachfully. You deserve it. Youre just the sort of man

Dorothy reined herself in; she felt, despite her intelligent lack of superstition, that she was speaking words of ill omen. The remainder of her sentence, if she had finished it, would have been who does the work and never gets the credit for it. She realized at that instant that her words were truer than she had thought. She vowed to herself then and there that if ever there was a controversy as to who was entitled to fame on this account she would fight tooth and nail for Pethwick.

Even Pethwick could not help noticing the anxiety in her face.

I dont think anyone else is likely to make the discovery, he said. Its some time since Klein published his calculations, and he died last year. And Norbury, whos been working on those lines since then, doesnt seem to have made any progress. You see, you couldnt call it a simple piece of mathematics. It  its very involved, in fact. Klein himself, who had a very great mathematical brain indeed, didnt see where he was aiming at. In fact he was aiming at something quite different at the time of his death. Hed missed one of the implications of his formulae.

I dont think he would have realized for a long time the possibility of this development, if he did at all. And Norburys rather  well, rather a charlatan as far as mathematics are concerned. None of the people working along these lines now are really capable of doing very much along them. As far as I know, of course.

Dorothy could only look at him and smile. The man grew more adorable with every word he uttered. A very great mathematical brain, forsooth, had missed one of the implications. Yet Pethwick had missed an implication, too  a simpler one, to the effect that in that case his own mathematical brain was greater still. And Norbury  one of the few scientific names with which she was familiar and which appeared in the newspapers  was well, rather a charlatan. Dorothy was perfectly convinced he was if Pethwick could say so so disarmingly. Then Pethwick was a greater man than the great Norbury  if she had met Norbury at a dinner party six months ago she would have been thrilled. Well, she was thrilled now walking along the street with Pethwick.

And with all that, this scientific part of the business was by far the less important half. It was his simplicity she loved him for  the modesty which forbade him from seeing anything remarkable in his achievement or in himself. The man had no notion that he was so astonishingly clever. He was as lovable as a child on that account. Furthermore, he had solved what he couldnt call a a simple piece of mathematics. In this moment of insight Dorothy had a sudden realization of what that involved  the indefatigable patience, the iron resolution, the undismayed perseverance, all the qualities which demanded her admiration and which one would hardly realize could be possessed by a professor of mathematics.

Yet for all this, there was something Dorothy did not know about Pethwick. She did not know that he called her, to himself, a Lordly One. She did not realize yet that along with the simplicity and modesty which she loved there existed a chronic sense of inferiority.


CHAPTER III
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ALTOGETHER, DURING THE second half of that summer term, there were eight occasions when Doctor Edward Pethwick met Miss Dorothy Laxton for conversation without a third person being present. No. 1 was the occasion when Mrs. Pethwick met with her accident on the doorstep  the time when Dorothys pity roused her to a rather unwomanly forwardness which precipitated the whole affair. It must have been at interview No. 3 that Dorothy heard first about the Klein-Pethwick Effect. At interviews Nos. 4, 5 and 6 their relationship tended to round itself off; raw edges were smoothed away.

It was not specially odd that they were happy without physical endearments and caresses. Neither of them was accustomed to them. It is possible that if Pethwick had not been a married man they might have gone through interviews 2-6 just the same without kissing or even thinking of kisses. The strong emotional stress which had stirred them on the first occasion was wanting. Dorothy was a healthy young woman, but it called for something rather unusual to break down her reserve. And she had her theories, too. Despite  or because of  her modernism she rated intellectual companionship far above emotional companionship; perhaps because she knew much more about the former than about the latter. And since it was impossible for them to indulge in caresses without a certain amount of intrigue and scheming they simply did without them, and did not consciously notice the loss.

There was one other factor, too, which contributed to Dorothys state of mind. She loathed Mary Pethwick with an intense physical loathing; she thought with disgust of her dirty clothing and drunken habits. She was not going to share Pethwick with a woman like that. So she was content  happy, in fact  with the seven casual meetings, a total of perhaps ten hours spent in walking through suburban streets, varied with two occasions when they boldly drank coffee coram publico in the confectioners in the High Street. In these enlightened times no one, not even wives of the Staff, nor parents, could find anything wrong in a married man drinking coffee with a young woman twice in five weeks.

And they debated whether the Locarno Treaty was a betrayal of the League of Nations, and they discussed the crimes committed in the name of liberty at Versailles, and they tried to forecast the future of Cooperation, and they tried to outline a constructive housing policy; but most of all they talked about the two things which held first place in Dorothys attention  the Klein-Pethwick Effect and Disarmament.

Ordinary people would say that Dorothy had a bee in her bonnet about disarmament, but perhaps it would be just as true, or false, to say that Joan of Arc had a bee in her bonnet about English invasions, or Florence Nightingale about sick-nursing. If Dorothy Laxtons exertions had disarmed the world, set the world free from the haunting fear of war and from the burden of armaments, people nowadays might think about her with the reverence they extend to the other two women.

There might be statues erected to her and essays written about her, and board school children might have to listen to one lesson a year about her life and work. As it is, she can only be described unsympathetically as a young woman with a bee in her bonnet, or sympathetically as a young woman of enthusiasms and convictions.

When seeking out the fundamental causes of things, it can only be concluded that the next step in this disarmament business was taken by Mr. Laxton, of all people  it goes without saying that he did it quite unconsciously.

He did at breakfast-time.

Have you called on all the married staff this year? he asked suddenly.

That was naturally  especially in Mr. Laxtons opinion  one of the duties of the daughter of a widowed headmaster.

Nearly all, said Dorothy, shortly, and prayed that the answer would suffice.

Whom havent you called on? demanded Mr. Laxton.

Mrs. Summers  shes been away such a lot nursing her mother  and  Mrs. Pethwick.

Youre going to call on Mrs. Pethwick, of course? Therere only two weeks left of this term, you know.

Do you really think I need? said Dorothy, forcing herself to speak disinterestedly. Shes different from the others. I dont believe shed notice whether I did or not, and  you know its hateful to go there.

Mr. Laxton had been a general during the war. He fervently believed the army doctrine that to get the best out of your men you must know them personally  from above, of course; a kind of birds-eye view. The same rule must necessarily apply to the womenfolk. These condescensions were a help to discipline.

I know as much about Mrs. Pethwick as you do. Dont you see that because shes different from the others makes all the more reason why you should treat her the same? Youre far more likely to encourage her in her  failing if you treat her like an outcast.

Yes, said Dorothy.

Try and run in there during the next day or two, concluded Mr. Laxton.

If Dorothy had not been Dr. Pethwicks sweetheart she might have continued to argue the matter; but as it was she could only yield. She was morbidly anxious not to discuss Mrs. Pethwick  or Doctor Pethwick, either  with other people.

And that meant that she had to pay the call. Mr. Laxton had the memory for detail which is so necessary in a headmaster or a brigadier-general. Dorothy would not lie to him; one of her theories was that most of the troubles of this world are initiated or kept up by lies, and he would be sure to ask, later, if she had paid the call. So that at four oclock on a hot Wednesday afternoon Dorothy set herself to carry out the distasteful task. She wore her least obtrusive costume and hat for some obscure reason or other  perhaps because she wanted to leave the minimum target for the inevitable remarks which Mrs. Pethwick would make afterwards. Mrs. Pethwick was always shabby and ill-brushed.



Dorothy came to 41, Launceton Avenue  it was the first time she had been nearer to it than the corner since Mrs. Pethwicks accident  and knocked at the door. Naturally, inevitably, it was Pethwick who opened the door. She had been so anxious that he should be out; she hated the thought of having to talk to the two of them together, but presumably he had come home the moment afternoon school was finished. Still, she would have to go through with it now.

Is Mrs. Pethwick at home? she asked.

It was a second or two before Pethwick answered, and during that time she had to look up at his face. It was transfigured. His pleasure at this unexpected encounter was obvious. He was like a child, and the renewed realization of this sent a pang through her despite the armour plate of indifference she had so carefully assumed.

Marys out at the moment, said Pethwick. But Im expecting her any time now. Wont you come in?

The subsequent history of the world trembled in the balance as Dorothy debated the matter within herself. If she came in she would have an excuse to cut the interview shorter after Mrs. Pethwicks return; if she went away she would only have the whole blessed business to go through again later on. She came in. Pethwick offered her a chair in the dingy sitting-room, and fluttered round her.

For once in a way those two had nothing to say to one another save banalities. They were reduced to remarking how hot it was, and how near the end of term had come, just as if they really were an assistant schoolmaster and his headmasters daughter. There was awkwardness between them, and Dorothy was fully aware of the indifference to which she was pretending.

Mary often goes to her mothers in the afternoon, said Pethwick, struggling to force formality into his voice. But shes nearly always home at tea-time. I cant think whats happened to her.

That was an unfortunate remark. Both of them had ideas about what may have happened to her. Pethwick struggled on heroically.

Let me get you some tea, he said. Im sure you need it in this heat.

Dorothy was past even the use of monosyllables by now. She could only make noises. Pethwick went out into the kitchen; through the open door she heard him fill the kettle and put it on the gas stove, and then she heard crockery rattle. For a minute or two she forced herself to sit still, but at last restlessness overcame her and she wandered out into the kitchen too. Some of the necessary tea-things were on a tray, and now Pethwick, inclining his lean length over the table, was laboriously trying to cut wafer-thin bread and butter.

Oh, let me do that, she said impulsively, and came up beside him to take the knife and loaf from him.

Their hands touched, and Pethwick was a man as well as a mathematician, and Dorothy was a woman as well as a pacifist. Something exploded within them. Pethwicks arms went out to her just as she came into them. Dorothy reacted wildly from her previous pose. Emotion tore at both of them. He caught her against him. Dorothy felt the strength drain out of her legs, and Pethwick swayed as her weight came upon his arms. Somehow they tottered through the two doors into the sitting-room. The big arm-chair was ugly, but it received the two of them with grandfatherly hospitality. They kissed and Dorothys hat fell unregarded to the floor. There were tears in her eyes.

After five minutes the wild trembling ended. They had not mastered themselves, but they could at least be to some extent purposeful. Dorothy swept the hair from her eyes and could look look at him, bending her head back above his encircling arms. With the relaxation of inhibitions the question she had so wanted to ask came leaping from her lips without her volition.

Tell me, she said. You dont really love her, do you?

No, said Pethwick. I havent for years.

With that Dorothy kissed him again, madly, but now that they had begun to talk articulately kisses would not stop Pethwick from uttering the thoughts which came surging up in his mind.

We must leave her, he said. We must go away together.

Even at that moment Dorothy noticed that his usual mild tenor was thick and hoarse. It gave her an insight into the turmoil within him.

You know what you are asking me? she said.

Yes, said Pethwick, and now, too late, he tried to return her kisses. She received them, but without the abandon of two minutes ago. And at the first opportunity she went on with her questionings.

Listen a moment, dear, she said. Tell me, how much money have you got?

Pethwick considered for a moment. There was some sort of accumulated balance at the bank; he would receive two months salary in a fortnights time. Perhaps he had two hundred pounds  but he knew in that instant that two hundred pounds was nothing in the present crisis. Two hundred pounds a year in Consols was about the least that Dorothy would consider as money in this connection.

I havent any, said Pethwick.

Dorothys only hope faded; for a brief space she had been sustained by the thought that by some miracle Pethwick might have considerable savings. She tried to smile at him, and shook her head.

You say Come away with me, she said. What happens to a man who runs away with his headmasters daughter? Youd lose your job.

Yes, said Pethwick, sadly.

Perhaps Father would have to leave too  its quite possible, but it wouldnt matter, as hed never have me back again. Youd never get another teaching job, would you? And youd have to keep us both  and  her.

Pethwick drooped a little with every word she said, but she went on, hopefully again, now.



What about other jobs? she said. Youre a distinguished scientist. Is there any professorship open to you?

Pethwick shook his head. He could not conceive of himself pushing into any of the possible posts; they went mostly to people who wrote books and who had a genius for self-advertisement, like Norbury.

Nothing? asked Dorothy, sadly.

Theres calculating, said Pethwick desperately. At the Observatory

Hack work? demanded Dorothy.

Pethwick could only agree. He had heard what sort of pay was given to mathematical assistants  and he had heard, too, how much competition there was for that employment nowadays.

Thats not the sort of work for you, dear, said Dorothy emphatically. She had an uncanny insight into the by-ways of making a living in the sciences.

You see, dear, went on Dorothy, I have to think for the two of us. One of us must be practical-minded at least.

Dorothy left it to be understood that she was practical-minded; she honestly thought she was.

But when you publish your results, persisted Dorothy. When people get to hear about the Klein-Pethwick Effect. Youll be famous then, wont you? Youll be distinguished. And then  It wont be more than a few months.

There is little need to follow that conversation further. Perhaps at that very moment a hundred thousand other couples were hoping for a happy consummation of their affairs in a few months time when something or other should happen. Dorothy had no realization of how many people wait in similar circumstances and she had no knowledge of how many people wait in vain. She thought their case was unique.

But they were full of hope; they had only just begun to wait, and they could make their plans hopefully. Dorothy was quite sure that her father would be reconciled to her marriage via the divorce court if only Pethwick were famous enough and rich enough  and she set her teeth and swore she would not be broken-hearted if her father never were reconciled.

And Pethwick was content to listen to her. He really knew nothing about the practical details of life  he did not even know the conditions that had to be fulfilled before a divorce could be obtained  but of one thing he was sure. On one subject all his early environment made him extremely susceptible, and that was in the matter of employment.

Everyone he had ever known had always had a haunting fear at the back of his mind lest he should lose his job. A job was a thing to be clung to like life itself, at least until a chance of a better one presented itself. Pethwick as a boy had had ample opportunity of observing the miseries of unemployment; Dorothys mention of the possibility touched him in a tender spot. Perhaps there was no other way at all in which she could have induced him to be methodical in his love.

Yet it was only natural that after their lucid interval they should relapse again. The glowing future of fame and comfort and love which Dorothy painted for them seemed to be very close at hand, and they kissed again in rapture, and they swore eternal faithfulness to each other, as if it were the first time in the history of the world that such vows had ever been exchanged.

Then in the midst of it all something happened. Dorothy went rigid in Pethwicks arms, and tore herself free of him. Somebody was opening the street door with a key, and that somebody could only be Mary Pethwick. Fortunately she fumbled for some time before she got the key in the lock. When Mary came in, stumbling a little as usual, Dorothy had put on her hat again and was sitting self-consciously in a chair, while Pethwick was walking aimlessly and equally self-consciously about the room. Mary eyed the two of them with the endless deliberation of the person who is not quite sober. Dorothy took a grip of herself; she was not born for intrigue.

Good afternoon, Mrs. Pethwick, she made herself say, brightly. Im so glad youve come back in time for me to see you. I was just saying to your husband that I didnt think I should be able to stop very much longer.

Good afternoon, said Mary Pethwick.

Pethwick tried to be bright.

I was just getting tea ready, he said  and as he said it realization came upon all three of them.

What a funny smell, said Mary Pethwick, and Dorothy went tense and a chill ran down her spine, and Pethwick strode hastily into the kitchen. The little place was full of steam; the gas still burned in the ring on the top of the oven, and on the ring lay a few twisted bits and slips of metal  all that remained of the kettle which Pethwick had set on the gas half an hour before. He tried vainly to conceal the spectacle from his wife as she came lurching after him. Dorothy knew his endeavour would be unsuccessful. Still keeping herself in hand she forced herself to enter the kitchen as well, and to be material about it.

There! she said, Weve forgotten all about the kettle! Im afraid thats my fault, Mrs. Pethwick. The Doctor wanted to get the tea, and I wanted to talk, and between the two of us we simply forgot all about it.

Dorothy tried to laugh. She told herself as she did so that the noise she managed to produce was more like the rattling of a skeletons bones.

Mary rolled a wide and stupid eye upon her. She said nothing, and hope surged in Dorothys breast that perhaps she had drunk too much to notice anything odd about the situation. Pethwick tried his best to ease the tension.

Ill have the other kettle boiling in a minute, he said. You take Miss Laxton into the sitting room, Mary. Tea wont be long.

Dorothy noticed with approval that he did not sound like a stage conspirator as he spoke. He used the same mild tenor in which he always spoke; it neither trembled nor went flat. Dorothy did not really appreciate this excellence of acting was due to his natural simplicity. If he had a a commonplace thing to say he could not help but say it in a commonplace manner, whatever the tension around him. Dorothy thought it was an undiscovered talent for diplomacy.

The approval she felt did nothing, however, to sustain her during that grim interval in the sitting-room before the reappearance of Pethwick. The room was swelteringly hot, and to her it felt hotter still. She tried to act as she would have acted if she had been paying a call and had not just been kissing Dr. Pethwick  which meant that she had to talk in a spritely manner on indifferent subjects.

She tried to keep her voice from trembling and her tone normal. But Mary only regarded her with wide expressionless eyes and replied with monosyllables. Dorothy began to feel frightened, until at last the door opened and Pethwick came blundering in with the tea-tray.

Despite all Dorothys strong opinions on the equality of sexes it irked her to see him doing womens work. She felt annoyed that he should have to make tea and cut bread and butter and put cakes on a plate while this horrible woman sat and did nothing. But the feeling of annoyance was all the same overlaid by the intense embarrassment of the situation, No one ate very much, Mary because she habitually ate very little, and Dorothy and Pethwick because they had no appetite.

Dorothy crumbled a piece of bread and butter; she drank half a cup of tea (in which Mary had put sugar although Dorothy disliked it) and then stood up and said she must go. Mary, still impassive and expressionless, bade her goodbye without attempting to retain her. Pethwick saw her to the door. She felt awkward as she said goodbye to him; she could not meet his eyes.



There is a certain diabolical cunning which is the gift of drunkenness. Despite her mazed and muzzy state when she came in Mary had been able to draw the obvious conclusion from the data presented to her  from that melted kettle, and from Dorothys embarrassed manner, and from Pethwicks unconcern. Such was her cunning that she knew on the instant that she could not trust herself to act effectively on the spot; she would need time to make a plan and carry it through, and until that time came she had best act stupidly.

A woman of Marys type does not face the possible loss of her husband with equanimity. Mary would fight tooth and nail to keep Pethwick  there is no need to debate the question as to whether or not she loved him; the factor of decisive importance was that she wanted him and was determined to keep him. Even if no other feeling entered into the matter, it was to Pethwick that she owed a social eminence among her friends which she valued, and the moderate amount of money she needed, and the prestige of being a married women. She was not going to risk the loss of these, to face the gratified pity of her friends, without a struggle.

For thirty-six hours she brooded over the business, solitarily. Then, when self-pity overcame her, she plunged into one days drunkenness. During that day she seemed less than human. It appeared impossible that any train of thought could survive in that drink-sodden brain. But when the two bottles of whisky were finished (Mary had never acquired any degree of immunity to alcohol) she emerged from the debauch with trembling hands, sick and shaken, and yet with a plan matured and ready for use.

It is hard to say how much of it was conscious thought and how much of it blind instinct. Mary had never admitted to herself that she ever drank at all, and yet she deliberately forced herself into complete sobriety, denying herself the soothing little sips for which her jangled nerves shrieked incessantly. She knew that to carry the plan through she must be rigidly sober  it was bad for her temper, but she held to it with the obstinacy of a mad woman. After two days of complete abstinence she sallied forth to return her call upon Miss Laxton.

Dorothys heart sank when the parlour-maid announced Mrs. Pethwick. The visit had taken her quite by surprise. There was no time to do anything. She was at home that afternoon, Mrs. Pethwick was already entering the room, and it was only ten minutes past three  it might be as much as an hour before anyone else came in. She put down her book and rose to meet whatever was to come. But here, in her own house, nearly a week after she had last been kissed by Dr. Pethwick, she felt equal to anything. If Mrs. Pethwick had come to make a scene, or if she had come to be more subtly rude, or if she had merely come calling, she would stand her ground and give as good as she got.

What a pleasure to see you! she said, crossing the room to meet her. You dont come nearly often enough. Bring the tea in, please, Beatrice. Where will you sit, Mrs. Pethwick?

They sat down, and they tried to talk politely while Beatrice jingled in with the tea-tray and while Dorothy poured out tea. Then, when the door was shut again, and they were settled down, there was a curious little pause, as if she were waiting for the other to speak. Just for a moment there fluttered through Dorothys mind a memory of what she had read about Fontenoy  of the French officers who called out, Messieurs les Anglais, tirez les premiers! as the lines closed. But the impression of hostility vanished at once. Mrs. Pethwick was obviously in a good temper, and obviously quite sober. Dorothy, with only a hearsay knowledge of the effects of drink, decided that Mrs. Pethwick must have no recollection at all of their two previous encounters  of the incidents of the black eye and the melted kettle.

Have another piece of bread and butter? said Dorothy.

Thanks, said Mrs. Pethwick. I dont mind if I do.

There was a pause while she munched.

You see, said Mrs. Pethwick, putting the bitten slice carefully on her plate, you see, Ive got to start feeding myself up now.

Dorothy moved uneasily in her chair. She had a horrid doubt  a horrid certainty of what Mrs. Pethwick was going to say next.

I beg your pardon? she said.

Plenty of good nourishing food, said Mrs. Pethwick, complacently. Dorothys movement had not escaped her. Of course, its early days yet for me to be quite sure  not even a month  but I dont think theres any mistake this time. My Eds awfully pleased.;

W-what? said Dorothy.

Its about time, isnt it? Weve been married ten years.

Yes, said Dorothy, wildly, I think so.

Mrs. Pethwick laughed with admirable self-consciousness.

Dorothy could not bring herself to say anything even idiotic now. Every single word of Mrs. Pethwicks seemed to go clean through her skin and then stick there, barbed and rankling.

I thought Id better tell you early, said Mrs. Pethwick. You see, Ed being a schoolmaster  its not like any other job. Ill have to keep myself to myself quite soon.

Dont  oh, dont, gasped Dorothy.

You take my tip, said Mrs. Pethwick, apparently not hearing what Dorothy said. When youre married, you ave one or two kids  dont you listen to them that say they wouldnt for worlds. It makes a wonderful difference to a man. My Eds been so attentive this last week or two youd hardly know him.

Just a minute, said Dorothy  or she tried to say it, or something similar; whatever it was, it unintelligible. She hurried out of the room and ran upstairs. She could not bear it any longer.



Mrs. Pethwick sat and preened herself in her armchair. Her ingenuity had been successful. The same diabolical malice which enabled her to think of those things to say to her husband which hurt most had served its purpose to perfection here. Naturally she had not been as clever as she thought she was; it had had not been nearly as ingenious an invention as she believed it to be. It was not hard to guess that her husband let his new love know somehow or other that he did not love his wife and if he had told her, the most convenient way of hurting her would be to tell her the opposite, convincingly. Mrs. Pethwick, smoothing down her frock over her swollen thighs, knew that it had been convincing enough.

There have been tortures and torments recounted in all the literature of the world, but perhaps there has never been anything as bad as the torment Dorothy suffered that afternoon. The doorbell rang as she paced the floor of her room. She heard Beatrice bring in another caller. She had to go downstairs again. She had to greet her visitors, and pour out tea, and talk lightly, despite the pain that tore her heart-strings.

The other guests were mildly surprised and a little contemptuous at finding Mrs. Pethwick there, but she did not try to enter into their conversation. While they talked and gossiped gaily to each other, and to Dorothy, Mrs. Pethwick sat in her corner and smoothed down her frock.

Mr. Laxton came in towards the end and talked with the usual boisterous good humour which constituted his social manner towards his inferiors. It was only Dorothy, distractedly pouring out tea, who felt the oppression of the presence of the woman in the corner who said nothing.

And when the last of them had gone, Dorothy was able to tear herself free from her father on the plea of a headache  she who had never made that Victorian excuse before in her life! Up in the sanctuary of her bedroom she could not lie down, nor sit down. She could only walk up and down, up and down, in the alley-way between the bed and the wardrobe. The pain of it all was unbearable.

Even if he had not lied about it, even if he really loved her, Mrs. Pethwicks condition left Dorothys hands tied. The dreams of a golden future in which she had been indulging would never come to fruition. She could hot take away the husband of a woman who had a little tiny baby. (And expressing it in those words made the pain worse than ever.) A man had to stand by his wife in those circumstances, come what might. And Pethwicks child (the pain became worse still), Pethwicks child must not be abandoned to the sole guardianship of Mrs. Pethwick. No one could be so heartless. Pethwick would make a good father.

Then she remembered anew that she hated him. She remembered the smell of stale drink and stale sweat which had reached her nostrils when she had put Mrs. Pethwick to bed. How could Pethwick bear to embrace that woman? Or kiss her? Or after kissing that woman, how could he come straight from her arms to Dorothys kisses? Dorothys feeling of nausea nearly overcame her at the thought of it. As the paroxysm passed she found herself trying to reason again, telling herself that he was a married man, and that men are insensitive about such things  and with that her thoughts proceeded to describe once more the full circle they had already followed.

Somebody banged on the door.

Dinners ready, said the voice of Henry Laxton, junior.

Go to Hell, said Dorothy. She heard a surprised Henry go clumping down the stairs again, and her thoughts raced off once more along the path of pain.

Then came another knock.

Dorothy, Father says

Tell Father to go to Hell too.

They left her in peace after that  or that is how the male Laxtons would have described it, not knowing what was going on in that bedroom.

It was not until very much later, not until hours of dry-eyed agony had elapsed, that tears came to the rescue and provided a safety valve. Dorothy had not wept for years; she had long ago decided that the prevailing belief that women weep more readily than men was a myth of the same class as the belief that women are bigger talkers or worse motor-drivers or less original thinkers than men. Be that as it might, Dorothy wept bitterly; which implied that soon she was weeping from wounded pride and because of her feeling of humiliation just as much as from her sorrow. In the end Dorothy did something which she had not believed, since she left off reading schoolgirl literature, to be possible. She cried herself to sleep.



In the morning her pride was reestablished. It had been wounded by the thought that she had shared a mans kisses with a woman who did not clean her teeth; it had been wounded by her discovery that the veneer of easy going tolerance about men and women which she had acquired at Oxford was only a veneer; it had been wounded by her discovery that she could feel so deeply about a man who was obviously worthless. But on account, presumably, of these woundings, her pride was up in arms, more evident even than usual.

The pain was gone; all that remained was a slight dull ache, as though a tooth which had been causing agonizing pain had been drawn and the jaw had not yet quite healed  an analogy which was completed by the sensation of something missing which she experienced every few seconds; something gone from her life.

Dorothy had eaten no tea and no dinner the night before. She completed a twenty-four hours fast by eating no breakfast and no lunch before she set out, after, school hours, to pay back some of the hurts she had received.

She walked across the High Street and slowly down Verulam Road. At the end of the Verulam Road she turned and walked very fast back to the High Street, and when she reached the High Street she turned again and walked very slowly back down the Verulam Road. It was not the first time she had done this. She had done the same for interviews 5 and 6, because Dr. Pethwick on his way home from the Liverpool School walked down Verulam Road from the High Street, and by adjusting matters carefully Dorothy could contrive that he overtook her and that their meeting might appear accidental.

Today when she reached the High Street corner for the third time she saw him picking his way in his usual sleepy manner through the traffic, and she had only walked twenty yards back along Verulam Road when she heard his step close behind her.

I was wondering if I should see you, said Dr. Pethwick, altering his shambling step to suit her.

His mild grey eyes were bright with pleasure.

Oh, said Dorothy, and several seconds elapsed before she continued, I didnt want to see you. I was hoping I would not.

Pethwick could not, later, have said what actual words Dorothy had spoken. The tone she used sufficed to serve the purpose. He knew that fate had come upon him.

But perhaps it is as well, said Dorothy, that I have seen you. Because now I can tell you that I never want to see you again.

A suburban street is emphatically not the place for a lovers quarrel. When walking side by side it is hard for one to see the expression on the others face. There is too much limitation upon words and gestures. Misunderstandings are easy and explanations are difficult. But more than that, there is a drabness about the atmosphere, a monotony about the surroundings, which accentuate the misery of the quarrel.

The grievances of the aggrieved party seem somehow deeper, and the dreary pavements and dull horses rob the other party of his good spirits and optimism so that he can do little to heal the breach. The surroundings certainly played their part in Dorothys mental attitude. They brought home to her what she had been doing. She had been indulging in a vulgar intrigue with a secondary schoolmaster, kissing him in a shabby little two-bedroom house with plush furniture. She wondered how she could have fallen so low after she had had four years in Oxford, when the beauties of the Dolomites and of Amalfi were familiar to her, and when her mind was filled with beautiful ideas.

She was disgusted with herself, and she told herself that her two years of housekeeping in this suburb must have mildewed her. She had forgotten all the glorious pity that once moved her, and certainly she had forgotten the fact that she had once even admired the man at her side. She was merciless now.

You dont seem very surprised at what I am saying, she said.

No, said Pethwick.

He was not. It did not surprise him that a Lordly One should dismiss him from her presence. The only wonder was that she had borne with him so long.

Oh, what did you do it for? asked Dorothy with exasperation. You knew all the time it couldnt last.

I suppose it couldnt, said Pethwick.

At this point Dorothy was brought up against the realization that if she blamed it all on Pethwick, which was the point to which the conversation was tending, she left herself the appearance of the weak-willed and gullible person she was determined not to be. She was determined to hurt.

Youre a liar and a coward, she said, viciously.

Pethwick winced at that. He could accept dismissal as something inevitable, like falling down when learning to skate, but even a low-spirited professor of mathematics can feel hurt when he is called a liar and a coward. Pethwick was hurt far too deeply to make any reply. He could only open and shut his mouth. Dorothy went on to pour venom, into the wounds she had laid open.

I wouldnt have hated you for being a coward, she said. I thought all along thats what you were. But that you should lie to me. Me! You cur!

Dorothy had never uttered the word cur before in her life, although she had read it in books. But such was the intensity of her feelings that the word came out perfectly naturally  as naturally as the heroine of a melodrama would say it. Dorothy was not feeing melodramatic. She was being it, instead.

Pethwick was out of his depth by this time. He did not know and could not imagine what it was that he was being accused of. If he had said so; if Dorothys vicious attack had only made him lose his temper, there was still a chance for them both. But he was hampered by his feeling of respect; he could not bring himself to combat Dorothys decision.

You havent made a fool of me, the way you thought you would, said Dorothy. And I could make you sorry, too, but I wont. Im not going to that much trouble, you poor fool, you. I shant ever see you again. Im going to Norway with Father this holiday.



By now they had reached the corner of Launceton Avenue, and Pethwick stopped automatically. He had said good-bye to Dorothy at this corner five times. He stood looking down at her, his features twitching with the pain she had caused him. Dorothy met his eyes once, and then looked away again. Her latent sense of justice prompted her to say all she could for him.

I thought better of you once, she said, and with that she left him, standing there with his papers under his arm, and his shoulders bowed, while she hurried away, never once looking back. It was not until two or three minutes had elapsed that he turned towards his house, dragging his feet along the pavement like an old, old man.

If he had thought about it, he would have prayed that Mary was not going to be difficult on this evening of all evening. But it was only when he was inside the door that he remembered Marys existence, and Mary was not difficult. Mary knew, with that diabolical intuition of hers, that her schemes had borne good fruit even as he crossed the threshold. She was sweetness itself at once, a better wife to him than she had been for years. Partly it was because she was pleased at her success, but partly it was with some obscure and indefinite motive impelling her to show him that she was worth more than all the Dorothys on earth. Or it may have been some lurking sense of good behaviour. She took his parcel from him and put it on the table, and stood by him while he dropped into a chair.

Tired? she asked gently.

Yes, said Pethwick, under his breath.

Ill bring your tea in for you here, said Mary, just as though it were her usual habit to make his tea for him.

She brought in the tray, and rested it on the piano-stool which she brought up conveniently close to his elbow. It was a tempting-looking tray, as tempting as her dulled mind could devise.

Is there anything else youd like? she asked.

Pethwick roused himself to look at the tray.

No, thank you, dear, he said, automatically.

Ill pour you out a cup, said Mary and did so.

Pethwick still sat vacantly in his chair.

Be sure you drink it while its hot, said Mary lightly. Then she went out on tiptoe.

In the end Pethwick drank it, not while it was hot, but before it was stone-cold, and he poured himself out another cup, feverishly, and drank that, too, and then a third. The habit of drinking tea was so much a part of his nature that even the present crisis could not quite suppress it. The tea did much towards quietening the turmoil of aimless thought in his mind. He began to think consecutively again, sitting there in the chair with the untasted food beside him.

Later, when Mary peeped in through the door, he was still sitting there, a little more upright than usual, staring through the wall at nothing at all. Marys intuition kept her from breaking in upon his thoughts, and she shut the door again as gently as she could.

It was a full hour, all the same, before Pethwick was really conscious of more than the misery within him. In the beginning he was merely aware of a sense of loss, so acute that it is hard to describe. Just as a person in physical pain turns this way and that in the hope of relief, and all unavailingly, so every attitude his mind adopted was found impossible by reason of the agony of having lost Dorothy. More than that; of late  and especially during the last three days  his every thought had been influenced and coloured by the faint exhilarating prospect that one day Dorothy might be nearer to him. That was impossible now; she was eternally and immeasurably far away. He was brought up against this realization at every turn, and it added to his pain, because it was easy at first, in his early stupidity, to begin lines of thought which his mind had grown accustomed to  lines of thought which led towards Dorothy.

Mercifully, bewilderment came later and helped to neutralise the pain. He was able to bring himself at last to try and remember the things Dorothy had said to him, and to try and work out the reason for his dismissal. Here he was hampered by his humility. He naturally assumed that Dorothy, by virtue of her status as a Lordly One, had every right to dismiss him without explanation  without reason, for that matter. She was perfectly entitled, in his opinion, to hurt him as much as the whim took her.

The assumption, however, was not entirely satisfying. The scientific brain demanded examination of all other hypotheses before adhering to the most likely  and the scientific brain was at work, somewhere, beneath all the agony. Dorothy had called him a liar and a coward; Pethwick forced himself to consider this matter; in the same way a doctor might force himself to handle his own broken leg. If Dorothy had called him a liar it must be because he had told her something which she believed not to be true.

Pethwick went back in his mind examining his memory of what he had told her. He was biased. He could not bring himself to think that the things he sincerely believed in, the things he had felt to be true, or had known to be true, might be doubted by anybody. He ruled at once out of the argument, then, any question as to whether he loved her, or would always love her. The fact that he did not love his wife was so much of a fact, so solid and indisputable, that he only gave it the most fleeting moments thought.

There were other matters on which his conscience pricked him a little  so little that until he began this examination he had been quite unaware of it. This disarmament business, for instance. He had not been as enthusiastic in the cause of the reduction of armaments as had Dorothy; his enthusiasm had been, if not the result of mere politeness, at least devoid of Dorothys pure fanaticism.

Many of Dorothys arguments had appeared far-fetched to his logical mind; he told himself guiltily that he would never have agreed with them so completely if it had not been Dorothy who had put them forward. He had been a liar for agreeing with her, and a coward for not stating his objections.

This evening Pethwick only worked as far forward as this point before the feeling of loss returned again in overwhelming force. Dorothy had been eminently successful in her aim of hurting him as much as she had been hurt; the weak point was that if Pethwick had been the kind of liar she thought he was he would never have suffered so much. As it was he suffered in the way a child suffers; he was plunged into bottomless misery. It seemed as if there were no hope or joy left on earth.

In fact, there seemed to be nothing on earth left to live for. The discovery of the Klein-Pethwick Effect was nothing when weighed in the scales against this present calamity. Pethwick would have contemplated death quite calmly had the idea presented itself to him. But he was not of the impulsive kind which tends toward suicide. And by a curious association of ideas as soon as he realized that he was both unhappy and tired, he began automatically to go to bed. He had gone to bed unhappy so often before.

As ever, the routine of tooth-cleaning and hand-washing did much to calm his mind. He crept into the bedroom as he had done so often before, and got ready for bed in the dark room lit only by such light as crept in through the windows from the street lamps outside.


CHAPTER IV

[image: img31.jpg]

THE CHAOS ATTENDANT upon the end of the scholastic year had descended upon the Liverpool School. The Sixth Formers who had just endured their Matriculation examination and were going to leave idled wantonly about the school, beyond all control. The middle forms had recovered from their school examination and were delighting in the freedom from supervision which they enjoyed while the harassed staff were marking papers and preparing reports. The junior forms were wild with excitement at the near approach of the holidays; they were drunk with sunshine and restless in confinement.

The commonroom was always full of irritated masters with piles of unfinished reports before them, trying hard to think of five-word remarks (about small boys whom they only knew vaguely) which had not been used before; would express politely what they thought and yet not irritate parents unduly, and which would impress the headmaster with their keenness of observation and painstaking understanding.

The headmaster himself was harassed with the suspense of awaiting the report of the Board of Education, and the results of the public examinations; he had to find jobs for half the boys who were leaving; he had to fill up vacancies on the staff, he had to keep his eye on the financial situation as presented to him by the School Secretary, and he had to face a drop in numbers due to the new entries being fewer than the departures.

Dr. Pethwick moved through all this turmoil like a being in another world. He had quite forgotten to worry about whether the Matriculation results would justify the Governors in continuing to pay him the large salary which he drew. He blandly ignored the riotous high spirits of the forms he had to teach. The most ingenious tricks played by Horne and Hawkins and their imitators failed to penetrate through the indifference with which he regarded them.

He went through the report-writing business completely unmoved. Having made up, or remembered from last year, thirty remarks which could be used on reports, he used these thirty for every form on which he had to report, in the arbitrary order in which he first thought of them, so that many boys that year had remarks made upon their progress in mathematics or physics which depended solely upon their alphabetical order. It was as good a way as most others, and the mechanical writing down helped to keep his nervous condition nearer normal.

Unlike any of the other staff, he contrived to have time for thinking. The forms he was supposed to be controlling did exactly what they liked  and what that was would take too long to tell  while he brooded over his trouble. He did not even notice the nagging of his wife, which had started again coincident with her beginning to drink once more. He was developing a fixed idea. The muddle of thought in his mind was beginning to straighten itself out, with pathetic inaccuracy of direction.

The basic necessity under which he believed himself to labour was to prove to Dorothy Laxton that he was not a coward and that he was an ardent advocate of the reduction of armaments. At least, he believed himself to be a coward, but wanted to prove to Dorothy that he was willing to dare all that a brave man might dare. And if, even now, he felt he was not quite such a pure fanatic on the subject of disarmament as was Dorothy, he was set upon wringing disarmament from a reluctant world and then bearing it to her as a trophy.

Such was his urgent, terrible determination to bring this about that he was soon distinguishable from the ordinary fanatic only by taking account of the steps in which he had arrived at that state of mind.

It is possible that if it had not been for the nearly simultaneous discovery of the Klein-Pethwick Effect his fanaticism might have found expression in the more usual channels. It is possible  inconceivable though it appears  that Pethwick might have become one more of the pathetic folk who try to further various causes by walking through the streets bearing posters with printed messages, or who speak from soap boxes at street corners, and who run the gauntlet of hecklers in Hyde Park on Sunday afternoons.

It is possible, though hardly probable. Pethwick was not a man of words, and, self-contradictory as it appears, a scientist is essentially a man of action. The problems presented to him are of necessity problems which can only be solved by action rather than by debate. The first impulse of the scientist with something to be done is to do something, whether it be expansion of a mathematical formula, or testing a hypothesis at the experimental bench. There is never any doubt in his mind whether he should break into action; the occasional difficulty only is how he should.

The spectacled absentminded professor beloved of the comic journals, who boils his watch and times it with an egg in his hand, may even in actuality do that sort of thing in his private life. But in his laboratory or at his desk he may be as brimful of action and daring and vigor as ever was Nelson at the Nile or a financier in the City.

So that Pethwick, now that his attention was diverted from a scientific problem to a social one, sought for a way in which to get into action, and in the Klein-Pethwick Effect he found the means ready to his hand. He was extraordinarily glad that he had not yet published his results. He was aware of his own deficiencies; he knew that his ignorance of a good many of the practical details of ordinary affairs was a serious matter, but that did not deter him. He looked upon himself in this matter as a piece of apparatus which he had to employ for lack of anything better. Any scientist worth his salt will struggle through with makeshift apparatus whose very weaknesses can be forced to serve the end in view, as Faraday and Darwin demonstrated.

On the last day of term, when school was over, a taxicab was being loaded up outside the Headmasters house, beside the Liverpool School. There were trunks and suitcases, and fishing-rods and guns and cameras, all the impedimenta of a holiday party in Norway. Then came Miss Dorothy Laxton; and seated herself in the cab. She was the advanced guard of the expedition. Her duty was to convey herself and the baggage to Norway by the ordinary steamer route  her father was proud of the fact that she could be relied upon to do so efficiently. He was to follow later, after the final meeting of the Governors; travelling by air via Oslo he would reach the rendezvous almost as soon as she did. Henry Laxton junior would follow later still, when the Officers Training Corps camp was over.

As Dorothy got into the cab, a tall bowed figure came walking past the house on the opposite side of the road. This was Dr. Pethwick. He carried a heavy suitcase which he set down on the ground at sight of Dorothy. Dorothy caught sight of him standing there staring across at her, and she started guiltily. For a moment a wild thought came into her head of running across to him, of saying something to him, no matter what, which might make amends for her cruelty of a week before. But she put the idea aside. Really sufficient time had not elapsed for repentance, and her father and Henry were at the door of the cab, and the driver had just started the engine running.

Kings Cross, sir? Right, sir, said the driver, and let in his clutch.

The taxicab moved off and round the corner, just as Pethwick remembered to pull off his hat. Dorothy had one last glimpse of him standing there with his suitcase at his feet. Mr. Laxton, nodding to him across the road, wondered vaguely for a moment what old Pethwick was taking away with him from school in that battered old suitcase, but he did not think about it for long. Old Pethwick was harmless enough.



On his arrival at 41, Launceton Avenue, Dr. Pethwick carried the suitcase up to the spare bedroom. His wife was out at her mothers as usual, and he worked without interruption for a short while. The little bedroom contained an iron truckle bed without coverings, a deal chair and dressing-table, and a deal table  all that Mary, when they had furnished the house ten years ago, had deemed necessary to supply for the use of the possible guest who so far had never come.

Pethwick drew the table over to the window and laid out on it the various pieces of apparatus which he had brought from the school. They were not very complex nor excessively heavy. Two of the items were without the stamp of shop-made finish  they had been put together by Pethwick himself, and displayed all the clumsy efficiency of scientific experimental apparatus. Over these two instruments Pethwick bent with some little anxiety which was immediately relieved. The brittle gauge strips were unbroken; no damage had been done by their transport.

With his long careful fingers Pethwick began to set the apparatus together. He fished a few lengths of wire out of the suitcase to make his connections, and he took the electric lamp out of its socket and replaced it with a double plug from which two strands of flex could convey power. One he connected to his main circuit. The other he took over to the dressing-table across the room, on which he mounted the bit of apparatus which he had devised as a means to demonstrate in a lecture-room  if he ever were to do so  the Klein-Pethwick Effect. This was a simple little electro-magnet on a stand, a plain horseshoe of iron with a few turns of wire round it; under the poles, which pointed downward, was a little brass tray, and on the tray was a bit of iron. When Pethwick closed the switch the bit of iron instantly leaped up to the poles of the magnet and was held there.

Next Pethwick applied himself to the apparatus on the table. He made his final adjustments, stooping to read the Vernier gauge with care, and then he switched on the power. The make-and-break started its cheerful buzz, and instantly the bit of iron across the room fell from the magnet with a little clatter into the brass tray. Pethwick broke and renewed the circuit; the iron fell and rose, as often as he did so  a neat and obvious demonstration of how the magnetism of the magnet waxed and waned at his will, four yards away. Pethwicks apparatus had not suffered in transport.

Yet hardly was he assured of this when he heard a heavy step on the stair outside. Even if he had been given no other data, Pethwick could have told who it was by the manner in which the door was flung open. Mary made her entrance a full second, as her custom was, after the door had crashed against the wall.

I thought you were doing something, said Mary, standing balancing on the threshold, her eyes traveling round the room.

I heard you when I came in, went on Mary. Whats this youre doing?

An experiment, said Pethwick.

We dont want experiments in this house, said Mary. A bedrooms not the place for experiments.

Pethwick did what he was about to do even if Mary had not come back then; he switched oft his circuits, and began to dismantle his apparatus.

Yes, I should if I were you, said Mary, when the sound of the make-and-break ceased and she guessed from his actions what he was doing. You take all that stuff out of my house. Youll be blowing us all up or something.

To Mary, although she had been married for ten years to a doctor of science, the word experiment still connoted explosions and stenches; her standard of education was that of the comic strips. And the sight of her husband at work on something she could not understand outraged her possessive instinct and roused all her jealousy.

I wont have that going on in my house, Mary reiterated. Youve never done it before.

To Marys mind this last statement of hers was an argument.

Very well, dear, said Pethwick. Ill take it all away tomorrow.

Where are you going to take it to? demanded Mary, instantly.

Pethwick, stooping over his apparatus as he carefully disconnected the wiring, told his wife the first lie he had ever told her in his life.

Back to school, he said.

Mary was not accustomed to catching out her husband in a lie. She noticed nothing odd about her husbands tone; anything unusual about it she attributed to his constrained attitude.

She pounced instead on his next misdemeanor.

So thats where that suitcase went to, she said  Pethwick was packing the apparatus away by now. You mind you bring it back again. Its hot meant for things like that.

Yes, dear, said Pethwick, as mildly as ever.

Now come and have your tea, said Mary. Keeping everything waiting like this.

Yet despite all these distractions it was on that evening that Pethwick matured his plan. He went over it again in his mind, considering every niggling detail. It was a very typical production of an over-strained mind, devised with the utmost care and attention; the only argument against it being that it was fundamentally unsound, like some marvellous system of arithmetic based upon the principle that two and two make five.

For all that, Pethwicks wits had been sharpened in some ways by his troubles. It is hard otherwise to understand how he could anticipate and prepare himself to encounter all the practical difficulties of his undertaking. The logical mind which could foresee those difficulties could not reasonably be expected otherwise to display the ingenuity to circumvent them.



Next morning, the first of the summer vacation, Pethwick set out from his house with his suitcase. He walked down Launceton Avenue to the corner, and from there to the High Street, but he did not go to the school, despite what he had said to Mary. He left his suitcase at the station cloakroom, and from there he went to the bank. At first sight this was a legitimate action enough, for he had his salary check to pay in  a months salary in arrears and one in advance, sixty-five pounds in all. But when he handed over slip and check to the cashier he still lingered.

Whats my balance now? he asked.

Two minutes later the cashier pushed a slip of paper across the counter to him.

Thats without including what youve just paid in, Dr. Pethwick, he said.

Pethwick unfolded the paper, and written on it were the figures 171 14 9. That was the only way Mary was reasonable  she did not insist on living up to their income, and did not trouble Pethwick about money as long as her very modest wants were satisfied and she was not bothered further. With the utmost deliberation Pethwick wrote a cheque and pushed it across.

How will you have this? asked the cashier, startled, when he had glanced at it.

In one-pound notes, said Pethwick, very calmly.

The cashier handed over, almost reluctantly, a sheaf of fifty one-pound notes. He regarded Pethwick anxiously as he did so. Doctor Pethwick appeared by no means the most suitable person in the world to entrust with so much readily-disposable cash.

Be careful with it, he said.

Pethwick nodded with a fine assumption of carelessness, and crammed the money into his breast-pocket. It was more than he had ever had on his person at one time before.

Outside the bank he boarded a bus which took him to the West End, and there he entered a mens outfitting store  the one whose advertisements even Doctor Pethwick had not been able to miss. For a moment he stood bewildered in the bustle of the entrance-hall; until now he had done all his shopping in small suburban shops and he was unprepared for this frightening reception. He stood just inside the revolving doors, tall and thin and shabby and drooping  save for his lack of spectacles a living example of the conventional idea of a scientific professor. He managed to find his way to the ready-made clothing department, and there a bright young man laid hold of him.

Can I be any help, sir? was what the young man said, as he had been trained to do.

Yes, said Dr. Pethwick. I want a suit.

The young man inclined eagerly towards him, and looked his expectancy of further details.

A good suit, said Dr. Pethwick.

Then Pethwick realised that the only obstacle to his saying exactly what he wanted was his shyness, and he discarded that as soon as the realisation came to him because he was working towards an end which would not admit of shyness.

And its got to look a good suit, said Dr. Pethwick.

Yes, sir, said the young man, meditatively, running his eye over Dr. Pethwicks figure. Then he plunged and went on. At that rate I should have something in grey flannel, sir. Something of this sort.

He drew Dr. Pethwick over to a corner to where grey flannel suits in endless variety hung by hangers from a rail  suits of the most delicious shades of silver grey, grey with green chalk-mark squares, grey with white lines. It was a God-sent opportunity for the young man, because people who are going to buy twelve-guinea flannel suits do not usually wait until nearly August before buying; the young man was determined to clear off stock which was beginning to hang fire.

Something like this, said the young man. Double-breasted. With your figure, I should have white chalk lines. Itll look well. Let me take your measurements, sir, and well try one or two on.

A quarter of an hour later Dr. Pethwick stood in the mirrored dressing-room trying to recognize himself. Always before he had bought suits which were either navy blue or clerical grey  he had alternated from one to the other for fifteen years  because it had never occurred to him to do otherwise. He had never pictured himself in habiliments which he had mentally considered to be the prerogative of Lordly Ones. But now he was wearing a double-breasted pearl-grey suit which looked really well  the sort of suit people like governors wore on Sports Day.

The vertical white lines accentuated his height, the double-breasted coat accentuated his breadth, so that he looked twice the man he did in shabby blue serge. And the shop had substantiated its advertised boast to fit any figure in ten minutes. To Dr. Pethwicks untrained eye the cut of the suit was as good as anything Sir Dumbril Haydock or Mr. Laxton ever wore.

Yes, that will do quite well, said Dr. Pethwick, eyeing himself as steadily as he could manage. He looked with a considering gaze at the cheerful young man fluttering round him.

Now I want everything to go with it, he went on. Hat, shoes, shirt, everything.

Yes, sir. Ill come with you, sir; and see about it.

Some of the advertisements had made a distinct impression on Dr. Pethwicks mind  advertisements which told stories of men with unexpected wedding invitations, or who had met with motor-car accidents on the way to important interviews; these men had despairingly called in at the shop and had been instantly outfitted afresh all ready for whatever it was they were going to do. Dr. Pethwick wanted the same done by him, and, sure enough, it was.

The bright young man took him to a myriad counters, and summoned a myriad other bright young men to attend to them. Here they bought a hat, and there they bought shoes. The bright young man did most of the selecting, and if it were the expensive things which he chose, with an eye to his commission, he also did his honest best to outfit Dr. Pethwick like a gentleman. A coloured handkerchief for his breast-pocket, a tie of the right shade, wash-leather gloves, silver-mounted cane, a shirt and collar  all these were bought and sent up to the dressing-room to await Dr. Pethwicks pleasure.

Dr. Pethwick left it all to him. He did not think it worth while to protest when the young man brought him braces and underclothes. No one was going to see his underclothes, and the solid leather braces he had had since boyhood were good enough for him, but he had asked to be supplied with everything and he was not going to draw back now. So, he bought braces of a magnificence of which he had never conceived before, and sock suspenders to match, and silk underclothing, and gold sleeve-links  severe but magnificent.



Back in the ready-made clothing department the bright young man made a hasty abstract of the innumerable bills which had collected there.

Thirty pounds four and sevenpence, sir, said the bright young man.

Without a tremor Dr. Pethwick produced his sheaf of notes and counted out thirty-one of them.

You want to put these clothes on now, sir, I suppose? said the bright young man.

Yes.

Very good, sir. Ill call the valet. And where am I to send the old ones?

It says much for Dr. Pethwicks determination that he faced a double crisis like this without flinching. He accepted the fact of the valet unmoved; with regard to the need for keeping Mary unaware of his new purchases he said, casually:

No, Ill take them with me. I suppose I shall want a suitcase. Have one sent up and packed for me.

Yes, sir, said the bright young man; five seconds later Dr. Pethwick was in the mirrored dressing-room again and yet another bright young man, with sleek hair, all teeth and smiles and hand washing, was helping him to dress. He was a model valet; he took the ragged shirt and the deplorable woollen undervest as if they were royal robes, and laid them reverently aside before proffering to Dr. Pethwick the silk underclothes. He knelt to adjust the new sock suspenders until they were exactly right. He saw to it that the marvellous braces were of the right length to set off the line of the trousers. He put the sleeve-links into the shirt, and he said Allow me, sir, and with two dexterous touches he repaired the hopeless hash Dr. Pethwick had made of tying the new tie.

He whipped a shoehorn out of his hip-pocket and gently eased Dr. Pethwicks feet into the new shoes. He helped Dr. Pethwick into the double-breasted coat and walked round and round him, unobtrusively, twitching it until it sat exactly right. When Dr. Pethwick dubiously put on the new felt hat with the snap brim he said Allow me, sir again, and cocked it just a shade over Dr. Pethwicks right eyebrow and snapped the brim down to the perfect slope.

Dr. Pethwick, looking in the mirror, saw himself wearing a hat as he knew it ought to be worn but in a way he had never dared  at the angle which indicated independence of mind without rakishness, gentlemanliness without formality. He had never had any idea that he could look so well. He fumbled with the yellow gloves, and, on the valets suggestion, decided to carry them. Hat on head, gloves and cane in hand, he was ready for the street. He paid yet one more bill  for his new suitcase  and took a last glance at himself in the mirror.

The valet picked up the suitcase and fixed him with a glittering eye. He must have been skilled in thought transference, for Pethwick understood him instantly, and handed over a half-crown tip. Then they went down together in the lift and out to the front door.

Taxi, sir? said the valet.

Yes, said Pethwick. He had never been in a taxi in his life before, poor man, but time was passing rather fast and he still had much to do. A taxicab came up at the valets summons.

Where to, sir? asked the valet.

Oh, tell him  just tell him to drive towards the City.

A few minutes later the taxicab whirled round the merry riot of Piccadilly Circus en route for Leicester Square, the Strand, Fleet. Street, and the City.

At the Bank of England the taxicab drew up.

This is the eart and centre of the City, said the driver. Where do you want to go now?

This will do, said Dr. Pethwick.

He paid the driver, guessing wildly at what sort of tip was expected of him. By a stroke of genius he remembered that by leaving the suitcase in the cloakroom of the Bank Underground station he could avoid having to carry it around with him, and, that done, he set out to look for a City office for himself.

Among the black coats and quiet grey suits of the hurrying herds on the pavement the beautiful pearl-grey suit stood out in astonishing contrast. Pethwick himself, conscious for the first time in his life of being irreproachably dressed, walked slowly along Threadneedle Street. He held his head high; he walked with dignity, the silver-mounted cane tapping the pavement. Save for a certain intellectual quality about his face and the abstraction of his expression, he would have passed anywhere as a young man about town. Yet this consciousness of well-being, this new certainty of himself, did not alleviate his sorrow after his lost Dorothy, nor did it blunt the singleness of purpose which now consumed him. If anything, it only intensified them.

His steps took him into the backwaters and alley-ways off the main City streets. It would be there, if anywhere, that he would find what he sought. Sure enough, he found it. In Hammer Court there was a board displayed: Light offices to let. Rents from 50. Apply caretaker. Pethwick regarded the building with a thoughtful eye. He walked out to the entrance of the court, and took special note of the volume of traffic in the streets outside. He gauged the distance from the intersection of roads to the court. Then, crossing his Rubicon, he turned and plunged into the block of offices.

It took a moment or two for his eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom after the blinding sunlight outside, but at last he was able to read on the half-empty address-board in the hall that the caretaker lived on the lower ground floor. He went down the stairs and rang the bell. The door was opened by a decayed woman in black, who eyed the radiant vision in silver-grey with dumb amazement.

I am looking for an office, said Dr. Pethwick.

Oos office? asked the caretaker.

I am looking for an office for myself. I want to rent one, explained Dr. Pethwick, patiently.

Oh, said the caretaker. It became apparent that she held in her hand some dubious sort of cloth  dishcloth or floorcloth. She dropped this behind the door, and reached down a bunch of keys from a hook beside her.

Ow big? said the caretaker, shutting the door behind her and setting herself to plod up the stairs.

Theres one on the ground floor. Suite of five rooms. Six undred pounds a year. One on the first, four undred. Two small ones on the second, two undred.

Oh, I dont want anything like that, said Dr. Pethwick, alarmed. Your board outside said fifty pounds a year. I only want a little office. Just a room.

Ho, said the caretaker, stopping abruptly in her upward course. Theres only one like that, and thats downstairs along o me. Dyou want to see it?

If you please, said Dr. Pethwick.

The caretaker came flat-footed down the stairs again, Pethwick behind her. She unlocked a door and threw it open.

There you are, she said. Fifty pounds a year. Yearly agreement. Wired for telephone. Electric light. No central eating  it doesnt get down as far as here.



Pethwick entered the room, and looked round it. It was as dark as a cellar  which is really what it was  and was some ten feet square. Two windows admitted practically no light and made no promise of air. The caretaker switched on the light, revealing the bare cement walls and floor. But the room was all that Pethwick desired.

Ill take it, he said.

He sought for his pocket-book, but his hope that the transaction might be completed then and there was dashed to the ground.

Agents are Truman and Todd in Fetter Lane, said the caretaker woodenly. Youll ave to settle it with them.

Very well, said Pethwick. After all, it was for the purpose of being able to encounter agents that he had gone to all the trouble of buying these fine new clothes. Ill go along there now.

He came out of the room.

The W.C.s over there, said the caretaker, pointing. Tenants are given a key.

Thank you, said Pethwick.

Up in the sunshine again he called a taxicab. All this business had taken a little longer than he had calculated, and he was only now approaching the crucial moment of the day. A pretty girl clerk came up to him and when he pushed open the door and entered the office of Messrs. Truman and Todd. She smiled charmingly at him  or at the beautiful grey suit.

I want to rent an office for which I believe you are the agents, explained Pethwick. In Hammer Court.

Oh, yes, said the pretty clerk. Step this, way.

Dr. Pethwick found himself led into the presence of Mr. Todd himself.

Mr. Todd ran a keenly appraising eye over Dr. Pethwick as he was ushered in. Much of the success of an estate agent depends on his ability to size up a man at the moment of introduction. Once more Dr. Pethwick laboriously stated his business.

Hammer Court, said Mr. Todd, as though to himself. Let me see. Which office do you wish to rent?

The one in the basement, said Dr. Pethwick. The little one.

Mr. Todd looked at him more keenly still; it was not that in referring to the basement instead of to the lower ground floor Dr. Pethwick was violating estate agents good taste, but that Mr. Todd could not help feeling dubious about people who could only afford fifty pounds a year office rent. There were such people  Mr. Todd was naturally quite sure of that  but there was bound to be something doubtful about them unless the contrary was quite obvious.

What is the business you are proposing to carry on? he asked.

Dr. Pethwick brought out his pocket-book, found a visiting card, and handed it over. It was one of fifty which he had had printed when he took his Doctorate, and he still had forty-five of them. Mr. Todd glanced at the card.

Dr. Edward Pethwick, D.S.C.
University of London

That was satisfactory, at any rate. It made it appear likely that this man could be identified by the aid of books of reference.

By profession, said Dr. Pethwick, I am a schoolmaster. I am the senior physics and mathematics master at the Liverpool School.

Mr. Todd nodded. That also could be checked up by reference. But it was a little odd that a schoolmaster should want a City office.

I suppose it is obvious, went on Dr. Pethwick, that I have never been in business before. In fact I have only recently decided on this step. But I have recently effected two patents covering physical processes which may be of some application in the arts.

And you want to put them on the market? said Mr. Todd.

Thats exactly right. Some years ago I had an unfortunate experience with a patent agent. It rendered valueless an earlier patent of mine, and I promised myself then that I should never have any more dealings with agents. You may have heard that patent-agents are all thieves.

Dr. Pethwick smiled. He told his lies in his simplest manner. It did not matter if Mr. Todd, thought him a fool, as long as he did not think him a rogue. And Mr. Todd did not think him a rogue, nor even a fool. He was quite impressed by Dr. Pethwicks quiet assurance and by his manner when he repeated that remark which he had once overheard at a meeting of the British Association.

Ive no hope of making my fortune from these patents, continued Dr. Pethwick, modestly, but it is really very possible that something quite good may come of them. It is becoming necessary that I should have headquarters somewhere in the City.

I think we can arrange it, said Mr. Todd, and Dr. Pethwick saw success in sight. Mr. Todd pulled a printed form out of a drawer.

Here is our usual form of agreement, he said. I suppose you can give me references?

Dr. Pethwick took the form and began to glance through it. He was deadly calm, and it was only when he was half-way through, the reading that he answered Mr. Todds question.

Ive been puzzling over this reference business, he said. And really, I cant come to any conclusion. Ive been a master at the Liverpool School for eleven years. I dont know anyone whom you could consider a satisfactory reference. Im not sure  it isnt a matter of great importance, though  that the School would approve of my going into business.

He smiled again at Mr. Todd, and then went on:

But I understand that if I make sufficient payment in advance...?

Mr. Todds expression, which had clouded over for a moment, cleared at once.

Oh, yes, a years rent in advance will be quite satisfactory  Mr. er  Dr. Pethwick.

Then I may as well make out the cheque now?



All the trouble Dr. Pethwick had taken; his purchase of new clothes, his careful behaviour towards Mr. Todd had been solely directed towards the one end of gaining for himself a foothold free from observation in the City. When he had decided that he wanted one, he had been brought up short against the need for references. The Difficulty was surmounted now.

Pethwick, with the clarity of vision which had come to him with careful thinking, had foreseen that no agent would have let a City office to a shabby man who walked in without references and without a convincing story, however much advance rent he offered. But Mr. Todd, if he had been asked, would have said that Dr. Pethwick was a man of sound ideas who was likely to get on and who could be thoroughly relied upon  which was exactly the impression Dr. Pethwick had set out to convey.

Dr. Pethwick compelled himself to appear to read the agreement with care and attention. He picked his way through the crabbed estate agents English, noting odd things such as the fact that he promised not to sleep nor suffer to sleep on the premises, and the extensive classification of the businesses he bound himself not to carry on there.

Mr. Todd unbent sufficiently to indulge in a little trivial conversation with Dr. Pethwick while the final details of the transaction were worked out. A touch on the button of Mr. Todds buzzer brought in the pretty girl clerk to witness Dr. Pethwicks signature; a receipt was made out and stamped in exchange for the check for fifty pounds which Dr. Pethwick made out in favor of Mr. Todd.

Ill send you on a copy of the agreement signed by our client, Dr. Pethwick, said Mr. Todd, in final valediction. You can enter into occupation from that day.

And he ushered Dr. Pethwick out again. The interval of three days, as both Mr. Todd and Dr. Pethwick knew without mentioning the subject, would be employed in waiting to see that Dr. Pethwicks check was met and in making certain that there was such a person as Dr. Pethwick holding a doctors degree in Science from the University of London and employed at the Liverpool School. Mr. Todd was quite easy in his mind about it already. He was sure, from what he had seen of Dr. Pethwick, that he would not be likely to make use of his tenancy of the office in Hammer Court for any of the lesser or dirtier criminal offenses, and no one would set out upon any of the greater swindles with headquarters in a single basement room.

Dr. Pethwick emerged into Fetter Lane a little dazed and fatigued. Now that the effort was over he began to feel the strain. Even the fact that he was wearing marvellous clothes meant nothing to him now.

He still had to make his way to the Tube station and collect his new suitcase. Then he had to engage a dressing-room in the mens lavatory at London Bridge Station  he had borne in mind the possibility of doing this when he made his plans a week ago  and change out of the fine suit and the silk underclothes back into the shabby blue serge and the ragged shirt and vest in which he had started out. The good clothes had to be crushed into the suitcase  Dr. Pethwick, despite all his abilities, was deplorably unable to pack  and the suitcase left at London Bridge Station cloakroom.

Then he remembered with a start that he had to buy yet another suitcase; he did this before getting into the train for home. At the suburban station he took the first suitcase out of the cloakroom, and made a discreet retirement in order to be able to transfer his apparatus to the new one, which he left deposited at the station. Then, with the old one, empty now, he at last reached 41, Launceton Avenue, very tired, but very satisfied, save in one respect. He had succeeded in everything; he had remembered everything  everything except his lunch. That had slipped his memory until he realized that part of his fatigue was due to hunger.

It was a pity Mary was at home, because that precluded him from satisfying his hunger until tea-time. Any excursion into the kitchen and clattering with crockery would have brought her out to see what was happening, and the spectacle of her husband eating at half-past three would have called not merely for unkind comments  Pethwick might have borne with those  but with questions about how he had spent his time so far that day. Pethwick had tacitly allowed it to be understood that he had remained at school clearing up after the end of the scholastic year, and he did not feel equal to facing any acute examination on the point.



It is easy enough to work out the superficial reasons why the Pethwicks had not had a summer holiday away from home for so many years. There can be no doubt whatever that if they had decided upon such a holiday most of the trouble involved would have fallen to Marys lot. It would have to have been she who decided where to go, and who booked the rooms, and who found out about trains, and who packed, and who saw to it that the trains were caught, and all that would have been a great trouble to her. She disliked the prospect of so much effort, and she also disliked the thought of being away from her favorite public-houses and cronies.

Pethwick, likewise, had equally cogent reasons for not wanting to go away. He shrank from having to face the comparative publicity of boarding-house life, and of being thrust into the society of people he did not know. He dreaded the fuss and bother of arrival and departure. Moreover, he liked to spend his holidays in catching up on the serious work of his life.

He delighted in spending his holidays in reading and in calculation; after all, it was only occasionally that Mary came to fret about seeing a man always lounging about the house, and to chafe at the need  which she never really fulfilled  of having to provide a civilized lunch for seven days a week instead of one. Moreover, there were occasional meetings of learned societies which Pethwick liked to attend, unobtrusively. They were rare in August, but during the rest of Pethwicks holidays they were frequent enough to supply Mary both with an excuse not to take a holiday and with grounds for complaint.

So this summer holiday it was not remarkable that they should have done nothing about going away. During the opening days in July Mary pottered about the house in a dressing-gown complaining of the heat until it was time for her to go and see her mother, while Pethwick sat and read, or sat and thought, or sat at the table immersed in calculations.

Mary did not notice that on those early days of the summer holiday Pethwick spent an unusual proportion of his time in writing, and she did not notice what he wrote. And he was very careful when she was out of the house to burn all the discarded drafts  and they were very many indeed  of what he was writing, and to keep the latest current draft locked up in the central drawer of his desk, whose key was the only one remaining in Pethwicks possession. Mary only periodically had bouts of curiosity, but Pethwick judged it advisable to keep the document he was trying to compose safely out of her reach.

It took him three days to finish the thing he was writing  which, after all, was not too long to spend on a document which might alter the history of mankind  and it took him two hours, with Mary safely out of the way, to make a fair copy of it when it was completed. But that length of time is not a fair measure of the length of the document, for Pethwick copied it out not in his own minute legible handwriting, but in a disguised hand  in other words, he printed it in Roman capitals, for he had a vague memory of having read somewhere that that was the best way of disguising ones handwriting. And when it was finished he sought out a long envelope and placed the folded foolscap into it with care.

He stuck down the envelope, and began to address it The Editor, The Times. There he stopped short. He knew so little of the world that he had to go and find that days issue and hunt through it in order to discover that The Times office is in Printing House Square, E.C. He stamped the envelope and locked it away again in his desk. He stood there thoughtfully, with the key in his hand, for a second or two.

Only incidentally was he thinking about the good that letter might do. More especially, he was thinking about his lost Dorothy, four hundred miles away from him across the sea. Pethwick surmised that The Times might penetrate even as far as the inner recesses of Norway, and when Dorothy read that letter she would know that it was he who had written it. Perhaps she would believe then that he was not a coward, nor a liar, and that even if he were not a rabid supporter of disarmament he was willing at least to imperil his future to bring it about.

Then Pethwick roused himself, and turned away from his desk to continue his period of waiting. When his wife came in she found him, just as she expected, sitting in an arm-chair with two books on his knees and two more on the floor beside him. It was as well that she was in an unwontedly good temper, and so did not abuse him too violently for making that shabby room untidy.

Pethwicks period of waiting was not much further prolonged; it was in fact terminated the very next morning. He heard the postmans knock at the front door soon after he had awakened, with the morning sunshine in his eyes and his wife stirring sleepily beside him. As he had done on the two previous mornings as well, he slipped quietly out of bed and padded downstairs, barefooted and in his pyjamas to see what the postman had brought. He opened the long typewritten envelope expectantly, and the letter inside told him that he had achieved what he wanted. It began  Dear Sir, With regard to your application for the tenancy of the lower ground floor office in Tranby House, Hammer Court, we have now heard from our client and have much pleasure in  there followed the information that the office was now his for a year, that a copy of the agreement signed by the landlord was enclosed, and that the caretaker on the premises had been instructed to hand over to him the keys of the office.

Pethwick hurriedly buried the letter, agreement, and all, under a mass of odd papers in his desk, for he did not dare to go upstairs again for the key to the center drawer. It was fortunate that the postman had brought at the same time some of those circulars which flood the letterbox of an assistant schoolmaster who is also a doctor of science; they made it possible for Mary to believe that they were all he had brought.



Pethwick could not but help feel a thrill of excitement at the near approach of action, but he would not allow himself to display it at all. At breakfast he read The Times, and after breakfast announced, quite casually, his intention of visiting the University of London library. He would not be home to lunch  he would take that meal at the A.B.C. restaurant at South Kensington. The only attention Mary paid to this announcement was to feel relieved at having him off her hands for the day. She might have been more interested if she had seen  as Pethwick took good care she did not  his lightning spring to his desk when she was out of the way, and his careful locking away of the newly-arrived agreement and his careful placing in his pocket of the stamped addressed quarto envelope containing the letter he had finished the day before.

Pethwick collected his two suitcases on his way to the office, and after a momentary hesitation he hired a dressing-room in the lavatory at London Bridge Station and changed into his beautiful new clothes. That was not really necessary, seeing that he was now the tenant of the office and nothing could unmake him.

It was a pleasant indication that he remained human; the most important motive influencing him was merely the desire to wear good clothes. The fine grey flannel suit had been badly crushed by Pethwicks packing; the snappy grey hat had lost some of its shape, and Dr. Pethwick was not as clever in putting on clothes as the valet who had previously attended him. The general effect, taking everything into consideration, was a caricature of the well-dressed man who had interviewed Mr. Todd and the caretaker. But Dr. Pethwick did not appreciate this. He walked out of the cloakroom with his two suitcases and hailed a taxicab, feeling quite pleased with himself, and that at least was so much gained. There had been precious little pleasure so far in Dr. Pethwicks life.

The caretaker actually contrived to raise a smile of welcome for Dr. Pethwick when he rang her bell on his arrival at Hammer Court. Yes, she had heard from Mr. Todd, and here were the keys. It almost seemed, as she walked across the corridor with Dr. Pethwick to open the office door for him, as if she had lost the secret devastating sorrow which had given her such an air of gloom when Dr. Pethwick had seen her last.

The caretaker threw open the door and Dr. Pethwick put down his heavy suitcase. Did Dr. Pethwick need tea in the afternoon? The caretaker was accustomed to supplying it to the other offices in the building. Messrs. Copley and Henfield, and the Cottage Supply Association, always dealt with her. Sixpence a head a week, she charged. Dr. Pethwick shook his head sadly. He was afraid he never drank tea  it was amazing how he had fallen into the habit of telling the most outrageous lies. But his secretary? Secretaries always wanted tea. Dr. Pethwick confessed that he had not yet engaged a secretary. When he had found one would be sufficient time to discuss the question of tea for her  and with that Dr. Pethwick had to decline, regretfully, the caretakers eager offer to find him one.

And what about office furniture? Pethwick had difficulty at that moment in keeping the expression of his face unchanged. Until that moment he had forgotten all about the question of furnishing the office. For his own purposes he would need at least a table and a chair; for the sake of veri-similitude he would need a good deal more. Dr. Pethwick, so the caretaker said, would find all he wanted at Mr. George Freemans round in Morton Yard. He dealt in second-hand office furniture, all good stuff.

Dr. Pethwick made a mental note of the name and address, and thanked the caretaker. This business of making history involved a tedious amount of detail in its preliminaries, but at last he was able to get rid of her, and shut his door, and look around the dingy room with the eye of a proprietor.

Mr. George Freeman was delighted to see Dr. Pethwick. In this time of slump more people came to him wishing to sell office furniture than to buy it. With his thumb in the arm-hole of his waistcoat he proceeded to supply Dr. Pethwick with everything necessary for the efficient running of an office  desks and tables and chairs and cupboard, and box-files and expanding files, and letter trays and waste-paper-baskets and calendars and ink-stands. He was a large red-faced man in a blue serge suit, and he almost carried Dr. Pethwick away on the current of his enthusiasm. But not quite, however.

Even Dr. Pethwick jibbed at buying a typewriter and a copying press. By some miracle he thought of an excuse for postponement; when he had engaged his secretary and could consult her whims on the subject would be time enough for buying typewriters. But Mr. Freeman sold him everything else. Dr. Pethwick wrote out a large check  he was growing used to doing this  and Mr. Freeman promised delivery of the goods that very afternoon.

On his way back to the office, to await their arrival, Dr. Pethwick stopped at a letter-box. He brought out the big quarto envelope from his pocket, and pushed it into the slot marked For London and Places Abroad. The letter slid irrevocably down into the slot. Nothing that Dr. Pethwick could do could prevent it from being delivered some time that afternoon to the Editor of The Times.

Then he went back to the office, to pace up and down the stone floor of the bare room until the arrival of Mr. Freemans van. It cannot be denied that in the matter of furnishing his office Dr. Pethwick did not play his part well. Mr. Freemans henchmen demanded where this should be put, and that, and the replies they received were so vague and unconstructive that the workmen for the most part dumped down desks and chairs and tables and flies wherever the whim took them  Dr. Pethwick had no idea how an office ought to be furnished and he could not compel himself to think about it and evolve ideas. There was no urgent necessity for him to play a part before these workmen, and he could not bring himself to do so.

But by the time the workmen had finished there was a realistic air about that office, all the same. Mr. Freeman had sold him enough office equipment to run a small government department, and when it was all in the room was crammed until there was hardly space to walk. It certainly looked as if a colossal amount of work was intended to be done there.


CHAPTER V
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NEXT MORNING AT breakfast Dr. Pethwick opened The Times with his nerves set and ready to keep his expression from changing. He turned over the pages rapidly, but on none of them was printed the long letter he had written with so much trouble to the Editor. Dr. Pethwick was by no means surprised. Somewhere in his intellectual makeup there still remained a residuum of cool judgment. He had guessed that The Times must receive every day from cranks and lunatics a collection of letters every bit as startling as his; he had fully anticipated that his letter would be classed with the others, and, if not put in the-waste-paper-basket, at least put aside for later consideration. In point of fact, Dr. Pethwick had been quite sure this would happen, and had made all his arrangements accordingly. It was only now that his judgment had been proved correct that he looked back and thought he had not been quite sure  but that was like him.

Dr. Pethwick was elaborately casual after breakfast.

I shall have to go to South Kensington again today, he said. Do you mind, Mary?

Me? said Mary with elaborate sarcasm. Dont ask me. I dont count. Go if you like.

Thank you, said Dr. Pethwick. Ill be back to tea, I expect.

Dr. Pethwick went up to London in his shabby everyday clothes, but no sooner had he slipped into his office and locked the door behind him than he proceeded to change into the fine flannel suit, and the silk underclothes and all, taking them out with care from the cupboard into which he had locked them the night before. Donning those clothes had become like a priestly rite to him; he could not now contemplate action taken without that suit and those underclothes; they were like a priests vestments or a knights armor to him now.

Properly dressed, and his old clothes locked away in the cupboard, he proceeded to take the decisive steps. He felt no excitement about it; no additional tension. Decisive though the moment was, it was only one stage in the series of actions he had planned. Dr. Pethwick had the type of mind which will not draw back from an enterprise once begun, nor even contemplate retirement. From the moment when he had entered the Regent Street shop to buy his fine clothes it was as certain as anything can be on earth that he would proceed onwards to this moment and beyond.

The preliminaries took very little time. He unrolled a sheet of drawing-paper and pinned it on the office table. With a compass and a large-scale map of London he made a few simple measurements which resulted in the ruling of a line diagonally across the sheet  very strict accuracy was not essential, for he had a margin of possible error of at least ten per cent at his disposition. The table stood against the wall and to the wall Pethwick pinned another sheet of paper. He produced a crude form of sextant  a protractor and a pendulum made of thread with a weight attached. A further brief calculation resulted in his drawing a sloping line on the vertical paper.

That done, he began to set out on the table the electro-magnetic apparatus which he took from the second suitcase in the cupboard. With his long steady fingers he proceeded to make the electrical connections. He took the electric lamp out of its socket, and replaced it with the two-way plug. When finally the connections were complete he began to set the emitter carefully, first for horizontal direction along the pencil line on the table, and then for elevation along the line upon the wall. He ran his mild grey eyes over the apparatus, saw that everything was ready, and then with unhesitating fingers he pressed the switch.

At once the make-and-break began its cheerful chatter; Pethwick carefully turned the adjusting screw until the chatter died away into the merest, tiniest murmur.

The thing was done. The great demonstration was begun. All that Pethwick need do now was to sit down quietly and let history work itself out. Indeed, he tried to do so. He sat in the swivel chair which Mr. Freeman had sold him and tried to compose himself to while away the next six hours. But it was more than even Dr. Pethwicks nerves could stand. After no more than five minutes he found himself getting up from his chair and pacing about; and two minutes after that he took the smart grey hat and the snappy yellow gloves and went out of his office, leaving his apparatus still at work. He locked the door very carefully behind him.



At the time when Dr. Pethwick was engaged in putting his apparatus in running order at the Hammer Court office, Mr. Prodgers, a lorry driver, was engaged in driving his lorry containing two tons of cement in sacks to where the new offices were being erected in Finsbury Pavement. The traffic in the City had reached its morning peak. Buses, motor-cars, lorries, were jammed wheel to wheel in the streets. Progress was slow and difficult, and Mr. Prodgers, wrestling with his heavy wheel, had to carry in his mind a very clear mental picture of the length and width of the ponderous vehicle behind him as he wound his way through the press.

At one moment, although he found time to snarl at a driver who was taking a chance Ow long ave you ad your license, sonny? Two days? he had no leisure to listen to the reply. There was a horse-drawn wagon in front of him, and Mr. Prodgers was keyed up waiting an opportunity of overhauling this anachronism and gaining a little elbow-room  keeping his four tons of lorry and cargo crawling at one and a half miles an hour was a strain even upon the experienced Mr. Prodgers.

But he was unlucky. As they reached the corner of King William Street and Cheapside, where all the traffic of the City converges, the policemans white-sleeved arm went up almost under the horses noses. The driver threw himself back upon the reins, and the horses stopped, slipping and plunging upon the glassy surface, while Mr. Prodgers behind him fell forward on clutch and brake and stopped his lorry neatly with the tip of the bonnet six inches behind the tail-board.

Philosophically, Mr. Prodgers resigned himself to a long wait while the cross traffic was let through. He took the extinguished half cigarette from behind his ear, lit it, and filled his lungs comfortably with smoke, while all round him, beside him and behind him the checked stream of vehicles piled up against this check to its progress.

Mr. Prodgers smoked very much at his ease, surveying the rush and bustle of London life from his high perch in the lorrys cab. Then suddenly all ease departed, for a sudden cessation of vibration told him that his engine had stopped, and this unbelievable fact was confirmed by a glance at the oil-pressure gauge.

Ell! said Mr. Prodgers.

He pressed his foot on the self-starter button. There was no response whatever.

Ell! said Mr. Prodgers again. He opened his door, flung himself down to the ground, and jumped to the starting handle. If he was not ready to move on the instant the policeman dropped his arm he would be in trouble, and he knew it. He flung all his brawny weight upon the starting handle. He wound away with desperation, turning the heavy engine over as if it had been a baby cars, such was his panic. In this stifling heat the sweat poured in rivers down his face, but there was no response from the engine. As he wound at the handle he heard the clatter of hoofs. The cart in front was on the move  traffic was being let through.

Bloody ell, said Mr. Prodgers.

He had half a minute left in which to get started, if he wanted to avoid prosecution for obstruction. In one last despairing effort he flung himself again at the starting handle, but unavailingly. There was no more life in that engine than there is in a sheeps carcass in a butchers shop. He slowly straightened his back to wait philosophically the arrival of the policeman.

But when he stood upright and was at last able to take stock of his surroundings his eyes were rejoiced with a most unusual spectacle. In front of all the motor vehicles which had halted round him in King William Street there were men winding away wildly at the starting handles. Mr. Prodgers momentarily experienced the pleasure which comes of the discovery that ones misfortunes are shared by others; but the pleasure was immediately forgotten in surprise at the coincidence that a dozen motor vehicles in one place should strike work together.

Even as Mr. Prodgers began to marvel at this, realization came simultaneously to all those others winding starting handles. Everybody straightened themselves up and stared sheepishly at each other. Then some of them even laughed, but the laughter died away as the inevitable policeman came up.

Nar then, said the constable. Wot dyou think youre up to? Get a move on quick, or youll be on the peg.

At that one or two of the fainter hearts, or those with bad traffic records, applied themselves  uselessly once more  to the starting handles. But Mr. Prodgers was of sterner stuff, and he understood that lorry of his far better than he understood his wife, for instance. He knew that if it refused to move it must be for some substantial reason.

Nothing doing, he said, stoically. Tike me nime and me number, and then call the brikedown van.

By the usual constabulary legerdemain pencil and notebook appeared like magic in the policemans hands. Name and number were in process of being jotted down when the policemans attention was diverted.

Officer, said an indignant voice. Officer. Something must have happened.

The policeman looked around and found at his elbow an indignant figure in the short-coated and high-hatted uniform of the Stock Exchange.

Officer, said this individual, hurriedly doing his best to minimize the absurdity of his first obvious remark. All these cars wouldnt stop like this all together if something hadnt happened. My car wouldnt break down.

A gesture of the stockbrokers hand indicated a long glittering black saloon a little farther back in the press, with a liveried chauffeur standing helplessly by the bonnet.



There were murmurs of agreement here and there among the other drivers. The policeman held his pencil suspended over his notebook for a moment, and then put them slowly away into his pocket.

Thats so, he said. But weve got to get you out of the way quick, or therell be hell to pay.

As if to accentuate his words there came from far down King William Street a despairing hooting as other drivers broke the law of the land in calling attention to the fact that they were being kept waiting. The policeman looked round him. In Cornhill and Cheapside and Queen Victoria Street and Moorgate Street there was a wild tangle of traffic. Everything  motor-cars, buses, and all  was held up by the traffic waiting to enter or emerge from King William Street.

The policeman knew by long experience that the results of even the slightest check to the rush hour traffic were likely to persist for a long time into the day. He foresaw himself being officially hauled over the coals for this business. The inevitable crowd was forming on the pavements; in the City of London the production of a policemans notebook summons more men from the earth than ever did the dragons teeth. He turned to the drivers.

Get yourselves out of this if you can. Push yourselves out by and, cant you? Get over beyond the Bank. Ill fix it up with the officer on point duty.

From that moment the traffic arrangements of the City of London collapsed into chaos. All round the Bank of England people were pushing motor-cars. Despite the fact that the usual hundreds of people with nothing obvious to do all fell to and lent willing hands to help, the holding up of the cross traffic to let the crawling vehicles by crammed the streets for half a mile in every direction.

Mr. Prodgers, naturally, could not contemplate the pushing of four tons of lorry and cement by hand. He stood and marvelled instead, while he waited for the van the police had sent for to come and tow him away. But there was more and more to marvel at. When fifty broken-down motor-cars had been laboriously pushed by hand out of the Bank end of King William Street there came pouring up a flood of vehicles which had been waiting down at the London Bridge end.

Mr. Prodgers saw a light delivery van, the first of the stream, approaching from behind his lorry. Twenty yards back he suddenly saw it falter in its progress. Mr. Prodgers even noticed the change of expression on the drivers face. The van rolled forward, ever more slowly, until it came to a complete stop close to the lorry. Mr. Prodgers found a sardonic enjoyment in watching the driver do exactly what he himself had done, and two score other drivers as well  stretch out his foot for the self-starter button, and then, finding the self-starter out of action hurriedly climb down and apply himself to the starting handle.

Other vans and buses came rolling up, and one and all stopped as they neared the end of King William Street. In fact, one minute after the street cleared, save for Mr. Prodgers lorry, King William Street was tightly jammed again with helpless vehicles.

Mr. Prodgers sauntered across to the light van.

Its no go, mate, he said to the still-winding driver.

What dyou mean? answered the driver, looking up at him.

Look here, said Mr. Prodgers, dramatically, and the driver, following his gesture with his gaze, saw in that instant six other drivers pressing self-starter buttons or winding handles.

Coo! said the driver.

But the conversation was interrupted, because Mr. Prodgers saw the van which the police had sent for approaching from Cheapside, and he had to hurry away to welcome it. The driver of the break-down van, escorted by a couple of policemen who held up the traffic, turned his bonnet towards the Bank of England, and then, getting into-reverse, proceeded to back into King William Street into a position to tow Mr. Prodgers lorry out.

Mr. Prodgers saw the back of the van approaching him; he saw the face of the driver peering backwards round the side. Then the breakdown van suddenly lurched and stopped. The driver withdrew his head abruptly, and Mr. Prodgers guessed he was pressing his self-starter. A second or two later Mr. Prodgers saw him emerge and jump round to the front of the van, and Mr. Prodgers instantly guessed that he must be turning his starting handle.

Its something in the hair, said Mr. Prodgers to himself, half aloud. It must be something in the hair.

Chaos ruled again: There were fifty policemen now assembled round the end of King William Street. There were two thousand spectators lining the pavement. Mr. Prodgers conferred with a police inspector and with the team of the breakdown lorry. Mr. Prodgers proudly enunciated his new theory of an atmospheric disturbance.

Maybe so, said the inspector. One of those cars which wouldnt go here went all right when they pushed it over into Cheapside. Didnt seem nothing wrong with it there. What do you think about it?

This question was addressed to the driver of the light delivery van, who had been displaying prodigies of activity. He had whipped open his bonnet, had ascertained that the petrol was flowing properly, that the jet was not choked, that the carburetor was functioning, and had then turned his attention to the ignition. Shading his eyes with his hat from the strong sunlight he peered at the points of a sparking plug while his van boy turned the engine over.

Not a glimmer. Nothing doing. Mags gone scatty, said the van driver.

The experts from the breakdown van concurred.

Mag. or no bloody mag., said the inspector, Napoleonically, Ive got to get this bloody street clear. Itll take all the bloody day to get the bloody traffic running properly after this. This bloody jam  he indicated the packed waiting vehicles in King William Street stretches from here over the bloody bridge all the way to St. Georges bloody church.

The inspector turned away from the little group, his mind made up for him by this burst of eloquence.

Here, Marvell, he said.

A sweating police sergeant turned towards him.

Get down to the Monument, said the inspector. Take six  no, ten  men with you. Divert everything there. Nothing mores to come up King William Street until further orders. Stuff going westll have to go up Cannon Street. Send everything else up Gracechurch Street. Get on with it.

Sergeant Marvell departed, the string of constables with him shouldering their way through the packed crowds.

Anyway, continued the inspector to himself, horses havent got mags. Wheres a telephone?

It was by the aid of four horses sent up by a wondering police headquarters that in the end Mr. Prodgers lorry was towed away.

Meanwhile, of course, an exasperated clerk of the works on duty at the place where the new offices were in the course of erection in Finsbury Pavement was cursing madly to himself at the non-arrival of the two tons of cement which Mr. Prodgers was supposed to bring up.

The suspension of the building on Finsbury Pavement was only one of the results of Dr. Pethwicks activities. Those results spread far and wide  the only satisfactory metaphor which can be employed is the old one of the ripples caused by throwing a stone into a pond. Because of what Dr. Pethwick had done, some hundreds of City men were late for their appointments, and even City mens appointments are of some value. Some hundreds of City messenger boys who stopped to see the fun were late in delivering their messages and those messages were presumably of some value, too. Goods which were urgently expected arrived late. There was delay and muddle and exasperation throughout the City.

And not only in the City, either. Far out in the suburbs, in Brixton and Homerton, wherever a motor-bus route penetrated after passing through the City, housewives waited in vain for the buses to arrive which would carry them home from their shopping expeditions, while the buses themselves were either laboriously towed to the companys repair depots or, jammed wheel to wheel in a never-ending queue, were crawling at the pace of a snail through the over-congested streets into which they had been diverted.

In hotels travellers with a train to catch waited in vain for their laundry. In restaurants cooks waited in vain for their chops and steaks. In magazine offices the printers waited in vain for the arrival of the advertisers blocks. The City police worked overtime; City clerks whose windows overlooked the tumult did not work at all.

The whole activity of London  of England, in fact  was deranged by Dr. Pethwicks interference with the traffic. He had chosen his weapon well. Just as a slight pressure on the carotid artery will make a human being dizzy, so did Dr. Pethwicks pressure on an artery of the City cause equivalent trouble.



Dr. Pethwick had as a rule little taste for crowds. He was rarely moved by vulgar curiosity; he never dreamt of stopping to join the idle onlookers around a fallen horse or watching men working pneumatic drills. But on that August morning he joined the crowds who seethed round the end of King William Street. His tall lean figure in its elegant suit was to be seen there, making slow progress through the mob. Mr. Prodgers saw him, and the police inspector, but they naturally did not think their troubles were due to this individual who bore all the hallmarks of prosperity and neutrality.

Dr. Pethwick saw a good deal. He saw the breakdown van which had come to tow away Mr. Prodgers lorry cease work when it came under the influence of the Klein-Pethwick Effect. He saw the stockbrokers car  which had coil ignition  start up again in response to a despairing trial by the chauffeur when it had been pushed beyond that influence into Cheapside. For with coil ignition the Klein-Pethwick Effect could only operate while the vehicle was actually in its range.

Once the car was removed, the soft iron core of the coil could once more be magnetized by the current from the accumulator circulating round it; a spark could once more pass, and the car could proceed as if nothing had happened. It was only those vehicles with magneto ignition which suffered permanent damage. In these cases the spark had to be produced by the rotation of a coil of wire in a magnetic field due to a permanent magnet, and when the permanent magnet had lost its magnetism the only way to get the vehicles into running order again was to take out the magneto and either remagnetize the magnet or  what was no dearer  replace the whole instrument with a new one. That was hard luck on the owners of motor vehicles with magneto ignition which came under the influence of the Klein-Pethwick Effect, but Dr. Pethwick felt no concern  at present, anyway  for cases of individual hardship.

Dr. Pethwick saw the banked-up traffic, and the convulsions that ensued upon trying to clear away the broken-down vehicles. He realized that his setting of his instrument had not been quite as accurate as it might have been. He had only barred King William Street traffic, and though this might cause a good deal of trouble, the trouble could be avoided to a large extent by diverting all traffic  as the police inspector now proposed to do  from the street.

Humanity is a good deal more educable than flies are, even though the recent history of humanity might make this seem improbable. A fly encountering a window pane will refuse to believe in the existence of a transparent substance impervious to flies, however forcibly the fact is demonstrated to him by the bumps his nose receives when he flies against the pane. It only took three bad jams at the mouth of King William Street to convince the authorities that for some reason which they could not imagine, and which they had never before encountered, King William Street was unsuitable that day for motor traffic. It was unfortunate for them that they reached this decision just when Dr. Pethwick was making his way back to Hammer Court through the crowds.

Hammer Court, when Dr. Pethwick reached it, appeared just the same as ever. It was quite unchanged by the fact that history was being made a hundred yards away. Dr. Pethwick strolled across the yard  his chest out a little under the influence of the double-breasted coat  and in through the door at the corner and down the dark staircase to his office.

He took the precaution of looking round before unlocking the door; it was just possible that someone might hear the buzz of the make-and-break when the door was open if he were standing near. Dr. Pethwick entered quickly and locked the door behind him; on the table the make-and-break was still buzzing in its low monotone  not nearly as noisy as the typewriters on the floor above  and the dull glow from the emitter was still evident.

Pethwick had guessed the cause of the slight error in laying his emitter. His compass did not indicate the exact magnetic north; even in a City office there must be a certain amount of deflection caused by iron piping in the walls and similar objects. But as he had reached a result by experiment there was no need for tedious correction, even if that were possible with the instruments at his disposition. A very brief calculation in solid trigonometry sufficed. Across the line on the paper on the table he drew another one, at a very slight angle. Then he rotated his emitter until the instrument was exactly parallel to the new line.

It certainly was not Mr. Prodgers lucky day. He had reported the surprising misadventure which had overtaken his lorry to the clerk of the works at Finsbury Pavement, and now he was on his way back to the yard to bring up the reserve lorry  a prehistoric Ford which he hated  seated beside the driver of an empty lorry returning to refill.

They came out round the Bank of England from Princes Street; the police were diverting all traffic bound for London Bridge through Lombard Street and Gracechurch Street. But as the lorry came lumbering out into the open space on which the Duke of Wellington looks down with his sightless bronze eyes  the very point which a taxicab driver had once described to Dr. Pethwick as the eart and center of the City  the lorry slowed up abruptly, just as if someone had switched off the ignition.

Gawd lumme! said Mr. Prodgers. Weve got em again.

He put out a restraining hand and stopped his mate from precipitating himself down from the drivers cab to turn the starting handle.

Thats all right, said Mr. Prodgers. Theres plenty like us.



From their position of vantage, stationary midway in the triangle made by the Royal Exchange, the Bank of England, and the Mansion House, they had a clear view of all the streets which center upon the spot  Cheapside and Queen Victoria Street and Princes Street and Cornhill and Lombard Street and Threadneedle Street to say nothing of the now deserted King William Street. And wherever they turned their eyes, at each waiting queue of traffic in turn, there were people trying to start motor cars that obstinately refused to go. All round them, on the central crossing itself, there were other vehicles in the same condition.

Dr. Pethwick had laid his instruments correctly enough now. Where before he had merely been pressing on an artery, he now had checked the action of the heart. It would not be a matter of an hour or two; it would take all day and all night to clear up the difficulties so caused. The Klein-Pethwick Effect emerged from the emitter underground in Hammer Court in a cone of dispersion, and the conic section just above ground level outside the Royal Exchange was an ellipse something over a hundred yards along the major axis and something under that amount wide. Practically all the area covered by that ellipse  of a superficial area of some nine thousand square yards  was crammed with motor traffic.

The police were presented now with the problem of getting some two hundred broken-down motor vehicles out of the way. When they should have done that, they would next have to face a situation whereby every important road in the City of London was barred. All the precious half square mile centering round the Bank of England, where the freehold value of a single square foot of land is equal to a working mans income for a couple of years, was endangered by the complete cessation of all cross traffic.

Society from the days of the Romans at least had been dependent on ease of communication; within the last thirty years there had grown up a new dependence upon motor vehicles. Dr. Pethwick was injuring society at its most tender point.

He himself, however, at the moment, was not very immediately concerned about all this. He was occupied with writing a letter, seated at the typewriting table which Mr. Freeman had sold him, with his apparatus buzzing away at his elbow on the big table. He was writing with care, employing the same script of Roman capitals which he had used when he wrote his previous letter to the Editor of The Times. It took him a long time; perhaps a little more than two hours. When he had finished it, he folded it into a long envelope which he addressed as before and laid it aside. Then with one long slender finger he switched off the current, and by that single movement made life possible once more in the City of London.

He dismantled his apparatus, and locked it away again in the cupboard. He was about to take his hat and his letter and start out when he suddenly remembered that he was still wearing his beautiful suit; if he had not realized this he might have gone home and displayed himself in all his glory to Mary and so ruined all his plans. He changed his clothes hurriedly, grabbed his letter, and came out of Hammer Court, a shabby, rather insignificant man.

The streets seethed with people. There were harassed policemen everywhere, and there were broken-down motor-cars and buses parked along the kerbs in every street. Dr. Pethwick thought of posting his letter, made a rapid calculation of time and space, and decided on delivering it himself. He had not the remotest idea where Printing House Square might be, but by a piece of deduction which would have been surprising in him a fortnight ago he decided that it must be near Fleet Street, and so walked down Queen Victoria Street in that direction. New Bridge Street, too, was full of policemen, busily diverting the traffic which wished to go City-wards, warning all east-bound traffic to keep to Cannon Street and Fenchurch Street, and sending everything which aimed more north than that along the weary round through Aldersgate Street and Old Street.

A messenger boy told Dr. Pethwick where to find Printing House Square, and Dr. Pethwick with his own hand dropped his letter into the solid brass letter-box of The Times. When he came back into Queen Victoria Street he noticed the posters which the boys who sold the evening newspapers were displaying. The very sight of their wording sent a thrill through him; he felt a hot flush beneath his skin. Amazing Traffic Scenes in City, said one. Traffic Breakdown. What Experts Think, said another, while the third pinned its faith to a more generalized expression and merely announced Sensation in City.

It illustrates the oddity of human nature that the sight of these contents bills should rouse Dr. Pethwick to excitement in the way it did, while he had been so little moved when with his own eyes he had seen the actual results of his actions. His hand trembled a little as he searched for a penny and bought a paper. There were flaring headlines right across the front page; half the remainder of the front page displayed a photograph taken of the traffic crossing in front of the Royal Exchange, showing horses busily engaged in pulling motor-buses out of the way.

Dr. Pethwick was so interested in reading all about it that he collided over and over again with people walking in the street.

The fifth collision was such a severe one that it shook him into a half-dazed condition; when he recovered he made himself put his paper in his pocket while he walked to the station.



Once in the train, he read with avidity. The newspaper he had bought happened to be the one which had displayed What Experts Think on its contents bill, and when Dr. Pethwick glanced down this column he realized what an amazing amount of balderdash experts think.

There was some excuse for them, of course. Half of them had been rung up on the telephone and had been asked for their opinion the moment they had been given a very inaccurate account of the facts. Most of the reporters had been misled by irrelevant details  because in a good many cases the drivers of vehicles under the influence of the Klein-Pethwick Effect had pressed their self-starter switches for an absurdly long time. And as the rotation of a starting motor depends on magnetism, the motors had refused to rotate, and in that case much heavier currents passed through the coils than passed when the motor was in motion, with the result that dynamotor coils were burnt out, and accumulator plates buckled, and the whole electrical apparatus of the motor-car, ruined even in cases where, having coil ignition, the whole damage done might have been merely temporary if the drivers had used moderation.

These crumpled accumulator plates and burnt-out insulations had naturally claimed as much attention as, or even more than, any temporary difficulty with a spark coil, and excited newspaper men, pouring out on the telephone to bewildered scientists a whole mass of information, true and false, misleading and otherwise, had elicited the most amazing suggestions. By the time these suggestions had been scribbled down in shorthand by someone with no scientific knowledge whatever, transcribed by someone with even less, set up in type and proofread in a hurry by people whose ignorance of scientific terminology is proverbial, the result was extraordinary.

The great Norbury had given an opinion  of course; no scientific article in the evening press would be complete without Norbury  and had apparently hazarded a guess that atmospheric electricity might be the cause of the trouble. Presumably Norbury had said something about Lightning, you know, is one result of atmospheric electricity, while trying to make himself clear over a defective telephone, and the result was that there was a cross-heading in the article to the effect that Famous Scientist suggests Lightning as a Cause. On the other hand, Dodgson, the constructional engineer  who knew no more about electricity than a schoolboy  had come a little nearer the mark in the half-dozen wild shots he made when he suggested that perhaps someone experimenting with a new form of beam wireless was responsible for the damage.

The most honest opinion was given in the opening words of an interview with a prominent manufacturer of motor-cars, who began with: I simply cannot understand it. It was inevitable, all the same, that he should go on with: But as far as I can make out very few of our cars were affected.

In the crowded railway carriage there was actually a new topic of conversation to replace the discussion of the prevailing heat, which had done duty for three weeks now. Men were exchanging their impressions of the traffic block, and their theories of its cause  and most of these theories were no wilder than those put forward in the paper Dr. Pethwick held.

Dr. Pethwick found it all so exciting that he almost forgot to get out of the train when it arrived at his station; he just managed to precipitate himself down from the door, after treading on half a dozen feet on his way to it, just as the train began to move off again. The guard shouted at him; the porter looked at him disapprovingly; the people on the platform turned and stared. But for once in his life Dr. Pethwick was unmoved by publicity. He noticed none of it as, clutching his paper, he made his way to the station exit.

Dr. Pethwick retained enough of the keen practical sense which had carried him through so far to endeavor to make himself at least appear normal when he reached home. But Mary, even though, after a long day with her friends, she was not quite as perceptive as she might have been, could not help but notice something a little strange about him.

When he had finished his meal he plunged once more into re-reading the evening paper. And, now she came to think of it, his glances had strayed over to that paper several times during the meal  and yet the paper bore every sign of having been well read already. Later on, when he put it down at last, she was able to take possession of it and look through it herself. She could see nothing in it to account for this new manner.

For a moment she formed a theory that he might have drawn a big prize in a sweepstake, but there was nothing about sweepstakes, and no list of prize-winners.

Did you see anything of this traffic jam they talk about here? she asked.

Oh, yes, said Pethwick. He was ready for anything now. It held me up a bit when I was coming back across London.

I suppose it wasnt nearly as bad as they say, sniffed Mary. You can never believe anything you read in the papers nowadays.

Oh, it was pretty bad, said Pethwick, calmly.


CHAPTER VI

[image: img31.jpg]

DURING THE NIGHT the newspapers had plenty of time to make up their minds about the City traffic jam. Whatever it was which had been holding up the traffic ended its activity some time later in the afternoon  some time after four oclock. That was certain, for when a car-load of scientists obtained police permission to make experiments, and drove gaily into the road junction outside the Royal Exchange, at twenty minutes past four they were sadly disappointed to find that their car did not stop, but travelled from Cheapside to Cornhill.

They were left lamenting, with no data to go on save what could be obtained by examination of the helpless cars which were by now distributed in repairing garages all round London.

One or two of the saner newspapers were able to produce quite a good analysis of the course of events. They were able to work out how the phenomenon had manifested itself first at the end of King William Street and, after persisting there for an hour and a half, from about 10 a.m. to 11:30, had suddenly shifted itself fifty yards into the main street junction.

After that, however, opinion was very sharply divided. To some minds the conclusion was obvious, that the trouble was due to a human agency, which had first made a bad shot before correcting its aim and settling down upon the most sensitive area (from a traffic point of view) in all London.

But other newspapers could not bring themselves to believe this. For one thing, they flinched from facing the important conclusion that if it were true some person or persons had Londons traffic at their mercy. For another, they formed a muddled picture of what had happened.

The disjointed narratives of various eye-witnesses seemed to indicate a repeated shifting of the scene of the disturbance  over a small area, it is true, but a shifting all the same. These newspapers decided after much cogitation to give their opinion in favour of some sort of electrical disturbance or other, which by pure chance had focused itself on the point where it would be most felt. After all, as Norbury wrote in an article on a leader page, there could have been electrical storms affecting magnetos in the Sahara since the world first took shape without anyone knowing of them, because there were no magnetos in the Sahara. Perhaps this recent scorching hot summer in England, and perhaps  Norbury put the suggestion forward with unwonted diffidence  new recent electrical methods in England, broadcasting for instance, or the new high-tension grid system all over the country  had brought about some conditions never reproduced before.

It was all a little wild, but Norbury could write well, and he was able to mask most of the weak points in his argument from the not very intelligent mass of his readers by a skilful vagueness. Norbury himself, if the truth must be told, had hesitated for one delirious moment over plunging for a hypothesis that the phenomenon might be due to an attempt by sentient beings on some other planet to attract the attention of mankind. That really seemed as likely to him as the event he was discussing, but he decided in the end to play for safety.

As regards the newspapers who decided in favor of human agency, there was further divergence of opinion as regards the motive behind the act. It might be a practical joke, or it might be the act of a man trying to call attention to some new invention. It might  of course  be due to the machinations of Communists subsidised with Russian gold. It might be a trial effort on the part of some potentially hostile power, or it might be due to inadvertence on the part of government experts employed in testing secret weapons.

In fact, all the way up and down Fleet Street that night there was long and anxious debate. Some editors  or proprietors  were for plumping for one theory, some for another. And as no one knew what new development, if any, to expect next day, everyone wanted to play for safety, only to be brought up against the fact that some theory or other must be put forward to satisfy their readers, who had been carefully educated not to think for themselves. Editors everywhere were saying as usual, Who would sell a farm and be an editor?  and in this case they almost began to mean it.

Yet meanwhile, all the time that these hectic decisions were being made in Fleet Street, there was quite another development in Printing House Square. Somebody was reading a letter which had been delivered by hand in the course of the afternoon. Somebody scratched his head, looked up at the ceiling to refresh his memory, and finally went over to the waiting file and found another letter in the same disguised handwriting. Somebody at last decided to risk it and take the two letters in to higher authority.

Higher authority heard the facts, hurriedly read the two letters and the long duplicate enclosed with the second and tugged his chin as he tried to make up his mind. In the end higher authority went in to the highest authority of all, and told him all about it, and ended up with the words, I think theres something in it.



Highest authority of all read the three documents, and hesitated long over them. The Times has a sense of responsibility towards its readers, and it also feels a sensitiveness regarding forgeries and unsubstantiated letters dating back to the time of Pigotts forgery of the Parnell letters. But there was something about the letters which were now under consideration which bore the stamp of truth. And if they were true The Times had a scoop, a watertight, brass-bound, copper-bottomed scoop of the kind every journalist  even those attached to The Times  dreams about in optimistic moments.

You know what we ought to do with these if theyre what you think they are? said the highest authority of all.

No, sir, said the other, quite understanding, all the same.

They ought to go to the police.

The police? But  but  the fellow hasnt done anything the police can take cognizance of, has he?

Well, hes caused an obstruction. The blighters ran me in for that last week when I left my car for five minutes in Holborn. Anyway, its silly to deny theyre after him, or would be, if they thought he existed. You know that as well as I do. They ought to be told.

Yet despite these eminently sensible conclusions, there was a look on both their faces which seemed to belie their spoken words.

The police? repeated the younger man, doubtfully.

Lesser newspapers than The Times were on intimate terms with the police. News as important as this would leak out for certain, and where would that scoop be then? The old Times deserved a scoop, if anyone did. The junior editors face fell; his disappointment was obvious. His senior saw his expression, and made up his mind then and there.

Well publish, he said, his jaw coming forward. And we wont let the police see these until four oclock tomorrow morning. You see to that; it ought to be safe enough then. Well be compounding a felony, but we cant help that. And if we publish at all, weve got to give it prominence. Its taking a chance, but  Well have to have a leader on it.

Send Bumblethwaite in to me. And Harriman. Youll have to scrap that article of Macfarlanes on the scientific point of view. Hes barking up the wrong tree if this is true, and God send it is. Ill be going out of this office on my ear if it isnt, and so will you, young man, agreement or no agreement. Get going on some sort of introduction for this stuff. Youd better do that yourself. Come back in half an hour.

So that next morning when Dr. Pethwick opened his Times at the breakfast table the first thing that caught his eye was a fat column headed London Traffic Obstruction. A Manifesto. Dr. Pethwick allowed his boiled egg to grow cold while he read the article.



Yesterday afternoon we received the following letter which was delivered by hand at approximately 4:30 p.m.

To the Editor of The Times.

Dear Sir,

I notice that you have not published my letter of the 28th. That was only to be expected, but I hope you will now see your way to publishing it in your next issue, because the present condition of London traffic is sufficient proof of what that letter stated. As a further proof, traffic will be impeded in another part of London for a short period following 10:30 a.m. to-morrow, July 30th.

Yours truly,
Peacemaker.

P.S.  I enclose a copy of my letter of the 28th in case you have mislaid the original.



On investigation (the article went on) it was found that, on the evening of the 28th the following letter addressed to the Editor had been received. This had been posted at noon in the London E.C. district. We make no apology for not having published it earlier, because, as our readers will agree, it appeared to be the work of an irresponsible person. But, considered now in the light of recent events, it appears possible that the writer has the power he claims, and we therefore reproduce his letter below. We can only add that both letters are written in a disguised hand, and a photographic reproduction of a part of one of the letters appears on page 14. The originals are now in the possession of the police.



To the Editor of The Times:

Dear Sir,

A method has been discovered, whereby it is possible to cause a magnet to lose its magnetism at a point a very considerable distance from the instrument used. This applies not merely to permanent magnets, but to electro-magnets as well. As a result of this, it is now possible to stop the working of all machines which depend on the practical application of electro-magnetic phenomena. For instance, if a motor-car is submitted to this treatment, the spark, which is caused by the electric current induced in a conductor under the influence of a changing magnetic field, ceases to be produced, and the vehicle will stop.

If the motor-car obtains its spark by use of an induction coil, there will be no permanent harm done, and the vehicle will be free to move as soon as it ceases to be under the influence of the effect. In the case of a magneto it will be found that the permanent magnet has become demagnetized, and in that case it will be necessary to replace the magneto by a new one or to remagnetize the magnet before the vehicle is again available for use.

It will be noticed that this suggestion is of a destructive nature. It is extremely likely that there may be applications of this invention which may be of benefit to the world, but the present suggestion cannot be considered in that light. It will be noticed also that the first thought called up by this suggestion concerns the application of the invention to warfare, to impede the progress of aeroplanes, warships and tanks.

The discoverer, however, has decided that he would not be pleased to see his invention used in war. He is aware of the argument that this invention would tend to make war more humane by hindering the flight, for instance, of bombing aeroplanes, but he is not convinced by it. What he knows of war seems to prove to him that any attempt to make war more humane is based on unsound data, and that such attempts lead only to hypocrisy.

He also believes that the occurrence of war is facilitated, and its likelihood increased, by the existence of armaments. He believes it to be obvious that money is expended on armaments which could be put to better use. He also believes that armaments are maintained at present contrary to the wishes of the majority of people.

In view of these facts, he has decided to make use of his invention to bring about a reduction in armaments. He is aware that conferences have been held to consider this matter, but he believes that in most cases they were not inspired by the necessary sincerity. Consequently, he proposes to interfere with the traffic of London, and, if necessary, to proceed to further action, until a sincere effort has been made to reduce the armaments maintained by the world to the lowest point consistent with the policing of the countries concerned.

Yours truly,
Peacemaker.



The queer flush of excitement which Pethwick experienced did not subside easily. It was not the first time that he had seen writings of his in print  the British Journal of Physics had published half a dozen contributions from his pen  but the thrill was still new.

He tried to criticize his compositions cold-bloodedly. He was aware that there was a touch of the melodramatic about that pseudonym of his, but what could he have done otherwise? He had written the Yours truly before it occurred to him that he had to put something after it, and Peacemaker was quite in the tradition of Times pseudonyms. It was as good as Paterfamilias or Amicus Curiae any day of the week. For the rest, Pethwick could not consider it too bad.

Pethwick was no literary man; he could not realize the painful effect which might be produced by his laconic sentences. A more skilful writer might have contrived to gild the pill a little, to have wrapped up the bald threat in a trifle of verbiage. But that was not Pethwicks way. He wanted disarmament. He believed he could enforce it. It had been difficult to describe his invention in terms that could be understood by unscientific people; to state his whole project in courtly terms would have been impossible to him even if he had realized the necessity.

He ran his eye down the columns describing traffic conditions in London yesterday, and then turned the pages more aimlessly, until his eye caught sight of the leader which Messrs. Bumblethwaite and Harriman had constructed with care. It was a shock to him.



Somehow Dr. Pethwick had conjured up a vague picture of himself as spokesman for a majority. He sincerely believed that by far the greater proportion of humanity would be glad if armaments were abolished, and he had fancied that this announcement of his would be hailed with pleasure. He had actually imagined that people would say, What fools we were not to think of this before, and that in a week or two the whole business would be settled, and governments would be looking round for suitable purposes on which to spend the half of their budgets which would be on their hands now that they were not spending it on armies and navies. That was his conception of how events would move, even if he had not specifically framed it in such words.

His own logical mind was so struck by the absurdity of spending money on armaments that he could not conceive of anyone hesitating, save through sheer inertia, to dispense with them. If any difficulties at all were to be raised, he had assumed vaguely that they might occur somewhere in the distant Balkans, perhaps, where a reactionary government or two might hold out for a space before having to give way before the united demands of their peoples and the economic pressure of the rest of Europe. He only visualized himself as the man who gave the initial tap which started the ball rolling.

But The Times leader disillusioned him. It spoke about Peacemaking extraordinary. It spoke about fanatics and unconstitutional methods. The only caution it displayed was due to a lingering doubt that the two letters from Peacemaker might be spurious  it prefaced its whole-hearted condemnation of the scheme with a cautious if at ten-thirty today we are confronted with proof Apart from that it simply went for Dr. Pethwick whole-heartedly, using much the same language as had once been employed to describe the men who organized the General Strike. It went on to describe Peacemakers activities as undoubtedly criminal, and it expressed a hope that they would be cut short, promptly and effectively, by the police.

It offered cordial sympathy to all those who had suffered loss yesterday from Peacemakers lunatic behavior. The leader ended up with the inevitable bit of lip-service to the cause of peace  the mealy-mouthed admission that peace and disarmament were the dearest wish of every thinking person  but actions of this sort discredit the whole movement in favor of disarmament, and only tend to defeat the object which Peacemaker professes to be anxious to achieve.

Pethwick read that leader with a growing uneasiness, and when he read it again the uneasiness grew into indignation; by the time the second reading was finished he was in a state as near to berserk anger as one of his mild temperament could be. He glanced up at the clock on the mantel-piece. At ten-thirty The Times would be confronted with all the proof they needed.

Then he remembered his cold egg, and he looked across the table to find Marys eyes on him.

Go on and eat your breakfast, said Mary. Youre keeping me hanging about when Ive got such a lot to do.

Pethwick dug his spoon into his egg as if the viscous yolk were the heart of The Timess leader-writer. He controlled himself as well as he could, gulping down the luke-warm stuff, and remembering to take bites of his bread and butter  as a child when he had been given an egg the rule had been one little bite of egg and two bites of bread and butter. He drank his cold tea and looked up at the clock again.

I want to go to town again today, he said, as casually as he could, and when he met Marys eyes he read in them the expression he dreaded.

What do you want to go up there for? she said. I was going to have a nice dinner today  there a joint coming. You wont be back to dinner, I suppose?

Mary had noticed his agitation. She had noticed those glances of his at the clock. Suspicions were beginning to germinate within her, and anyway she was in the mood to oppose anything Pethwick wanted to do merely because he wanted to do it. Pethwick tried to put forward the excuse which had served well enough up to now.

The University Library! sneered Mary. What do you want to do at the University Library?

Pethwick sighed. He tried mildly to explain the hypothetical research he was thinking of undertaking.

Cant it wait till tomorrow? demanded Mary. I was going to have nice ot mutton and roast potatoes today. Isnt that good enough for your lordship?

Lets have it this evening, said Pethwick. He thought for a moment that the suggestion was a beautiful piece of tactics, but in fact it only added fuel to the flame.

Have it this evening! declaimed Mary. Your lordship wants late dinner now, I suppose. Im to slave all through the heat this afternoon, just because you want to be like your grand friends, your Dorothy Laxton and so on, I suppose.

Mary meant that shaft to hurt and it did. She saw Pethwick wince. Pethwick pushed back his chair, and rose to his feet, his long gangling length towering over the table. Mary looked at his face again, and for a moment she was afraid. His mouth was shut in a hard line, and his eyes had a stormy brightness. It seemed as if the endeavours of ten years were about to bear fruit, and Mary was to succeed in making her husband lose his temper. She thought he was going to strike her, and she felt a mad pleasure mingle with her fear.

But there was always that clock on the mantelpiece. Marys powers of intuition enabled her to sense how her husband thrust his rage back with a powerful hand. She did not know the motives which were influencing him; she had no knowledge of the pressing need of something to be done in Hammer Court at ten-thirty that morning. All Mary knew was that her husband suddenly pulled himself upright and turned away without a word. She heard him take his hat down from the stand in the hall, and open the street door. As he went out she rushed after him and tore the door open again, standing on the threshold with her dressing-gown hanging round her.

Ed! she called. What time are you going to be back, Ed?

But Dr. Pethwick was striding off down the street as fast as his ungainly legs would carry him toward the station.



There were trains to London Bridge every twenty minutes, and Dr. Pethwick missed the 9:31 by one minute, thanks to the cumulative effect of a late breakfast, a prolonged reading of The Times, and an argument with his wife. He fretted and fumed upon the platform. He hardly paid attention to the fact that every one of the contents bills displayed upon the platform made some reference to yesterdays traffic conditions in London. He had promised to bring those conditions about again at 10:30 today, and he felt instinctively that it would produce a bad moral effect if the Peacemaker should prove to be guilty of a human weakness like unpunctuality  and unpunctuality, anyway, always irritated him.

He fidgeted restlessly when the 9:51 at last took him up to London Bridge, looking repeatedly at his watch. When he reached the terminus at 10:08 he discarded the idea he had momentarily entertained of taking a taxicab, and climbed instead upon a less inconspicuous bus. At 10:16 he was hurrying into Hammer Court. Once in his office he began to work feverishly.

With map, rule, and compass he laid off a new line upon his horizontal sheet of paper. With plumb-line and protractor he marked a new line upon his vertical sheet. Then, without bustle, but without wasting a moment, he brought his apparatus out of its locked cupboard, and made the connections with quick, steady fingers. Straightening up when his work was done, he pulled out his watch and reached for the switch. It was exactly 10:30 when he closed the circuit, and on the instant motor traffic in Cannon Street came to an abrupt halt.

In all the newspaper offices of London there had been tension that morning. Someone in high authority had been sitting at his desk in Printing House Square since ten oclock, too excited even to grumble at the fate which had brought him to his office at this unconscionable hour. He had done nothing in the half hour he had been waiting, but as ten-thirty came near he began to tap nervously on his desk with his pencil. When at last his desk telephone rang he started nervously. Then he reached for the instrument.

Its all right, said the receiver to his ear. Hes done it. Cannon Street at ten-thirty. On time to the second.

Thank God! said the man in high authority.

The good old Times had the biggest scoop of the century. This business might have made the paper the laughing-stock of Fleet Street if it had proved to be a hoax, but the Peacemaker had been as good as his word. Telephone bells were shrilling in the offices of the evening papers, and there excited editors heard the news gabbled out to them by excited reporters, and, ringing off abruptly, had sent excited orders down to the printing presses, where the printers had been standing by with a special edition ready to set up.

In twenty minutes the papers were on the streets. The vans were racing through London hurling out great bundles to the newsboys, and excited City men were tearing the damp copies from the newsboys fingers. Text of the Peacemakers Manifesto! Who is the Peacemaker? Peacemakers New Mischief!

Oh, it was the finest scoop The Times could remember. Every single newspaper in England had to relax its rule never to mention the name of another newspaper. Every one had to quote The Times; in twenty-four hours the paper received more publicity than during the last twelve-month. People had to buy The Times to learn the facts of the delivery of the Peacemakers letters, and to see the facsimile reproduction of his handwriting, even though other papers quoted the letters verbatim.

Dr. Pethwick saw the special editions out for sale when he walked down to Cannon Street to see that everything was as it should be. He bought one and looked at the headlines as he was jostled in the crowd. He himself would never have dreamed of calling that letter of his a manifesto, but the newspapers seemed determined upon it. There was not much chance of reading more than the headlines, for the crowd was so dense.

The news had gone round the City that the Peacemaker was at work now in Cannon Street, and pens had been flung down and typewriters abandoned while all the City came pouring out to see. There was no more to see, actually, than yesterday; only a cordon of police diverting traffic, and broken down lorries being pushed into side streets, and vehicles lucky enough to have coil ignition being shoved out of the area over which the Klein-Pethwick Effect was being distributed.

Someone in charge of Londons traffic arrangements had been ready for the emergency, clearly. Cannon Street was not an important link in the chain of London streets. Diversion of traffic from it did not upset all London, especially when prompt measures were taken to prevent jamming, and horses were ready to hand to deal with the heavy stuff.

Dr. Pethwick saw what little the crowd and the police would permit him to see; it was enough to show him that the Klein-Pethwick Effect was not causing much inconvenience  and he had not realized that so much of the Cannon Street traffic was horsedrawn.

Pethwick turned away from the scene thinking deeply. He found it difficult to decide on the next move; not until he got back to his office and paced up and down the crowded room for a few minutes did he form any resolution. The present demonstration had not been very convincing. He would devote a few minutes to showing how much power he really had.

Pethwick made further calculations, each one resulting in a new line being drawn on his two sheets of paper, and then, standing his emitter on the point of intersection, he revolved it slowly, keeping it stationary on each line in turn for three minutes. And as he turned it, so did traffic come to a halt, first in Cheapside, and then in Princes Street, and then in Cornhill, and then in King William Street, and then in Queen Victoria Street.

The move was an effective one. Three minutes was just long enough to tangle up the traffic, and start the police on their counter-measures. It was more than twenty minutes in each case before they discovered that the Klein-Pethwick Effect had shifted on. The result was that the arrangements made for the diversion of traffic made the confusion worse.



Harassed policemen, faced with a whole succession of contradictory orders as to which streets were clear and which not, lost their heads completely in the end. Matters were at a worse pass even than yesterday when the police had no warning. All round the City the jam was complete. It was that time that Pethwick straightened his back, switched off the power, and realized that he was hungry.

So far on every day that he had spent in the City he had forgotten about his lunch; in part it was a forgetfulness that Freud could explain, because Pethwick shrank a little from the prospect of entering a strange restaurant and ordering food from a menu in which he was sure to lose his way. But today he felt equal to the effort, especially with the aid of his new clothes. He dismantled the apparatus and locked it away, put on the beautiful grey suit, and went out into the seething streets in search of food.

At the table to which chance led him there were five young men having lunch, but it was not of course pure chance that they were debating the Peacemakers activities. It would have been extraordinary if Pethwick had found a table where the diners were not doing so. Pethwick listened to their conversation while he ate his fried fillets of plaice. Pethwick was just like a maiden aunt; maiden aunts always choose fried fillets of plaice if it ever happens that they must eat in a strange restaurant.

The general attitude of the five young men towards the Peacemaker was one of admiration, perhaps even of envy. They did not blame him in the least for what he had done. They called it a sporting effort; they thought it rather amusing that he should set a city of ten million souls in a turmoil. They laughed immoderately at the account of the fury of the senior partner who employed one of them at the non-arrival of something or other which he was urgently expecting.

Pethwick listened to all this with a secret pleasure. It was only after some time that he began to realize that none of this admiration was directed towards the object he had in mind when he began. There was no word among them about disarmament.

Twice Pethwick put down his knife and fork and looked across at them. He was on the point of asking them what was their opinion of disarmament and the Peacemakers views, but he found he simply could not bring himself to plunge uninvited into conversation with strangers; besides, he feared lest he might betray himself. And then, right at the very end of the meal, the thin dark one of the party brought up the subject.

Do you think he really means it about this disarmament business? he asked.

Hes got a hope if he does, poor blighter, said the red-haired one. But I dont expect he does. Give us my ticket, please, Lilly.

That was all  two sentences exchanged while they were getting up from the table.

Pethwick did not know it, but the color had gone from his face and he walked stiffly and more upright than usual as he paid for his lunch and walked out of the restaurant. His first action when he was back in his office was to pull out his fountain-pen and reach for paper. He must clear up any doubts on the subject of his earnestness straight away.

Yet to write that letter was more than he could do. He was no man of the pen. It was torment to him to try and write in detail about matters on which he felt very strongly. That original letter of his to The Times showed how unsuited he was for this part of the business. It told all the necessary facts, but without embellishment or elaboration. And a man who wishes to plead a cause before the masses must learn not to flinch from reiteration, must not spare his own feelings  if he has any  must point the obvious and not hesitate in the matter of clap-trap appeal. He must do all the things Pethwick shrank from doing.

What Pethwick needed at the moment was someone to play Huxley to his Darwin, someone of fluent pen and vigorous argument, who could encase the mailed fist of Pethwicks brute force in the velvet glove of words. The time was ripe for a brilliant exposition of Pethwicks ideals. A well-written statement of the case for disarmament might at the moment have been read with sympathy, now that the wandering attention of the public had been diverted towards it for a space. Pethwick had actually felt this when he came back to the office; just for a moment he had been in touch with public opinion  a most unusual state of affairs for Dr. Pethwick.

But with pen and paper before him the momentary inspiration oozed away. He could not state the obvious all over again. People who wanted to know what his proposal was could refer to todays Times  Pethwick did not appreciate the fact that in a weeks time no one would dream of referring back to an issue a week old; he judged people by himself, and he was quite accustomed to being referred to arguments printed in the British Journal of Physics months ago.

And he had not the arts of demagogy. Now that he had caught the attention of the public he could not change his tactics and revert from threats to argument  he could not, that is to say, take a lesson from the practice of public speakers who start their speeches with an anecdote in order to induce people to listen to them before proceeding to argue. He had not guessed at the subtle mixture of force and persuasion which is necessary to get things done.



If Pethwick had ever made use of analogy, he might have compared himself with a parent who finds his child playing with an adder under the impression that it is a grass snake. Probably the parent has only to say Put down that snake. If it bites you you will die, to be obeyed. At worst he has only to add, If you dont put it down I will smack you. To Pethwick the attitude of the world towards armaments could not be very different from that of the child towards the adder. Circumstances had compelled him to start with the smack to attract the childs attention and to show him that smacking was possible, but after the smack no intelligent child would go on playing with the adder when once he had been told it was poisonous. Perhaps dealing with intelligent children had unfitted Pethwick for dealing with the public.

The result of the fading out of the inspiration which had possessed him on his return was that the letter he wrote was excessively brief.

All he said was:



Dear Sir,

I am quite sincere in my desire to bring about disarmament. I hope that the necessary steps will soon be taken to initiate the movement.

Yours truly,
Peacemaker.



That was all he could say. Once again, it was a complete statement of the relevant facts, and Pethwick could not imagine any necessity for further elaboration  for a few seconds he had had the revelation, but it was gone now.

As he addressed the envelope, he remembered, with an odd twisted smile, that the police were after him now. It was very likely that a watch was being kept in Printing House Square to see who might be delivering letters by hand, Pethwick decided that it would be better to send the letter by post. It would reach The Times office by the evening, and ought even then to appear in the mornings issue.

And when he had posted the letter he realized that there was nothing more for him to do today. He might as well go home, and he turned his steps towards London Bridge and the station. The sight of the evening newspaper placards suddenly reminded him that he had not read the early edition he had bought  he must have lost it somewhere or other. He did something he had never done before in his life  he bought copies of all the three London evening papers, and went on board the train with them.

He was almost prepared, by now, for the reception which the papers were according to his proposals for augmenting the well-being of the world. There was a howl of indignation in every column. As he passed from page to page he found the same attitude maintained. The Peacemakers activities were a criminal impertinence. He must be mad to imagine that a country like England could be driven into a change of policy by high-handed methods.

The sooner the police pulled themselves together and laid this dangerous lunatic by the heels the better. It was not by crimes against private property that the world had ever been reformed. Had the Peacemaker taken no thought for the unoffending people his actions would injure  the clerks in the buses, the firms which owned the lorries? Had he forgotten the injury he would be doing England? He was impeding Englands sacred commerce, stopping the flow of her very life-blood. Not to any great extent, of course, so this leader hastened to add. But sufficiently, perhaps, to damage Englands credit in foreign eyes, because foreign public opinion was likely to take an exaggerated view of disturbances occurring in peaceful England.

The second paper was as violent. According to this one, the Peacemakers activities were as bad as those of the bombing aeroplanes which he professed to deprecate. A bomb dropped in a town did indiscriminate damage to the private property of unoffending citizens. So did this new invention. The leader ventured to cast doubts on the nationality of the man  or men  who were guilty of this un-national act. It was not what could be expected of Englishmen. Far more likely it was part of a Bolshevik plot, or it was a Communist affair. On another column this paper had gone to the trouble to collect legal opinions on the subject of with what crimes the Peacemaker could be charged when he was apprehended. The list was portentous, ranging from petty offences like obstructing streets and causing a crowd to collect all the way up to the heights of high treason  one very eminent legal luminary had committed himself to this last.

Alongside this column was another, made up of fresh interviews with scientists regarding the nature of the new phenomenon and the methods by which the miscreant could be traced.

Most of these opinions were singularly cautious. The inevitable Norbury made a great play with references to Clerk Maxwells calculations regarding the ratio between the electro-magnetic and electro-static constants of the ether, but he did not seem to advance very far along those lines. On the contrary, the impression on the readers mind was that Norbury was fighting a brilliant rearguard action, carrying out his retirement behind a skirmishing screen of technicalities.

One or two other people were a little bolder: but the most noticeable unanimity of opinion was that everyone agreed now that the thing could be done, even though no one could put forward a working suggestion as to how. No one  not even Norbury, who had brought the matter to Pethwicks notice  seemed to remember anything about the researches of the late August Klein.

Next to these columns came the cartoon, which displayed the Peacemaker (a brilliant conception distinguished by a squint, round spectacles, straws in his hair, and a wide grin that displayed vast teeth), hitting John Citizen on the head with a club, and saying: There, thatll show you how to be peaceful.



The last thing Pethwick bothered to read in this paper was the usual sort of column filled with the usual sort of sentiment about the blessings of peace and disarmament. Every paper, even the most bellicose, had evinced (as Dorothy Laxton had pointed out to Pethwick weeks ago) occasional sentiments of this sort ever since 1918. They had every appearance of being genuine; it was bewildering.

Apparently the writer of this particular article had been in search of variety. Whereas every other article had begun by condemnation of the Peacemakers methods and had concluded with the perfunctory paragraph of lip service to the cause of peace, this writer had simply reversed the process. He enumerated the blessings of peace, and had even quoted from the long list of distinguished men who were on the side of disarmament; but from there he proceeded to attack the Peacemakers methods of attaining these ends. Such was the vehemence of the attack, so obviously had he no words bad enough to do justice to his subject, and so skillfully were his arguments mustered, that the final effect left upon the mind of the reader was that all this condemnation was equally deserved by the names quoted higher up.

Pethwick had not started the third paper when the train ran into the station and he got out. Walking home, along the High Street and up Verulam Road, he felt depression overcoming him. If this were the way which his attempt to ameliorate the condition of the world was going to be received, he was up against a very difficult task. Yet it was not the difficulties ahead of him which depressed him so much as the incredible stupidity of mankind.

All the opposition to his scheme he attributed to prejudice and inertia. In a new moment of clairvoyance he realized that prejudices were far bigger obstacles than convictions. All this vast mass of prejudice must be swept away before he could win through to Dorothys favor, and not only here in England, but to France, Germany, Poland, Italy.

It was a long, dreary, lonely road that lay ahead of him. But all the same, there was something about Pethwick which made him more determined the more he realized the difficulties he had to encounter. His chin came forward and his head came up. By the time he reached the corner of Launceton Avenue he looked twice the man he had appeared when he got down from the train.

Perhaps it was that gesture of straightening his back which reminded him of what he had not done, or perhaps it was just the gleam of the beautiful suit which caught his eye. Pethwick stopped in consternation. Here he was, only a hundred yards from home, still wearing his new clothes. If the realization had been delayed two more minutes Mary would have seen them.

Pethwick felt himself flush as he pictured to himself the torrent of questions to which he would have been instantly subjected, the suspicion and the embarrassment. The cause for which he was laboring, even, would have been imperilled  Pethwick had no doubts about the chances of his secret being disclosed if Mary shared it. There was only one thing to do. Pethwick turned about abruptly, back to the station, by train back to London Bridge, back to the office, where he changed his clothes.

It was the clearest warning he had received of the necessity of constant vigilance and attention. The slightest slip would mean the end of all his fine plans; though they were not so important, imprisonment, unemployment, and starvation.


CHAPTER VII

[image: img31.jpg]

THE TIMES NEXT day was outspoken in its condemnation of the Peacemaker. Pethwick at breakfast read much the same sentiments as he had read the day before in the evening papers, with the addition of a violent editorial tirade against the insolence of the new letter the Peacemaker had had the impertinence to address to them. That anyone should dream to dictate a policy to the British Empire in a laconic note of three lines was positively unbearable. The Peacemaker must learn that Britons were made of sterner stuff. They would never submit to such high-handed methods.

It was worse still that the Peacemaker should have backed his demand with a further wanton interference with London traffic. He had caused a great deal of inconvenience and perhaps some petty loss. The mere fact that he had done this was sufficient justification for ignoring his letters altogether. There could be no thought of doing anything whatever to meet the demands of someone actually engaged in criminal practices. Nevertheless, if Pethwick had been able to read between the lines he might have found some hope in the irritation which The Times displayed at the dilatory methods of the police.

These latter, so The Times declared, ought to have laid the Peacemaker by the heels hours ago. It was a poor testimony to their modern scientific methods that they had not succeeded in tracing him at once. Surely with the whole body of public opinion behind them, and the advice of the whole scientific world to draw upon should they need it, they should do better than this. But at any rate, The Times understood that the police were engaged in following up various clues which they had discovered. Perhaps at the very time these lines were read an arrest may have been effected, and in a few weeks time this mad effort by the Peacemaker would be falling back into the oblivion which characterised similar hopeless attempts at revolution by violence, like the Cato Street conspiracy.

Pethwick read this pious wish with a little smile. He could not imagine anyone discovering him  in that he was like many other criminals. No one would ever commit a crime if he was not confident that he would avoid detection.

And, as a matter of fact Pethwick was safe enough. The police had not the least idea how to set about discovering him.

No scientist could suggest how the Klein-Pethwick Effect was caused. No examination of lists of prominent Communists or Pacifists could offer any line of investigation to follow. The task of the police could be compared with looking for a needle in a bundle of hay if one was not quite sure what a needle was like and had doubts as to where the bundle of hay actually was. The police would have to wait in patience for the help of their usual allies  carelessness on the part of the man they were seeking, and information received, and blind good fortune.

The one possible loophole centered round Mr. Todd, who had let the Hammer Court office to Dr. Pethwick. It was just possible that he might connect Dr. Pethwick with these outrages  but the possibility seemed much smaller on closer examination than at first sight. For Mr. Todd let offices every day of his life; his encounter with Dr. Pethwick made far more impression on Dr. Pethwick than on Mr. Todd.

Furthermore, the Hammer Court office was underground and tucked away in a cul-de-sac. It was quite distant from, and completely out of sight of, the scenes of the Peacemaker outrages. The unscientific mind, even in these days of wireless telephony, found it hard to conceive of a power which could make itself felt through solid earth and stone walls, and without any great preparation and in a room no larger than the average kitchen. Mr. Todd can certainly be excused for not connecting the polished, well-dressed, completely sensible gentleman with the fanatical figure portrayed in Poys cartoons.

It was a pity that Pethwick had had the wit to realize all this at the same time as he had the folly to think that humanity could be coerced into doing something for its own good. Pethwick, of course, had fallen into the old error of confounding persons with people, individuals with the mass. He did not appreciate that where a hundred separate individuals might each be relied on to be perfectly sensible when conducting their particular concerns, that same hundred people considered as a mass might be guilty of the most illogical actions.

The Times was in the process of disillusioning him. What irritated him most was the fact that the objective he desired most  the establishment of an international conference determined upon disarmament, and not held back by secret instructions or sheer stupidity  was not discussed at all. The possibility was quite ignored. Apart from the usual vague tributes to the blessings of peace the whole attention of the paper was concentrated upon abusing him and his methods, in a way Pethwick had not expected at all.

In his vague visualization of the result of his efforts Pethwick had thought that the attention of the public would be directed upon disarmament, with only the slightest notice taken of himself once the initial surprise had worn off. He was both embarrassed by and annoyed at the publicity he was receiving. And to see it broadly hinted that his sole object was personal publicity, and to see himself compared with a maniac who drops a bomb from the gallery into the crowded stalls of a theatre, simply maddened him. He flung the paper aside testily, caught his wifes eye, and applied himself guiltily to his breakfast.



When breakfast was over he was vaguely restless. He had decided that there was no need to go up to the office that morning, and the unusual prospect of an idle day before him seemed extraordinarily irksome. He idled about the room; he helped his wife wash up. And then when Mary had gone out shopping and he found himself alone in the house restlessness overcame him. He felt absolutely no temptation to sit down with a book, as he would have loved to do six months ago. Ten minutes after Mary had gone out Pethwick went out too, having spent the ten minutes walking aimlessly from room to room about the house.

At the station bookstall he asked for all the newspapers.

Yes, sir, said the bookstall attendant unmoved  it is a request which is made to bookstall attendants more often than one would expect. Financial papers as well?

Mm, well  no, said Dr. Pethwick.

And you dont want The Times, do you, sir? We delivered that to you this morning. But theres the Manchester Guardian.

Ill have that, said Pethwick.

With Londons eight other newspapers and the Manchester Guardian under his arm he went back to Launceton Road, and for the first time in his life he set himself to a study of public opinion.

Public opinion in this case seemed to be practically unanimous. Wherever Pethwick turned his eyes, it seemed to him, they encountered cries of rage, frozen into print, like Niagara in winter. These newspapers were all a day behind The Times, for once in a way, because they had no knowledge of the Peacemakers third letter, but they made up for it in the violence of their opinions.

The expression private property cropped up over and over again; the fact that the Peacemaker was interfering with private property appeared to be the measure of his crime  one was left with the impression that if the Peacemaker had confined his activities to government concerns he would not have been so guilty  although, as Pethwick assured himself when this occurred to him, there would have been just as much fury evinced if he had held up the Fleet, or tank evolutions on Salisbury Plain. They would have attacked him on the other flank then, for lack of patriotism or something.

As it was one newspaper roundly accused him of being unpatriotic (in a special sense, that is  all the articles condemned him vaguely under that head). This particular article was one of the few which condescended to discuss the one thing the Peacemaker had asked for  an international conference. The Peacemaker must be unpatriotic, argued this article, for if such a conference were to be held  as of course was inconceivable  England would come to it gravely handicapped from the start. As a result of the other powers at the conference knowing that she was being forced into it, her bargaining power would be terribly limited, so that she would be bound to be worst off.

Pethwick scratched his head at that. He could not imagine what bargaining had to do with the sort of conference he had in mind  which just shows what a simple fellow he was. He knew perfectly well that a disarmament conference with no arrière-pensée at all would settle the whole matter in a weeks discussion, or in three hours, for that matter, if intelligent men were sent there  but even Dr. Pethwick was not so simple as to expect this last. But this bargaining suggestion left him puzzled. It was the complete negation of the notion he himself harboured. He tossed the paper aside and turned to the others.

The little illustrated papers were just as bad. They were full of pictures showing the traffic jams in Cannon Street and Cheapside. They published, at the request of the police, the same photographic reproductions of the Peacemakers manifesto (they all called it that) as The Times had published the day before. But they gave no hint at all of extending a welcome to a movement which might reduce income tax by half-a-crown in the pound, which was remarkable when considered in conjunction with their repeated references to private property.

Some of the other papers simply foamed at the mouth. The Times had been studiously moderate in estimating the amount of trouble caused by the Peacemakers activities  partly from a simple desire to allay possible public agitation, and partly, it is to be imagined, to show  the peacemaker that he was not as important an individual as he thought he was. But newspapers who never included the word moderation in their vocabularies let themselves go  especially as this was August, when every newspaper prays for something to happen, and when newspapers which deal with sensations begin to pine and die.

They wrote up the traffic scenes and the disorder in the City with vast headlines and heavy cross-headings. It was curious that at the same time they declared, in other columns, that the total effect produced was infinitesimal compared with the whole bulk of London traffic. Pethwick was vaguely reminded of the days during the war when he was a boy, when with one breath the newspapers described the difficulties experienced in an offensive, and with the next boldly declared that the enemy was not merely drained of his strength but thoroughly demoralized into the bargain.

Even the more moderate newspapers were not encouraging. They deplored the rash action of the Peacemaker, nor would they offer the most cautious approval of his motives. Indeed, they made haste to declare their conviction that the Peacemaker could not possibly be a member of the political parties which they supported. They were most anxious to show that although they had always been steady advocates of disarmament they abhorred this kind of militant peacemaking.



Pethwick dropped the last of the papers beside him and fell into thought. He was sick with disappointment. At first it was not his failure that moved him so much as the fact that humanity was exhibiting itself in so deplorable a light. Only later did he begin to think about himself. When Dorothy came back from Norway he would only have this fiasco to show her. He would not be haloed with glory and success. True, he had made a noise in the world, but Pethwick judged that a failure, however noisy, would not re-establish himself in Dorothys good opinion. Lordly Ones never fail.

His feelings were wounded, too, by the venomous remarks of the newspapers. It hurt him to be compared with bomb-throwing notoriety-hunters, to have it said of him that he was traitorous and un-English; to have the purity of his motives impugned; to see it hinted broadly that he must be insane.

It was under the stress of all these mixed motives that his expression hardened and his mouth shut tightly. Let them say what they liked, think what they liked. He was going through with it. He would show them what they were up against. He would compel them to take the matter seriously. If they would not act of their own accord after this reminder of what was to their advantage, he would force them to do so. He would intensify his campaign. Already in his mind he had vague ideas, as to further uses to which his invention could be put. He began to fill in the details, to make plans.

So engrossed was he that he did not hear Marys return. She found him sitting in the armchair with newspapers littered all about him, and she was about to upbraid him when she saw his face. The sound of her voice died away in her throat and she stood with her mouth wide open in surprise. She had never seen him like this before; his mouth was shut in a hard line, his brows were drawn together; his whole expression was one of ferocious determination.

Even his hands were clenched tight. Anything more different from his usual expression of mild abstraction it was difficult to imagine. She was frightened; there was something satanic in the contrast between his pleasant features and the brutal determination they expressed. To Marys distorted imagination, that was how Pethwick would look if Pethwick were ever to commit a murder. And Mary realized that there was only one person on earth whom he was likely ever to want to murder  herself. She had a spasm of fright lest by some evil chance Pethwick had discovered that she had been telling lies to Dorothy Laxton. She felt a chilly sensation run down her body and legs.

But that fear was quickly dispelled by Pethwicks sudden awakening to her presence. He started guiltily. The strange look faded from his face and was replaced by one which might be seen on the face of a child discovered in naughtiness. He was momentarily afraid lest Mary should start making deductions from his attitude, from the newspapers strewn around him.

But Pethwick had known his wife too long in ordinary circumstances to be able to predict her conduct with any certainty in extraordinary ones. He was familiar with her illogical habits of thought, with the way in which the processes of her mind were habitually tangled up. He gave her no credit for flashes of intuition, nor for the very real capacity for putting two and two together which she could display in an emergency. Illogical logic was so foreign both to his make-up and to his training that he had only contempt for it, a tendency to underrate its possibilities. He did not realize how easy it is for a woman, even one as muddled as Mary, to guess at the state of mind of a man with whom she has lived for ten years.

Marys first words seemed to dispel any doubts he had regarding whether she had noticed anything strange.

What on earth is all this mess? asked Mary. She could begin no domestic conversation without a complaint.

Its only todays newspapers, said Pethwick, soothingly. Ill clear them up now.

So I should think. You clear them all up and take them away. I wont have them cluttering up my house. I cant think what you wanted them all for.

Pethwick had what he considered a brilliant inspiration.

I only wanted to see what they said about this Peacemaker business, he said, with elaborate carelessness. It raises a very interesting problem in physics. It would be an interesting problem to work out what is this method he uses.

Yes, said Mary.

She watched his gawky movements as he tried to put the papers together. Her eyes were bright and unwinking.



Pethwicks instincts were goading him into action. Perhaps he actually felt that this was the time for words more than deeds, but he was not a man of words. He could not write the long letter to The Times, which might have been his best move now. He could not write the pleading disclaimer of all the incorrect motives which had been attributed to him, nor, now that he could be sure of the attention of his audience, could he write the long academic defense of disarmament, humorous, persuasive, convincing, which might save the situation. In his present state of irritation all that was beyond him. He would go on as he had begun. As a hint had not been enough, he must proceed to give indisputable evidence of his power and his determination. Plans and calculations seethed in his mind.

One stray by-product of a scientific training is an ability to use reference books, to dig out the most obscure data from the most unpromising authorities. Dr. Pethwick after lunch went round to the public library to find out things about Paris. His knowledge of the French language was limited to two dozen words; he had never crossed the Channel. But that accusation of being unpatriotic had hurt him, and moreover he was beginning to realize the necessity of convincing other nations besides the English of the desirability of disarmament. Some time soon he must extend his activities to the Continent, and before he could really begin planning this new offensive he must have facts to work upon.

In the reference library the Librarian welcomed him. Dr. Pethwick had a certain reputation for vast learning which extended through the suburb from its focus in the school. There was a good deal of deference in the Librarians manner. He found Dr. Pethwick an isolated table with pens and ink and blotting-paper, and made him free of all shelves of standard reference books which Dr. Pethwick said he wished to consult. Then he withdrew on tiptoe, awed and reverent, while Dr. Pethwick plunged eagerly into this new investigation.

That knack of his to find his way about books of reference was very evident here. He made one or two false starts  for instance, he found Whitakers Almanack for once in a way singularly unhelpful  but in two hours he had accumulated all the facts he needed, by the aid of three gazetteers, a handbook on What to See in Paris, the Encyclopedia Britannica, and a Dictionary of French Technical Terms.

The plans for a raid on Paris were taking shape rapidly in his mind. The two or three important pieces of apparatus which he would need he could take in his pockets to avoid questions at the customs examination which he expected. With the aid of the technical dictionary he would be able to buy the more ordinary pieces  they were things which anyone might want and could buy without exciting suspicion in a radio shop. He had looked up the items in the dictionary to make sure.

For the rest  he knew now what was the voltage and cycles per second of the Paris electricity supply. He knew that the generating station was at Colombes, on the Seine bank opposite Argenteuil, a couple of miles from the center of Paris. He had studied the maps of Paris, and he had decided that the thickest traffic ought to be somewhere along the Rue de Rivoli. In his mind he had picked out the intersection of the Rue de Pont Neuf, but that could wait until he was able to study the situation with his own eyes.

It was all very straightforward. He could find his way to Paris, he supposed  he would have to encounter French customs officers and French railway porters and find a train in a French station, but if the worst came to the worst he could follow some English people who appeared to be sure of what they were doing. Then  a room in an hotel, a rapid purchase of the materials he would need, a couple of days spent on the construction of the new condenser and emitter, and he could attack the Paris traffic from his hotel room.

Dr. Pethwick put all the books back tidily on the shelves and walked out, smiling his thanks to the Librarian. He would carry out the scheme shortly; before he could set about it he intended to make a further attempt to stir London out of its sluggishness  and, more important still, he had to decide how to persuade Mary to agree to his leaving her for a few days. That was going to be difficult; they had not been separated for as much as a night for ten years. He would have to think out how best to set about it while he was proceeding with his next move.

He walked down the steps of the library into the High Street again. His eye was caught by the posters of a man selling evening newspapers Peacemakers New Impertinence. Presumably that was a comment on his brief letter to The Times which had appeared that morning. He did not buy a paper  he had read enough newspaper criticism for one day, and he was already experienced enough to guess at the tone of this new effusion. His mouth set hard again at the thought of it. Quite unconsciously he quickened his steps so as to hasten his entry upon his new move.



Lenhams garage was some way down the High Street from the station. Dr. Pethwick walked in up the crescent-shaped cement path beside the petrol pumps, and stood for a moment hesitating at the open doors of the big workshop, where innumerable motor-cars in all stages of dissection  one or two of them, perhaps, were there as the result of his efforts of the previous days  were being dealt with by mechanics. Then Pethwick smiled as a lean young man in blue overalls came hastening up to him.

Good afternoon, Lenham, said Dr. Pethwick.

Good afternoon, Doctor. Its very nice to see you here.

Young Lenham  son and heir of old Lenham who owned the garage  had been a favorite pupil of Dr. Pethwicks five years ago. He still cherished an affection for the kindly man who had initiated him into the mysteries of electricity and magnetism and statics. His white teeth showed up in his swarthy sunburned face as he grinned hospitably at the doctor.

Ive seen you once or twice at the station, lately, sir, said Lenham, but you always seemed to be in a bit of a hurry.

Yes, Ive been busy for the last day or two, said Pethwick.

There was a little pause in which they went on smiling at each other. Pethwicks heart was warmed by this discovery that there was one person at least in the world who seemed pleased to see him. Then he realized that he ought to state his business; it was a little bit of an effort to take the plunge.

What I want to talk to you about, he said, at length, is that I want a motor-car.

A car? said Lenham.

Automatically Lenhams face assumed the expression common to all dealers in motor-cars when possible purchases are under discussion  the same alert impassivity as can be seen on the face of an Irish horse-dealer; but he grinned again immediately. He did not want to make money out of the doctor.

A new one? he asked.

No, said Dr. Pethwick. It will have to be an old one. I havent very much money.

None of us have, Lenham grinned. But I expect I can find something for you. What sort of a car do you want? Two-seater?

No, said Pethwick. I want an enclosed car. I think its called a saloon.

Yes, said Lenham. He was quick to realize that there actually existed on earth people who were doubtful about the differences between saloons and coupés and and touring-cars.

How much were you thinking of spending? he asked.

Not very much, said Pethwick, who had only the vaguest notion as to how much a second-hand saloon motor-car might cost. All he knew was that occasionally in common-room conversations he had heard stray allusions to the cheapness of second-hand cars.

Well, explained Lenham, patiently. Its this way. You can get a second-hand car for ten pounds. But you can pay two hundred if you want to.

Ten pounds sounds very much like the figure I want to pay, said Pethwick. I dont want anything very elaborate. I just want  I just want

Something which goes and keeps the rain out? said Lenham.

Thats right.

Lenham led Dr. Pethwick round behind the workshop to a row of lock-up garages. He undid a padlock, swung open the doors and with a gesture invited Dr. Pethwicks consideration of the contents.

Yes, said Dr. Pethwick, vaguely, peering inside. Yes. It looks very nice.

Theres your cheap car, sir, said Lenham, walking in. 1925 Morris. Itll run as long as ever you want  its got the old Vickers engine, you know.

Dr. Pethwick eyed the vehicle. Up to this time one motor-car had been very like another motor-car to Dr. Pethwick. That bull-nosed bonnet, that box-like body, meant nothing to him. He did not realize that in the eyes of the illuminati they indicated that the car was eight years old and therefore as much out of date as a sedan chair or an ancient British chariot. He literally meant what he said when he said that all he wanted was a car which would go along and keep the rain out.

Would you like to try her? asked Lenham.

Yes, said Pethwick. I should. But I cant drive a car.

Lenham tried to look as if every day of the week he met people who could not drive a car.

As a matter of fact, Lenham, went on Dr. Pethwick, I was going to ask you if you would teach me.

I should like to, sir, said Lenham, and he meant it.



In the office Dr. Pethwick signed a check for fifteen pounds for the car, and a check for ten pounds in payment of tax to the end of the year and insurance.

Now you go to County Hall tomorrow and get your license, said Lenham, and well take her out tomorrow afternoon. I suppose youll be wanting to drive by Bank Holiday.

Bank Holiday was next Monday  four days off. Pethwick nodded.

By the way, he said, awkwardly, would you mind not saying anything about this? My wife

The sentence trailed off into nothingness, but Lenham nodded paternally  this interview had made him feel really paternal towards this rather pathetic figure.

I understand, he said. You want it to be a surprise.

Lenham had sold motor-cars to certainly not less than a hundred excited husbands who wanted to give their wives a surprise. That fact saved Pethwick from telling the only lie he had been able to think of, to the effect that his wife did not approve of motor-cars.

So that the Friday before Bank Holiday Pethwick had a busy day. First he had to go to Hammer Court, and set up his apparatus, and set the Klein-Pethwick Effect at work upon the main traffic crossing in front of the Royal Exchange; as he was not intending to remain in the office to shift the emitter about he selected the most vulnerable part of the City for his demonstration. Then, leaving the apparatus at work, and at the very moment when London fell into the turmoil which was beginning to be almost its usual condition, he locked his office door and hurried off to Westminister Bridge to obtain his driving license.

With that in his possession he came back to the City  casually thinking the while of the oddity of a world which hands over with less than half an hours formality a permit to anyone to make use of a machine which could be quite as dangerous to innocent people as a high-explosive bomb  and he won his way with difficulty back to Hammer Court. Queen Victoria Street and Cannon Street were crammed as ever with congested traffic; the usual policemen were diverting everything from the heart of the City. Near the Mansion House Pethwick saw the emergency horses coming up to help  already the policemen had made permanent arrangements for teams to pull helpless vehicles out of the way.

Locked again in his office, Pethwick spent one half hour on making the task of the police more difficult by turning the emitter steadily around on its center, catching Cannon Street at its very worst and positively raising Cain by holding paralyzed everything at the corner of Cheapside and King Street. Here, a busy police inspector, emboldened by the apparent permanence of the stay of the Klein-Pethwick Effect outside the Royal Exchange, had been sending traffic by the comparatively short detour through Gresham Street and Throgmorton Street.

The mischief completed, Pethwick dismantled his apparatus again, locked his cupboard and his office door, and started back for home. There was a most unusual and very pleasant bubble of excitement in his breast as he walked back over London Bridge. Even Dr. Pethwick, a dry-as-dust Professor, and one furthermore with all his serious purposes in view, could feel a little thrill of exhilaration at the thought that he was actually going to drive a motor car today.

New interests had been rare in Dr. Pethwicks life. He had hardly ever had a chance to be an ordinary human being  and on the last occasion Dorothy had been torn from him. There was something amazingly cheerful about the prospect of learning to drive; it might be due in part  the possibility is one which at least merits consideration  to the fact that it involved the needed companionship of Lenham.

Pethwick had been fond of Lenham when he had been his pupil, and he liked him even better now. Human society had been denied Pethwick for a long time, and recent events had both increased and made him more conscious of his feeling of isolation. The man was so savagely condemned by the whole Press of England was immeasurably pleased at young Lenhams evident pleasure in seeing him.



After his midday dinner Pethwick started out for Lenhams garage. He did not notice Marys keen glance at him when he announced his intention of being out all the afternoon. A factor which he had not allowed for in his plans was developing which might wreck them, and he was still unaware of it. Pethwick was used to dealing with apparatus and with mathematical expressions  reliable instruments, whose behaviour in given circumstances was at least calculable. But his own reactions, and those of his wife, were not calculable. He had never thought that at the prospect of driving a motor-car he would rise from the table exhibiting pleasurable anticipation; nor had he expected that his wife would be observant enough to take notice of it.

Pethwick found Lenham standing beside the open bonnet of the Morris.

Shall we begin at the beginning, sir? he asked.

Er  yes, I suppose we had better, said Pethwick.

It says much for the fantastic nature of Pethwicks upbringing that, although a Doctor of Science, he had never once looked inside the bonnet of a motor-car. But at least Pethwicks enormous theoretical knowledge enabled him to follow with ease Lenhams brief lecture upon the mechanics of the internal-combustion vehicle. The clutch and the gearbox, ignition and the variation in the timing there-of, were all things with which Pethwick was quite familiar in diagrams and to some extent in bench demonstrations.

Well, thats everything, said Lenham, pulling the jack away. He had just jacked up and changed a wheel, to the accompaniment of Pethwicks unbounded admiration for this technique, in a minute and a quarter, as final part of his instruction in running repairs. Lets take her out now. Well go round to the quiet streets  Dalkeith Road is the best. Will you drive her there?

Pethwick thought of the roaring High Street traffic, of coloured lights and constables.

I think it would be better if you did, he said.

Yet all the same Pethwick proved himself a not very slow pupil. He knew before he set out to drive what it was he had to learn. He knew of the necessity for adjusting engine speed to road speed, so that double declutching came easily to him. He fully appreciated the need for letting in the clutch gently, and for keeping the engine going, come what might.

The manipulative skill acquired at the experimental bench came to his rescue, too. By the third attempt he was feeling the gear lever into position like a good driver, and the most complex problem of driving was simpler than some of the operations he had to perform in the physics laboratory. He did not get flurried when he had to sound his horn, put out his hand, turn his wheel, apply his brakes, and change gear practically simultaneously.

There ought to be something to do with your teeth as well, said Lenham, making the little stock joke he always employed at this stage of the tuition. But Pethwick was keeping such a clear head that on this occasion the point of the joke was not quite so obvious.

As one would expect, Pethwicks main trouble arose from lack of self-confidence. He had to screw up his nerve to plunge into traffic when the time came; he took his foot hastily off the accelerator at the very first sign of trouble ahead. When he had to make a right-hand turn out of a busy street he found it hard to believe that these lordly drivers would pay attention to his out-stretched hand and let him through  and as a matter of fact the far-too-common drivers with bad road manners did their best to discourage him.

Dont worry about the people behind, insisted Lenham. Put your hand out in plenty of time, and then round you go. Its only the damn fools you have to look out for.

All very well, but Pethwick had been treated all his life with such scant courtesy that he found difficulty in expecting consideration. Nor, with his ignorance of humanity did he make allowance for the fact that other drivers, seeing all the danger signals of his indecision, would avoid him like the plague. And he was inexperienced in making lightning estimates of speed and distances; he found it difficult to judge whether he had time in hand to turn across an oncoming vehicle, or whether a gap which presented itself before him would remain open long enough for him to avail himself of it. So that during the second hour he began to feel nervous exhaustion overcoming him.

Do you mind if we have a rest? he asked, when they turned once more into a quiet side street.

Lenham was all contrition at once.

Of course not, he said. Lets stop here for a bit. You were getting on so well that I was forgetting this was only your first time out.

Pethwick pulled up carefully at the kerb, and they sat side by side in the car, while Pethwick revelled in the relief from strain and glowed warmly with this last encomium from Lenham.

Have you seen anything of this Peacemaker business in the City? asked Lenham.

It was an inevitable question, one which everyone interested in motor-cars was bound to ask in an idle moment. Pethwick took a grip on himself before he answered.

Yes, he said, slowly. Two or three times, as it happens.

Ive never been in town when it was going on, said Lenham. But by all accounts it seems to have done the trick all right.

Yes, said Pethwick.

It must have held everything up properly, went on Lenham. And weve got two cars in the garage this minute that were having to put new magnetos into. Lucky their owners were both insured all-in.

Can you insure against that? asked Pethwick, surprised.

Yes, said Lenham. It was a bit of a job getting the companies to see reason, but we got them in the end under the civil commotion clause. So thats all right. But the owners are pretty furious, all the same.

Pethwick said nothing in reply; there seemed to be nothing to say.

I dont know how to feel about it, sir, went on Lenham at length, but I dont think the Peacemakers going to get very far on these lines. Hes annoying people too much  putting their backs up and yet not causing quite enough trouble to be taken seriously.

Again Pethwick did not answer. He was wondering whether the new scheme he had in mind would cause enough trouble for him to be taken seriously.

And yet I dont blame him, somehow, said Lenham, thoughtfully. Its a fine ideal hes got before him. Armaments are a sheer waste of money and a very likely cause of trouble. People say that wars inevitable, and a natural state of man, and so on. Well, even if its true, the country that can construct the most efficient army in peace time would also be the one which would win the war if one started when everybody was disarmed. Its  its  I mean its just like a race. Without armaments it would be like everyone starting from scratch. Armaments are like giving everyone a start, but the longest start to the fastest runners instead of the slower ones. Abolition wouldnt make any difference to anyones prestige. Powerful countries would be just as safe, and weak ones just about as unsafe. I cant think what all the fuss is about.

Thats what I think, said Pethwick, carefully.

Its a pity, said Lenham, that the Peacemaker cant work out another invention. Theres only one thing I can think of which would stop war for certain.

And what is that? asked Pethwick.

Something that would kill commanders-in-chief, said Lenham. If there was a weapon which would do that for certain, just one a day, lets say, I dont think armies would exist very long.

Yes, said Pethwick, and hesitated. So you dont think the Peacemaker is going to succeed?

Lenham shook his head a little sadly.

He might, he said, if hes terrifically lucky, and very persistent, and very rich, so that he can extend his radius of action. I hope he does. But I cant believe he will  perhaps thats just because what hes after seems too good to be practicable. After all, in the old days people laughed at Jenner because they couldnt imagine a world without smallpox. Nowadays they cant picture a world without armaments, or unemployment, or hunger. But theres nothing intrinsically impossible about these ideas. He might bring them off.

They sat together in silence after that, until Lenham stirred a little restlessly. He was feeling uncomfortable at his recent self-revelation.

Lets get going again, he said. I want to see you go up the gears again.

And Pethwicks experimental training revealed its depth once more. Despite his abstraction, despite the warm friendly glow he felt towards Lenham, he did not make the mistake Lenham was anticipating. He took the car out of gear before he stretched out his foot to the self-starter button.


CHAPTER VIII
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ON THE SATURDAY before Bank Holiday The Times appeared with the contents bill and headlines  headlines that Pethwick  this much at least he had learned about the potentialities of the British Press  had almost expected. New Manifesto from the Peacemaker, it said. Fresh Threats.

The letter was brief, in the usual style of the Peacemaker.



Dear Sir (it said),

I am sorry that so little attention has been paid to my request for serious consideration of the question of disarmament. In consequence I propose to interfere again with the traffic of the City of London on Friday morning, as apparently it is necessary, that I should have to demonstrate once more the great capacity for causing a disturbance which is at my disposal. In addition, I promise that if nothing is done soon I shall have to take further steps. They will be of the very greatest consequence, and will cause inconvenience much greater than any that has been caused up to the present.



Pethwick read the letter studiously. There was no thrill at seeing his writings printed in The Times. And he was conscious, vaguely, that the letter was not all it should be. But for the life of him he could not see in what it was lacking. It said everything that had to be said; there was no possible double meaning which could be read into it. Two or three of the phrases were modelled  unconsciously, it is true  on some of the more effective expressions employed by very successful masters at the Liverpool School when dealing with unruly classes. Yet there was no denying the fact that it caused the public to be extremely annoyed  he had only to glance at the editorial comment to see that. And the leader referred to an interview which had been granted by a Cabinet-minister  as it was August, and the House was not sitting, the usual method of obtaining an official pronouncement by the aid of questions in the Commons was unavailable. Pethwick searched for the interview and found it. It was brief enough  almost as laconic as the Peacemakers writings themselves.

His Majestys Government, said the minister, in reply to the questions put to him, is not accustomed to committing itself to any policy at the dictation of obscure agitators who have not the courage to come out in the open. England has, of course, always been in favor of reduction of armaments, and is accustomed to urge this policy at every opportunity. But the government will not be deflected in the least from its course either by threats or by criminal activities.

Another article, after a description of Fridays muddle in the City, compared the Peacemakers activities with those of the advocates of womens suffrage before the war, when windows were smashed and country houses burned and letter boxes filled with paint. These crimes had not brought the grant of womens suffrage an inch nearer. Pethwick scratched his head, and raked back in his memory for what he had learnt and the trifle he could remember about the suffrage movement.

Women had the vote now, hadnt they? There had been some excitement only a little while ago about the extension of the grant to women of twenty-one. So the movement must have succeeded at some time or other, and not very long after all these outrages catalogued here. In Pethwicks opinion it was an example of the effectiveness of outrages, not of the reverse. The inconsistency would never have been remedied if attention had not been called to it by violent action. So would it be with armaments. He was going through with it, and The Times could say what it liked.

He did not notice, when he rose from the table to continue the execution of his plan of campaign, how meekly Mary acquiesced in his statement that he was going out again that morning  but then he could not know that as soon as he was gone Mary pounced upon The Times and studied carefully what he had been reading. From her seat opposite him she had noted the position of those parts of the newspaper which had most interested him.

Pethwick walked round to Lenhams garage. There was quite a pleasant thrill about going up the alley at the back, and taking out his key, and opening the door to disclose his own motor-car. There was excitement in the prospect of driving the car all by himself, without the solid moral support of Lenhams presence, through what he knew would be thick traffic.



The difficulties he encountered were largely those which he had not anticipated. He made the discovery that it is by no means as easy as it appears to back a motor-car out of a narrow garage into a narrow alley. Pethwick had to climb out of the drivers seat eleven times in all, to study the relative position of wings and doorposts and walls, and to note how the front wheels were set.

He got himself into such a muddle that he had to go back and forward an inch or two at a time, nearly a score of times, before he could induce the nearside rear wing to come round clear of the wall at the same time as the nearside front wing cleared the doorpost. Even when the tip of the bumper bar scored the paint. In this particular problem his theoretical knowledge of mechanics and geometry always asserted itself just a little too late in dealing with the obstinate habit of the front end of a motor-car moving in reverse to take a larger circle than the rear end.

But he got it out at last. He was quite breathless by the time he shut the garage door and climbed up into the drivers seat for the last time. He drove carefully in bottom gear down the alley-way, and after an unconscionable wait, he managed to insert the Morris into the rush of traffic in the High Street. At a sober eighteen miles an hour he began his voyage round the suburbs. Bus-drivers cursed him, and a hatless youth in M.G.s turned and stared, but he did not notice them  his gaze was rigidly fixed upon the stretch of road in front of him. This was the Saturday before Bank Holiday, and the pavements were crowded with shoppers at the same time as the roads were full of traffic pouring down to the seaside.

Pethwick drove with his right foot ever ready to be transferred in haste to the brake pedal: there were adventures every hundred yards, what with pedestrians so bent upon the business of shopping that they had no idea whether they were on the pavement or the road, and shopping housewives in cars pulling out unexpectedly from the kerb, and motor-buses to be passed when they stopped. A great, big adventure this  and the apparently impassable passage between trams and the kerb to be negotiated, and, as well as all this, stops to be made occasionally here and there. For this was no mere pleasure cruise. Pethwick was driving this car today bent upon the furtherance of the new plan.

Every stop he made was somewhere near a radio shop  not very near, in some cases, as he could never bring himself to drive across the road and it took him some time always to get in to the kerb, and there had to be fifty yards clear of parked vehicles before he could attempt it. But wherever he stopped, he made his way on foot back to the radio shop which had caught his eye, and at every shop he bought a couple of accumulators.

For this new plan of his he needed electrical power in some quantity, from a portable source, and it was only by buying accumulators and taking them about in a motor-car that he could achieve this. Half an ampere at a hundred volts would be impossible to supply in any other manner. And Pethwick was not going to call attention to himself by buying twenty-five thirty-ampere-hour accumulators at a single shop.

Yet nowadays anyone can buy a couple of accumulators without attracting special attention, and that was what Pethwick did. His route through the suburbs was blazed with thirteen stops to buy accumulators, just as a man buying poison will visit a dozen chemists shops to obtain a sufficient supply. By the time Pethwick had finished his round the floor of the poor old Morris was completely covered with accumulators laid side by side.

Then he drove back, to the incredibly difficult operation of getting the car up the alley-way and into the garage again. His legs were all of a tremble by the time he had done it.

Even then there was still much to be done. He had to take the train up to London Bridge, and a bus from there to Hammer Court, and he had to come all the way back again with the suitcase which for ten days had lain locked in the cupboard of his office. This motoring business had one very great advantage; the garage which he had contracted to pay young Lenham eight shillings a week provided him with a secure sanctuary additional to the one at Hammer Court. He could switch on the light there and lock his door, and sit in the secure stuffiness inside and tinker with his apparatus without fear of interruption.

That was how he spent his afternoon, sitting on ah old packing-case left by the preceding tenant with his feet in a puddle of oil, rewinding his armatures and adapting his condenser to the new source of current. There was in existence only one set of apparatus for the production of the Klein-Pethwick Effect, and that was incredibly crude and homemade, but it worked  recent events had proved that. In that it was like the crude but effective appliances with which Faraday had first explored the electro-magnetic world.

Now Pethwick had to alter it to suit, direct current in place of alternating, a hundred volts instead of two hundred and twenty, and it took a long time with his lack of tools and in that bad light. It was late when he reached home again.

Even Pethwick was surprised at not being greeted by his wife with a storm of abuse on his eventual arrival, but the poor man was so desperately weary, so sick with hunger and fatigue, that he could draw no conclusions from her ominous silence. He did not guess at the thunder in the offing. All he was conscious of at the moment was that the work had progressed.

He had learnt to drive a car, and he had constructed an apparatus capable of being transported in that car. Whenever he chose now he could produce the Klein-Pethwick Effect  for a few hours, until his accumulators were discharged  anywhere in England that he should think proper.

The thought of that; even made him smile a little, despite his miserable feeling of isolation, as he crawled into bed. He slept heavily the moment he turned over on his side, and, such was his exhaustion, he slept without movement until late on Sunday morning.



Experience had taught Dr. Pethwick by now that if he wanted to save himself time and trouble, it was better to put the next scheme in hand while the present one was under way. Now that he was ready to carry out the new threats that he had uttered through the medium of The Times it was advisable to start preparations for his projected attempt upon Paris. They would call for time and tact, as he was well aware. He made the first approaches that Sunday at dinner-time. He tried to speak with supreme offhandedness.

Would you mind very much, dear, he asked, if I were to go away for a few days next week?

Mind? said Mary. Of course Id mind. Not that Id notice much difference, the way youve been leaving me alone all this week.

Im sorry, said Pethwick. Dont you think you could manage without me just for a day or two?

Ive never heard of such a thing, snapped Mary. Where do you want to go to?

Well, said Pethwick, and even he hesitated. It was such a colossal innovation which he was proposing. As a matter of fact  I want to go abroad.

Abroad!

The only people Mary knew who had ever crossed the Channel had done so twenty years ago, in uniforms and under government orders. The thing was unheard of, incredible. Except that  and here Mary stiffened with fright  except that she was abroad, at that very moment. Mary stared at Pethwick, and Pethwick looked at Mary, and failed to conceal his unease.

Yes, said Pethwick, trying as hard as he could to keep the conversation on the level of the commonplace. Lots of people do, you know. I want to go to Paris.

But you cant  you cant go to Paris, said Mary.

She really meant that at the moment she said it. A day trip to Boulogne might perhaps have seemed possible to her, but a journey to Paris, where everyone talked French, and involving the use of French trains, and the eating of foreign messes, and ending in a place proverbial for its gaiety and wickedness, seemed to be an experience which could not possibly happen to someone whom she knew intimately.

There doesnt seem to be any reason why I shouldnt, if you can do without me, said Pethwick.

But how are you going to get there? What do you want to do in Paris?

Oh, I can go by boat and train the same as everybody else does, said Pethwick, with an apparent nonchalance which he was really far from feeling on the point. And  Piffys giving three lectures at the University of Paris which I want to hear. They ought to cover new ground, and I dont want to miss them.

At the last moment, when Pethwick had committed himself to this speech, he had realized that the human factor had let him down again  he had completely forgotten the name of the eminent French physicist he had intended to quote. But in the fleeting one tenth of a second allowed him he had managed to invent a name which might sound reasonable to Marys English ear; and apparently it did.

Piffy?

Yes, the man who wrote that paper on hydrostatics which I was so interested in last year.

Mary never knew what papers interested her husband; certainly she never hoped to remember anything on that subject for a year.

But he wont lecture in English.

Pethwick grinned as assuredly as he could.

The language of mathematics is much the same anywhere, he said. Ill follow his blackboard work all right, and his bench demonstrations. I think itll be worth going.

Anyway, you cant go by yourself.

In a clairvoyant moment Pethwick realized that he had begun the conversation in the wrong way. He should have begun by inviting Mary to accompany him to Paris, and on her inevitable and indignant refusal his hands would have been free. As it was, if he were to invite her now she would accept, because that would be something different from his first proposal, and would be consequently proof of victory. And he would have no opportunity of assailing Paris traffic from a hotel bedroom if Mary were with him. He was like a general who has made a faulty deployment of his army; only by hard fighting could he hope to retrieve the initial tactical error.

Of course Im going, he said, indignantly.

Not without me youre not.

Yes, I am.

No, youre not.

Pethwick hit the table with his fist; he tried to imitate what he thought would be the behavior of Mr. Holliday dealing with a pack of recalcitrant schoolboys.

Im going, he said, loudly. Once and for all, Im going. And I dont want you with me. Youd only be in the way and we cant afford it.

Naturally that was the point where the quarrel began. There is no need to recount the details. There were hard words said on both sides because Pethwick, wrought up to a pitch he had never reached before, and reacting violently from his recent overstrain, suddenly discovered that he could use hard words, and he found a savage pleasure  the greater because it was new to him  in using them.

He let fly several vicious remarks, and most of them were true enough, but they upset Mary very badly indeed. It was not long before there were tears mingled with her recriminations, and the sight of Mary in tears, instead of having its usual effect on Pethwick, made him in his present unnatural condition more vicious than ever. It ended  it would be accurate to say that it reached an apparent end  in a manner usual in domestic quarrels, although nearly unprecedented in the Pethwick family; in Pethwick rising to his feet and stalking out of the room, and out of the house, just like an ordinary husband.

Mary was left at home alone, to wipe her eyes with a wet handkerchief, and to sniff and sob herself into physical calm, with the aid of repeated journeys to the sideboard cupboard. She had the afternoon to herself, during which she could turn over in her mind all the cruel things which Pethwick had said to her. Things which hurt her the more, now that she brooded over them, because of the truth they contained. She knew now that her husband did not love her, and, what was far worse, she knew that he regarded her with as much contempt as his nature allowed him to feel towards any human being.

She might have borne with his hatred; it was the contempt that rankled and her vague feeling that the contempt was justified was the poison on the barb. There were strange thoughts, and strange resolutions forming in Marys mind, all clouded and muddled with whisky as it was.

The instinct of self-assertion grew up in the maudlin reaction from tears. If he did not love her, then he must fear her. She would hurt him, the beast, worse than he had hurt her. He might despise her, but she would show him that she was not one to be despised. She would queer his pitch for him, put a spoke in his wheel, ruin all those fine schemes of his. And she would show him if he could go to Paris when she did not want him to.

Under the quick stimulus of whisky plans began to grow up in her mind to give effect to the resolutions already formed. They were still there next morning, when Mary came round from the stupor into which the whisky had plunged her. The stupor in which Pethwick had found her on his return from the visit he had made to Chelsea, whither he had gone, to inspect the lie of the land round about Lots Road power station.



Bank Holiday dawned bright and fair. There had never been a summer like this in human memory. Every day for weeks now there had been blue skies and scorching sunshine. Despite  or perhaps because of  all the uncertainty in the air, despite the wobbling foreign exchanges, and the menacing political outlook; despite unemployment and financial stringency, people were spending more money on holidays and amusements than they had ever spent before. The call of the seaside had become, under the influence of that beneficent sunshine, too insistent to resist. Every day there had been a stream of motor-cars pouring out of London seeking the sea, and on this day, the height and summit of the holiday season, the stream was redoubled.

Not merely on the roads was this the case. The railways, too, were doing better business than they had known for years. On Bank Holiday evening there were tens of thousands of people pouring back into the London termini. There were all the day trippers, to start with. Then there were the people who had been away for the week-end. Then there were all the canny people who had chosen their weeks holiday or their fortnights holiday so that it terminated at Bank Holiday week-end and thereby gained an extra precious day.

As darkness fell all these hosts of people encumbered with tired, whimpering children, with trunks and suitcases, with spades and pails and golf clubs and tennis rackets and bags and bundles and baskets, all came back to London. At the termini the lucky ones with a few shillings to spare, the careful ones who had made provision for this in their budget for the holiday, climbed into taxicabs. Others got into trams and buses. But the larger half used the underground trains; the underground managements passenger graphs showed a most unusual peak at nine-thirty on Bank Holiday evening.

When at first the trains stopped and the lights went out the crowds displayed in nearly every case a praiseworthy freedom from panic. They endured the darkness and the stuffiness with British stolidity. But the hold-up was quite general. Throughout the London district there was not an underground train in motion, not a glimmer of light, not a lift nor escalator working.

The railway staff rose to the emergency as far as was in their power. In the stations emergency lamps were lit, and in the places where trains had stopped in or very near stations the crowds were extricated without much damage and guided in the glimmer of the oil lamps and electric torches up the never-ending stairs to the surface, dragging their suitcases and their babies and their golf clubs with them. There were a good many pockets picked, and everyone was exasperated  infuriated  by this climax to a tiring day.

But in two trains far from stations the business was very much worse indeed. It was stifling hot in the trains, and pitchy dark  darker, perhaps, than those town-bred people had ever known in all their experience. Here and there in the darkness voices made themselves heard  the voices of those inevitable people who always arise in an emergency and shout out, Keep calm! Keep calm! and do nothing else to allay the panic such cries are bound to arouse. Sometimes women fainted, and anxious husbands began to elbow in the crowd in order to find room to administer to them. Sometimes frightened, overtired children began to cry, and from crying passed on to screaming, when their mothers had not the nerve and tact to comfort them by an apparent freedom from anxiety.

So in these trains there was disgraceful panic, during which in the pitch darkness maddened crowds surged up and down the long carriages. Nobody could have said what he was frightened about, but everyone was pushing, fighting, scrambling to get out of the trains. There were children trampled to death in those carriages  pitiful little things who stood no chance once they were caught in the alley-way between the seats. There were mothers who died there, too, trying to hold the madmen back from the bodies of their children. In places people tore open the doors and fell to the ground with others piling on top of them; ribs and legs were smashed, and the long dark tunnels were filled with screams of agony.

It was only for an hour that the trouble endured, but in that hour four lives were lost and a hundred were injured. At the end of that hour the lights suddenly came on again, and the trains began to pick their way cautiously along the lines, as soon as the heaps of injured had been cleared from the way, while Pethwick, ignorant of the deaths he had caused, drove the Morris away slowly from Tadema Road and over Battersea Bridge.

He had pushed his way cautiously through the Bank Holiday traffic in the failing light. It had occurred to him that he must not on any account whatever risk a smash with its subsequent disclosure of the contents of his motor-car. The weight of the accumulators on the floor-boards made the car sluggish in its acceleration although easier to handle in other respects, and overtaking was consequently difficult to him. Most of the way to Battersea Bridge he was crawling behind motor-buses, only passing them at the stops, and then only occasionally.

Tadema Road was the site he had chosen for his motor-car; from there he could rake the whole long line of generators, whose position could easily be deduced from the lay-out of the power-station. It was almost dark when he reached the place he had in mind, and halted the car as far as possible from the nearest street lamp. Kneeling on the front seat he leant over into the body of the car and made the final connections. He trained the emitter upon the power-station, and closed the switch. The make-and-break began its gentle buzz, but that sound was drowned in the roar which went up from the power-station, audible even in Tadema Road.

For under the influence of the Klein-Pethwick Effect the huge magnets in the dynamos lost their magnetism, and instantly the armatures ceased to experience the retarding drag upon them caused by the magnetic field  the drag which is overcome in doing the work which is converted into electricity. Freed from this load, the armatures raced round; the steam engines began to race too. At each generator the automatic governors, spinning round at twice their designed speed, began to lift the safety valves.

In the instant the whole power-station was plunged into darkness and bathed in escaping steam, through which the thunderstruck staff tried to grope their way. They were trained to deal with emergencies, but they were not prepared for this total, complete failure, nor for this crippling darkness. And however good their training, there was nothing they could do now, with every single generator as useless as scrap metal.

The engineers discovered the cause of the trouble almost instantly; indeed, no one could very well miss that complete lack of magnetism in the dynamos. Immediately they began to try to telephone  but most of the telephones were useless, caught in the all-embracing sweep of the Klein-Pethwick Effect. Even telephones contain magnets. The management sent messengers on foot helter-skelter through the streets. Pethwick saw them go by, running madly along the dark pavements. But they paid no attention to the shabby old Morris car waiting beside the kerb, nor to the driver sitting immobile at his wheel, the quiet running of the engine quite drowning the purr of the make-and-break in the body of the car behind him.



At the end of an hour Pethwick switched off his instruments, put the Morris into gear, and drove slowly towards home. It was late now, and he was mortally tired. He had no knowledge of how much harm he had done; he could only guess that he had caused a complete suspension of traffic on the underground. His imagination had not been extensive enough to visualize the dead children and the injured women.

He crept over Battersea Bridge and plunged into the suburban main roads on his way back to the garage. His fatigue was such that he had to be even more careful than usual in the traffic and it was with pathetic relief that he swung the Morris up the alley-way at the back of Lenhams Service Station.

Perhaps it was fatigue; perhaps fatigue merely accentuated the sheer unhandiness of the motoring beginner, but Pethwick got himself into a terrible muddle while trying to induce the Morris to go into the garage. The car behaved with the maddening obstinacy of mechanism in unskilful hands. Pethwick backed and went forward; he sawed the wheel round first this way and then that, but do what he could he could not prevail upon the car to make a neat clearance of the side of the garage doorway.

In the end  it was really only to be expected  there came the moment when he trod heavily on the accelerator instead of on to the brake, and with a rasp and a crackle the side pillar crumpled up the near side wing and bit into the running board. It was not a very bad scrape, but it made matters hopeless for Pethwick. It seemed as if he would never free the car. Whether he tried to go back or forward the doorpost jarred up against the side and stopped the engine. Pethwick was nearly frantic with mortification and fatigue.

Then, while he was out of the car trying to rally himself and to work out scientifically how to set about the job there came a blaze of light around the corner of the alley-way and another motor-car halted at the sight of the tangle.

You seem to have hit a spot of trouble, sir, said Lenhams voice.

Pethwick heard Lenhams car door slam as he got out to inspect, and Lenham came striding up.

Oh, its not as bad as it looks, said Lenham. That running-board will spring straight as soon as its free. Here

Before Pethwick could stop him  presumably Pethwicks reactions were slowed up by his fatigue  Lenham had pulled open the door and sat himself in the drivers seat. He started the engine, put pressure on the steering-wheel, let in the clutch, and lo! the car swung away from the door post. A second later it was gliding into the garage as if it had never displayed a trace of mulish obstinacy in its life.

There was an odd look on Lenhams face as he climbed out of the car again. Pethwick was staring at him in fascinated horror. No one sitting in that car in a lighted garage could have missed seeing the contents and no one of Lenhams training could have seen the accumulators ranged on the floor and the instruments on the back seat without guessing their purpose. And Lenham had heard already that the Peacemaker had been at work that evening at Lots Road, although he had heard no details. Pethwick knew now the sick fear of discovery.

But Lenham apparently had noticed nothing. After the first glance he looked away until Pethwick had time to compose his expression. Maybe Lenham approved of the Peacemakers aims and methods; it might merely be that Lenham was too fond of Pethwick to accuse him; conceivably Lenham was one of those people who can mind their own business. However it was, Lenham said nothing whatever about the contents of the car. He peered down at the running-board.

Thats all right, he said, and shook it. There doesnt seem to be any real damage done. Youve spoilt that wing, of course, but you must expect to spoil a wing or two while youre learning. Just remember, sir, dont go more than a foot at a time until youre quite sure what the cars going to do. Well, good night, sir.

Good night, said Pethwick.

He stood still in the lighted garage; he heard Lenham start up his car again, run it in, and slam and lock the door. Only when his footsteps died away down the alley did he break again into activity, dismantling his apparatus and packing it away hurriedly in the suitcase which had stood there ever since he had brought it down from Hammer Court. Then, bending under its weight, he started to carry it home.

There could be no using his apparatus in his motor-car again until he had the accumulators charged up, which he would have to have done two by two as he had bought them, and that would have to wait until his return from Paris. Despite his sick apprehension he could not force his mind to think about whether or not Lenham would betray him. All he could do was to go on doggedly with the plans he had laid.



Pethwick had been right in his assumption that The Times would penetrate into whatever recess in Norway that the Laxtons had chosen for their holiday. Four copies together reached Mr. Henry Laxton and his daughter as they sat together at supper-time.

Mr. Laxton had a keen appetite for supper, which was sharpened rather than dulled by the knowledge of what he was going to eat  the trout which he had caught that afternoon, and a loin of delicious mountain mutton. He had already made the remark on sitting down to table which he had made eight times before, that the flat biscuits of Norwegian rye bread were the ideal accompaniment to fresh caught trout, and he was about to make the remark he had made seven times before. It was to the effect that he could not understand how English biscuit manufacturers dared to charge the prices they did for the inferior substitutes which they made in England and advertised so extensively.

What saved Dorothy from having to listen to this and express the polite surprise which she had expressed seven times already was the arrival of the days mail, brought by the postman on his bicycle with the clanging bell. And included in the mail were those four copies of The Times. Mr. Laxton fell upon them with the ardor of an exile.

He was not selfish with his newspapers, either. Although he liked to have an untouched newspaper to open, and to feel quite sure that his were the first eyes to rest upon the print inside, he did not mind Dorothy picking up the copies as he discarded them after a first hurried skimming through. A fussier father might have insisted on her waiting until he had completed the serious reading of them, which he proposed to carry out after supper.

Its extraordinary the things even The Times publishes nowadays, said Mr. Laxton, testily, putting down the first copy and reaching for the second.

Dorothy said nothing  it was the sort of remark to which it is hard to find a reply  and took up the discarded paper.

Its perfectly fantastic, said Mr. Laxton. It just shows where pacifism leads to.

But Dorothy said nothing at all. She had sat up rigid in her chair, for the headlines in her copy of The Times were those which announced the Peacemakers manifesto.

Rubbish! said Mr. Laxton, quite exasperated. He put his copy of The Times down beside him with a smack; the gesture was doubly a propos, because the loin of mutton was brought in at that moment, and besides expressing his amazement at the condition of the modern world, it enabled him to attend to the carving.

Good gracious! said Mr. Laxton. Havent you finished your trout yet?

There was no answer; all Dorothy did was to drop the first copy of The Times in a muddle on the floor and reach for the second. Mr. Laxton regarded these actions with distaste.

No, said Dorothy, still reading The Times.

Mr. Laxton smacked the loin of mutton with the flat of the carving knife.

Dorothy! he said. Put that paper down and attend to your supper.

Dorothy dropped the second number of The Times in a muddle on top of the first, and took up the sacred unopened third one. Mr. Laxton eyed her as though he could not believe what he saw. He was on the point of an explosion, but his good sense restrained him. The only Englishman in a village of foreigners, cooped up in a three-room inn, will not readily quarrel with the only English woman, even if she is only his daughter.

He gesticulated to the maid to take away Dorothys plate with the neglected trout, and addressed himself in silence to carving the joint. Dorothy dropped the third copy of The Times in a muddle upon the second and took up the fourth. Mr. Laxton carved her portion, and his own, and began philosophically to eat the latter in silence. Then Dorothy dropped the fourth copy of The Times upon the muddle on the floor, and then made the muddle worse by snatching up a page of it again to see the date.

Whats the date today? snapped Dorothy, her eyes looking straight through her fathers head and through the wall behind him. The sixth?

Dorothy looked at her watch and stood up.

Im going home, she said, still with that strange far-away look in her eyes.

But you cant, said Mr. Laxton. He was not referring to physical obstacles; he only meant that it was morally impossible for a woman to leave an untasted loin of mutton and walk at a moments notice out of an inn in a Norwegian fishing village en route for a London suburb.

Rolfsens got a motor-boat, said Dorothy, to no one in particular, and looking at her watch again. Hell take me round to Leka if I pay him enough. Its daylight nearly all night. With luck Ill get the local steamer there  just. Ill be in Oslo tomorrow. Ill have to hurry.

With that, Dorothy proceeded to do just what Mr. Laxton had recently visualized as utterly impossible  she walked out of the room, leaving her mutton behind and started for the beach.

Dorothy! said Mr. Laxton, plunging after her. Dorothy! You cant go like this!

Dorothy did not appear to hear him.

You havent got any luggage, said Mr. Laxton wildly. Why, you havent even got a hat and coat.

For the first time Dorothy noticed him.

Then go and get my hat and coat, she snapped at him over her shoulder. Quick! Ill go and find Rolfsen.



Even a man who had commanded a brigade on the Western Front had to yield obedience under the double shock of surprise and this abrupt issuing of orders. Mr. Laxton turned back to find the hat and coat. When he reached the beach with them he found that Dorothy had already routed Rolfsen out from his home and had dragged him down to the little pier. She was saying, Leka, Leka, and pointing to the motor-boat, and displaying a sheaf of hundred-kronen notes. There was no need for any dumb show to indicate her desire for hurry; no one could look at her without being aware of it.

Laxton could only stand by while Rolfsen gradually realized what Dorothy wanted. A light of intelligence dawned upon his stolid face. He nodded and smiled, took some of the notes and handed the rest back to her. Then he jumped with his clumsy boots into the rocking motorboat and stood waiting for her.

Dorothy took her hat and coat from her father and prepared to jump in. Laxton looked round him wildly, at the towering cliffs of the fjord, at the blue water and the blue sky, and the red evening sun, as if he doubted even the reality of these things.

Dorothy! he said. You cant go like this. What is it all about?

For answer Dorothy put her hand in Rolfsens and sprang down into the boat among the fish scales. Rolfsen addressed himself to starting up his motor, while the assembled village began to cast off the painters.

Dorothy! said Laxton, in one final appeal. Then he yielded to the current madness. Look here, you cant go by yourself. Ill come with you.

For answer the motor burst into a roar.

I dont want you, said Dorothy clearly. Rolfsen leaped to the tiller, and the boat surged away from the pier. It roared down the bay, pitching as it met the ocean swell. Then it disappeared from sight as it rounded the headland, and Laxton was left alone on the pier, with a wondering village eyeing him, and a congealing loin of mutton still waiting him up at the inn.

Dorothy sat among the fish scales; her knuckles were white with the tightness of her grip upon the thwart.

Hurry, hurry, hurry, she said to herself, and the motor roared its encouragement. The wind even on this glorious day was cold out at sea, and soon there were splashes of spray coming in over the bow, but Dorothy noticed neither. All she could think of was Pethwick in London, with a problem of world-wide importance on his hands, facing enormous difficulties and enormous perils, without a friend at his side.

She had forgotten his unfaithfulness; never once during that whole mad journey did she think about the Pethwick child that was soon to be born. She could only think of Pethwick encountering a rising tide of public indignation and public savagery. She did not even think about disarmament; it was only Pethwick. She must not leave him unbefriended in this crisis.

Hurry, hurry, hurry, she said.

The blue sea changed to grey as the sun dipped lower. Rolfsen, at the tiller, lit his pipe and held his oilskin closer to him. The cliffs of the coastline dwindled and diminished as the boat cut a chord across the shallow arc of the land, and the boat began to pitch more wildly still. Soon Dorothy was sick. She clutched the thwart and vomited hideously, but not even the miseries of sea-sickness could make her forget the need for speed, and Pethwicks need for comfort and succour. The hours went by, and the cliffs began to grow larger again as the boat approached the land.

Close on the port side they passed a long reef of rocks, over which the sea boiled in white fury, and then Rolfsen put the tiller over and headed direct for the shore, steering apparently for an unbroken line of cliffs. But in half an hour the mouth of a fjord became apparent, and ten minutes after that they were swinging round the headland.

As they opened up the length of the fjord Rolfsen spoke for the first time and pointed ahead. It was the local steamer which he indicated; she had cast off from the pier and was leading down the bay. Dorothy beat her hands together frantically, and Rolfsen nodded reassurance. He turned the boat a trifle, and, leaping on the thwart, he bellowed like a bull across the quiet water.

There was a bustle on deck, and five minutes later the boat surged up alongside the steamer, to where a rope ladder was waiting. With a kick and a struggle Dorothy scrambled on to the low deck, under the eyes of the Norwegian fisherwives and German tourists and the supercilious gaze of the inevitable couple of English people to be found on any deck anywhere in August.

That was well so far, but when Dorothy reached Oslo in the afternoon there was delay. There was nothing  not even an aeroplane  to help her on her way to England until next morning. The travel agencies were sympathetic but firm. Dorothy had to spend the night in an hotel, trying to sleep, but failing, and catching herself saying to herself every five minutes, Hurry, hurry, hurry all unavailingly.

The morning brought her a far more recent copy of The Times, Saturdays edition, only two days old, and in it she read of the Fresh Threats by the Peacemaker, and of the universal condemnation of the Peacemakers methods. She guessed that Pethwick must be in serious danger. He must be in need of counsel and advice and friendship. There was never a doubt in her mind but that he was playing a lone hand, pitting his own unaided efforts against the world. All her knowledge as a student of history told her of the fate of the men who had tried to impose reform by force  Joseph II, of Austria, was the one she had most clearly in mind  and she had no doubt, now, as to Pethwicks ultimate failure.

And his failure would put him in serious danger, danger of violence, of prison. He would be held up to the scorn and derision of the world, her father would dismiss him from the staff of the Liverpool School, and he would be plunged into poverty and starvation. Her only thought was that she must be by his side.



The afternoon found her on board the steamer for England, dreadfully tired, horribly sea-sick, fretting herself to rags as the steamer ploughed its slow way through the fog, with the siren continuously sounding. When at last, after miserable delays, she set foot on English ground again, almost the first sight to meet her eyes were the ranged placards of the book-stall. Peacemaker Causes Deaths, said one. Find the Peacemaker! said another.

She bought every paper she could find, and read them feverishly in the train from Humber to London. The first headlines she read stared at her from the page in words of doom. The Innocent Blood, she read. Then followed a lurid account of last nights panic in the Tube trains; it described the murdered children and the injured women, the madness and the confusion which had overwhelmed London on Bank Holiday evening, the most important holiday in the working peoples year. No words could be too bad for the man who had caused all this damage; Dorothy glanced feverishly through column after column of fierce condemnation.

Dorothy bitterly told herself, as she read, that the hidden powers opposed to disarmament were rallying, and directing this offensive upon the Peacemaker. She tried to assure herself that all this was merely so much propaganda, to be discounted as heavily as all propaganda should be discounted, but she found no comfort in that.

The next newspaper was the one which had said Find the Peacemaker! on its contents bill. The words were repeated as a headline on the front page. This paper called upon the people of England, and more especially the people of London, to hunt down this slayer of children.

Some historically well-read person on the staff instanced the case of Napoleon on the island of Lobau, at the crossing of the Danube, who paraded his whole army at the news that there were spies present, and ordered every man to look at the man on his right and the man on his left, and to call his officer if either appeared suspicious. Every spy in the ranks was at once detected by this means, and  as the article accentuated with bloodthirsty cunning  every spy was promptly shot.

The people of London must do the same. As the Peacemaker must be somewhere in London, let everyone consider deeply whether his neighbor on the right or his neighbor on the left might be he. Hotel proprietors, lodging-house keepers, house agents, all must make the same effort. The newspaper contemplated the consequent reign of terror which would probably take place with equanimity, much as a year or two before it had seen no harm in the possible institution of a dictatorship. The Peacemaker must be routed out, taken, and punished.

The article went on to find satisfaction in the fact that this freak of the Peacemakers had exasperated everybody so much that the paper was confident that everyone would organize to catch him.

There was this point to be made quite clear, that the law of England contained no punishment fitting for the miscreant. It was quite possible that justice might in this case miscarry, and if the Peacemaker fell into the hands of the police he might get off with some absurd sentence like five years. That would be intolerable; the newspaper yearned for the existence of laws like those of Henry VIII, which contemplated burning or boiling alive as usual events. Men who committed robbery with violence were to this day flogged as well as imprisoned. Ethically, the Peacemaker was as guilty as they; had he not tried by violence to rob the English people of their most sacred possession, constitutional government? Let everyone bear this well in mind.

Dorothy put down the newspaper; she felt sick again, and not sea-sick or train-sick, either. The very next newspaper she picked up was the evening paper under the same ownership as the one she had just been reading, and this, too, bore the headline Find the Peacemaker. It announced with triumph that the suggestion made that morning to form organizations to hunt down the Peacemaker had met with enthusiastic praise. Already there were such organizations being formed; they quoted examples in the City, in Crouch End, in Acton.

That showed that the heart of the English people was as sound as ever, and was not enfeebled by all this poisonous Pacifist stuff which had lamentably got into circulation lately. There could be no doubt that before very long the Peacemaker would be laid by the heels and would meet with his deserts, and England would have triumphantly freed herself from the suspicion, under which she labored in the eyes of other nations, that she was tainted with the desire for disarmament, with Pacifism, and with similar Bolshevist doctrines.

Dorothys mouth tightened into a hard line. She knew the day had come when the label Pacifist could be applied to a man as a term of reproach, just as in other days it was usual to style ones opponent as Radicals, or Methodists, or Atheists, or Mormons.

Yet Dorothy did not follow up this line of thought. The historical development of the movement in favor of disarmament meant little to her at the moment. All she wanted was to be at Pethwicks side. She found herself sitting forward in the railway carriage, with the piled-up newspapers round her, her elbows on her knees, saying to herself, Hurry, hurry, hurry. The rhythm of the train beat out a monotonous chorus.

At the terminus she was the first out of the train, the first into a taxicab. She gave the driver Pethwicks address. What she was going to do there she had not the least idea, but she would not endure a moments delay before seeing him. Her clothes were crushed and shabby with travel, and she felt filthy, but, although the idea occurred to her, she would not go home first to change. She tried ineffectively to brush herself clean with her hands as they drove through the streets.

The taxicab slithered on the tramlines of the familiar High Street; it passed Lenhams garage and the Library, and then Dorothy had to put her head but of the window to direct the driver to turn up Verulam Road. Verulam Road was thick with people, and as they reached the corner of Launceton Avenue Dorothy knew she had arrived too late.



It is ironical that a woman like Mary Pethwick should have twice diverted the course of the history of the world; that by one betrayal she should have brought the Peacemaker into being, and by another have annihilated him. Even Judas had only the one opportunity. But her husband had exasperated her beyond all endurance. On Bank Holiday he had been out until very late at night, and condescended to no attempt at explaining his absence at a moment when Mary would rather have been told the lie she was expecting than that she should be so ignored. And on the Tuesday following Bank Holiday, on the 8th of August, his behavior was worse still. Immediately after reading The Times at breakfast he had plunged from the room.

Mary had found him afterwards walking around the house, wandering from room to room, into her kitchen, up and down the hallway, up and down the stairs, until she was furious with him, and yet he had said no word to her. She had scolded him sharply for getting in her way, and elicited no reply. Then he went up into the spare bedroom, which was such an unusual thing for him to do that she followed him there, as was only to be expected, and demanded what in the world he wanted there.

And then at last he had turned on her, with his face as white as a sheet and distorted with some emotion or other, and he had taken her by the shoulders as though to shake her. But on the instant he had calmed himself and had merely turned her round and pushed her gently out of the room, and not before she had caught sight of a brand-new suitcase which she had never seen before.

The door was shut upon her before she could ask why or wherefore, and of course it was a point on which she demanded information. She could not be expected to tolerate the presence in the house of an unexplained suitcase, especially when her husband had earlier announced his unalterable decision to go to Paris soon. She tried to open the door to ask questions, but Pethwick held it against her, and when she pushed upon it he turned the key in the lock.

Mary could not bear to be locked out of anywhere. The bare thought of it drove her perfectly frantic. She beat upon the door with her fists; she even went downstairs and brought up the coal hammer and battered ineffectually with that, chipping off the paint and denting the wood, but not effecting an entrance. It was maddening that her husband should lock himself in there away from her, where she could not see what he was doing, and the more she went to the sideboard cupboard the more frightened she became.

In the end it was perfectly excusable, considering her condition, that she should put on her shabby hat and her unbrushed coat and go out to where she could find comfort, and where, sitting in the comfortable bar, she could whisper what she wanted to say to someone else, who at first smiled and did not believe her, but who, on her repeated and vehement assurances, gradually became convinced, and convinced to such an extent that in the end he rose up and went out through the swinging doors to carry the word.

And the dark planning which had reached its maturity thus in Marys mind had been cunning and well-timed. She had chosen the right recipient for the news, so that although the word was passed from mouth to mouth all through that long afternoon, no whisper reached the police. It was only when evening came that it even reached the newspaper men, and then it was too late.

All through that afternoon Mary sat downstairs, only near drunk, while Pethwick remained locked in the spare bedroom, mourning the dead children, face to face with failure, trying most desperately hard to decide what he should do next. He had set his mind to the task, and he was not the type which withdraws when the work is only half completed. But to carry on, in face of the rising-tide of hatred  which even The Times indicated, although he had seen nothing of the inflammatory articles in the cheaper press  and with the knowledge that he had killed little children, seemed just as difficult.

He was desperately miserable; he seemed quite unable to come to any decision or to form any plan. It was not until late in the day that in desperation, to distract his tortured mind, he laid out his apparatus on the floor, and got out his long sheaf of calculations and tried to concentrate upon continuing the mathematical side of his investigations. He hoped that an hour or two of higher mathematics would clear his brain, or would, at any rate, tire it so that this torturing river of thought would cease.

Mary was ready to open the door to them when they came, half a dozen of them up the path to knock on the door and a dozen more waiting on the pavement outside. Only half of them were hooligans, street book-makers runners and such-like; the others were high-spirited young men of unimpeachable record, and the youngest was Henry Laxton, junior, bronzed and fit from his period at the O.T.C. camp. They were not going to kill Pethwick; they only intended to take him out and duck him in the lake on the common, just to teach him a lesson before the police got hold of him.

I was expecting you boys, said Mary, when she opened the door. Hes upstairs  locked himself in this morning. That room.



They went up the stairs and knocked on the door.

We want you, Pethwick, said the quiet leader, and at the sound of the strange voice Pethwick rose and opened the door.

They took him by the arms and dragged him out, not resisting very much, with on his face the half-hearted, good-natured smile he had worn as a boy when he had been ragged at school. The circumstances seemed just the same to him, and the memory of those times came flooding back to him.

They brought him downstairs, and as they led him into the street the quiet leader said to the hooligans:

There are all his infernal machines upstairs. See that nothings left of them.

And on that invitation they poured up the stairs and they pounded his apparatus to pieces, and they took all his pages of closely written calculations and tore them into fragments and piled them on the floor and set fire to them, and, their appetite for destruction growing, they ranged through the house, breaking open drawers, and every scrap of paper they found they piled upon the flames, with broken furniture, until they had set the whole house well alight, so that when the fire engine arrived the firemen had to complete the destruction of all Pethwicks work in extinguishing the flames with their hoses and their chemicals.

Out in the street they led Pethwick towards the common. But now the news spread like wildfire that they had caught the Peacemaker. People came pouring out of their houses. From the slums on the other side of the High Street came more hooligans, running and shouting. Some of them remembered the happy war-time days when German bakers and linen-drapers had had their shops sacked. The streets filled with a yelling crowd of mischief-makers and of exasperated people, in the midst of which Pethwick was borne along, now and again lifted off his feet by the press. It is not known who it was that threw the first stone, but it is to be hoped that it was somebody without sin. It struck Pethwick on the cheek, and the blood poured down, and the crowd yelled.

That was when Dorothy saw him, head and shoulders above the crowd, the blood on his cheek. But on his face was still the same dazed, good-natured smile. She could comfort herself, afterwards, with the thought that he was unafraid. Then into the mob came charging the half-dozen rescuers with young Lenham at their head  Lenham had heard the news, and his dark face was set hard with his determination not to let Pethwick suffer.

There were blows struck, and the mob surged and eddied this way and that, and Pethwick went down among the trampling feet, and rose again, bruised and dazed, until someone unknown, in the press of the battle, struck him down again with a cowards blow, so that he fell once beneath the feet of the mob pouring over him in their aimless riot for five wild minutes, until the police at last came fighting their way up Verulam Road. He was still breathing when they found him, but not for long.


The African Queen
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Published in 1935 by Heinemann in Britain and by Little, Brown in America, The African Queen is as well-known as the Hornblower novels, although this is a stand-alone story. A film adaptation of the novel was made in 1951; directed by John Huston, starring Humphrey Bogart as Charlie Allnutt and Katharine Hepburn as Rose Sayer. To avoid Bogart having to attempt a fake Cockney accent (which he was actually incapable of doing), the character was changed to Canadian origins and various alterations were made to the plot for dramatic effect. Despite the less than faithful use of the original storyline, the film was a huge success, giving Bogart his only Academy Award, for Best Actor. Although some scenes were shot in the safety of a British film studio, the footage in the tall reeds was partly shot on location in Africa, where Bogart had to endure leeches attached to him as he played out his part in the water. The African Queen is the name of the vessel upon which much of the story takes place. 

The narrative introduces us to Rose Sayer, the sister of Samuel Sayer, a British missionary in Tanganyika (now Tanzania), in the late summer of 1914, shortly after the start of the First World War. Rose is thirty-three years old and a spinster, who has cared for Samuel as a housekeeper and companion, but who now sadly is nursing her beloved and revered brother through his final illness. They are the last inhabitants of a small village that has literally been removed  people, supplies, buildings and all  by the Germans, with only the Sayers small bungalow remaining. Samuel dies soon after the story begins and although Rose appears a defenceless young European woman alone in Central Africa, she is no shrinking violet. She has spent the past ten years working as a missionary and although she is very upset at her brothers death, she is equally angry that the mission to which so much of her adult life has been devoted has been destroyed by the Germans. 

Von Hanneken is the German that has been charged with the task of defending his nations Central African territory against the enemy; he is responsible for the decimation of the village and the ruination of the Sayers mission. Rose is implacably opposed to Von Hannekens own militaristic mission and fervently wishes she could strike a blow for Britain against the Germans. As this somewhat unchristian thought crystallises in her mind, Charlie Allnutt appears. He is a Cockney that works for a Belgian gold mining company two hundred miles away, but he is known to the Sayers. Roses brother disapproved of him as a man that had too many sinful attributes, but in her moment of bereavement, loneliness and anger, Rose sees only an opportunity to strike a blow at the Germans. 

Allnutt is the sole crew and skipper (now that his small crew have deserted him through fear of conscription) of the African Queen, a steam powered launch that belongs to the Belgian mining company. He reveals to Rose that on board the vessel he has plenty of tinned food, two tanks of oxygen, two hundredweight of blasting gelignite  plus two thousand fags and two bottles of gin! Thus, once Samuel has been hastily buried by Allnutt, Rose is only too glad to step aboard the comparative safety African Queen, even though she is a squat [and] flat bottomed vessel with a tattered awning and a stumpy funnel, engine and boiler set amidships. The vessel is unkempt, with peeling paint and an overall sense of decay, but Rose can see the potential for African Queen to strike a blow for Britain in the war. Whilst listening to Allnutts untutored yet astute summing up of the German position in that region, Rose formulates a plan. 

On Lake Wittelsbach, a German gunboat polices the waters, keeping them free from pirates, but also acting as first line of defence against invasion. Rose and Allnutt have a significant quantity of explosives on the African Queen. Can the two isolated British citizens stage a daring attack on the German vessel by utilising their cargo? A plot is developed, but in order to carry it out, the pair must take African Queen down to the lake itself, which means dealing with some very hazardous circumstances. As well as the physical problems of accessing the lake, the unlikely pair have to try to get along. Allnutt is mercurial and indecisive  even lacking in courage - and can be uncouth. The more sedate Rose, whilst she is focussed and strong willed, cannot carry out their plan without his often reluctant help. Can Allnutt and Rose really take a stand and stage a successful strike against the Germans and will they and African Queen survive the perils? Also, will the sometimes acrimonious relationship between the reluctant partners in adversity develop into something closer?

It is not without good reason that this story is one of Foresters best known tales. The humour is gentle but wry, even pithy and the characters are by no means sentimentalised. There are several entertaining scenes that show the reader that Western European rituals of respectability have to be abandoned in the crippling heat of sub-Saharan Africa; middle class Rose cannot wear her corset, such is the heat, yet in Britain for a woman to do this would be seen as decidedly slatternly. Forester does an adequate job of indicating Allnutts Cockney accent in the dialogue, although it still grates somewhat and the usual warning must be issued regarding terminology used for African people in the story. Bearing in mind the date of publication and also the fact that the story is set at the beginning of the twentieth century when colonial prejudices were rife, there is nothing to be done except to skim over these words and phrases and concentrate on the story as a cracking tale of adventure which is more than strong enough to overshadow any memories of the 1951 film adaptation. 
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: img67.jpg]

ALTHOUGH SHE HERSELF was ill enough to justify being in bed had she been a person weak-minded enough to give up, Rose Sayer could see that her brother, the Reverend Samuel Sayer, was far more ill. He was very, very weak indeed, and when he knelt to offer up the evening prayer the movement was more like an involuntary collapse than a purposed gesture, and the hands which he raised trembled violently. Rose could see, in the moment before she devoutly closed her eyes, how thin and transparent those hands were, and how the bones of the wrists could be seen with almost the definition of a skeletons.

The damp heat of the African forest seemed to be intensified with the coming of the night, which closed in upon them while they prayed. The hands which Rose clasped together were wet as though dipped in water, and she could feel the streams of sweat running down beneath her clothes as she knelt, and forming two little pools at the backs of her bent knees. It was this sensation which helped most to reconcile Roses conscience to the absence, in this her approaching middle age, of her corset  a garment without which, so she had always been taught, no woman of the age of fourteen and upwards ever appeared in public. A corset, in fact, was quite an impossibility in Central Africa, although Rose had resolutely put aside, as promptings of the evil one, all the thoughts she had occasionally found forming in her mind of wearing no underclothing at all beneath her white drill frock.

Under the stress of this wet heat that notion even returned at this solemn moment of prayer, but Rose spurned it away and bent her mind once more with anguished intensity to the prayer which Samuel was offering in his feeble voice and with his halting utterance. Samuel prayed for heavenly guidance in the ordering of their lives, and for the forgiveness of their sins. Then as he began to utter his customary petition for the blessing of God upon the mission, his voice faltered more and more. The mission, to which they had given their lives, could hardly be said to exist, now that von Hanneken and his troops had descended upon the place and had swept off the entire village, converts and heathen alike, to be soldiers or bearers in the Army of German Central Africa, which he was assembling. Livestock and poultry, pots and pans and foodstuffs, all had been taken, even the portable chapel, leaving only the mission bungalow standing on the edge of the deserted clearing. So the weakness vanished from Samuels voice as he went on to pray that the awful calamity of war which had descended upon the world would soon pass away, that the slaughter and destruction would cease, and that when they had regained their sanity men would turn from war to universal peace. And with the utterance of the last of his petition Samuels voice grew stronger yet, as he prayed that the Almighty would bless the arms of England and carry her safely through this the severest of all her trials, and would crown her efforts with victory over the godless militarists who had brought about this disaster. There was a ring of fighting spirit in Samuels voice as he said this, and an Old Testament flavour in his speech, as another Samuel had once prayed for victory over the Amalekites.

Amen! Amen! Amen! sobbed Rose with her head bowed over her clasped hands.

They knelt in silence for a few seconds when the prayer was finished, and then they rose to their feet. There was still just light enough for Rose to see Samuels white-clad figure and his white face as he stood there swaying. She made no move to light the lamp. Now that German Central Africa was in arms against England no one could tell when next they would be able to obtain oil, or matches. They were cut off from all communication with the world save through hostile territory.

I think, sister, said Samuel, faintly, that I shall retire now.

Rose did not help him to undress  they were brother and sister and strictly brought up and it would have been impossible to her unless he had been quite incapable of helping himself  but she crept in in the dark after he was in bed to see that his mosquito curtains were properly closed round him.

Good night, sister, said Samuel. Even in that sweltering heat his teeth were chattering.

She herself went back to her own room and lay on her string bed in a torment of heat, although she wore only her thin nightdress. Outside she could hear the noise of the African night, the howling of the monkeys, the shriek of some beast of prey and the bellow of crocodiles down by the river, with, as an accompaniment to it all  so familiar that she did not notice it  the continuous high-pitched whine of the cloud of mosquitoes outside her curtains.

It may have been midnight before she fell asleep, moving uneasily in the heat, but it was almost dawn when she awoke. Samuel must have been calling to her. Barefooted, she hurried out of her bedroom and across the living-room into Samuels room. But if Samuel had been sufficiently conscious to call to her he was not so now. Most of what he was saying seemed unintelligible. For a moment it appeared as if he was explaining the failure of his life to the tribunal before which he was so soon to appear.

The poor Mission, he said, and  It was the Germans, the Germans.

He died very soon after that, while Rose wept at his bedside. When her paroxysm of grief passed away she slowly got to her feet. The morning sun was pouring down upon the forest and lighting the deserted clearing, and she was all alone.

The fear which followed her grief did not last long. Rose Sayer had not lived to the age of thirty-three, had not spent ten years in the Central African forest, without acquiring a capable self-reliance to add to the simple faith of her religion. It was not long before a wild resentment against Germany and the Germans began to inflame her as she stood in the quiet bungalow with the dead man. She told herself that Samuel would not have died if his heart had not been broken by the catastrophe of von Hannekens requisitions. It was that which had killed Samuel, the sight of the labours of ten years being swept away in an hour.

Rose told herself that the Germans had worse than Samuels death upon their souls. They had injured the work of God; Rose had no illusion how much Christianity would be left to the converts after a campaign in the forest in the ranks of a native army of which ninety-nine men out of a hundred would be rank heathen.

Rose knew the forest. In a vague way she could picture a war fought over a hundred thousand square miles of it. Even if any of the mission converts were to survive they would never make their way back to the mission  and even if they should, Samuel was dead.

Rose tried to persuade herself that this damage done to the holy cause was a worse sin than being instrumental in Samuels death, but she could not succeed in doing so. From childhood she had been taught to love and admire her brother. When she was only a girl he had attained the wonderful, almost mystic distinction of the ministry, and was invested in her eyes with all the superiority which that implied. Her very father and mother, hard devout Christians that they were, who had never spared the rod in the upbringing of their children, deferred to him then, and heard his words with respect. It was solely due to him that she had risen in the social scale over the immeasurable gap between being a small tradesmans daughter and a ministers sister. She had been his housekeeper and the most devoted of his admirers, his most faithful disciple and his most trusted helper for a dozen years. There is small wonder at her feeling an un-Christian rancour against the nation who had caused his death.

And naturally she could not see the other side of the question. Von Hanneken, with no more than five hundred white men in a colony peopled by a million Negroes of whom not more than a few thousand even knew they were subjects of the German flag, had to face the task of defending German Central Africa against the attacks of the overwhelming forces which would instantly be directed upon him. It was his duty to fight to the bitter end, to keep occupied as many of the enemy as possible for as long as possible, and to die in the last ditch if necessary while the real decision was being fought out in France. Thanks to the British command of the sea he could expect no help whatever from outside; he must depend on his own resources entirely, while there was no limit to the reinforcements which might reach the enemy. It was only natural, then, that with German military thoroughness he should have called up every man and woman and child within reach, as bearers or soldiers, and that he should have swept away every atom of food or material he could lay his hands on.

Rose saw no excuse for him at all. She remembered she had always disliked the Germans. She remembered how on her first arrival in the colony with her brother German officialdom had plagued them with inquisitions and restrictions, had treated them with scorn and contempt, and with the suspicion which German officials would naturally evince at the intrusion of a British missionary in a German colony. She found she hated their manners, their morals, their laws, and their ideals  in fact Rose was carried away in the wave of international hatred which engulfed the rest of the world in August 1914.

Had not her martyred brother prayed for the success of British arms and the defeat of the Germans? She looked down at the dead man, and into her mind there flowed a river of jagged Old Testament texts which he might have employed to suit the occasion. She yearned to strike a blow for England, to smite the Amalekites, the Philistines, the Midianites. Yet even as the hot wave of fervour swept over her she pulled herself up with scorn of herself for day-dreaming. Here she was alone in the Central African forest, alone with a dead man. There was no possible chance of her achieving anything.

It was at this very moment that Rose looked out across the veranda of the bungalow and saw Opportunity peering cautiously at her from the edge of the clearing. She did not recognize it as Opportunity; she had no idea that the man who had appeared there would be the instrument she would employ to strike her blow for England. All she recognized at the moment was that it was Allnutt, the Cockney engineer employed by the Belgian gold-mining company two hundred miles up the river  a man her brother had been inclined to set his face sternly against as an un-Christian example.

But it was an English face, and a friendly one, and the sight of it made her more appreciative of the horrors of solitude in the forest. She hurried on to the veranda and waved a welcome to Allnutt.


CHAPTER TWO
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ALLNUTT WAS STILL apprehensive. He looked round him cautiously as he picked his way through the native gardens towards her.

Wheres everybody, miss? he asked as he came up to her.

Theyve all gone, said Rose.

Wheres the Reverend  your brother?

Hes in there  Hes dead, said Rose.

Her lips began to tremble a little as they stood there in the blazing sunlight, but she would not allow herself to show weakness. She shut her mouth like a trap into its usual hard line.

Dead, is e? Thats bad, miss, said Allnutt  but it was clear that for the moment his sympathy was purely perfunctory. Allnutts apprehension was such that he could only think about one subject at a time. He had to go on asking questions.

Ave the Germans been ere, miss? he asked.

Yes, said Rose. Look.

The wave of her hand indicated the bare central circle of the village. Had it not been for von Hanneken this would have been thronged with a native market, full of chattering, smiling Negroes with chickens and eggs and a hundred other things for barter, and there would have been naked pot-bellied children running about, and a few cows in sight, and women working in the gardens, and perhaps a group of men coming up from the direction of the river laden with fish. As it was there was nothing, only the bare earth and the ring of deserted huts, and the silent forest hemming them in.

Its like ell, isnt it, miss? said Allnutt. Up at the mine I found it just the sime when I got back from Limbasi. Clean sweep of everything. What theyve done with the Belgians God only knows. And God elp em, too. I wouldnt like to be a prisoner in the forest of that long chap with the glass eye  Annekens is nime, isnt it, miss? Not a thing stirring at the mine until a nigger whod esciped showed up. My niggers just bolted for the woods when they eard the news. Dont know if they were afride of me or the Germans. Just skipped in the night and left me with the launch.

The launch? said Rose, sharply.

Yerss, miss. The African Queen. Id been up the river to Limbasi with the launch for stores. Up there theyd eard about this war, but they didnt think von Anneken would fight. Just anded the stuff over to me and let me go agine. I fort all the time it wouldnt be as easy as they said. Bet theyre sorry now. Bet von Anneken done the sime to them as e done at the mine. But e asnt got the launch, nor yet whats in er, which ed be glad to ave, I dare say.

And whats that? demanded Rose.

Blasting gelatine, miss. Eight boxes of it. An tinned grub. An cylinders of oxygen and hydrogen for that weldin job on the crusher. Eaps of things. Old von Annekend find a use for it all. Trust im for that.

They were inside the bungalow now, and Allnutt took off his battered sun-hat as he realized he was in the presence of death. He bowed his head and lapsed into unintelligibility. Garrulous as he might be when talking of war or of his own experiences, he was a poor hand at formal condolences. But there was one obvious thing to say.

Scuse me, miss, but ow long as e been dead?

He died this morning, said Rose. The same thought came into her mind as was already in Allnutts. In the tropics a dead man must be buried within six hours, and Allnutt was further obsessed with his desire to get away quickly, to retire again to his sanctuary in the river backwaters far from German observation.

Ill bury im, miss, said Allnutt. Dont you worry yourself, miss. Ill do it all right. I know some of the service. Ive eard it often enough.

I have my prayer book here. I can read the service, she said, keeping her voice from trembling.

Allnutt came out on the veranda again. His shifty gaze swept the edge of the forest for Germans, before it was directed upon the clearing to find a site for a grave.

Just thered be the best place, he said. The groundll be light there and ed like to be in the shide, I expect. Where can I find a spide, miss?

The pressing importance of outside affairs was of such magnitude in Allnutts mind that he could not help but say, in the midst of the grisly business 

Wed better be quick, miss, in case the Germans come back agine.

And when it was all over and Rose stood in sorrow beside the grave with its makeshift cross. Allnutt moved restlessly beside her.

Come on darn to the river, miss, he urged. Lets get awye from ere.

Down through the forest towards the river ran a steep path; where it reached the marshy flats it degenerated into something worse than a track. Sometimes they were up to their knees in mud. They slipped and staggered, sweating under the scanty load of Roses possessions. Sometimes tree-roots gave them momentary foothold. At every step the rank marigold smell of the river grew stronger in their nostrils. Then they emerged from the dense vegetation into blinding sunlight again. The launch swung at anchor, bow upstream, close to the waters edge. The rushing brown water made a noisy ripple round anchor chain and bows.

Careful now, miss, said Allnutt. Put your foot on that stump. Thats right.

Rose sat in the launch which was to be so terribly important to her and looked about her. The launch hardly seemed worthy of her grandiloquent name of African Queen. She was squat, flat-bottomed, and thirty feet long. Her paint was peeling off her, and she reeked of decay. A tattered awning roofed in six feet of the stern; amidships stood the engine and boiler, with the stumpy funnel reaching up just higher than the awning. Rose could feel the heat from the thing where she sat, as an addition to the heat of the sun.

Excuse me, miss, said Allnutt. He knelt in the bottom of the boat and addressed himself to the engine. He hauled out a panful of hot ashes and dumped them over-side with a sizzle and a splutter. He filled the furnace with fresh wood from the pile beside him, and soon smoke appeared from the funnel and Rose could hear the roar of the draught. The engine began to sigh and splutter  Rose was later to come to know the sequence of sounds so well  and then began to leak grey pencils of steam. In fact the most noticeable point about the appearance of the engine was the presence of those leaks of steam, which poured out here, there, and everywhere from it. Allnutt peered at his gauges, thrust some more wood into the furnace, and then leaped forward round the engine. With grunts and heaves at the small windlass he proceeded to haul in the anchor, the sweat pouring from him in rivers. As the anchor came clear and the rushing current began to sweep the boat in to the bank he came dashing aft again to the engine. There was a clanking noise, and Rose felt the propeller begin to vibrate beneath her. Allnutt thrust mightily at the muddy bank with a long pole, snatched the latter on board again, and then came rushing aft to the tiller.

Excuse me, miss, said Allnutt again. He swept her aside unceremoniously as he put the tiller over just in time to save the boat from running into the bank. They headed, grinding and clattering, out into the racing brown water.

I fort, miss, said Allnutt, ow we might find somewhere quiet beind a island where we couldnt be seen. Then we could talk about what we could do.

I should think that would be best, said Rose.

The river Ulanga at this point of its course has a rather indefinite channel. It loops and it winds, and its banks are marshy, and it is studded with islands  so frequent indeed are the islands that in some reaches the river appears to be more like a score of different channels winding their way tortuously through clumps of vegetation. The African Queen churned her slow way against the current, quartering across the broad arm in which they had started. Half a mile up on the other bank half a dozen channels offered themselves, and Allnutt swung the boats nose towards the midmost of them.

Would you mind olding this tiller, miss, just as it is now? asked Allnutt.

Rose silently took hold of the iron rod; it was so hot that it seemed to burn her hand. She held it resolutely, with almost a thrill at feeling the African Queen waver obediently in her course as she shifted the tiller ever so little. Allnutt was violently active once more. He had pulled open the furnace door and thrust in a few more sticks of fuel, and then he scrambled up into the bows and stood balanced on the cargo, peering up the channel for snags and shoals.

Port a little, miss, he called. Pull it over this side, I mean. Thats it! Steady!

The boat crawled up into a narrow tunnel formed by the meeting of the foliage overhead. Allnutt came leaping back over the cargo, and shut off the engine so that the propeller ceased to vibrate. Then he dashed into the bows once more, and just as the trees at Roses side began apparently to move forward again as the current overcame the boats way, he let go the anchor with a crash and rattle, and almost without a jerk the African Queen came to a standstill in the green-lighted channel. As the noise of the anchor chain died away a great silence seemed to close in upon them, the silence of a tropical river at noon. There was only to be heard the rush and gurgle of the water, and the sighing and spluttering of the engine. The green coolness might almost have been paradise. And then with a rush came the insects from the island thickets. They came in clouds, stinging mercilessly.

Allnutt came back into the sternsheets. A cigarette hung from his upper lip; Rose had not the faintest idea when he had lighted it, but that dangling cigarette was the finishing touch to Allnutts portrait. Without it he looked incomplete. In later years Rose could never picture Allnutt to herself without a cigarette  generally allowed to go out  stuck to his upper lip half-way between the centre and the left corner of his mouth. A thin straggling beard, only a few score black hairs in all, was beginning to sprout on his lean cheeks. He still seemed restless and unnerved, as he battled with the flies, but now that they were away from the dangerous mainland he was better able to master his jumpiness, or at least to attempt to conceal it under an appearance of jocularity.

Well, ere we are, miss, he said. Safe. And sound, as you might say. The question is, wot next?

Rose was slow of speech and of decision. She remained silent while Allnutts nervousness betrayed itself in further volubility.

Weve got eaps of grub ere, miss, so were all right as far as that goes. Two thousand fags. Two cases of gin. We can stay ere for months, if we want to. Question is, do we? Ow long dyou fink this warll last, miss?

Rose could only look at him in silence. The implication of his speech was obvious  he was suggesting that they should remain here in this marshy backwater until the war should be over and they could emerge in safety. And it was equally obvious that he thought it easily the best thing to do, provided that their stores were sufficient. He had not the remotest idea of striking a blow for England. Roses astonishment kept her from replying, and allowed free rein to Allnutts garrulity.

Trouble is, said Allnutt, we dont know which way elpll come. I spose theyre going to fight. Old von Anneken doesnt seem to be in two minds about it, does e? If our lot comes from the sea theyd fight their way up the railway to Limbasi, I spose. But that wouldnt be much elp, when all is said an done. If they was to, though, we could stay ere an just go up to Limbasi when the time came. I dont know that wouldnt be best, after all. Course, they might come down from British East. Theyd stand a better chance of catching von Anneken that way, although unting for im in the forest wont be no childs play. But if they do that, well ave im between us an them all the time. Same if they come from Rhodesia or Portuguese East. Were in a bit of a fix whichever way you look at it, miss.

Allnutts native Cockney wit combined with his knowledge of the country enabled him to expatiate with fluency on the strategical situation. At that very moment sweating generals were racking their brains over appreciations very similar  although differently worded  drawn up for them by their staffs. An invasion of German Central Africa in the face of a well-led enemy was an operation not lightly to be contemplated.

One things sure, anyway, miss. They wont come up from the Congo side. Not even if the Belgians want to. Theres only one way to come that way, and thats across the Lake. And nothing wont cross the Lake while the Louisas there.

Thats true enough, agreed Rose.

The Königin Luise, whose name Allnutt characteristically anglicized to Louisa, was the police steamer which the German government maintained on the Lake. Rose remembered when she had been brought up from the coast, overland, in sections, eight years before. The country had been swept for bearers and workmen then as now, for there had been roads to hack through the forest, and enormous burdens to be carried. The Königin Luises boiler needed to be transported in one piece, and every furlong of its transport had cost the life of a man in the forest. Once she had been assembled and launched, however, she had swept the lake free immediately from the canoe pirates who had infested its waters from time immemorial. With her ten-knot speed she could run down any canoe fleet, and with her six-pounder gun she could shell any pirate village into submission, so that commerce had begun to develop on the Lake, and agriculture had begun to spread along such of its shores as were not marshy, and the Königin Luise, turning for the moment her sword into a ploughshare, had carried on such an efficient mail and passenger service across the Lake that the greater part of German Central Africa was now more accessible from the Atlantic coast across the whole width of the Belgian Congo than from the Indian Ocean.

Yet it was a very significant lesson in sea power that the bare mention of the name of the Königin Luise was sufficient to convince two people with a wide experience of the country, like Rose and Allnutt, of the impregnability of German Central Africa on the side of the Congo. No invasion whatever could be pushed across the Lake in the face of a hundred-ton steamer with a six-pounder popgun. Germany ruled the waters of the Lake as indisputably as England ruled those of the Straits of Dover, and the advantage to Germany which could be derived from this localized sea power was instantly obvious to the two in the launch.

If it wasnt for the Louisa, said Allnutt, there wouldnt be no trouble here. Old von Anneken couldnt last a month if they could get at im across the Lake. But as it is 

Allnutts gesture indicated that, screened on the other three sides by the forest, von Hanneken might prolong his resistance indefinitely. Allnutt tapped his cigarette with his finger so that the ash fell down on his dirty white coat. That saved the trouble of detaching the cigarette from his lip.

But all this doesnt get us any nearer ome, does it, miss? But b  bless me if I can fink what we can do.

We must do something for England, said Rose, instantly. She would have said, We must do our bit, if she had been acquainted with the wartime slang which was at that moment beginning to circulate in England. But what she said meant the same thing, and it did not sound too melodramatic in the African forest.

Coo! said Allnutt.

His notion had been to put the maximum possible distance between himself and the struggle; he had taken it for granted that this war, like other wars, should be fought by the people paid and trained for the purpose. Out of touch with the patriotic fervour of the Press, nothing had been farther from his thoughts than that he should interfere. Even his travels, which had necessarily been extensive, had not increased his patriotism beyond the point to which it had been brought by the waving of a penny Union Jack on Empire Day at his board school; perhaps they had even diminished it  it would be tactless to ask by what road and for what reason an Englishman came to be acting as a mechanic-of-all-work on a Belgian concession in a German colony; it was not the sort of question anyone asked, not even missionaries or their sisters.

Coo! said Allnutt again. There was something infectious, something inspiring, about the notion of doing something for England.

But after a moments excitement Allnutt put the alluring vision aside. He was a man of machinery, a man of facts, not of fancies. It was the sort of thing a kid might think of, and when you came to look into it there was nothing really there. Yet, having regard to the light which shone in Roses face it might be as well to temporize, just to humour her.

Yerss, miss, he said, if there was anyfink we could do Id be the first to say we ought ter. Whats your notion, specially?

He dropped the question carelessly enough, secure in his certainty that there was nothing she could suggest  nothing, anyway, which could stand against argument. And it seemed as if he were right. Rose put her big chin into her hand and pulled at it. Two vertical lines showed between her thick eyebrows as she tried to think. It seemed absurd that there was nothing two people with a boat full of high explosive could do to an enemy in whose midst they found themselves, and yet so it appeared. Rose sought in her mind for what little she knew about war.

Of the Russo-Japanese war all she could remember was that the Japanese were very brave men with a habit of shouting Banzai! The Boer war had been different  she was twenty then, just when Samuel had entered the ministry, and she could remember that khaki had been a fashionable colour, and that people wore buttons bearing generals portraits, and that the Queen had sent packets of chocolate to the men at the Front. She had read the newspapers occasionally at that time  it was excusable for a girl of twenty to do that in a national crisis.

Then after the Black Week, and after Roberts had gained the inevitable victories, and entered Pretoria, and come home in triumph, there had still been years of fighting. Someone called de Wet had been elusive  no one had ever mentioned him without using that adjective. He used to charge down on the railways and blow them up.

Rose sat up with a jerk, thinking at first that the inspiration had come. But next moment the hope faded. There was a railway, it was true, but it ran from a sea which was dominated by England to the head of navigation on the Ulanga at Limbasi. It would be of small use to the Germans now, and to reach any bridge along it she and Allnutt would have to go upstream to Limbasi, which might still be in German hands, and then strike out overland carrying their explosives with them, with the probability of capture at any moment. Rose had made enough forest journeys to realize the impossibility of the task, and her economical soul was pained at the thought of running a risk of that sort for a highly problematical advantage. Allnutt saw the struggle on her face.

Its a bit of a teaser, isnt it, miss? he said.

It was then that Rose saw the light.

Allnutt, she said, this river, the Ulanga, runs into the Lake, doesnt it?

The question was a disquieting one.

Well, miss, it does. But if you was thinking of going to the Lake in this launch  well, you neednt think about it any more. We cant, and thats certain.

Why not?

Rapids, miss. Rocks an cataracts an gorges. You avent been there, miss. I ave. Theres a nundred miles of rapids down there. Why, the rivers got a different nime where it comes out in the Lake to what its called up ere. Its the Bora down there. That just shows you. No one knew they was the same river until that chap Spengler 

He got down it. I remember.

Yerss, miss. In a dugout canoe. E ad half a dozen Swahili paddlers. Map making, e was. Theres places where this ole river isnt more than twenty yards wide, an the water goes shooting down there like  like out of a tap, miss. Canoe might be all right there, but we couldnt never get this ole launch through.

Then how did the launch get here, in the first place?

By rile, miss, I suppose, like all the other eavy stuff. Spect they sent er up to Limbasi from the coast in sections, and put er together on the bank. Why, they carried the Louisa to the Lake, by and, miss.

Yes, I remember.

Samuel had nearly got himself expelled from the colony because of the vehement protests he had made on behalf of the natives on that occasion. Now her brother was dead, and he had been the best man on earth.

Rose had been accustomed all her life to follow the guidance of another  her father, her mother, or her brother. She had stood stoutly by her brothers side during his endless bickerings with the German authorities. She had been his appreciative if uncomprehending audience when he had seen fit to discuss doctrine with her. For his sake she had slaved  rather ineffectively  to learn Swahili, and German, and the other languages, thereby suffering her share of the punishment which mankind had to bear (so Samuel assured her) for the sin committed at Babel. She would have been horrified if anyone had told her that if her brother had elected to be a Papist or an infidel she would have been the same, but it was perfectly true. Rose came of a stratum of society and of history in which woman adhered to her menfolks opinions. She was thinking for herself now for the first time in her life, if exception be made of housekeeping problems.

It was not easy, this forming of her own judgements; especially when it involved making an estimate of a mans character and veracity. She stared fixedly at Allnutts face, through the cloud of flies that hovered round it, and Allnutt, conscious of her scrutiny, fidgeted uncomfortably. Resolve was hardening in Roses heart.

Ten years ago she had come out here, sailing with her brother in the cheap and nasty Italian cargo boat in which the Argyll Society had secured passages for them. The first officer of that ship had been an ingratiating Italian, and not even Roses frozen spinsterhood had sufficed to keep him away. Her figure at twenty-three had displayed the promise which now at thirty-three it had fulfilled. The first officer had been unable to keep his eyes from its solid curves, and she was the only woman on board  in fact, for long intervals she was the only woman within a hundred miles  and he could no more stop himself from wooing her than he could stop breathing. He was the sort of man who would make love to a brass idol if nothing better presented itself.

It was a queer wooing, and one which had never progressed even as far as a hand-clasp  Rose had not even known that she was being made up to. But one of the manoeuvres which the Italian had adopted with which to ingratiate himself had been ingenious. At Gibraltar, at Malta, at Alexandria, at Port Said, he had spoken eloquently, in his fascinating broken English, about the far-flung British Empire, and he had called her attention to the big ships, grimly beautiful, and the White Ensign fluttering at the stern, and he had spoken of it as the flag upon which the sun never sets. It had been a subtle method of flattery, and one deserving of more success than the unfortunate Italian actually achieved.

It had caught Roses imagination for the moment, the sight of the rigid line of the Mediterranean squadron battling its way into Valetta harbour through the high steep seas of a Levanter with the red-crossed Admirals flag in the van, and the thought of the wide Empire that squadron guarded, and all the glamour and romance of Imperial dominion.

For ten years those thoughts had been suppressed out of loyalty to her brother, who was a man of peace, and saw no beauty in Empire, nor object in spending money on battleships while there remained poor to be fed and heathen to be converted. Now, with her brother dead, the thoughts surged up once more. The war he had said would never come had come at last, and had killed him with its coming. The Empire was in danger. As Rose sat sweating in the sternsheets of the African Queen she felt within her a boiling flood of patriotism. Her hands clasped and unclasped; there was a flush of pink showing through the sallow sunburn of her cheeks.

Restlessly, she rose from her seat and went forward, sidling past the engine, to where the stores were heaped up gunwale-high in the bows  all the miscellany of stuff comprised in the regular fortnights consignment to the half a dozen white men at the Belgian mine. She looked at it for inspiration, just as she had looked at the contents of the larder for inspiration when confronted with a housekeeping problem. Allnutt came and stood beside her.

What are those boxes with the red lines on them? she demanded.

Thats the blasting gelatine I told you about, miss.

Isnt it dangerous?

Coo, bless you, miss, no. Allnutt was glad of the opportunity of displaying his indifference in the presence of this woman who was growing peremptory and uppish. This is safety stuff, this is. Its quite appy in its cases ere. You can let it get wet an it doesnt do no arm. If you set fire to it it just burns. You can it it wiv a ammer an it wont go off-at least, I dont fink it will. What you mustnt do is to bang off detonators, gunpowder, like, or cartridges, into it. But we wont be doing that, miss. Ill put it over the side if it worries you, though.

No! said Rose, sharply. We may want it.

Even if there were no bridges to blow up, there ought to be a satisfactory employment to be found in wartime for a couple of hundredweight of explosive  and lingering in Roses mind there were still the beginnings of a plan, even though it was a vague plan, and despite Allnutts decisive statement that the descent of the river was impossible.

In the very bottom of the boat, half covered with boxes, lay two large iron tubes, rounded at one end, conical at the other, and in the conical ends were brass fittings  taps and pressure gauges.

What are those? asked Rose.

Theyre the cylinders of oxygen and hydrogen. We couldnt find no use for them, miss, not anyhow. First time we shift cargo Ill drop em over.

No, I shouldnt do that, said Rose. All sorts of incredibly vague memories were stirring in her mind. She looked at the long black cylinders again.

They look like  like torpedoes, she said at length, musingly, and with the words her plan began to develop apace. She turned upon the Cockney mechanic.

Allnutt, she demanded. Could you make a torpedo?

Allnutt smiled pityingly at that.

Could I mike a torpedo? he said. Could I mike  ? Arst me to build you a dreadnought and do the thing in style. You dont really know what youre saying, miss. Its this way, you see, miss. A torpedo 

Allnutts little lecture on the nature of torpedoes was in the main correct, and his estimate of his incapacity to make one was absolutely correct. Torpedoes are representative of the last refinements of human ingenuity. They cost at least a thousand pounds apiece. The inventive power of a large body of men, picked under a rigorous system of selection, has been devoted for thirty years to perfecting this method of destroying what thousands of other inventors have helped to construct. To make a torpedo capable of running true, in a straight line and at a uniform depth, as Allnutt pointed out, would call for a workshop full of skilled mechanics, supplied with accurate tools, and working under the direction of a specialist on the subject. No one could expect Allnutt working by himself in the heart of the African forest with only the African Queens repair outfit to achieve even the veriest botch of an attempt at it. Allnutt fairly let himself go on the allied subjects of gyroscopes, and compressed air chambers, and vertical rudders, and horizontal rudders, and compensating weights. He fairly spouted technicalities. Not even the Cockney spirit of enterprise with its willingness to try anything once, which was still alive somewhere deep in Allnutts interior, could induce him to make the slightest effort at constructing a locomotive torpedo.

Most of the technicalities fell upon deaf ears. Rose heard them without hearing. Inspiration was in full flood.

But all these things, she said, when at last Allnutts dissertation on torpedoes came to an end. All these gyroscopes and things, theyre only to make the thing go, arent they?

Mm. I suppose so.

Well, said Rose with decision, at the topmost pinnacle of her inventive phase. Weve got the African Queen. If we put this  this blasting gelatine in the front of the boat, with a  what did you say  a detonator there, that would be a torpedo, wouldnt it? Those cylinders. They could stick out over the end, with the gunpowder stuff in them, and the detonators in the tips, where those taps are. Then if we ran the boat against the side of a ship, theyd go off, just like a torpedo.

There was almost admiration mingled with the tolerant pity with which Allnutt regarded Rose now. He had a respect for original ideas, and as far as Allnutt knew this was an original idea. He did not know that the earliest form of torpedo ever used had embodied this invention fifty years ago, although the early users of it took the precaution of attaching the explosive to a spar rigged out ahead of the launch in fashion minimizing the danger of the crews being hoist with its own petard. Allnutt, in fact, made this objection while developing the others which were to come.

Yerss, he said, and supposing we did that. Supposing we found something we wanted to torpedo  an what that would be I dunno, cos this is the only boat on this river  and supposing we did torpedo it, what would happen to us? It would blow this ole launch and us and everything else all to Kingdom Come. You think again, miss.

Rose thought, with an unwonted rapidity and lucidity. She was sizing up Allnutts mental attitude to a nicety. She knew perfectly well what it was she wanted to torpedo. As for going to Kingdom Come, as Allnutt put it with some hint of profanity, she had no objection at all. Rose sincerely believed that if she were to go to heaven she would spend eternity wearing a golden crown and singing perpetual hosannas to a harp accompaniment, and  although this appeared a little strange to her  enjoying herself immensely. And when the question was put to her point-blank by circumstances, she had to admit to herself that it appeared on the face of it that she was more likely to go to heaven than elsewhere. She had followed devoutly her brothers teachings; she had tried to lead a Christian life; and, above all, if that life were to end as a result of an effort to help the Empire, the crown and harp would be hers for sure.

But at the same time she knew that no certainty of a crown and harp would induce Allnutt to risk his life, even if there was the faintest possibility of his end counterbalancing his earlier sins  a matter on which Rose felt uncertainty. To obtain his necessary cooperation she would have to employ guile. She employed it as if she had done nothing else all her life.

I wasnt thinking, she said, that we should be in the launch. Couldnt we get everything ready, and have a  what do you call it?  a good head of steam up, and then just point the launch towards the ship and send her off. Wouldnt that do?

Allnutt tried to keep his amusement out of sight. He felt it would be useless to point out to this woman all the flaws in the scheme, the fact that the African Queens boiler was long past the days when it could take a good head of steam, and that her propeller, like all single propellers, had a tendency to drive the boat round in a curve so that taking aim would be a matter of chance, and that the African Queens four knots would be quite insufficient to allow her approach to take any ship by surprise. There wasnt anything to torpedo, anyway, so nothing could come of this womans hare-brained suggestions. He might as well try to humour her.

That might work, he said, gravely.

And these cylinders would do all right for torpedoes?

I think so, miss. Theyre good an thick to stand pressure. I could let the gas out of em, an fill em up with the gelignite. I could fix up a detonator all right. Revolver cartridge would do.

Allnutt warmed to his subject, his imagination expanding as he let himself go.

We could cut oles in the bows of the launch, and ave the cyclinders sticking out through them so as to get the explosion as near the water as possible. Fix em down tight wiv battens. It might do the trick, miss.

All right, said Rose. Well go down to the Lake and torpedo the Louisa.

Dont talk silly, miss. You cant do that. Honest you cant. I told you before. We cant get down the river.

Spengler did.

In a canoe, miss, wiv 

That just shows we can, too.

Allnutt sighed ostentatiously. He knew perfectly well that there was no possible chance of inducing the African Queen to make the descent of the rapids of the Ulanga. He appreciated, in a way Rose could not, the difference between a handy canoe with half a dozen skilled paddlers and a clumsy launch like the African Queen. He knew, even if Rose did not, the terrific strength and terrifying appearance of water running at high speed.

Yet on the other hand Rose represented  constituted, in fact  public opinion. Allnutt might be ready to admit to himself that he was a coward, that he would not lift a hand for England, but he was not ready to tell the world so. Also, although Allnutt had played lone hands occasionally in his life, they were not to his liking. Sooner than plan or work for himself he preferred to be guided  or driven. He was not avid for responsibility. He was glad to hand over leadership to those who desired it, even to the ugly sister of a deceased despised missionary. He had arrived in Central Africa as a result of his habit of drifting, when all was said and done.

That was one side of the picture. On the other, Roses scheme appeared to him to be a lunatics dream. He had not the least belief in their ability to descend the Ulanga, and no greater belief in the possibility of torpedoing the Königin Luise. The one part of the scheme which appeared to him to rest on the slightest foundation of reality was that concerned with the making of the torpedoes. He could rely on himself to make detonators capable of going off, and he was quite sure that a couple of gas cylinders full of high explosive would do all the damage one could desire; but as there did not appear the remotest chance of using them he did not allow his thoughts to dwell long on the subject.

What he expected was that after one or two experiences of minor rapids, the sight of a major one might bring the woman to her senses so that they could settle down in comfortable quiescence and wait  as he wished  for something else to turn up. Failing that, he hoped for an unspectacular and safe shipwreck which would solve the problem for them. Or the extremely unreliable machinery of the African Queen might give way irreparably or even  happy thought  might be induced to do so. And anyway, there were two hundred miles of comfortable river ahead before the rapids began, and Allnutts temperament was such that anything a week off was hardly worth worrying about.

Ave it yer own wye, then, miss, he said resignedly. Only dont blame me. Thats all.

He threw his extinct cigarette into the rapid brown water over-side and proceeded to take another out of the tin of fifty in the side pocket of his greyish-white jacket. He sat down leisurely beside the engine, cocked his feet up on a pile of wood, and lit the fresh cigarette. He drew in a deep lungful of smoke and expelled it again with satisfaction. Then he allowed the fire in the end to die down towards extinction. The cigarette drooped from his upper lip. His eyelid drooped in sympathy. His wandering gaze Strayed to Roses feet, and from her feet up her white drill frock. He became aware that Rose was still standing opposite him, as if expecting something of him. Startled, he raised his eyes to her face.

Come on, said Rose. Arent we going to start?

Wot, now, miss?

Yes, now. Come along.

Allnutt was up against hard facts again. It was enough in his opinion to have agreed with the lady, to have admitted her to be right as a gentleman should. Allnutts impression was that they might start tomorrow if the gods were unkind; next week if they were favourable. To set off like this, at half an hours notice, to torpedo the German navy seemed to him unseemly, or at least unnatural.

There isnt two hours of daylight left, miss, he said, looking down the backwater to the light on the river.

We can go a long way in two hours, said Rose, shutting her mouth tight. In much the same way her mother had been accustomed to saying a penny saved is a penny earned, in the days of the little general shop in the small north country manufacturing town.

Ill ave to get the ole kettle to boil agine, said Allnutt. Yet he got down from his seat and took up his habitual attitude beside the engine.

There were embers still glowing in the furnace; it was only a few minutes after filling it with wood and slamming the door that it began its cheerful roar, and soon after that the engine began to sigh and splutter and leak steam. Allnutt commenced the activities which had been forced upon him by the desertion of his two Negro hands  winding in the anchor, shoving off from the bank, and starting the propeller turning, all as nearly simultaneously as might be. In that atmosphere, where the slightest exertion brought out a sweat, these activities caused it to run in streams; his dirty jacket was soaked between his shoulder-blades. And, once under way, constant attention to the furnace and the engine gave him no chance to cool down.

Rose watched his movements. She was anxious to learn all about this boat. She took the tiller and set herself to learn to steer. During the first few minutes of the lesson she thought to herself that it was a typical man-made arrangement that the tiller had to be put to the right to turn the boat to the left, but that feeling vanished very quickly; in fact, under Allnutts coaching, it was not very long before she even began to see sense in a convention which spoke of port and starboard  Rose had always previously had a suspicion that that particular convention had its roots in mans queer taste for ceremonial and fuss.

The voyage began with a bit of navigation which was exciting and interesting, as they threaded their way through backwaters among the islands. There were snags about, and floating vegetation, nearly submerged, which might entangle the screw, and there were shoals and mudbanks to be avoided. It was not until some minutes had elapsed, and they were already a mile or two on their way, that a stretch of easy water gave Rose leisure to think, and she realized with a shock that she had left behind the mission station where she had laboured for ten years, her brothers grave, her home, everything there was in her world, in fact, and all without a thought.

That was the moment when a little wave of emotion almost overcame her. Her eyes were moist and she sniffed a little. She reproached herself with not having been more sentimental about it. Yet immediately after a new surge of feeling overcame the weakness. She thought of the Königin Luise flaunting her iron-cross flag on the Lake where never a white ensign could come to challenge her, and of the Empire needing help, and of her brothers death to avenge. And, womanlike, she remembered the rudenesses and insults to which Samuel had patiently submitted from the officialdom of the colony; they had to be avenged, too. And  although Rose never suspected it  there was within her a lust for adventure, patiently suppressed during her brothers life, and during the monotonous years at the mission. Rose did not realize that she was gratified by the freedom which her brothers death had brought her. She would have been all contrition if she had realized it, but she never did.

As it was, the moment of weakness passed, and she took a firmer grip of the tiller, and peered forward with narrowed eyelids over the glaring surface of the river. Allnutt was being fantastically active with the engine. All those grey pencils of steam oozing from it were indicative of the age of that piece of machinery and the neglect from which it had suffered. For years the muddy river water had been pumped direct into the boiler, with the result that the water tubes were rotten with rust where they were not plugged with scale.

The water-feed pump, naturally, had a habit of choking, and always at important moments, demanding instant attention lest the whole boiler should go to perdition  Allnutt had to work it frantically by hand occasionally, and there were indications that in the past he or his Negro assistants had neglected this precaution, disregarding the doubtful indication of the water gauge, with the result that every water-tube joint leaked. Practically every one had been mended at some time or other, in the botched and unsatisfactory manner with which the African climate leads man to be content at unimportant moments; some had been brazed in, but more had been patched with nothing more solid than sheet iron, red lead, and wire.

As a result, a careful watch had to be maintained on the pressure gauge. In the incredibly distant past, when that engine had been new, a boiler pressure of eighty pounds to the square inch could be maintained, giving the launch a speed of twelve knots. Nowadays if the pressure mounted above fifteen the engine showed unmistakable signs of dissolution, and no speed greater than four knots could be reached. So that Allnutt had the delicate task of keeping the pressure just there, and no higher and no lower, which called for a continuous light diet for the furnace and a familiarity with the eccentricities of the pressure gauge which could only be acquired by long and continuous study. Nor was this attention to the furnace made any easier by the tendency of the wood fuel to choke the draught with ash  Allnutt, when stoking, had to plan his campaign like a chess player, looking six moves ahead at least, bearing in mind the effect on the draught of emptying the ash pan, the relative inflammability of any one of the half a dozen different kinds of wood, the quite noticeable influence of direct sunlight on the boiler, the chances of the safety valve sticking (someone had once dropped something heavy on this, and no amount of subsequent work on it could make it quite reliable again) and the likelihood of his attention being shortly called away to deal with some other crisis.

For the lubrication was in no way automatic nowadays; oil had to be stuffed down the oil-cups on the tops of the cylinders, and there were never less than two bearings calling for instant cooling and lubrication, so that Allnutt when the African Queen was under way was as active as a squirrel in a cage. It was quite remarkable that he had been able to bring the launch down single-handed from the mine to the mission station after the desertion of his crew, for then he had to steer the boat as well, and keep the necessary lookout for snags and shoals.

Woods running short, said Allnutt, looking up from his labours, his face grey with grime, and streaked with sweat. Well have to anchor soon.

Rose looked round at where the sun had sunk to the tree-tops on the distant bank.

All right, she said, grudgingly. Well find somewhere to spend the night.

They went on, with the engine clanking lugubriously, to where the river broke up again into a fresh batch of distributaries. Allnutt cast a last lingering glance over his engine, and scuttled up into the bows.

Round ere, miss, he called, with a wave of his arm.

Rose put the tiller over and they surged into a narrow channel.

Round ere again, said Allnutt. Steady! Theres a channel ere. Bring er up into it. Steady! Keep er at that!

They were heading upstream now, in a narrow passage roofed over by trees, whose roots, washed bare by the rushing brown water, and tangled together almost as thick as basket work, constituted the surface of the banks. Against the sweeping current the African Queen made bare headway. Allnutt let go the anchor, and, running back, shut off steam. The launch swung stationary to her mooring with hardly a jerk.

For once in a way Rose had been interested in the manoeuvres, and she filled with pride at the thought that she had understood them  she never usually troubled; when travelling by train she never tried to understand railway signals, and even the Italian first officer had never been able to rouse her interest in ships work. But today she had understood the significance of it all, of the necessity to moor bows upstream in that narrow fast channel, in consequence of the anchor being in the bows. Rose could not quite imagine what that fast current would do to a boat if it caught it while jammed broadside on across a narrow waterway, but she could hazard a guess that it would be a damaging business. Allnutt stood watching attentively for a moment to make certain that the anchor was not dragging, and then sat down with a sigh in the sternsheets.

Coo, he said, its ot work, aint it, miss? I could do with a drink.

From the locker beside her he produced a dirty enamel mug, and then a second one.

Going to ave one, miss? Allnutt asked.

No, said Rose, shortly. She knew instinctively that she was about to come into opposition with what Samuel always called Rum. She watched fascinated. From under the bench on which he sat Allnutt dragged out a wooden case, and from out of the case he brought a bottle, full of some clear liquid like water. He proceeded to pour a liberal portion into the tin mug.

What is that? asked Rose.

Gin, miss, said Allnutt. An theres only river water to drink it with.

Roses knowledge of strong drink was quite hazy. The first time she had ever sat at a table where it was served had been in the Italian steamer; she remembered the polite amusement of the officers when she and her brother had stiffly refused to drink the purple-red wine which appeared at every meal. During her brothers ministry in England she had heard drink and its evil effects discussed; there were even bad characters in the congregation who were addicted to it, and with whom she had sometimes tried to reason. At the mission Samuel had striven ineffectively for ten years to persuade his coloured flock to abandon the use of the beer they had been accustomed to brew from time immemorial  Rose knew how very ineffective his arguments had been. And there were festivals when everybody brewed and drank stronger liquors still, and got raging drunk, and made fearful noises, and all had sore heads the next morning, and not even the sore heads had reconciled Samuel to the backsliding of his congregation the night before.

And the few white men all drank, too  although up to this minute Rose, influenced by Samuels metaphorical description, had been under the impression that their tipple was a fearsome stuff called Rum, and not this innocent-appearing gin. Rum, and the formation of unhallowed unions with native women, and the brutal conscription of native labour, had been the triple-headed enemy Samuel was always in arms against. Now Rose found herself face to face with the first of these sins. Drink made men madmen. Drink rotted their bodies and corrupted their souls. Drink brought ruin in this world and damnation in the next.

Allnutt had filled the other mug over-side, and was now decanting water into the gin, trying carefully but not very effectively, to prevent too much river alluvium from entering his drink. Rose watched with increasing fascination. She wanted to protest, to appeal to Allnutts better feelings, even to snatch the terrible thing from him, and yet she stayed inert, unmoving. Possibly it was that common sense of hers which kept her quiescent. Allnutt drank the frightful stuff and smacked his lips.

Thats better, he said.

He put the mug down. He did not start being maniacal, nor to sing songs, nor to reel about the boat. Instead, with his sinfulness still wet on his lips he swung open the gates of Paradise for Rose.

Now I can think about supper, he said. What about a cup o tea, miss?

Tea! Heat and thirst and fatigue and excitement had done their worst for Rose. She was limp and weary and her throat ached. The imminent prospects of a cup of tea roused her to trembling excitement. Twelve cups of tea each Samuel and she had drunk daily for years. Today she had had none  she had eaten no food either, but at the moment that meant nothing to her. Tea! A cup of tea! Two cups of tea! Half a dozen great mugs of tea, strong, delicious, revivifying! Her mind was suffused with rosy pictures of an evenings tea drinking, a debauch compared with which the spring sowing festivities at the village by the mission station were only a pale shade.

Id like a cup of tea, she said.

Waters still boiling in the engine, said Allnutt, heaving himself to his feet. Wont take a minute.

The tinned meat that they ate was, as a result of the heat, reduced to a greasy semi-liquid mass. The native bread was dark and unpalatable. But the tea was marvellous. Rose was forced to use sweetened condensed milk in it, which she hated  at the mission they had cows until von Hanneken commandeered them  but not even that spoilt her enjoyment of the tea. She drank it strong, mug after mug of it, as she had promised herself, with never a thought of what it was doing inside her to the lining of her stomach; probably it was making as pretty a picture of that as ever she had seen at a Band of Hope lantern lecture where they exhibited enlarged photographs of a drunkards liver. She gulped down mug after mug. For a moment her body temperature shot up to fever heat, but presently there came a blissful perspiration  not the sticky, prickly sweat in which she moved all day long, but a beneficent and cooling fluid, bringing with it a feeling of ease and well-being.

Those Belgians up at the mine wouldnt never drink tea, said Allnutt, tilting the condensed milk tin over his mug of black liquid. They didnt know what was good.

Yes, said Rose. She felt positive friendship for Allnutt welling up within her. She slapped at the mosquitoes without irritation.

When the scanty crockery had been washed and put away Allnutt stood up and looked about him; the light was just failing.

Aint seen no crocodiles in this arm, miss, ave you? he asked.

No, said Rose.

No shallows for em ere, said Allnutt. And currents too fast.

He coughed a little self-consciously.

I want to ave a bath before bedtime, he said.

So do I.

Ill go up in the bows an ave mine olding on to the anchor chain, said Allnutt. You stay down ere and do what you like, miss. Then if we dont look it wont matter.

Rose found herself stripping herself naked right out in the open, with only a dozen feet away a man doing the same, and only a slender funnel six inches thick between them. Somehow it did not matter. Rose was conscious that out of the tail of her eye she could see a greyish white shape lower itself over the launchs bows, and she could hear prodigious kickings and splashings as Allnutt took his bath. She sat naked on the low gunwale in the stern and lowered her legs into the water. The fast current boiled round them, deliciously cool, tugging at her ankles, insidiously luring her farther. She slipped over completely, holding on to the boat, trailing her length on the surface of the water. It was like Paradise  ever so much better than her evening bath at the mission, in a shallow tin trough of lukewarm water, and obsessed with the continual worry lest the unceasing curiosity of the natives should cause prying eyes to be peering at her through some chink or crevice in the walls.

Then she began to pull herself out. It was not easy, what with the pull of the current and the height of the gunwale, but a final effort of her powerful arms drew her up far enough to wriggle at last over the edge. Only then did she realize that she had been quite calmly contemplating calling to Allnutt for assistance, and she felt that she ought to be disgusted with herself, but she could not manage it. She fished a towel out of her tin box of clothes and dried herself, and dressed again. It was almost dark by now, dark enough, anyway, for a firefly on the bank to be visible, and for the noises of the forest to have stilled so much that the sound of the river boiling along the banks seemed to have grown much louder.

Are you ready, miss? called Allnutt, starting to come aft.

Yes, said Rose.

You better sleep ere in the stern, said Allnutt, case it rains. I got a couple of rugs ere. There aint no fleas in em.

Where are you going to sleep?

Forrard, miss. I can make a sort of bed out o them cases.

What, on the  the explosives?

Yerss, miss. Wont do it no arm.

That was not what had called for the question. To Rose there seemed something against nature in the idea of actually sleeping on a couple of hundredweights of explosive, enough to lay a city in ruins  or to blow in the side of a ship. But she thrust the strangeness of the thought out of her mind; everything was strange now.

All right, she said, briefly.

You cover up well, said Allnut, warningly. It gets nearly cold on the river towards morning  look at the mist now.

A low white haze was already drifting over the surface of the river.

All right, said Rose again.

Allnutt retraced his steps into the bows, and Rose made her brief preparations for the night. She did not allow herself to think about the skins  black or white, clean or dirty  which had already been in contact with those rugs. She laid herself on the hard floor-boards with the rugs about her and her head on a pillow of her spare clothing. Her mind was like a whirlpool in which circled a mad inconsequence of thoughts. Her brother had died only that morning and it seemed at least a month ago. The memory of his white face was vague although urgent. With her eyes closed her retinas were haunted with persistent, after-images of running water  water foaming round snags and rippling over shallows, and all agleam with sunshine where the wind played upon it. She thought of the Königin Luise queening it on the Lake. She thought of Allnutt, only a yard or two from her virgin bed, and of his naked body vanishing over the side of the launch. She thought again of the dead Samuel. The instant resolution which followed to avenge his death caught her on the point of going to sleep. She turned over restlessly. The flies were biting like fiends. She thought of Allnutts drooping cigarette, and of how she had cheated him into accompanying her. She thought of the play of the light and shade on the water when they had first anchored. And with that shifting pattern in her minds eye she fell asleep for good, utterly worn out.


CHAPTER THREE
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ROSE ACTUALLY CONTRIVED to sleep most of the night. It was the rain which woke her up, the rain and the thunder and lightning. It took her a little while to think where she was, lying there in the dark on those terribly hard floor-boards. All round her was an inferno of noise. The rain was pouring down as it only can in Central Africa. It was drumming on the awning over her, and streaming in miniature waterfalls from the trees above into the river. The lightning was lighting up brilliantly even this dark backwater, and the thunder roared almost without intermission. A warm wind came sweeping along the backwater, blowing the launch upstream a little so that whenever it dropped for a moment the pull of the current brought her back with a jerk against her moorings like a small earthquake. Almost at once Rose felt the warm rain on her face, blown in by the wind under the awning, and then the awning began to leak, discharging little cataracts of water on to the floor-boards round her.

It all seemed to happen at once  one moment she was asleep, and the next she was wet and uncomfortable and the launch was tugging at her anchor chain. Something moved in the waist of the launch, and the lightning revealed Allnutt crawling towards her, very wet and miserable, dragging his bedding with him. He came pattering up beside her, whimpering for all the world like a little dog. The leaky awning shot a cataract of water down his neck.

Coo! he said, and shifted his position abruptly.

By some kind chance Roses position was such that none of these direct streams descended upon her; she was only incommoded by the rain in the wind and the splashes from the floor-boards. But that was the only space under the awning as well protected. Allnutt spent much time moving abruptly here and there, with the pitiless streams searching him out every time. Rose heard his teeth chattering as he came near her, and was for a moment minded to put out her arm and draw him to her like a child; she blushed secretly at discovering such a plan in her mind, for Allnutt was no more a child than she was.

Instead she sat up and asked 

What can we do?

N-nothing, miss, said Allnutt miserably and definitely.

Cant you shelter anywhere?

No, miss. But this wont last long.

Allnutt spoke with the spiritless patience bred by a lifetimes bad luck. He moved out of one stream of water into another. Samuel in the same conditions would have displayed a trace of bad temper  Rose had to measure men by Samuels standard, because she knew no other man so well.

You poor man! said Rose.

You poor chap or You poor old thing might have sounded more comradely or sympathetic, but Rose had never yet spoken of men as chaps or old things.

Im so sorry, said Rose, but Allnutt only shifted uncomfortably again.

Then the storm passed as quickly as it came. In a country where it rains an inch in an hour an annual rainfall of two hundred inches means only two hundred hours rain a year. For a little while the trees above still tossed and roared in the wind and then the wind died away, and there was a little light in the backwater, and with the stillness of dawn the sound of the river coursing through the tree-roots overshadowed every other noise. The day came with a rush, and for once the sun and the heat were beneficent and life-giving, instead of being malignant tyrants. Rose and Allnutt roused themselves; the whole backwater steamed like a laundry.

Whats to be done before we move on? asked Rose. It did not occur to her that there was anything they might do instead of moving on. Allnutt scratched at his sprouting beard.

Got no wood, he said. Ave to fill up with thet. Plenty of dead stuff ere, I should fink. An well ave to pump out. The ole boat leaks anyways, an wiv all this rine 

Show me how to do that.

So Rose was introduced to the hand pump, which was as old and as inefficient as everything else on board. In theory one stuck the foot of it down between the skin and the floor-boards, and then worked a handle up and down, whereupon the water beneath the boards was sucked up and discharged through a spout over-side; by inclining the boat over to the side where the pump was the boat could be got reasonably dry. But that pump made a hard job of it. It choked and refused duty and squeaked and jammed, and pinched the hands that worked it, all with an ingenuity which seemed quite diabolical. Rose came in the end to hate that pump more bitterly than anything she had ever hated before. Allnutt showed her how to begin the job.

You go and get the wood, said Rose, settling the pump into the scuppers and preparing to work the handle. Ill do this by myself.

Allnutt produced an axe which was just as rusty and woebegone as everything else in the boat, hooked the bank with the boat-hook, and swung himself ashore with the stern painter in his hand. He vanished into the undergrowth, looking cautiously round at every step for fear of snakes, while Rose toiled away at the pump. There was nothing on earth so ingeniously designed to abolish the feeling of morning freshness. Roses face empurpled, and the sweat poured down as she toiled away with the cranky thing. At intervals Allnutt appeared on the bank, dumping down fresh discoveries of dead wood to add to the growing pile at the landing place, and then, pulling in on the stern painter, he began the ticklish job of loading the fuel on board, standing swaying perilously on the slippery uneven foothold.

Rose quitted her work at the pump to help him  there was by now only a very little water slopping below the floor-boards  and when the wood was all on board, the waist piled high with it, they stopped for breath and looked at each other.

We had better start now, said Rose.

Breakfast? said Allnutt, and then, playing his trump card, Tea?

Well have that going along, said Rose. Lets get started now.

Perhaps Rose had all her life been a woman of action and decision, but she had spent all her adult life under the influence of her brother. Samuel had been not merely a man but a minister, and therefore had a twofold  perhaps fourfold  right to order the doings of his womenfolk. Rose had always been content to follow his advice and abide by his judgement.

But now that she was alone the reaction was violent. She was carrying out a plan of her own devising, and she would allow nothing to stop her, nothing to delay her. She was consumed by a fever for action. That is not to belittle the patriotic fervour which actuated her as well. She was most bitterly determined upon doing something for England; she was so set and rigid in this determination that she never had to think about it, any more than she had to think about breathing or the beating of her pulse. She was more conscious of the motive of avenging her brothers death; but perhaps the motive of which she was most conscious was her desire to wipe out the ten years of insults from German officialdom to which the meek Samuel had so mildly submitted. It was the thought of those slights and insults which brought a flush to her cheek and a firmer grip to her hand, and spurred her on to fresh haste.

Allnutt philosophically shrugged his shoulders, much as he had seen his Belgian employers do up at the mine. The woman was a bit mad, but it would be more trouble to argue with her than to obey her, at present; Allnutt was not sufficiently self-analytical to appreciate that most of the troubles of his life resulted from attempts to avoid trouble. He addressed himself, in his usual attitude of prayer, to the task of getting the engine fire going again, and while the boiler was heating he continued the endless task of lubrication. When the boiler began to sigh and gurgle he looked inquiringly at Rose, and received a nod from her. Rose was interested to see how Allnutt proposed to extricate the launch from the narrow channel in which she was moored.

It was a process which called for much activity on Allnutts part. First he strained at the anchor winch, ineffectively, because the current which was running was too strong to allow him to wind the heavy boat up to the anchor. So he started the screw turning until the African Queen was just making headway against the current, and then, rushing forward, he got the anchor clear and wound in. But he did not proceed up the backwater  there was no means of knowing if the way was clear all the way up to the main-stream, and some of these backwaters were half a dozen miles long. Instead, he hurried back to the engine and throttled down until the launch was just being carried down by the current although the engine was still going ahead.

This gave her a queer contrariwise steerage way in which one thought in terms of the stern instead of the bow. Allnutt left the engine to look after itself and hastened back to take the tiller from Roses hand; he could not trust her with it. He eased the African Queen gently down until they reached the junction with the broad channel of the main backwater. Then he scuttled forward and jerked the engine over into reverse, and then, scuttling back to the tiller, he swept the stern round upstream, keeping a wary eye on the bow meanwhile lest the current should push it into the bank, and then, the moment the bow was clear, while catastrophe threatened astern, he dashed forward again, started the screw in the opposite direction, and came leaping back once more to the tiller to hold the boat steady while she gathered way downstream. It was a neat bit of boatmanship; Rose, even with her limited experience, could appreciate it even though some of the implications were lost upon her  the careful balance of eddy against current at the bend, for instance, and the subtle employment of the set of the screw to help in the turn. She nodded and smiled her approval, but Allnutt could not stay for applause. Already there were danger signals from the engine, and Allnutt had to hand over the tiller and resume his work over it.

The African Queen resumed her solemn career down the river, with Rose happily directing her. This was the main backwater of the section, a stream a hundred yards wide, so there was no reason to apprehend serious navigational difficulties. Rose had already learned to recognize the ugly V-shaped ripple on the surface caused by a snag just below, and the choppy appearance which indicated shallows, and she understood now the useful point that the African Queens draught was such that if an under-water danger was so deep as to make no alteration in the appearance of the surface she could be relied upon to go over it without damage. The main possible source of trouble was in the wind; a brisk breeze whipped the surface of the river into choppy wavelets which obscured the warning signs.

At present today there was no wind blowing. Everything was well. In this backwater, running between marshy uninhabited islands, there was no fear of observation from the shore, the navigation was easy, and the African Queens engines were in a specially helpful mood so that she squattered along without any particular crisis arising. Allnutt was even able to snatch half a dozen separate minutes away from them in which to prepare breakfast. He brought Roses share to her, and she did not even notice the filthy oiliness of his hands. She ate and drank as she held the tiller and was almost happy.

With a four-knot current to help her the launch slid along between the banks at a flattering speed, and slithered round the bends most fascinatingly. Quite subconsciously Rose was learning things about water in motion, about eddies and swirls, which would be very valuable to her later on.

The heat increased, and as the sun rose higher Rose was no longer able to keep the launch in the shade of the huge trees on the banks. The direct sunlight hit them like a club when they emerged into it, and even back in the sternsheets Rose could feel the devastating heat of the fire and boiler.

She felt sorry for Allnutt, and could sympathize with him over his unhygienic habit of drinking unfiltered river water. At the mission she had seen to it that every drop of water she and Samuel drank was first filtered and then boiled for fear of hookworm and typhoid and all the other plagues which water can carry. It did not seem to matter now. Under the worn awning she had at least a little shade. Allnutt was labouring in the blazing sun.

Allnutt, as a matter of fact, was one of those men who have become inured to work in impossible temperatures. He had worked as a greaser in merchant ships passing down the Red Sea, in engine rooms at a temperature of a hundred and forty degrees; to him the free air of the Ulanga river was far less stifling, even in the direct sun, than many atmospheres with which he was acquainted. It did not occur to him to complain about this part of his life; there was even an aesthetic pleasure to be found in inducing that rotten old engine to keep on moving.

Later the backwater came to an end, merging with the main river again. The banks fell away as they came out on to the broad stately stream, a full half-mile wide, brilliantly blue in prospect under the cloudless sky, although it still appeared its turbid brown when looked into over the side. Allnutt did not like these open reaches. Von Hanneken and his army were somewhere on the banks of the river; perhaps he had outposts watching everywhere. It was only when she was threading her way between islands that the African Queen could escape observation. He stood up on the gunwale anxiously, peering at the banks for a sign of a break in them.

Rose was aware of his anxiety and its cause, but she did not share his feelings. She was completely reckless. She did not think it even remotely possible that anything could impede her in the mission she had undertaken. As for being taken prisoner by von Hanneken, she could not believe such a thing could happen  and naturally she had none of the misgivings which worried Allnutt as to what von Hanneken would do to them if he caught them obviously planning mischief in the African Queen. But she indulged Allnutt in his odd fancy; she swung the African Queen round so that she headed across to the far side of the bend, where at the foot of the forest-clad bluffs the head of a long narrow island was to be seen  Rose already knew enough about the river to know that the backwater behind the island was almost for certain the entrance to a fresh chain of minor channels winding between tangled islands and not rejoining the main river for perhaps as much as ten miles.

The African Queen clanked solemnly across the river. Her propeller shaft was a trifle out of truth, and numerous contacts with submerged obstructions had bent her propeller blades a little, so that her progress was noisy and the whole boat shook to the thrust of the screw, but by now Rose was used to the noise and the vibration. It passed unnoticed. Rose stood up and looked forward keenly as they neared the mouth of the backwater. She was quite unconscious of the dramatic picture she presented, sunburned, with set jaw and narrowed eyes, standing at the tiller of the battered old launch in the blinding sunlight. All she was doing was looking out for snags and obstructions.

They glided out of the sunlight into the blessed shade of the narrow channel. The wash of the launch began to break close behind them in greyish-brown waves against the bank; the water plants close to the side began to bow in solemn succession as the boat approached them, lifting their heads again when they were exactly opposite, and then being immediately buried in the dirty foam of the wash. The channel along which they were passing broke into three, and Rose had to exercise quick decision in selecting the one which appeared the most navigable. Then there were periods of anxiety when the channel narrowed and the current quickened, and it seemed possible that they might not get through after all, and the anxiety would only end when the channel suddenly joined a new channel whose breadth and placidity promised freedom from worry for a space.

Those island backwaters were silent places. Even the birds and the insects seemed to be silent in that steaming heat. There were only the tall trees, and the tangled undergrowth, and the aspiring creeper, and the naked tree-roots along the banks. It seemed as if the African Queens clanking progress was the first sound ever to be heard there, and when that sound was stilled, when they anchored to collect more fuel, Rose found herself speaking in whispers until she shook off the crushing influence of the silence.

That first day was typical of all the days they spent descending the river before they reached the rapids. There were incidents, of course. There were times when the backwater they were navigating proved to be jammed by a tangle of tree-trunks, and they had to go back cautiously in reverse until they found another channel. There was one occasion when their channel broadened out into a wide, almost stagnant lake surrounded by marshy islands, and full of lilies and weeds that twined themselves round the propeller and actually brought the boat to a standstill, so that Allnutt had to strip himself half-naked and lower himself into the water and hack the screw clear with a knife, and then pole the launch out again. Every push of the pole against the loose mud of the bottom brought forth volleys of bubbles from the rotting vegetation, so that the place stank in the sunlight.

It might have been that incident which caused the subsequent trouble with the propeller thrust block, which held them up for half a day while Allnutt laboured over it.

There were times now and then during the day when the heavens opened and cataracts of rain poured down  rain so heavy as to set the floor-boards awash and to cause Rose to toil long and painfully with that malignant bit of apparatus, the hand pump. They had to expect rain now, for it was the time of the autumn rains. Rose was only thankful that it was not springtime, for during the spring rains the storms were much longer and heavier than those they had to endure now. These little daily thunderstorms were a mere nothing.

Rose was really alive for the first time in her life. She was not aware of it in her mind, although her body told her so when she stopped to listen. She had passed ten years in Central Africa, but she had not lived during those ten years. That mission station had been a dreary place. Rose had not read books of adventure which might have told her what an adventurous place tropical Africa was. Samuel was not an adventurous person  he had not even taken a missionarys interest in botany or philology or entomology. He had tried drearily yet persistently to convert the heathen without enough success to maintain dinner-table conversation over so long a time as ten years. It had been his one interest in life (small wonder that von Hannekens sweeping requisitions had broken his heart) and it had therefore been Roses one interest  and a woefully small one at that.

Housekeeping in a Central African village was a far duller business than housekeeping in a busy provincial town, and German Central Africa was the dullest colony of all Africa. There was only a tiny sprinkling of white men, and the Kaisers imperial mandate ran only in the fringes of the country, in patches along the coast, and along the border of the Lake, and about the head-waters of the Ulanga where the gold mine was, and along the railway from the Swahili coast. Save for a very few officials, who conducted themselves towards the missionaries as soldiers and officials might be expected to act towards mere civilians of no standing and aliens to boot, Rose had seen no white men besides Allnutt  he, by arrangement with the Belgian company, used to bring down their monthly consignments of stores and mail from Limbasi  and his visits were conditional upon the African Queen being fit to travel and upon there being no work upon the mining machinery demanding his immediate attention.

And Samuel had not allowed Rose even to be interested in Allnutts visits. The letters that had come had all been for him, always, and Allnutt was a sinner who lived in unhallowed union with a Negress up at the mine. They had to give him food and hospitality when he came, and to bring into the family prayers a mention of their wish for his redemption, but that was all. Those ten years had been a period of heat-ridden monotony.

It was different enough now. There was the broad scheme of proceeding to the Lake and freeing it from the mastery of the Germans; that in itself was enough to keep anyone happy. And for detail to fill in the day there was the river, wide, mutable, always different. There could be no monotony on a river with its snags and mudbars, its bends and its backwaters, its eddies and its swirls. Perhaps those few days of active happiness were sufficient recompense to Rose for thirty-three years of passive misery.


CHAPTER FOUR
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THERE CAME AN evening when Allnutt was silent and moody, as though labouring under some secret grievance. Rose noticed his mood, and looked sharply at him once or twice. There was no feeling of companionship this evening as they drank their tea. And when the tea was drunk Allnutt actually got out the gin bottle and poured himself a drink, the second that day, and drank, and filled his cup again, still silent and sulky. He drank again, and the drink seemed to increase his moodiness. Rose watched these proceedings, disconcerted. She realized by instinct that she must do something to maintain the morale of her crew. There was trouble in the wind, and this gloomy silent drinking would only increase it.

Whats the matter, Allnutt? she asked, gently. She was genuinely concerned about the unhappiness of the little Cockney, quite apart from any thought of what bearing it might have upon the success of her enterprise.

Allnutt only drank again, and looked sullenly down at the ragged canvas shoes on his feet. Rose came over nearer to him.

Tell me, she said, gently, again, and then Allnutt answered.

We aint goin no farther down the river, he said. We gone far enough. All this rot about goin to the Lake.

Allnutt did not use the word rot, but although the word he used was quite unfamiliar to Rose she guessed that it meant something like that. Rose was shocked  not at the language, but at the sentiment. She had been ready, she thought, for any surprising declaration by Allnutt, but it had not occurred to her that there was anything like this in his mind.

No going any farther? she said. Allnutt! Of course we must!

No bloody of course about it, said Allnutt.

I cant think whats the matter, said Rose, with perfect truth.

The rivers the matter, thats what. And Shona.

Shona! repeated Rose. At last she had an inkling of what was worrying Allnutt.

If we go on tomorrer, said Allnutt, well be in the rapids tomorrer night. An before we get to the rapids well ave to go past Shona. Id forgotten about Shona until last night.

But nothings going to happen to us at Shona.

Aint it? Aint it? Ow do you know? If theres anywheres on this river the Germans are watching itll be Shona. Thats where the road from the south crosses the river. There was a nigger ferry there before the Germans ever came ere. Theyll ave a gang watching there. Strike-me-dead-certain. An there aint no sneaking past Shona. I been there, in this old African Queen. I knows what the rivers like. Its just one big bend. There aint no backwaters there, nor nothing. You can see clear across from one side to the other, an Shonas on a ill on the bank.

But they wont be able to stop us.

Wont be able ! Dont talk silly, miss. Theyll ave rifles. Some of them machine-guns, praps. Cannons, praps. The river aint more than alf a mile wide.

Lets go past at night, then.

That wont do, neither. Cause the rapids start just below Shona. That ill Shona stands on is the beginning of the cliffs the river runs between. If we was to go past Shona in the dark wed ave to go on darn the rapids in the dark. An I aint goin darn no rapids in the dark, neither. An I aint goin darn no rapids at all, neither, neither. We didnt ought to ave come darn as far as this. Its all damn-bloody barmy. They might find us ere if they was to come out in a canoe from Shona. Im goin back tomorrer up to that other backwater we was in yesterdye. Thats the sifest plice for us.

Allnutt had shaken off all shame and false modesty. He preferred appearing a coward in Roses eyes to risking going under fire at Shona or to attempting the impossible descent of the gorges of the Ulanga. There was not going to be any more hanky-panky about it. He drank neat gin to set the seal on his resolution.

Rose was white with angry disappointment. She tried to keep her temper, to plead, to cajole, but Allnutt was in no mood for argument. For a while he was silent now, and made no attempt to combat Roses urgings, merely opposing to them a stolid inertia. Only when, in the growing darkness, Rose called him a liar and a coward  and Rose in her sedate upbringing had never used those words to anyone before  did he reply.

Coward, yourself, he said. You aint no lady. No, miss. Thats what my poor ole mother would ave said to you. If my mother was to ear you 

When a man who is drinking neat gin starts talking about his mother he is past all argument, as Rose began to suspect. She drew herself stiffly together in the sternsheets while Allnutts small orgy continued. She was alone in a small boat with a drunken man  a most dreadful situation. She sat tense in the darkness, ready to battle for her life or her virtue, and quite certain that one or the other would be imperilled before morning. Every one of Allnutts blundering movements in the darkness put her on the qui vive. When Allnutt knocked over his mug or poured himself out another drink she sat with clenched fists, convinced that he was preparing for an assault. There was a frightful period of time while Allnutt was in muddled fashion reaching beneath the bench for the case of gin to find another bottle, during which she thought he was crawling towards her.

But Allnutt was neither amorous nor violent in his cups. His mention of his mother brought tears into his eyes. He wept at his mothers memory, and then he wept over the fate of Carrie, which was his name for the brawny Swahili-speaking Negress who had been his mistress at the mine and who was now Heaven knew where in the train of von Hannekens army. Then he mourned over his own expatriation, and he sobbed through his hiccups at the thought of his boyhoods friends in London. He began to sing, with a tunelessness which was almost unbelievable, a song which suited his mood 

Gimmy regards ter Leicester Square

Sweet Piccadilly an Myefair

Remember me to the folks darn ther

Theyll understa-and.

He dragged out the last note to such a length that he forgot what he was singing, and he made two or three unavailing attempts to recapture the first fine careless rapture before he ceased from song. Then in his mutterings he began to discuss the question of sleep, and, sure enough, the sound of his snores came before long through the darkness to Roses straining ears. She had almost relaxed when a thump and a clatter from Allnutts direction brought her up to full tension again. But his peevish exclamations told her that he had only fallen from the seat to the floor-boards, mugs, bottle and all, and in two minutes he was happily snoring again, while Rose sat stiff and still, and chewed the cud of her resentment against him, and the reek of the spilt gin filled the night air.

Despair and hatred kept her from sleep. At that moment she had no hope left on earth. Her knowledge of men  which meant her knowledge of Samuel and of her father  told her that when a man said a thing he meant it and nothing on earth would budge him from that decision. She could not believe that Allnutt would ever be induced, or persuaded, or bullied, into attempting to pass Shona, and she hated him for it. It was the first time she had ever really set her heart on anything, and Allnutt stood in her way immovable. Rose wasted no idle dreams on quixotic plans of getting rid of Allnutt and conducting the African Queen single-handed; she was level-headed enough and sufficiently aware of her own limitations not to think of that for a second.

At the same time she seethed with revolt and resentment, even against the god-like male. Although for thirty years she had submitted quite naturally to the arbitrary decisions of the superior sex, this occasion was different. She wanted most passionately to go on; she knew she ought to; conscience and inclination combined to make her resent Allnutts change of front. There was nothing left to live for if she could not get the African Queen down to the Lake to strike her blow for England; and such was the obvious sanctity of such a mission that she stood convicted in her own mind of mortal sin if she did not achieve it. Her bitterness against Allnutt increased.

She resolved, as the night wore on, to make Allnutt pay for his arbitrariness. She set her teeth, she chewed at her nails  and Roses mothers slipper had cured her of nail-biting at the age of twelve  as she swore to herself to make Allnutts life Hell for him. Rose had never tried to raise Hell in her life, but in her passion of resentment she felt inspired to it. In the darkness her jaw came forward and her lips compressed until her mouth was no more than a thin line and there were deep parentheses from her nostrils to the corners of her mouth. Anyone who could have seen Rose at that moment would have taken her for a shrew, a woman with a temper of a fiend. Now that Samuel was dead Rose had no use for patience or resignation or charity or forgiveness or any of the passive Christian virtues.

Nor was her temper improved by a night of discomfort. Cramps and aches made her change her position, but she could not, even if she would, lie down in the sternsheets where Allnutt was all asprawl across the boat, and she would not make her way forward to take up Allnutts usual nest among the explosives. She sat and suffered on the ribbed bench, on which she had sat all day, and even her shapely and well-covered hind-quarters protested. She slept, towards morning, by fits and starts, but that amount of sleep did nothing towards mollifying her cold rage.

Dawn revealed to her Allnutt lying like a corpse on the floor-boards. His face, hardly veiled by the sprouting beard, was a dirty grey, and from his open mouth came soft but unpleasing sounds. There was no pleasure in the sight of him. Rose got to her feet and stepped over him; she would have spurned him with her foot save that she did not want to rouse him to violent opposition to what she was going to do. She dragged out the case of gin, took out a bottle and stripped the lead foil from the end. The cork was of the convenient kind which needs no corkscrew. She poured the stuff over-side, dropped the bottle in after it, and began on another.

When for the third time the glug-glug-glug of poured liquid reached Allnutts ears he muttered something, opened his eyes, and tried to sit up.

Jesus! he said.

It was not the sight of what Rose was doing which called forth the exclamation, for he still did not know the reason for the noise which had roused him. Allnutts head was like a lump of red-hot pain. And it felt as if his head, besides, were nailed to the floor-boards, so that any attempt at raising it caused him agony. And his eyes could not stand the light; opening them intensified the pain. He shut his eyes and moaned; his mouth was parched and his throat ached, too.

Allnutt was not a natural-born drinker; his wretched frame could not tolerate alcohol. It is possible that his small capacity for liquor played a part in the unknown explanation of his presence in German Central Africa. And one single nights drinking always reduced him to this pitiful state, sick and white and trembling, and ready to swear never to drink again  quite content, in fact, not to drink for a month at least.

Rose paid no attention to his moaning and whimpering. She flung one look of scorn at him. and then poured the last bottle of the case over-side. She went forward and dragged the second case of gin out from among the boxes of stores. She took Allnutts favourite screwdriver and began to prise the case open, with vicious wrenches of her powerful wrist. As the deal came away from the nails with a splintering crash Allnutt rolled over to look at her again. With infinite trouble he got himself into a sitting position, with his hands at his temples, which felt as if they were being battered with white-hot hammers. He looked at her quite uncomprehending with his aching eyes.

Coo Jesus! he said, pitifully.

Rose wasted neither time nor sympathy on him; she went calmly on pouring gin over-side. Allnutt got to his knees with his arms on the bench. At the second attempt he got his knees up on the bench, with his body hanging over-side. Rose thought he would fall in, but she did not care. He leaned over the gurgling brown water and drank feverishly. Then he slumped back on the bench and promptly brought up all the water he had drunk, but he felt better, all the same. The light did not hurt his eyes now.

Rose dropped the last bottle into the river, and made certain there was no other in the case. She returned to the sternsheets, passing him close enough to touch him, but apparently without noticing his presence. She took her toilet things from her tin box, picked up a rug, and went back again into the bows. By the time Allnutt was able to turn his head in that direction the rug was pinned from the funnel stay to the funnel, screening her from view. When she took down the rug again her toilet was obviously finished; she folded the rug, still without paying him the least attention, and began to prepare her breakfast, and then to eat it with perfect composure. Breakfast completed, she cleared all away, and came back into the stern, but she still gave him neither look nor word. With an appearance of complete abstraction she picked out the dirty clothes from her tin box and began to wash them over-side, pinning each garment out to dry to the awning overhead. And when she had finished the washing she sat down and did nothing; she did not even look at Allnutt. This was, in fact, the beginning of the Great Silence.

Rose had been able to think of no better way of making Allnutts life a hell  she did not realize that it was the most effective way possible. Rose had remembered occasions when Samuel had seen fit to be annoyed with her, and had in consequence withdrawn from her the light of his notice and the charm of his conversation, sometimes for as much as twenty-four hours together. Rose remembered what a dreadful place the bungalow had become then, and how Samuels silence had wrought upon her nerves, until the blessed moment of forgiveness. She could not hope to equal Samuels icily impersonal quality, but she would do her best, especially as she could not, anyway, bring herself to speak to the hateful Allnutt. She had no reliance in her ability to nag, and nagging was the only other practicable method of making Allnutts life hell for him.

During the morning Allnutt did not take very special notice of his isolation. His wretched mind and body were too much occupied in getting over the effects of drinking a bottle and a half of overproof spirit in a tropical climate. But as the hours passed, and draught after draught of river water had done much towards restoring their proper rhythm to his physiological processes, he grew restless. He felt that by now he had earned forgiveness for his late carouse; and it irked him unbearably not to be able to talk as much as he was accustomed. He thought Rose was angry at him for his drunkenness; he attached little importance, in his present state, to the matter of his refusal to go on past Shona and down the rapids.

Coo, aint it ot? he said. Rose paid him no attention.

We could do wiv anuvver storm, said Allnutt. Does get yer cool fer a minute, even if these little b  beggars bite arder than ever after it.

Rose remembered a couple of buttons that had to be sewn on. She got out the garment and her housewife, and calmly set about the business. At her first movement Allnutt had thought some notice of his existence was about to be taken, and he felt disappointed when the purpose of the movement became apparent.

Puttin yer things to rights proply, aint yer, miss? he said.

A woman sewing has a powerful weapon at her disposition when engaged in a duel with a man. Her bent head enables her to conceal her expression without apparently trying; it is the easiest matter in the world for her to simulate complete absorption in the work in hand when actually she is listening attentively; and if even then she feels disconcerted or needs a moment to think she can always play for time by reaching for her scissors. And some men  Allnutt was an example  are irritated effectively by the attention paid to trifles of sewing instead of to their fascinating selves.

It took only a few minutes for Allnutt to acknowledge the loss of the first round of the contest.

Aint yer goin to answer me, miss? he said, and then, still eliciting no notice, he went on  Im sorry for what I done last night. There! I dont mind sayin it, miss. What wiv the gin bein there to my and, like, an the eat, an what not, I couldnt elp avin a drop more than I should ave. Youve pied me back proper already, pourin all the rest of it awye, now avent you, miss? Fairs fair.

Rose made no sign of having heard, although a better psychologist than Allnutt might have made deductions from the manner of twirling the thread round the shank and the decisive way in which she oversewed to end off. Allnutt lost his temper.

Ave it yer own wye, then, yer psalm-singing ole bitch, he said, and pitched his cigarette-end over-side with disgust and lurched up into the bows  Roses heart came up into her mouth at his first movement, for she thought he was about to proceed to physical violence. His true purpose fortunately became apparent before she had time to obey her first impulse and put down her sewing to defend herself. She converted her slight start into a test of the ability of the button to pass through the hole.

From his earliest days, from his slum-bred father and mother, Allnutt had heard, and believed, that the ideal life was one with nothing to do, nothing whatever, and plenty to eat. Yet up to today he had never experienced that ideal combination. He had never been put to the necessity of amusing himself; he had always had companions in his leisure periods. Solitude was as distressing to him as responsibility, which was why, when his Negro crew had deserted him at the mine, he had involved himself in considerable personal exertion to come down to the mission station and find Rose and Samuel. And to be cooped, compulsorily, in a thirty-foot boat was harassing to the nerves, especially nerves as jangled as Allnutts. Allnutt fidgeted about in the bows until he got on Roses nerves as well; but Rose kept herself under control.

It was not long before Allnutt, moving restlessly about the boat, began to occupy himself with overhauling the engine. For a long time that engine had not had so much attention as Allnutt lavished on it today. It was greased and cleaned and nurse-maided, and a couple of the botched joints were botched a little more effectively. Then Allnutt found he was thoroughly dirty, and he washed himself with care, and in the middle of the washing he thought of something else, and he went to his locker and got out his razor and cleaned it of the thick grease which kept it from rusting and set himself to shave. It was only sheer laziness which had caused him to cease to shave when war broke out, and which accounted for that melodramatic beard. Shaving a beard like that was painful, but Allnutt went through with it, and when it was over he stroked his baby-smooth cheeks with satisfaction. He put cylinder oil on his tousled hair and worked at it until he had achieved the ideal coiffure with an artistic quiff along his forehead. He replaced his things in his locker with elaborate care and sat down to recover. Five minutes later he was on his feet again, moving about the cramped space wondering what he could do now. And all round him was the silence of the river; that in itself was sufficient to get on his nerves.


CHAPTER FIVE
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A MAN OF stronger will than Allnutt, or a more intelligent one, might have won that duel with Rose. But Allnutt was far too handicapped. He could not do chess problems in his head, or devote his thoughts to wondering what was the military situation in Europe, or debate with himself the pros and cons of Imperial Preference, or piece together all the fragments of Shakespeare he could remember. He knew no fragments of Shakespeare at all, and his mind had never been accustomed to doing any continuous thinking, so that in a situation in which there was nothing to do but think he was helpless. In the end it was the noise of the river eternally gurgling round the tree-roots which broke down his last obstinacy.

Allnutt had made several attempts to get back on a conversational footing with Rose, and only once had he managed to induce her to say anything.

I hate you, she had said then. Youre a coward and you tell lies, and I wont speak to you ever.

And she had shaken herself free. The very first advance Allnutt had made had surprised her. All she had hoped to achieve was revenge, to make Allnutt suffer for the failure of her scheme. She had not believed it possible that she might reduce him to obedience by this means. She had no idea of the power at her disposal, and she had never had to do with a weak-willed man before. Her brother and her father were men with streaks of flint-like obstinacy within their pulpy exteriors. It was only when Allnutt began to ask for mercy that it dawned upon her that she might be able to coerce him into obeying her. By that time, too, she had a better appreciation of the monotony of the river, and its possible effect on Allnutt.

Her one fear was lest Allnutt should become violent. She had steeled herself to hear unmoved anything he might say to her, or any indelicate expressions he might employ, but the thought of physical force undoubtedly gave her a qualm. But she was a well-set-up woman, and she put unobtrusively into her waist-belt the stiletto from her work-bag. If he should try to rape her (Rose did not use the word rape to herself; she thought of his trying to do that to her) she would dig at him with it; its point was sharp.

She need not have worried. Physical violence, even towards a woman, was a long way from Allnutts thoughts. It might have been different if there had been any gin left to give him the necessary stimulus, but providentially all the gin was in the river.

Just as Rose had underestimated her power, so had Allnutt underestimated his offence. At first he had taken it for granted that Rose was angry with him because he had got drunk. Her scheme for going on down the river was so ludicrously wild that he hardly thought about it when the silence began; it was only by degrees that he came to realize that Rose was in earnest about it, and that she would give him no word and no look until he had agreed to it. It was this realization which stiffened up his obstinacy after his preliminary apologies and strengthened him to endure another twenty-four hours of torture.

For it was torture, of a refinement only to be imagined by people of Allnutts temperament who have undergone something like his experiences. There was nothing to do at all except to listen to the gurgle of the river among the tree-roots and to endure the attack of insects in the crushing heat. Allnutt could not even walk about in the cumbered little launch. Silence was one of the things he could not endure; his childhood in shrieking streets and his subsequent life in machine-shops and engine-rooms had given him no taste for it. But the silence was only a minor part of the torture; what Allnutt felt more keenly still was Roses presence, and her manner of ignoring him. That riled him inexpressibly. It was possible that he could have borne the silence of the river if it had not been for the continuous irksomeness of Roses silent presence. That hurt him in a sensitive spot, his vanity, in a manner of speaking, or his self-consciousness.

In the end it even interfered with Allnutts sleep, which was the surest sign of its effectiveness. Insomnia was a quite new phenomenon to Allnutt, and worried him enormously. Days without exercise for either body or mind, a slightly disordered digestion, and highly irritable nerves combined to deprive Allnutt of sleep for one entire night. He shifted and twisted and turned on his uncomfortable bed on the explosives; he sat up and smoked cigarettes; he fidgeted and he tried again unavailingly. He really thought there was something seriously wrong with him. Then in the morning, faced with yet another appalling blank day, he gave in.

Lets ear wotcha wanter do, miss, he said. Tell us, and well do it. There, miss.

I want to go down the river, said Rose.

Once more appalling visions swept across Allnutts imagination, of machine-guns and rocks and whirlpools, of death by drowning, of capture by the Germans and death in the forest of disease and exhaustion. He was frightened, and yet he felt he could not stay a minute longer in this backwater. He was panicky with the desire to get away, and in his panic he plunged.

All right, miss, he said. Carm on.

Some time later the African Queen steamed out of the backwater into the main river. It was a broad, imposing piece of water here. There was more wind blowing than there had been for some time, and up the length of the river ran long easy waves, two feet high, on which the African Queen pitched in realistic fashion, with splashes of spray from the bows which sizzled occasionally on the boiler.

Rose sat at the tiller in a fever of content. They were on their way to help England once more. The monotony of inaction was at an end. The wind and the waves suited her mood. It is even possible that the thought that they were about to run into danger added to her ecstasy.

Thats the ill Shona stands on, Allnutt yelled to Rose, gesticulating. Rose only nodded, and Allnutt bent over the fire again cursing under his breath. Even when they had started Allnutt had still hoped. He had not been quite sure how far down Shona was. Something might easily happen to postpone the issue before they reached there. He really meant to burn out a water tube at the right moment, so that they would have to lie up again for repairs before making the attempt. But now they were in sight of Shona unexpectedly; if the engine were disabled the current would bring them right down to the place, and there was no shelter on either bank. They would be prisoners instantly, and, appalling though the choice was, Allnut would rather risk his life than be taken prisoner. He began feverishly to nurse the engine into giving its best possible running.

The waist of the launch was heaped with the wood collected that morning; Allnutt crouched behind the pile and hoped it could stop a bullet. He saw that ready to his hand were the chunks of rotten wood which would give an instant blaze and a quick head of extra steam when the moment came. He peered at the gauges. The African Queen came clattering majestically down the river, a feather of smoke from her funnel, spray flying from her bows, a white wake behind her.

The Askaris on the hills saw her coming, and ran to fetch the white commandant of the place. He came hurriedly to the mud walls (Shona is a walled village) and mounted the parapet, staring at the approaching launch through his field-glasses. He took them from his eyes with a grunt of satisfaction; he recognized her as the African Queen, the only launch on the Ulanga, for which he had received special orders from von Hanneken to keep a sharp look-out. She had been lost to sightskulking in backwaters, presumably  for some time, and her capture was desirable. The German captain of reserve was glad to see her coming in like this. Presumably the English missionaries and the mechanic had tired of hiding, or had run short of food, and were coming in to surrender.

There could be no doubt that that was what they intended, for a mile below Shona, just beyond the next bend, in fact, the navigation of the river ceased where it plunged into the gorges. She would be a useful addition to his establishment; he would be able to get about in her far more comfortably than by the forest paths. And if ever the English, coming up by the old caravan route, reached the opposite side of the river, the launch would be of great assistance in the defence of the crossing. The mere mention of her capture would be a welcome change in the eternal dull reports he had to send by runner to von Hanneken.

He was glad she was coming in. He stood and watched her, a white speck on the broad river. Clearly the people in her did not know where the best landing-place was. They were keeping to the outside of the bend in the fast current, on the opposite side to the town. They must be intending to come in below the place, where there was a belt of marshy undergrowth  it was silly of them. When they came in he would send a message to them to come back up the river to the canoelanding place, where he could come and inspect them without getting himself filthy and without having to climb the cliff.

He walked over to the adjacent face of the town to observe her further progress round the bend. The fools were still keeping to the outside of the bend. They showed no signs of coming in at all. He put his hands to his helmet brim, for they were moving now between him and the sun, and the glare was dazzling. They werent coming in to surrender after all. God knew what they intended, but whatever it was, they must be stopped. He lifted up his voice in a bellow, and his dozen Askaris came trotting up, their cartridge belts over their naked chests, their Martini rifles in their hands. He gave them their orders, and they grinned happily, for they enjoyed firing off cartridges, and it was a pleasure which the stem German discipline denied them for most of their time. They slipped cartridges into the breeches, and snapped up the levers. Some of them lay down to take aim. Some of them kept their feet, and aimed standing up, as their instincts taught them. The sergeant chanted the mystic words, which he did not understand, telling them first to aim and then to fire. It was a ragged enough volley when it came.

The captain of reserve looked through his glasses; the launch showed no signs of wavering from her course, and kept steadily on, although the fools in her must have heard the volley, and some at least of the bullets must have gone somewhere near.

Again, he growled, and a second volley rang out, and still there was no alteration of course towards the town on the part of the launch. This was growing serious. They were almost below the town now, and approaching the farther bend. He snatched a rifle from one of the Askaris and threw himself on his stomach on the ramparts. Someone gave him a handful of cartridges, and he loaded and took aim. They were right in the eye of the sun now, and the glare off the water made the foresight indistinct. It was very easy to lose sight of the white awning of the boat as he aimed.

A thousand metres was a long range for a Martini rifle with worn rifling. He fired, reloaded, fired again, and again, and again. Still the launch kept steadily on. As he pointed the rifle once more at her something came between him and the launch; it was the trees on the farther point. They were round the corner. With a curse he jumped to his feet, and, rifle in hand, he ran lumbering along the ramparts with his Askaris behind him. Sweating, he galloped down across the village clearing and up the steep path through the forest the other side. Climbing until he thought his heart would burst he broke through the undergrowth at last at the top of the cliff where he could look down the last reach of the river before the cataract. They had almost reached the farther end; the launch was just swinging round to take the turn. The captain of reserve put his rifle to his shoulder and fired hurriedly, twice, although, panting as he was, there was no chance of hitting. Then they vanished down the gorge, and there was nothing more he could do.

Yet he stood staring down between the cliffs for a long minute. Von Hanneken would be furious at the news of the loss of the launch, but what more could he have done? He could not justly be expected to have foreseen this. No one in their senses would have taken a steam launch into the cataract, and a reserve officers training does not teach a man to guard against cases of insanity. The poor devils were probably dead already, dashed to pieces against the rocks; and the launch was gone for good and all. He could not even take steps to recover fragments, for the tall cliffs between which the river ran were overhanging and unscalable, and not five kilometres from Shona the country became so broken and dense that the course of the lower Ulanga was the least known, least explored part of German Central Africa. Only Spengler  another born fool  had got through it.

The captain of the reserve was not going to try; he formed that resolve as he turned away from the cliff-top. And as he walked back to Shona, bathed in sweat, he was still undecided whether he should make any mention of this incident in his report to von Hanneken. It would only mean trouble if he did; von Hanneken would be certain it was all his fault, and von Hanneken was a tyrant. It might be better to keep quiet about it. The launch was gone and the poor devils in it were dead. That little worm of a missionary and his horse-faced wife  or was it his sister? Sister, of course. And the English mechanic who worked on the Belgian mine. He had a face like a rat. The world would not miss them much. But he was sorry for the poor devils, all the same.

When he came up through the gate again into Shona he was still not sure whether or not he would inform von Hanneken of the incident. The Askaris would gossip, of course, but it would be a long time before the gossip reached von Hannekens ears.


CHAPTER SIX
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THE RIVERS OF Africa are nearly all rendered unnavigable along some part of their course by waterfalls and cataracts. The rivers on their way to the sea fall from the central tableland into the coastal plain, but the Ulanga is not one of this category. Its course is inland, towards the Great Lakes, and its cataracts mark the edge of the Great Rift Valley. For in the centre of Africa an enormous tract of territory, longer than it is wide, has sunk bodily far below the level of the tableland, forming a deep trough, of a total area approaching that of Europe, in which are found the Great Lakes with their own river system, and, ultimately, the source of the Nile.

Along much of their length the sides of this trough are quite steep, but the Ulanga, as befits the noble river it is, has scoured out its bed and cut back along it so that nowhere in its course is there an actual waterfall; its cataracts indicate the situation of strata of harder rock which have not been cut away as efficiently as have the softer beds. The natural result is that in its course from the tableland to the valley the Ulanga flows frequently through deep sunless gorges between high cliffs; overhead is rough steep country untravelled and unmapped in which the presence of a river could hardly be suspected.

At Shona the river begins its descent; because that is the last point at which the river may be crossed by raft or canoe, the old slave caravan route along the edge of the rift passes the Ulanga here, and Shona grew up as the market at the point of intersection of caravan route and river route. The choice of site at the top of the cliff overlooking the river, where the gorge has actually begun, was of course due to the need of protection from slave-raiders who, being quite willing to sell their own fathers if they saw a profit in it, were never averse to snapping up business acquaintances should they be so careless as not to take proper precautions.

It was down the outside of the great bend on which Shona stands that Rose steered the African Queen. It was convenient that on this course they not merely kept in the fastest current but also were as far away as possible from the village. She looked up the steep bank, across the wide expanse of water. The forest came to an end half-way up the slope; near the crest she could see high red walls, and above them the thatched roofs of the huts on the very top of the hill. It was too far to see details. She could see no sign of their coming being noticed. There was no sign of life on the banks; and as they went on down the river the banks grew rapidly higher and steeper into nearly vertical walls of rock, fringed at the foot with a precarious growth of vegetation.

She looked at the red walls on the top of the cliff; she thought she could see a movement there, but it was half a mile off and she could not be sure. Perhaps von Hanneken had swept off the inhabitants here as he had done along the rest of the river, to leave a desert in the possible path of the approach of the English. They were practically opposite the town now, and nothing had happened. A glance at the near bank showed her the speed at which they were moving; the river was already running much faster in its approach to the cataracts.

Suddenly there was a peculiar multiple noise in the air, like bees in a violent hurry accompanied by the sound of tearing paper. Roses mind had just time to take note of the sound when she heard the straggling reports of the rifles which had caused it. The volley echoed back from cliff to cliff, growing flatter the longer the sound lasted.

Theyve got us! said Allnutt, leaping up in the waist. His face was lop-sided with excitement. Rose could pay no attention to him. She was looking keenly ahead at the swirls on the surface. She was keeping the African Queen in the fastest water along the very edge of the back eddy off the bank.

There came another volley which still left them untouched. Rose edged the tiller over so as to get more in mid-stream, in order to take the reverse bend which was rapidly approaching. Allnutt remained standing in the waist; he had forgotten all about taking shelter behind the woodpile. Rose swung the tiller over for the bend; so absorbed was she in her steering that she did not notice the bullet which whipped close by her as she did so. A moment later the whole boat suddenly rang like a harp and Allnutt turned with a jump. The wire funnel-stay on the starboard side had parted close above the gunwale; the long end hung down by the funnel. Even as Allnutt noticed it there was a metallic smack and two holes showed high up in the funnel. Rose had brought the tiller over again, straightening the launch on her course after taking the bend. Next moment Shona vanished behind the point, and Allnutt stood shaking his fists in derision at the invisible enemy and shouting at the top of his voice.

Look after the engine! screamed Rose.

They were flying along now, for the river was narrowing and its current increasing with every yard. The wind could not reach the surface here, between the cliffs. Most of the surface was smooth and sleek like greased metal, but here and there were ominous furrows and ripples betraying the hidden inequalities of its bed. Rose steered carefully through the smooth water. She found she had to make ample allowance for leeway now; so fast was the current that the boat went flying down broadside on towards these obstructions in the course of the turn. There was another bend close ahead, a very sharp one from all appearance. She dragged the tiller across; she found she was not satisfied with her field of view ahead, and leaped up on to the bench, holding the tiller down by her right knee. With her left hand she reached up and tore the rotten canvas awning from its stanchions. They neither of them noticed the last two shots which the German captain of reserve fired at them at this moment.

The African Queen slithered round the corner, and lurched and rolled and heaved as she encountered the swirls which awaited her there. But the steady thrust of her screw carried her through them; that was Allnutts job, to see that the launch had steerage way to take her through the eddies and to enable Rose to steer some sort of course with the following current.

There were rocks in the channel now, with white water boiling round them, and Rose saw them coming up towards her with terrifying rapidity. There was need for instant decision in picking the right course, and yet Rose could not help noticing, even in that wild moment, that the water had lost its brown colour and was now a clear glassy green. She pulled the tiller over and the rocks flashed by. Lower down, the channel was almost obstructed by rocks. She saw a passage wide enough for the boat and swung the bows into it. Stretching down before her there was a long green slope of racing water. And even as the African Queen heaved up her stern to plunge down it she saw at the lower end of the fairway a wicked black rock just protruded above the surface  it would rip the whole bottom out of the boat if they touched it. She had to keep the boat steady on her course for a fraction of a second until the channel widened a trifle, and then fling herself on the tiller to swing her over. The boat swayed and rocked, and wriggled like a live thing as she brought the tiller back again to straighten her out. For a dreadful second it seemed as if the eddy would defeat her efforts, but the engine stuck to its work and the kick of the propeller forced the boat through the water. They shaved through the gap with inches to spare, and the bows lurched as Rose fought with the tiller and they swung into the racing eddies at the tail of the rapid. Next moment they had reached the comparative quiet of the deep fast reach below, and Rose had time to sweep the streaming sweat from her face with the back of her left forearm.

All the air was full of spray and of the roar of rushing water, whose din was magnified by the cliffs close at either side. The sound was terrifying to Allnutt, and so were the lurches and lunges of the boat, but he had no time to look about him. He was far too busy keeping the engine running. He knew, even better than did Rose, that their lives depended on the propeller giving them steerage way. He had to keep the steam pressure well up and yet well below danger point; he had to work the feed pump; he had to keep the engine lubricated. He knew that they would be lost if he had to stop the engine, even for a second. So he bent to his work with panic in his soul while the boat beneath his feet leaped and bucked and lurched worse than any restive horse, and while out of the tail of his eye he could glimpse rocks flashing past with a speed which told him how great was their own velocity.

Our Father which art in Heaven  said Allnutt to himself, slamming shut the furnace door. He had not prayed since he left his Board School.

It was only a few seconds before they reached the next rapid, like the last a stretch of ugly rocks and boiling eddies and green inclined slopes of hurtling water, where the eye had to be quick and the brain quicker still, where the hand had to be steady and strong and subtle and the will resolute. Half-way down the rapid there was a wild confusion of tossing water in which the eye was necessarily slower in catching sight of those rocks just awash whose touch meant death. Rose rode the mad whirlwind like a Valkyrie. She was conscious of an elation and an excitement such as only the best of her brothers sermons had ever aroused. Her mind was working like a machine with delirious rapidity. She forced the African Queen to obey her will and weave a safe course through the clustering dangers. The spray flew in sheets where the currents conflicted.

Lower down still the river tore with incredible speed and without obstruction along a narrow gorge walled in with vertical faces of rock. To Rose, with a moment to think during this comparative inaction, it seemed as if this must be almost as fine as travelling in a motor-car  an experience she had never enjoyed but had often longed for.

It was only for a moment that she could relax, however, for close ahead the gorge turned a corner, so sharply that it looked as if the river plunged into the rock face, and Rose had to make ready for the turn and brace herself to face whatever imminent dangers lay beyond out of sight. She kept her eye on the rock at the waters edge on the inside of the bend, and steered to pass it close. So the African Queen was beginning to turn just before she reached the bend, and it was as well that it was so.

The sweep of the current took her over to the opposite bank as if she were no more than a chip of wood, while Rose tugged at the tiller with all her strength. The bows came round, but it looked for a space as if her stern would be flung against the rocks. The propeller battled against the current; the boat just held her own, and then as they drifted down the backwash caught her and flung her out again into mid-stream so that Rose had to force the tiller across like lightning, and hardly were they straight than she had instantly to pick out a fresh course through the rocks that studded the surface in flurries of white foam.

Later she saw that Allnutt was trying to attract her attention. In the roar of the rapids he could not make his voice reach her. He stood up with one anxious eye still on his gauges, and he held up a billet of wood, tapped it, and waved a hand to the shore. It was a warning that fuel was running short, and fuel they must have. She nodded, although the next moment she had to look away and peer ahead at the rocks. They shot another series of rapids, and down another gorge, where, the half-mile river compressed into fifty yards, they seemed to be travelling at the speed of a train. It was becoming vitally urgent that they should find somewhere to stop, but nowhere in that lightning six miles was there a chance of mooring. Allnutt was standing up brandishing his billet of wood again. Rose waved him impatiently aside. She was as much aware of the urgency of the situation as he was; there was no need for these continued demonstrations. They ran on, with Rose doggedly at the tiller.

Then she saw what she wanted. Ahead a ridge of rocks ran almost across the stream, only broken in the centre, where the water piled up and burst through the gap in a vast green hump. Below the wings of this natural dam there was clear water  an absence of obvious rocks, at least; each corner was a circling foam-striped eddy. She put the African Queen at the gap. She reared up as she hit the piled-up water, put down her nose and heaved up her stern, and shot down the slope. At the foot were high green waves, each one quite stationary, and each one hard and unyielding. The launch hit them with a crash. Green water came boiling over the short deck forward and into the boat. Anyone with less faith than Rose would have thought that the African Queen was doomed to put her nose deeper and deeper while the torrent thrust against the up-heaved stern until she was overwhelmed. But at the last possible moment she lurched and wallowed and shook herself loose like some fat pig climbing out of a muddy pond. And even as she came clear Rose was throwing her weight on the tiller, her mind a lightning calculating machine juggling with currents and eddies. The launch came round, hung steady as the tiller went back, shot forward in one eddy, nosed her way into another.

Stop! shrieked Rose. Her voice cut like a knife through the din of the fall, and Allnutt, dazed, obeyed.

It was nicely calculated. The launchs residual way carried her through the edge of the eddy into the tiny strip of quite slack water under the lip of the dam. She came up against this natural pier with hardly a bump, and instantly a shaking Allnutt was fastening painters to rocks, half a dozen of them, to make quite sure, while the African Queen lay placid in the one bit of still water. Close under her stern the furious Ulanga boiled over the ridge; downstream it broke in clamour round a new series of rocks. Above the dam it chafed at its banks and roared against the rocks which Rose had just avoided. All about them was frantic noise; the air was filled with spray, but they were at peace.

Coo! said Allnutt, looking about them. Even he did not hear the word as he said it.

And Rose found herself weak at the knees, and with an odd empty feeling in her stomach, and with such an aching, overwhelming need to relieve herself that she did not care if Allnutt saw her doing so or not.

One reaction followed another rapidly in their minds, but despite their weariness and hunger they were both of them conscious of a wild exhilaration. No one could spend half a day shooting rapids without exhilaration. There was a sense of achievement which affected even Allnutt. He was garrulous with excitement. He chattered volubly to Rose, although she could not hear a word he said, and he smiled and nodded and gesticulated, filled with a most unusual sense of well-being. This deep gorge was cool and pleasant. Up above, trees grew to the very edge of the cliffs, so that the light which came down to them was largely filtered through their leaves and was green and restful. For once they were out of the sweltering heat and glare of Africa. There were no insects. There was no fear of discovery by the Germans.

With a shock Allnutt suddenly realized that only that morning they had been under fire; it seemed like weeks ago. He had to look round at the dangling funnel stay to confirm his memory, and automatically he went over to it and set himself to splice the broken wire. With that, the work of the boat got under way once more. Rose set up that wicked old hand pump and began to free the boat of the water which had come in; it slopped over the floor-boards as they moved. But pumping in that restful coolness was not nearly as irksome as pumping on the glaring upper river. Even the pump, which one might have thought to be beyond reformation, was better behaved.

Allnutt climbed out of the boat in search of fuel, and any doubts as to the possibility of finding wood in the gorge were soon dispelled. There was driftwood in plenty. On shelves in the steep cliff past floods had left wood in heaps, much of it the dry friable kind which best suited the African Queens delicate digestion. Allnutt brought loads of it down to the boat, and to eke out its supply the slack water above the shore end of the dam was thick with sticks and logs brought down from above and caught up here. Allnutt fished out a great mass of it and left it to drain on the steep rocky side; by next morning it would be ready for use in the furnace if helped out with plenty of the dry stuff.

Rose had in fact been really fortunate in finding the African Queen ready to her hand. The steam launch with all its defects possessed a self-contained mobility denied to any other method of transport. No gang of carriers in the forest could compare with her. Had she been fitted with an internal combustion engine she could not have carried sufficient liquid fuel for two days running. As it was, taking her water supply from over-side and sure of finding sufficient combustibles on shore she was free of the two overwhelming difficulties which at that very moment were hampering the Emden in the Indian Ocean and were holding the Königsberg useless and quiescent in the Rufiji delta. Regarded as the captain of a raiding cruiser Rose was happily situated. She had overcome her difficulties with her crew, and the stock of provisions heaped up in the bows showed as yet hardly a sign of diminution. She had only navigational difficulties to contend with; difficulties represented by the rocks and the rapids of the lower Ulanga.

For the present neither Rose nor Allnutt cared about navigational difficulties in the future. They were content with what they had done that day. Nor did they moralize about the African Queens peculiar advantages. The everlasting roar of water in their ears was unfavourable to continuous thought and rendered conversation quite impossible. They could only grin at each other to indicate their satisfaction, and eat enormously, and swill tea in vast mugs with lots of condensed milk and sugar  Rose found herself craving for sugar after the excitement of the day, and, significantly enough, made no effort to combat the craving. She had forgotten at the moment that any desire of the body should be suspect and treated as an instigation of the devil.

Freedom and responsibility and an open-air life and a foretaste of success were working wonders on her. She had spent ten years in Africa, but those ten years, immured in a dark bungalow, with hardly anyone save Samuel to talk to, had no more forwarded her development than ten years in a nunnery would have done. She had lived in subjection all her life, and subjection offers small scope to personality. And no woman with Roses upbringing could live for ten days in a small boat with a man  even a man like Allnutt  without broadening her ideas and smoothing away the jagged corners and making of her something more like a human being. These last ten days had brought her into flower.

Those big breasts of hers, which had begun to sag when she had begun to lapse into spinsterhood, were firm and upstanding now again, and she could look down on them swelling out the bosom of her white drill frock without misgiving. Even in these ten days her body had done much towards replacing fat where fat should be and eliminating it from those areas where it should not. Her face had filled out, and though there were puckers round her eyes caused by the sun they went well with her healthy tan and lent piquancy to the ripe femininity of her body. She drank her tea with her mouth full in a way which would have horrified her a month back.

When their stomachs were full the excitement and fatigue of the day began to take effect. Their eyelids began to droop and their heads began to nod even as they sat with their dishes on their knees. The delicious coolness of the gorge played its part. Down between those lofty cliffs darkness came imperceptibly; they were once more in a land where there was twilight. Rose actually found herself nodding off fast asleep while Allnutt was putting the dishes away. The tremendous din of the water all round her was hardly noticed by her weary ears. For three nights now she had slept very badly in consequence of worrying about Allnutt. She felt now that she had nothing more to worry about; although the fire of her mission still burned true and strong she was supremely content. She smiled as she composed herself to sleep, and she smiled as she slept, to the blaring song of the Ulanga.

And Allnutt snuggled down on the boxes of explosives in a similar condition of beautiful haziness. What with fatigue and natural disability and the roar of the river he was in no condition for continuous thought, and the night before had been sleepless because of Roses treatment of him. It was astonishing that it should only be the night before. It seemed more like a childish memory. After that had been settled they had come down past Shona. Coo, they had sucked the old Germans in proper. The poor beggars hadnt thought of shooting at them until they were past the town. Bet they were surprised to see the old African Queen come kiting past. They hadnt believed anyone would try to get down those gorges. Didnt believe nobody could. Well, thisd show em. Allnutt smiled too, in company with Rose, as he slid off into sleep to the music of the Ulanga.

It is a pretty problem of psychology to decide why Allnutt should have found a little manhood  not much, but a little  in Roses society, among the broad reaches of the Ulanga, and in the roaring gorges, and under the fire of the German Askaris, when it had been so long denied him in the slums of his youth, and the stokeholds and the engine-rooms and brothels, and the easy-going condescension of the white mens mess of the Ulanga Goldfields. The explanation may lie in the fact that Allnutt in this voyage so far had just sufficient experience of danger to give him a taste for it so that he liked it while he hated it, paradoxically. Surfeit was yet to come.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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IT ALMOST SEEMED, next morning, as if surfeit had come already. To look back on dangers past is a very different thing from looking forward to dangers close at hand and still to come. Allnutt looked at the roaring water of the fall, and at the rocky cataract which they would have to negotiate next, and he was frightened. There was an empty sick feeling in his stomach and a curious feeling of pins and needles down the backs of his legs and in the soles of his feet. The next fifty yards, even, might find the boat caught on those rocks and battered to pieces, while he and Rose were beaten down by the racing current, crushed and drowned. He almost felt the strangling water at his nostrils as he thought about it. He had no appetite at all for breakfast.

But there was a vague comfort in the knowledge that there was nothing for them to do save go on. If they stayed where they were they would starve when their provisions came to an end. The only possible route to anywhere lay down the gorge. And the din of the water made it hard to think clearly. Allnutt got up steam in the boiler, and heaped the boat with fuel, and untied the painters, with a feeling of unreality, as if all this was not really happening to him, although it was unpleasant.

Rose got up on to her seat and took the tiller. She studied the eddies of the pool in which they lay; she looked down the cataract which awaited them. There was no fear in her at all. The flutter of her bosom was caused by elation and excitement  the mere act of taking hold of the tiller started her heart beating faster. She gave directions to Allnutt by means of signs; a wave of her hand over-side and Allnutt pushed off cautiously with the boathook; she beckoned him to her and he put the engine into reverse for a revolution or two, just enough to get the bows clear. She watched the swirls and the slow motion of the launch backward towards the fall. Then she waved with a forward motion, and Allnutt started the propeller turning. The African Queen gathered slow headway, while the shaft vibrated underfoot. Rose brought the tiller over; the launch circled in the eddy, lurched into the main stream, the next moment was flying down with the current, and the madness of the day had begun.

That ability to think like lightning descended upon Roses mind as they reached the main stream. She threaded her way through the rocks of the cataract as if it were childs play. It had become childs play to watch the banked-up white water round the rocks, to calculate the speed of the current and the boats speed through the water, when to start the turn and what allowance to make for the rebound of the water from the rock they were passing in planning their approach to the next. The big stationary wave which marked an under-water rock was noted subconsciously. Mechanically she decided how close to it she could go and what the effect of the eddy would be.

Later, when the descent of the river was completed, Rose found she could not remember the details of that second day among the rapids with half the clearness of the first day. Those first rapids were impressed upon her memory with perfect faithfulness; she could remember every bend, every rock, every eddy; she could visualize them just by closing her eyes. But the memories of the second day were far more jumbled and vague. Rose only remembered clearly that first cataract. The subsequent ones remained in her mind only as long sequences of roaring white water. There was spray which wetted her face, and there were some nasty corners  how many she could not tell. Her mind had grown accustomed to it all.

Yet the elation remained. There was sheer joy in crashing through those waves. Rose, with never a thought that the frail fabric of the African Queen might be severely tried by some of those jolts and jars, found it exhilarating to head the launch into the stiff rigid waves which marked the junction of two currents, and to feel her buck and lurch under her, and to see the spray come flying back from the bows. The finest sensation of all now was the heave upwards of the stern as the African Queen reached the summit of one of those long deep descents of green water and went racing down it with death on either hand and destruction seemingly awaiting them below.

Towards afternoon there was a cessation of cataracts. The river widened a trifle, but the walls of the gorge, although not quite so high, remained nearly vertical still. Between these walls the river raced with terrific velocity, but without impediment. There was time now to think and to enjoy oneself, to revel in the thrill of sending the African Queen skating round the corners, pushed far out by the current until the outside bank was perilously close to ones elbow. Even Allnutt, noticing the sudden smoothness of the passage, suspended his rigid concentration over the engines and raised his head. He watched in amazement the precipices flashing by at either hand, and he marvelled at the dizzy way they slithered round the bends. There was something agonizingly pleasant about it. The feeling of constriction about the breast which he felt as he watched gave him an odd sense of satisfaction. He was full of the pride of achievement.

The mooring place which they desired presented itself along this cataract-free portion of the river. A tributary to the Ulanga came in here  not in any conventional way, but by two bold leaps down the precipice, to plunge bodily into the water after a forty-foot drop. Rose just had time to notice it, to steer clear and be drenched by the spray, when she saw that a sudden little widening of the channel just below, where the current had eaten away the rocky bank at a spot where the rock was presumably softer, offered them the assistance of a back eddy in mooring. She called to attract Allnutts attention, signalled for half-speed and then for reverse. Allnutts boat-hook helped in the manoeuvre, and the African Queen came gently to a stop under the steep bank. Allnutt made fast the boat while Rose looked about her.

How lovely! said Rose, involuntarily.

She had not noticed the loveliness before; all that had caught her attention had been the back eddy. They had moored in what must have been one of the loveliest corners of Africa. The high banks here were not quite precipices, and there were numerous shelves in the rock bearing blue and purple flowering plants, which trailed shimmering wreaths down the steep faces. From the crest down to flood level the rock face was covered with the mystic blue of them. Higher upstream was the spot where the little tributary came foaming down the cliff face. A beam of sunlight reached down over the edge of the gorge and turned its spray into a dancing rainbow. The noise of its fall was not deafening; to ears grown used to the roar of the Ulanga cataracts it was just a pleasant musical accompaniment to the joyful singing of the calm rapid river here. Under the rocky bank it was cool and delicious with the clear green river coursing alongside. The rocks were reds and browns and greys where they could be seen through the flowers, and had a smooth well-washed appearance. There was no dust; there were no flies. It was no hotter than a summer noon in England.

Rose had never before found pleasure in scenery, just as scenery. Samuel never had. If as a girl some bluebell wood in England (perhaps Rose had never seen a bluebell wood; it is possible) had brought a thrill into her bosom and a catch into her throat she would have viewed such symptoms with suspicion, as betokening a frivolity of mind verging upon wantonness. Samuel was narrow and practical about these things.

But Rose was free now from Samuel and his joyless, bilious outlook; it was a freedom all the more insidious because she was not conscious of it. She stood in the stern and drank in the sweet beauty of it all, smiling at the play of colour in the rainbow at the waterfall. Her mind played with memories, of the broad sun-soaked reaches of the upper Ulanga, of the cataracts and dangers they had just passed.

There was further happiness in that. There was a thrill of achievement. Rose knew that in bringing the African Queen down those rapids she had really accomplished something, something which in her present mood she ranked far above any successful baking of bread, or even (it is to be feared) any winning of infidel souls to righteousness. For once in her joyless life she could feel pleased with herself, and it was a sensation intoxicating in its novelty. Her body seethed with life.

Allnutt came climbing back into the boat from the shore. He was limping a little.

Dyou mind aving a look at my foot, miss? he said. Got a splinter in it up on the bank an I dunno if its all out.

Of course, said Rose.

He sat up on the bench in the stern, and made to take off his canvas shoe, but Rose was beforehand with him. On her knees she slipped the shoe off and took his slender, rather appealing foot into her hands. She found the place of entry of the splinter, and pressed it with her finger-tip while Allnutt twitched with ridiculous ticklishness. She watched the blood come back again.

No, theres nothing there now, she said, and let his foot go. It was the first time she had touched him since they had left the mission.

Thank you, miss, said Allnutt.

He lingered on the bench gazing up at the flowers, while Rose lingered on her knees at his feet.

Coo, aint it pretty, said Allnutt. There was a little awe in his tone, and his voice was hardly raised loud enough to be heard above the sound of the river.

The long twenty-four hours spent in the echoing turmoil of the cataracts seemed to have muddled their thoughts. Neither of them was thinking clearly. Both of them felt oddly happy and companionable, and yet at the same time they were conscious that something was missing, although they felt it close at hand. Rose watched Allnutts face as he looked wondering round him. There was something appealing, almost childlike, about the little man with his dazed smile. She wanted to pet him, and then, noticing this desire in herself, she put it aside as not expressing exactly what it was she wanted, although she could find no better words for it. Both of them were breathing harder than usual, as though undergoing some strain.

That waterfall there, said Allnutt, hesitatingly, reminds me 

He never said of what it reminded him. He looked down at Rose beside him, her sweet bosom close to him. He, too, was glowing with life and inspired by the awesome beauty of the place. He did not know what he was doing when he put out his hand to her throat, sunburned and cool. Rose caught at his hands, to hold them, not to put them away, and he came down to his knees and their bodies came together.

Rose was conscious of kisses, of her racing pulse and her swimming head. She was conscious of hands which pulled at her clothing and which she could not deny if she would. She was conscious of pain which made her put up her arms round Allnutts slight body and press him to her, holding him to her breasts while he did his will  her will  upon her.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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PROBABLY IT HAD all been inevitable. They had been urged into it by all their circumstances  their solitude, their close proximity, the dangers they had encountered, their healthy life. Even their quarrels had helped. Roses ingrained prudery had been drastically eradicated during these days of living in close contact with a man, and it was that prudery which had constituted the main barrier between them. There is no room for false modesty or physical shame in a small boat.

Rose was made for love; she had been ashamed of it, frightened of it, once upon a time, and had averted her eyes from the truth, but she could not maintain that suppression amid the wild beauty of the Ulanga. And once one started making allowances for Allnutt he became a likeable little figure. He was no more responsible for his deficiencies than a child would be. His very frailties had their appeal for Rose. It must have been that little gesture of his in coming to her with a splinter in his foot which broke down the last barrier of Roses reserve. And she wanted to give, and to give again, and to go on giving; it was her nature.

There was not even the difficulty of differences of social rank interposed between them. Clergymans sister notwithstanding, there was no denying that Rose was a small tradesmans daughter. Allnutts Cockney accent was different from her own provincial twang, but it did not grate on her nerves. She had been accustomed for much of her life to meet upon terms of social equality people with just as much accent. If Allnutt and Rose had met in England and decided to marry, Roses circle might not have thought she was doing well for herself, but they would not have looked upon her as descending more than a single step of the social ladder at most.

Most important factor of all, perhaps, was the influence of the doctrine of the imperfection of man (as opposed to woman) which Rose had imbibed all through her girlhood. Her mother, her aunts, all the married women she knew, had a supreme contempt for men regarded in the light of house-inhabiting creatures. They were careless, and clumsy, and untidy. They were incapable of dusting a room or cooking a joint. They were subject to fits of tantrums. Women had to devote themselves to clearing their path for them and smoothing their way. Yet at the same time it was a point of faith that these incomprehensible creatures were the lords of creation for whom nothing could be too good. For them the larger portion of the supper haddock must always be reserved. For them on Sunday afternoons one must step quietly lest their nap be disturbed. Their trivial illnesses must be coddled, their peevish complaints heard with patience, their bad tempers condoned. In fact  perhaps it is the explanation of this state of affairs  men were, in their inscrutable oddity, and in the unquestioned deference accorded them, just like miniatures of the exacting and all-powerful God whom the women worshipped.

So Rose did not look for perfection in the man she loved. She took it for granted that she would not respect him. He would not be so dear to her if she did. If, as to her certain knowledge he did, he got drunk and was not enamoured of a prospect of personal danger, that was only on a par with her fathers dyspeptic malignity, or Uncle Alberts habit of betting, or Samuels fits of cold ill temper. It was not a question of knowing all and forgiving all, but of knowing all except that she was entitled to forgive. And these very frailties of his made an insidious appeal to the maternal part of her, and so did his corporal frailty, and the hard luck he had always experienced. She yearned for him in a way which differed from and reinforced the clamourings of her emancipated body. As the flame of passion died down in him, and, with his lips to her rich throat, he murmured a few odd sleepy words to her, she was very happy, and cradled him in her strong arms.

Allnutt was very happy too. Whatever he might do in the heat of passion, his need was just as much for a mother as for a mistress. To him there was a comfort in Roses arms he had never known before. He felt he could trust her and depend on her as he had never trusted nor depended upon a woman in his life. All the misery and tension of his life dropped away from him as he pillowed his head on her firm bosom.

Sanity did not come to them until morning, and not until late morning at that, and when it came it was only a partial sort of sanity. There was a moment in the early morning light when Rose found herself blushing at the memory of last nights immodesties, and filled with disquiet at the thought of her unmarried condition, but Allnutts lips were close to hers, and her arms were about his slender body, and there was red blood in her veins, and memories and disquietude alike vanished as she caught him to her. There was a blushing interval when she had to own that she did not know his name, and, when he told her, shyly, she savoured the name Charlie over to herself like a schoolgirl, and she thought it a very nice name, too.

When the yearning for the morning cup of tea became quite uncontrollable  and after a night of love Rose found herself aching for tea just as much as after a days cataract-running  it was she who insisted on rising and preparing breakfast. That better portion of the haddock convention worked strongly on her. She had not minded in the least having meals prepared by Allnutt her assistant, but it seemed wrong to her that Charlie (whom already she called husband to herself, being quite ignorant of the word lover) should be bothered with domestic details. She felt supremely pleased and flattered when he insisted on helping her; she positively fluttered. And she laughed outright when he cracked a couple of jokes.

All the same, and in a fashion completely devoid of casuistry, Rose was appreciative of the difference between business and pleasure. When breakfast was finished she took control of the expedition again without a second thought. She took it for granted that they were going on, and that in the end they were going to torpedo the Königin Luise, and it did not occur to Allnutt that now that he occupied a privileged position he might take advantage of it to protest. He was a man simply made to be henpecked. What with the success they had met with under Roses command up to now, and with the events of the night, Roses ascendancy over him was complete. He was quite happy to cast all the responsibility on to her shoulders and to await philosophically whatever destiny might send. He gathered fuel and he got up steam with the indifference engendered by routine.

Only when they were on the point of departure did either of them waver. Rose found him close beside her murmuring in a broken voice 

Give us another kiss, old girl.

And Rose put her arms round him and kissed him, and whispered  Charlie, Charlie, dear Charlie. She patted his shoulder, and she looked round at the beauty all about them, where she had given him her virginity, and her eyes were wet. Then they cast off, and Allnutt pushed off with the boat-hook, and a second later they were in the mad riot of the Ulanga once more, coursing down between the precipices.

In some moment of sensible conversation that morning Allnutt had advanced the suggestion that the last cataract had been left behind and this portion of the river was merely the approach to the flat land round the Lake. He proved to be wrong. After ten wild minutes of smooth water the familiar din of an approaching cataract reached Roses ears. There was need to brace herself once more, to hold the tiller steady, and to stare forward to pick out the continuous line of clear water, a winding one to avoid the rocks, and yet with no turn in it too sharp, which it was necessary to select in the few fleeting seconds between the sighting of the cataract and the moment when the African Queen began to heave among the first waves of the race.

So they went on down the wild river, deafened and drenched. Amazingly they survived each successive peril, although it was too much to hope that their luck would hold. They came to a place where the channel was too narrow and obstructed to offer in its whole width a single inch of clear water. Rose could only pick the point where the wild smoother foam was lowest, and try to judge from the portions of the rocks exposed what course was taken by the water that boiled between them. The African Queen reared up and crashed into the tangle of meeting waves. She shook with the impact; water flew back high over the top of the funnel. Rose saw clear water ahead, and then as the launch surged through there was a crash beneath her, followed by a horrid vibration which seemed as if it would rattle the boat into pieces. With the instinct of the engineer Allnutt shut off steam.

Keep her going, Charlie! screamed Rose.

Allnutt opened the throttle a trifle. The devastating vibration began again, but apparently the propeller still revolved. The African Queen retained a little steerage way, while Allnutt prayed that the bottom would not be wrenched out of the boat. Rose, looking over the side, saw that they were progressing slowly through the water, while the current hurried them on at its usual breakneck speed. She could tell that it was vitally urgent that they should stop as soon as may be, but they were faced with the eternal problem of finding a mooring place in the narrow gorge with its tearing current. Certainly they must find one before the next cataract. With that small speed through the water she would never be able to steer the African Queen down a cataract; moreover, swinging the tiller experimentally, she found that something was seriously wrong with the steering. The propeller had a tendency now to swing the boat round crabwise, and it called for a good deal of rudder to counteract it. The cliffs streamed by on either side, while the clattering vibration beneath her seemed to grow worse, and she fought to keep the boat in mid-current. A long way ahead she could see the familiar dark rocks rearing out of the river, ringed at the base with foam. They must moor. Down on the left a big rock jutting out into the river offered them a tiny bit of shelter in the angle below it.

Charlie! she screamed above the roar of the river.

He heard her and understood her gesticulations. The operation had to be timed to perfection. If they turned too soon they would be dashed on to the rock; if they turned too late they would miss the opportunity and would be swept, stern first and helpless, down the cataract. Rose had to make allowance for the changed speed of the boat, for this new twisting effect of the screw, for the acceleration of the current as it neared the cataract. With her lips compressed she put the tiller across and watched the bows anxiously as the boat came round.

It was too much to hope that the manoeuvre would be completely successful. The bow came up behind the rock true enough, but the turn was not complete. The launch still lay partly across the river as her bow grounded in the angle. Instantly she heeled and rolled. A mass of water came boiling in over the gunwale. The boiler fire was extinguished in a wild flurry of steam whose crackling was heard above the confusion of other sounds.

Allnutt it was who saved the situation. Grabbing the painter he leaped like an athlete, in a split second of time, nearly waistdeep in a swirling eddy, and he got his shoulder under the bows and heaved like a Hercules. The bows slid off and the boat righted herself, wallowing three-quarters full of water; the tug of the current instantly began to take her downstream. Allnutt leaped up the face of the rock, still clutching the painter. He braced himself against the strain. His shoulder joints cracked as the rope tightened. His feet slipped, but he recovered himself. With another Herculean effort he made time for himself to get a purchase with the rope round an angle of the rock, and braced himself again. Slowly the boat swung in to shore, and the strain eased as the eddy began to balance the current. Five seconds later she was safe, just fitting into the little eddy behind the rock, as full of water as she could be without sinking, while Allnutt made painter after painter fast to the shore, and Rose still stood on the bench in the stern, the water slopping about below her feet. She managed to smile at him; she was feeling a little sick and faint now that it was over. The memory of that green wave coming in over the gunwale still troubled her. Allnutt sat down on a rock and grinned back at her.

We nearly done it that time, he said; she could not catch the words because of the noise of the river, but clearly he was not discomposed.

Allnutt was acquiring a taste for riverine dangers  rapid-running can become as insidious a habit as morphine-taking  apart from his new happiness in Roses society. Rose sat on the gunwale and kept her feet out of the water. She would not let her weakness be seen; she forced herself to be matter of fact. Allnutt swung himself on board.

Coo, what a mess! he said. Wonder ow much weve lost.

Lets get this water out and see, said Rose.

Allnutt splashed down into the waist and fished about for the bailer. He found it under the bench and handed it to Rose. He took the big basin out of the locker for himself. Before Rose got down to start bailing she tucked her skirt up into her underclothes as though she were a little girl at the seaside  the sensation of intimacy with Charlie, combating piquantly with her modesty, was extraordinarily pleasant.

The basin and the bailer between them soon lowered the level of the water in the boat; it was not long before Rose was getting out the wicked old hand pump so as to pump out what remained under the floor-boards.

Ere, Ill do that, Rosie, said Allnutt.

No, you sit down and rest yourself, said Rose. And mind you dont catch cold.

Pumping out the boat was about the nearest approach to dusting a room which could be found in their domestic life. Naturally it was not a mans work.

First question is, said Allnutt, as the pumping drew to a close, ow much does she leak?

They pumped until the pump brought up no more water while Allnutt addressed himself to getting up a couple of floor-boards in the waist. A wait of half an hour revealed no measurable increase in the bilge.

Coo blimey, said Allnutt. Thats better than we could ave oped for. We avent lorst nothing as far as I can see, an we avent damaged er skin worth mentioning. I should ave fort thered a been a ole in er somewheres after what shes been through.

What was all that clattering just before we stopped? asked Rose.

We still got to find that out, old girl, said Allnutt.

There was a cautious sympathy in his voice. He feared the very worst, and he knew what it would mean in disappointment to Rose. He had already looked up the side of the ravine, and found a small comfort in the fact that it was just accessible. If the African Queen was as much disabled as he feared they would have to climb up there and wander in the forest until the Germans found them  or until they starved to death. It said much for his new-found manliness that he kept out of his voice the doubts that he felt.

How are you going to do that, dear? asked Rose.

Allnutt looked at the steep bank against which they were lying, and at the gentle eddy alongside.

Ill ave to go underneath an look, said he. There aint no other wye, not ere.

The bank was steep-to. There was four feet of water on the shore side of the boat, six feet on the river side, as Allnutt measured it with the boat-hook.

Ere goes, said Allnutt, pulling off his singlet and his trousers. They were wet through already, but it runs counter to a mans instincts to immerse himself in water with his clothes on.

You stay andy wiv that rope, case theres a funny current darn at the bottom.

Rose, looking anxiously over the side, saw his naked body disappear under the bottom of the boat. His feet stayed in view and kicked reassuringly. Then they grew more agitated as Allnutt thrust himself out from under again. He stood on the rocky bottom beside the boat, the water streaming from his hair.

Did you see anything, dear? asked Rose, hovering anxiously over him.

Yerss, answered Allnutt. He said no more until he had climbed back into the boat; he wanted time to compose himself. Rose sat beside him and waited. She put out her dry hand and clasped his wet one.

Shafts bent to blazes. Like a corkscrew, said Allnutt, dully. An theres a blade gone off the prop.

Rose could only guess at the magnitude of the disaster from the tone he used, and she under-estimated it.

Well have to mend it then, she said.

Mend it? said Allnutt. He laughed bitterly. Already in imagination he and Rose were wandering through the forest, sick and starving. Rose was silent before the savage despondency of his tone.

Must a just it a rock with the tip of the prop, went on Allnutt, more to himself than her. There aint nothink to notice on the deadwood. Christ only knows ow the shaft eld on while we was getting in ere. Like a bloody corkscrew.

Never mind, dear, said Rose. The use of the words Christ and bloody seemed so oddly natural here, up against primitive facts, that she hardly noticed them, any more than she noticed Charlies nakedness. Lets get everything dry, and have some dinner, and then we can talk about it.

She could not have given better advice. The simple acts of hanging things to dry, and getting out greasy tins from the boxes of stores, went far to soothe Allnutts jangled nerves. Later, with a meal inside him, and strong tea making a hideous mixture in his stomach with bully beef, he felt better still. Rose returned then to the vital issue.

What shall we have to do before we go on? she asked.

Ill tell you what we could do, said Allnutt, if we ad a workshop, an a landin slip, an if the parcel post was to call ere. We could pull this old tub out on the slip and take the shaft down. Then we might be able to forge it straight agine. I dunno if we could, though, cause I aint no blacksmith. Then we could write to the makers an get a new prop. They might ave one in stock, cause this boat aint over twenty years old. While we was waitin we might clean er bottom an paint er. Then we could put in the shaft an the new prop, an launch er an go on as if nothink ad appened. But we avent got nothink at all, an so we cant.

Thoughts of the forest were still thronging in Allnutts mind.

It was Roses complete ignorance of all things mechanical which kept them from lapsing into despair. Despite Allnutts depression, she was filled with a sublime confidence in his ability; after all, she had never yet found him wanting in his trade. In her mind the problem of getting a disabled steamboat to go again was quite parallel with, say, the difficulties she would meet if she were suddenly called upon to run a strange household whose womenfolk were down with sickness. She would have to get to know where things were, and deal with strange tradesmen, and accustom herself to new likes and dislikes on the part of the men. But she would tackle the job in complete confidence, just as she would any other household problem that might present itself. She might have to employ makeshifts which she hated; so might Allnutt. In her own limited sphere she did not know the word impossible. She could not conceive of a man finding anything impossible in his, as long as he was not bothered, and given plenty to eat.

Cant you get the shaft off without pulling the boat on shore? she asked.

Mm. I dunno. I might, said Allnutt. Means goin under water an gettin the prop off. Could do it, praps.

Well, if you had the shaft up on shore you could straighten it.

You got a hope, said Allnutt. Aint got no hearth, aint got no anvil, aint got no coal, aint got nothink, an I aint no blacksmith, like I said.

Rose raked back in her memory for what she had seen of blacksmiths work in Africa.

I saw a Masai native working once. He used charcoal. On a big hollow stone. He had a boy to fan the charcoal.

Yerss, I seen that, too, but Id use bellers myself, said Allnutt. Make em easy enough.

Well, if you think that would be better  said Rose.

Ow dyou mike charcoal? asked Allnutt. For the life of him, he could not help entering into this discussion, although it still seemed to him to be purely academic  all moonshine, as he phrased it to himself.

Charcoal? said Rose vaguely. You set fire to great beehives of stuff  wood, of course, how silly I am  and after its burnt theres charcoal inside. Ive seen them do it somewhere.

We might try it, said Allnutt. Theres eaps an eaps of driftwood upon the bank.

Well, then  said Rose, plunging more eagerly into the discussion.

It was not easy to convince Allnutt. All his shop training had given him a profound prejudice against inexact work, experimental work, hit-or-miss work. He had been spoiled by an education with exact tools and adequate appliances; in the days of his apprenticeship mechanical engineering had progressed far from the time when Stephenson thought it a matter of self-congratulation that the Rockets pistons fitted her cylinders with only half an inch to spare.

Yet all the same, flattered by Roses sublime confidence in him, and moved by the urgency of the situation, he gradually came round until he was half disposed to try his hand on the shaft. Then suddenly he shied away from the idea again. Like a fool, he had been forgetting the difficulty which made the whole scheme pointless.

No, he said. It aint no go, Rosie, old girl. I was forgetting that prop. It aint no go wiv a blade gone.

It got us along a bit just now, said Rose.

Yerss, said Allnutt, but 

He sighed with the difficulty of talking mechanics to an unmechanical person.

Theres a torque, he said. It aint balanced 

Any mechanic would have understood his drift at once. If a three-bladed propeller loses a blade, there are two blades left on one-third of its circumference, and nothing on the other two-thirds. All the resistance to its rotation under water is consequently concentrated upon one small section of the shaft, and a smooth revolution would be rendered impossible. It would be bad enough for the engine, and what the effect would be on a shaft fresh from the hands of an amateur blacksmith could be better imagined than described. If it did not break it would soon be like the corkscrew again of Allnutts vivid simile. He did his best to explain this to Rose.

Well, youll have to make another blade, said Rose. Theres lots of iron and stuff you can use.

An tie it on, I serpose? said Allnutt. He could not help smiling when his irony missed its mark altogether.

Yes, said Rose. If you think that will do. But couldnt you stick it on, somehow? Weld it. Thats the right word, isnt it? Weld it on.

Coo lumme, said Allnutt. You are a one, Rosie. Reely you are.

Allnutts imagination trifled with the idea of forging a propeller blade out of scrap iron, and hand-welding it into position, and affixing this botched propeller to a botched shaft, and then expecting the old African Queen to go. He laughed at the idea, laughed and laughed, so that Rose had to laugh with him. Allnutt found it so amusing that for the moment he forgot the seriousness of their position. Directly afterwards they found themselves in each others arms  how, neither of them could remember  and they kissed as two people might be expected to kiss on the second day of their honeymoon. They loved each other dearly, and cares dropped away from them for a space. Yet all the same, while Rose held Allnutt in her arms, she reverted to the old subject.

Why did you laugh like that when I spoke about welding? she asked in all seriousness. Wasnt it the right word after all? You know what I mean, dear, even if its not, dont you?

Crikey, said Allnutt. Well, look here 

There was no denying Rose; and Allnutt especially was not of the type to deny her. Moreover, Allnutts mercurial spirits could hardly help rising under the influence of Roses persistent optimism. The disaster they had experienced would have cast him into unfathomable despair if she had not been with him  despair, perhaps, which might have resulted in his not raising a finger to help himself. As it was, the discussion ended eventually, as was quite inevitable, in Allnutts saying that he would see what he could do, just as some other uxorious husband in civilization might see what could be done about buying a new drawing-room suite. And from that first yielding grew the hard weeks work into which they plunged.

The first ray of hope came at the very beginning, when Allnutt, after much toil under water, with bursting lungs, managed to get the propeller off and out of the water. The missing blade had not broken off quite short. It had left a very considerable stump, two inches or so. In consequence it appeared more possible to bolt or fasten on a new blade  the propeller, of course, was of bronze, and as the new blade would have to be of iron, there could be no question of welding or brazing. Allnutt put the propeller aside and devoted himself next to getting the shaft free; if he could not repair that it was useless to work on the propeller.

It was extraordinary what a prolonged business it was to free the shaft. Partly this was because it called for two pairs of hands, one pair inside the boat and one pair underneath the boat, and Rose had to be instructed in the use of spanners, and a very comprehensive code of signals had to be arranged so that Allnutt, crouching in the water underneath the boat, could communicate his wishes to her.

The need for all these signals was only discovered by trial and error, and there were maddening moments before they were fully workable.

That shaft was kinked in two places, close above and close below the bracket which held it steady, two feet from where it emerged from the glands, just above the propeller. There was no sliding it out through these bearings in either direction, as Allnutt discovered after a couple of trials. In consequence Allnutt had to work with spanner and screw-driver under water, taking the whole bracket to pieces, and, seeing that he had never set eyes on it in his life, and had to find out all about it by touch, it was not surprising that it took a long time. He would stand in the water beside the boat, his screw-driver in his hand and his spanner in his belt, taking deep breaths, and then he would plunge under, feel hastily for the bracket, and work on it for a few fleeting seconds before his breath gave out and he had to come out again.

The African Queen was moored in moderately still water in the eddy below the rock, but only a yard or two away there was a racing seven-knot current tearing downstream, and occasionally some whim of the water expressed itself in a fierce under-water swirl, which swung the launch about and usually turned Allnutt upside down, holding on like grim death in case the eddy should take him out into the main current from which there would be no escape alive. It was in one of those swirls that Allnutt dropped a screw, which was naturally irreplaceable and must be recovered  it took a good deal of groping among the rocks beneath the boat before he found it again.

Before he had finished Allnutt developed a surprising capacity for holding his breath, and as a result of his prolonged immersions and exposures, his skin peeled off in flakes all over him. It was an important moment for Rose when at last, bending over the shaft in the bottom of the boat, she saw it at last slide out through the glands, and Allnutt emerged wet and dripping beside the boat with it in his hands.

Allnutt shook his head over the kinks and bends now revealed in the light of day  the terminal one was nearly half a right-angle  but the two of them set themselves doggedly to the business of forging the thing straight again.

The sight of those kinks brought relief to Allnutts mind in one respect. The fact that the metal had bent instead of breaking revealed that its temper was such that it might not suffer much from his amateur blacksmiths work  Allnutt was very well aware that what he knew about tempering was extraordinarily little. He comforted himself philosophically by telling himself that after all he was not dealing with a tool steel, and that obviously the shaft had a good deal of reserve strength and that if he did not use extravagantly high temperatures and if he annealed the thing cautiously he might not do too much harm.

There was not the slightest chance of their using very high temperatures, as they quickly discovered.

Their attempts at making charcoal were complete and utter failures. When trying to reconstruct from memory what they had seen done they soon discovered that they had seen with eyes unseeing. All they had to show in return for several piles of wood were heaps of white ashes and a few bits of what only a kindly person could possibly have called charcoal. In desperation Allnutt resolved to try if he could not obtain a great enough heat with a wood fire and bellows. He made the bellows neatly enough with a couple of slabs of wood and inch or two of piping and a pair of black elbow-length gloves which Rose had carried in her tin box for ten years of Central Africa without wearing. When they found at last a good shape for their hearth of piled rocks Allnutt was relieved to discover that by energetic working of the bellows they could heat up that unwieldy shaft until he could actually alter its shape with his light hand hammer. They scorched themselves pretty well all over while using the flaring inconsistent fuel, but all the same, the metal became soft enough to work in a manner of speaking, and Allnutt was becoming reconciled to makeshifts by now.

All the same, under the urging of the bellows, at which Rose worked feverishly on her knees with scorched face, the open hearth consumed wood at an incredible rate. It was not long before they had gathered in every scrap of driftwood accessible in the ravine, and the work was as yet hardly begun. They had to climb the steep face of the ravine into the forest, and gather wood there. The heat was sweltering, they were bitten by insects of all sorts, they wore themselves out and their clothes into rags hacking paths through the undergrowth. No one on earth could have climbed down that cliff face with a load of wood; they had to drag the bundles to the verge and push them over the edge, and some fell direct into the river, and one or two caught on inaccessible ledges and were lost just as thoroughly although they were in sight, but they managed to profit by about half the wood they collected in the forest.

Curiously enough, they were as happy as children during these days of hectic work. Hard regular labour suited both of them, and as soon as Allnutt had become infected by Roses passion to complete the job they had a common interest all day long. And every day there was the blessed satisfaction of knocking off work in the late afternoon and revelling in the feeling of comradely friendliness which drew them close together until passion was aroused and hand went out to hand and lip met lip. Rose had never known such happiness before nor perhaps had Allnutt either. They could laugh and joke together; Rose had never laughed nor joked like that in the whole thirty-three years of her existence. Her father had taken shopkeeping as seriously as he (and her brother) had taken religion. She had never realized before that friendliness and merriment could exist along with a serious purpose in life any more than she had realized that there was pleasure in the intercourse of the sexes. There was something intensely satisfying in their companionship.

Little by little that propeller shaft was straightened. Patient heating and patient hammering did their work. The major bends disappeared and Allnutt turned his attention to the minor ones. He had to use a taut string now to judge of the straightness of the shaft and he had to make himself a gauge of wire for testing the diameter, so nearly true was it, and there came a blessed morning when even his exacting mind was satisfied, and he pronounced the shaft to be as good as he could make it. He could lay it aside now, and turn his attention to the far more difficult matter of the propeller blade.

In the end Allnutt made that new blade out of half a spare boiler tube. The operations on the shaft had taught him a good deal of the practical side of smiths work, and his experience with the propeller blade practically completed his education. Under the urging of necessity, and with the stimulus given him by Roses confiding faith in his ability, Allnutt devised all sorts of ways of dealing with that boiler tube; it might almost be said that he re-invented some of his processes. He welded one end into a solid plate, and he worked upon it and beat it and shaped it until it gradually began to assume an appearance reminiscent of the other two blades which were his models.

The ravine rang with the sound of his hammer. Rose was his diligent assistant. She tended the fire, and worked the bellows, and, her hands shielded with rags, held the nominally cool end of the tube under Allnutts instructions. Her nostrils were filled with the smell of scorching cloth, and she burned her fingers over and over again and nearly every single garment she and Allnutt possessed between them was burned and torn until they gave up the hopeless pursuit after decency, and she somehow enjoyed every minute of it.

There was intense interest in watching how the new blade took shape; there were exciting discussions as to how this difficulty or that was to be evaded. Allnutt found it all to his taste; there was gratification in the primitive pleasure of making things with his own hands.

If my old dad, said Allnutt once, had put me to blacksmithing when I was a kid, I dont think I should never have come to Africa. Coo! I might still 

Allnutt lost himself in a pictured fantasy of a London working-class shopping district on a Saturday night, redolent with fried-fish shops, garish with lights, and all a-bustle with people. He experienced a little qualm of homesickness before he came back to real life again, to the ravine with its pale red rocks, and the singing river, and the dazzling light, and the African Queen rocking in the eddy down below, and Rose beside him.

But then I shouldnt never have met you, Rosie, old girl, he went on. He fingered the embryo propeller blade. Nor done all this. Its worth it. Every time it is, honest.

Allnutt would not have exchanged Rose for all the fried-fish shops in the world.

Later the propeller blade began to demand accurate measurement, so like had it grown to its fellows. Allnutt had to invent gauges of intricate shape to make sure that the curvature and contour of the old blades were accurately reproduced, and before this part of the work was quite completed he turned his attention to the other end and set to work to forge a socket to fit over the broken stump, and to drilling holes by which it might be made comparatively safe. The moment actually came at last when the completed blade was slipped on over the stump, and Rose was given a practical demonstration of riveting  Allnutt made the rivets out of stumps of nails, and Rose had a trying time as holder-on; neither spanner nor pincers were really effective tongs.

The new blade was in position now, an exact match of its fellows, and to a casual inspection seemingly secure, but Allnutt was not yet satisfied. He could appreciate the leverage exerted upon a propeller blade in swift rotation, and the strain that would come upon the base  upon his makeshift joint. At the risk of slightly reducing the propellers efficiency he joined all three blades together with a series of triangles of wire strained taut. That would help to distribute the strain round the whole propeller.

That ought to do now, said Allnutt. Lets ope it does.

Putting the propeller shaft back into position, and settling it into its bracket, and putting on the propeller again, called for a fresh spell of subaqueous activity on the part of Allnutt.

Coo blimey, said Allnutt, emerging dripping at the side of the African Queen. I oughter been a diver, not a blinkin blacksmith. Lets ave that other spanner, Rosie, an Ill ave another go.

Allnutt was very dear to her now, and she thought his remarks extraordinarily witty.

When shaft and propeller were in position, there was very little chance of testing the work. Once they left the bank they would have to go on down the next cataract, willynilly. Allnutt got up steam in the boiler, and sent the propeller ahead for a few revolutions, until the mooring ropes strained taut, and then he went astern for a few revolutions more. It was a good enough proof that shaft and propeller would turn, but it proved nothing else. It did not prove that the propeller would stand up to a full strain, nor that the shaft would not buckle under the impulse of a head of steam. They would have to find that out amid the rapids and cataracts, with death as their portion if Allnutts work should fail them.

The night before they had both of them visualized this situation, and they had neither of them ventured to discuss it. They had lain in each others arms. Roses eyes had been wet, and Allnutts embrace had been urgent and possessive, each of them consumed with fear of losing the other. And this morning they tacitly acknowledged their danger, still without mentioning it. Steam was up, a full cargo of wood was on board, they were all ready for departure. Allnutt looked about him for the last time, at their rock-built hearth, and his rock-built anvil, and the heap of ashes that marked the site of one of their charcoal-burning experiments. He turned to Rose, who was standing stiff and dry-eyed beside the tiller. She could not speak; she could only nod to him. Without a word he cast off the moorings, and held the African Queen steady in the eddy with the boat-hook, while Rose scanned the surface of the river.

Right! said Rose, and her voice cracked as she said it. The sound of it hardly reached Allnutts ears above the noise of the river and the hiss of steam. Allnutt pushed with the boat-hook, and as the bows came out into the current he gingerly opened the throttle.

Good-bye, darling, said Allnutt, bent over the engine.

Good-bye, darling, said Rose at the tiller.

Neither of them heard the other, and neither was meant to: there was a high courage in them both.

The African Queen surged out into the stream. For a moment they both of them felt as if something was wrong, because the shaft clanked no longer  it was straighter than it had been before the accident. Shaft and propeller held firm, all the same. The launch spun round as her bows met the current and Rose put the tiller across. Next moment they were flying downstream once more, with Allnutt attentive to the engines and Rose at the tiller, staring rigidly forward to pick her course through the weltering foam of the cataract ahead.


CHAPTER NINE
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SOMEWHERE ALONG THEIR route that day they passed the spot where the Ulanga River changes its name and becomes the Bora. The spot is marked in no map, for the sufficient reason that no map of the country has ever been made, except for the hazy sketches which Spengler drew the year before. Until Spengler and his Swahili boatmen managed to make the descent of the river by canoe no one had known, even if they had suspected it, that the big rapid river which looped its way across the upland plateau and vanished into the gorges at Shona was the same as the stream which appeared in the tangled jungle of the Rift Valley a hundred miles from Shona and promptly lost itself again in the vast delta which it had built up for itself on the shore of the Lake.

The native population before the arrival of the Germans had never troubled their heads about it. The delta of the Bora was a pestilential fever swamp; the rapids of the Ulanga were as Rose and Allnutt found them. No one in their senses would waste a minutes thought about one or the other, and since there was no practicable connexion between the upper river and the lower it was of no importance whatever that they should happen to have different names.

When all was said and done, the difference in their names was justified by the difference in appearance. The change from the steep slope of the side of the Rift Valley to its flat bottom was most noticeable. The speed of the river diminished abruptly, and the character of the banks changed as well.

For the Ulanga, travelling at its usual breakneck speed, is charged with all sorts of detritus, and rolls much of its bed with it. No sooner does it reach the flat land than all this matter in suspension is dropped in the form of mud and gravel; the river spreads out, chokes itself with islands, finds new sluggish routes for itself. It is to be supposed that when the Lake was first formed it lapped nearly up to the edge of the Rift Valley in which it lay, but for untold centuries the Ulanga  the Bora, as it must now be called  has deposited its masses of soil on the edge of its waters until a huge delta, as much as thirty miles along each of its three sides, has been formed, encroaching upon the Lake, a dreary, marshy, amphibious country, half black mud and half water, steaming in a tropical heat, overgrown with dense vegetation, the home of very little animal life, and pestilent with insects.

Rose and Allnutt quite soon noted indications that the transition was at hand. For some time the current was as fast as ever, and the stream irregular, but the cliffs which walled it in diminished steadily in height and in steepness, until at last they were in no more than a shallow valley, with a vast creeper-entangled forest close at hand, and when they emerged from the shade, the sun blazed down upon them with a crushing violence they had not known in the sunless gorges of the upper river. The heat was colossal. Despite their motion through the stifling air they were instantly bathed in a sweat which refused to evaporate, and streamed down their bodies and formed puddles wherever its channel was impeded, and dripped into their eyes, and stung them and blinded them.

Rose was sweeping it from her face as she steered the African Queen down the last flurry of rapids  not the roaring cataracts she had once known, but a wider, shallower channel down which the water poured with a velocity deceptively great, and where tree-trunks and shallows took the place of the foaming rocks of the upper river. There was still need for quick thinking and careful steering, because shallows grew up in the middle of the river, and the deep channels divided and redivided, coursing ever faster over the bottom, and growing ever shallower until at last the rocky ledge underneath was passed and the water slid over a steep sharp edge into water comparatively deep and comparatively slow.

Then there would be a respite for a time until a fresh change of colour in the water, and fresh danger signals ahead in the form of glittering patches of ripples, told of a new series of shallows approaching, and Rose had to plan a course for half a mile ahead, picking out some continuous deep channel, like a route through a maze, as far as the distant line of the steep edge. She knew enough about boats by now to guess that were she to choose a channel which died away into mere rushing shallows they would be hurried along until they bumped against the bottom, propeller and shaft damaged again, and probably, seeing how fast the river was running, the boat would be swung round, buried under the water piling against it, rolled over and torn to pieces while she and Charlie  she would not allow her mind to dwell on that, but bent her attention, with knitted brows, to seeing that the channels she chose did not come to that sort of end.

The weather changed with all the suddenness associated with the Rift Valley. Huge black clouds came rushing up the sky, intensifying the dampness of the heat until it could hardly be borne. Directly after came the lightning and the thunder, and the rain came pouring down, blotting out the landscape as effectively as a fog would do. At the first sight of the approaching storm Rose had begun to edge the African Queen in towards the shore, and the rain was just beginning when Allnutt got his boat-hook into the stump of a huge tree which, still half alive, grew precariously on the edge of the water with half its roots exposed. The river had eaten away the bank all round it so that it formed a little island surrounded by dark rushing water, and, swinging by their painter to this mooring, they sat uncomfortably through the storm.

The light was wan and menacing, the thunder rolled without ceasing to the accompaniment of a constant flicker of lightning. Yet the roar of the rain upon the boat and the river was as loud as the roar of the thunder. It beat upon them pitilessly, stupefying them. There was not even an awning now to offer them its flimsy shelter. All they could do was to sit and endure it, as if they were under the very heaviest type of lukewarm shower bath, hardly able to open their eyes.

The warm wind which came with the rain set the African Queen jerking at her painter despite the constant tug of the current, and before the storm had passed the wind blew from two-thirds of the points of the compass, veering jerkily until at last Allnutt, blinded and stupefied though he was, had to get out the boat-hook and hold the boat out from the shore lest the wind should blow her aground and imperil the shaft and propeller. Then at last the storm passed as quickly as it had come, the wind died away, and the afternoon sun came out to scorch them, setting the whole surface of the river steaming, and they could get out the pump and labour to empty the boat of the water which had filled it to the level of the floor-boards.

With the cessation of the rain came the insects, clouds of them, hungry for blood, filling the air with their whining. Not even Roses and Allnutts experience of insects on the upper plateau had prepared them for an attack by these insects of the lower valley. They were ten times, twenty times, as bad as they had known them on the Ulanga; and moreover their comparative freedom in deep gorges had rendered them less accustomed and more susceptible still. Down here there was a type of fly new to them, a small black kind, which bit like a red-hot needle and left a drop of blood at every bite, and this type was as numerous as any of the dozen species of fly and mosquito which sang around them, flying into their eyes and their nostrils and their mouths, biting mercilessly at every exposed bit of skin. It was torment to be alive.

The coming of the evening and the sudden descent of night did nothing towards enfeebling their attacks. It seemed impossible to hope for sleep in that inferno of sticky heat under the constant torture of those winged fiends. The memory of yesterdays fairly cool, insect-free bed, when they had lain side by side in happy intimacy, seemed like the vague recollection of a dream. Tonight they shrank from contact with each other, writhing on their uncomfortable bed as if on the rack. Sleep seemed unattainable and yet they were both of them worn out with the excitement of the day.

Some time in the night Allnutt rose and fumbled about in the darkness.

Ere, he said. Lets try this, old girl. It cant be no worse.

He had found the oldcanvas awning, and he spread it over the two of them, although it seemed as if they would die under any sort of covering. They drew the canvas about their faces and ears, streaming with sweat in the stifling heat. Yet the heat was more endurable than the insects. They slept in the end, half-boiled, half-suffocated; and they awoke in the morning with their heads swimming with pain, their joints aching, their throats constricted so that they could hardly swallow. And the insects still attacked them.

They had to wallow ashore through stinking mud to find wood although it seemed agony to move; it took half a dozen journeys before the African Queen was fully charged with fuel again, sufficient to get them through the day. Already the sun was so hot that the floor-boards seemed to burn their feet, and it was only Allnutts calloused hands which could bear the touch of metal work. How he could bear the heat of the fire and the boiler was inconceivable to Rose; the heat which was wafted back to her in the stern was sufficient for her.

Yet being under way at least brought relief from insects. The speed of the African Queen was sufficient to leave that plague behind, and out in the middle of the river, half a mile broad here, there were no new ones to be found. It was worth enduring the sledge-hammer heat of the sun for that.

The character of the river and the landscape was changing rapidly. Over-side the water, which had regained its familiar brown tint of the upper reaches, was growing darker and darker until it was almost black. The current was noticeably less, and quite early in the day they ran the last of the rapids of the type they had encountered so frequently yesterday. That indicated the last rocky ledge extending across the bed of the river; they were definitely down the slope and in the bottom of the Rift Valley now. There were no snags now; the river was far too deep. With its half-mile of width and sixty feet of depth the current slackened until it was almost unnoticeable, although a river engineer could have calculated that the volume of water passing a given point in a given time was equal to that higher up where the constricted shallow channel had raced between its precipices.

On either bank now appeared broad fringes of reeds  papyrus and ambash  and beyond them belts of cane indicated the marshy banks, and beyond the cane could be seen the forest, dark and impenetrable. Out in the centre of the river there was silence save for the clatter of the engine and the breaking of the wash; the African Queen clove her way through the black water under the burning sun. In that vast extent of water they seemed to be going at a snails pace; there were loops and bends in the rivers course which they took a full two hours to get round  motiveless bends, to all appearance, for there was no alteration in the flat monotony of the banks.

Although there was no need now to keep watch against snags or rapids, there was still need for some degree of vigilance on Roses part. Much of the surface of the river was cumbered with floating rubbish, tangles of weed and cane, branches and logs of wood which might imperil the propeller; the current was too slow here to force this flotsam out to the banks and strand it there. It was a relief from the monotony of steering to keep a look-out for the dangerous type of log floating almost entirely submerged; and soon Rose began to lay a course which took her close to each successive floating mass, and she and Allnutt were able to select and pull in those bits of wood of a size suitable for use in the fire. It comforted Roses economical soul in some inexpressible way to render the African Queen by this means still more independent of the shore, and in point of fact, as Rose observed to herself, it was quite as well to maintain the supply of fuel as fully as possible, having regard to the marshiness and inaccessibility of the banks. The fuel they gathered in this way was sufficient to help considerably towards maintaining their stock in hand, even though it did not compensate for their whole consumption.

That day of monotonous sun and monotonous river wore slowly towards its close. Allnutt came aft with a surprising suggestion.

We neednt tie up to the bank tonight, old girl, he said. Its a muddy bottom, and we can use the anchor agine. I vote we anchor out ere. Mosquitoes wont find us ere. We dont want another night like last night if we can elp it.

Anchor here? said Rose. The possibility had not occurred to her. Five yards had been the farthest from land they had ever lain at night, and that was in the backwaters of the upper river  months ago, she felt. It seemed queer to stop in that tiny boat a quarter of a mile from land, and yet obviously there was no reason against it.

All right, she said, at length.

I wont stoke no more then, and where we stops we 

Anchors was the word Allnutt was going to use, but he did not have time to say it, some minor crisis in the engine summoning him forward on the jump. He turned and grinned reassurance to Rose after he had put matters right.

Gradually the beat of the engine grew slower and slower, and the African Queens progress through the water died away until it was almost imperceptible. Allnutt went forward and let go the anchor, which took out its chain with a mighty rattle that echoed across the river and brought flights of birds out from the forest.

Not sure that its touching bottom, said Allnutt philosophically. But it doesnt matter. If we start driftin near trouble, that ole anchorll stop us before the trouble gets too near. There aint nothing that can urt us in sixty foot o water. Now for Christs sake lets rig up somethink to give us a bit o shade. I seen enough o that sun to last me a lifetime.

The sun was still blazing malignantly down on them although the day was so far advanced, but Allnutt stretched the remains of the awning overhead and a rug along the awning stanchions, and there was a blessed patch of shade in the stern-sheets in which they could recline with their eyes shielded from the persistent glare. As Allnutt had predicted, they were nearly free from the mosquito curse here; the few insects that came to bite were almost unnoticeable to people who had endured the assault of millions yesterday.

Rose and Allnutt could even endure contact with each other again now; they could kiss and be friendly. Rose could draw Allnutts head down to her breast, and clasp him to her in a new access of emotion. Later on when peace had descended upon them they could talk together, in quiet voices to suit the immense silence of the river.

Well, said Allnutt. We done it, old girl. We got down the Ulanga all right. I didnt think it could be done. It was you who said we could. If it adnt been for you, sweeteart, we shouldnt be ere now. Dont yer feel prard o yerself, dear?

No, said Rose, indignantly. Of course not. It was you who did it. Look at the way youve made the engine go. Look how you mended the propeller. It wasnt me at all.

Rose really meant what she said. She was actually beginning to forget the time when she had had to coerce him by silence into continuing the voyage. In some ways this was excusable, for so much had happened since then; if Rose had not known that it was only four weeks since the voyage had started she would have guessed it to be at least three months. But her forgetfulness was due to another cause as well; she was forgetting because she wanted to forget. Now that she had a man of her own again it seemed unnatural to her that she should have forgotten her femininity so far as to have made plans, and coerced Allnutt, and so on. It was Charlie who ought to have the credit.

I dont think, she said, very definitely indeed, theres another man alive who could have done it.

Dont think anyones likely to try, said Allnutt, which was a very witty remark and made Rose smile.

Well have a good supper tonight, said Rose, jumping up. No, dont you move, dear. You just sit still and smoke your old cigarette.

They had their good supper, all of the special delicacies which the Belgian manager of the mine received in his fortnightly consignment  tinned tomato soup, and tinned lobster and a tin of asparagus, and a tin of apricots with condensed milk, and a tin of biscuits. They experimented with a tin of pâté de foie gras, but they neither of them liked it, and by mutual consent they put it over-side half finished. And, swilling tea afterwards, they were both of them firmly convinced that they had dined well. They were of the generation and class which had been educated to think that all good food came out of tins, and their years in Africa had not undeceived them.

The night came down and the river stretched on either side immeasurable and vast in the starlight. The water was like black glass, unruffled by any wind, and deep within it the reflection of the stars glowed like real things. They fell into a dream-like state of mind in which it was easy to believe that they were suspended high above the earth, with stars above and stars below; the gentle motion of the boat as they moved helped in the illusion.

Coo! said Allnutt, his head on Roses shoulder. Aint it lovely? Rose agreed.

Yet for all this hypnotic peace, for all the love they bore each other, in the hearts of both was the determination of war. Roses high resolve to clear the Lake of Englands enemies burned as high as ever, unexpressed though it might be. Von Hanneken would not continue long to flaunt the iron-cross flag unchallenged on Lake Wittelsbach if she could prevent it. Every little while she thought of those gas cylinders and boxes of explosive up in the bow with a quiet confidence, in the same way as she might in other circumstances think of a store-cupboard shelf full of soap laid up ready for spring-cleaning. There was no flaunting ambition about it, no desire to rival the fame of Florence Nightingale or Grace Darling or Joan of Arc. It was a duty to be done, comparable with washing dishes. Rose asked nothing more of life than something to do.

For details, Charlie would have to attend to those  fuses and explosives were more in a mans line. Charlie would see to it all right. It was a perfectly natural gesture that at the thought of Charlie making an efficient torpedo she should clasp his arm more tightly to her, evoking in response a grunt of peaceful satisfaction.

That uxorious individual had no will of his own left now. What little there was had evaporated by the second day of shooting the rapids, the day when Rose had miraculously admitted him to her arms. He was content to have someone to admire and to follow. Even though Rose had no thought of rivalling Joan of Arc she resembled her in this power she exerted over her staff. The last few days had been one long miracle in Allnutts eyes. Her complete fearlessness in the wild rapids which had turned his bowels to water affected him indescribably.

There was constantly present in his minds eye the remembered picture, a composite formed during hundreds of anxious glances over his shoulder, of Rose erect at the tiller, vigilant and unafraid amidst the frantic turmoil of the cataracts  it was the lack of fear, not the vigilance, which impressed him so profoundly. She had not been cast down when the propeller broke. Her confidence had been unimpaired. She had been quite sure he could mend it, although he had been quite sure he could not, and behold, she was right. Allnutt was by now quite sure that she would be right again in the matter of torpedoing the Königin Luise, and he was ready to follow her into any mad adventure to achieve it.

The very intimacy to which she admitted him, her tenderness for him, confirmed him in this state of mind. No other woman had been tender to Charlie Allnutt, not his drunken mother, nor the drabs of the East End, nor the enslaved prostitutes of Port Said, nor Carrie his mistress at the mine, whom he had always suspected of betraying him with the filthy native labourers. Rose was sweet and tender and maternal, and in all this she was different from everyone else. He could abandon all thought of himself and his troubles while he was with her. It did not matter if he was a hopeless failure as long as she forbore to tell him so.

When she pressed his arm he held her more closely to reassure himself once more, and her kiss brought him peace and comfort.


CHAPTER TEN
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TO THE TRANQUILLITY of the night succeeded the fever of the day. No sooner had the sun climbed up out of the forest than it began to pour its heat with insane violence upon the little boat exposed upon the broad face of the river. It demanded attention in a manner that would take no denial. The discomfort of immobility in the sun was such that the instinctive reaction was to make instant preparations to move somewhere else, even though bitter experience taught that there was no relief in movement  even the reverse in fact, in consequence of the need for firing up the boiler.

They headed on down the wide black river. Everything was still; the surface was glassy as they approached it. Behind them the ripples of their course and their spreading wake left behind a wedge-shaped area of disturbed water, expanding farther and farther until a long way astern, almost as far as the eye could see, it reached the reedy banks. They went on through the breathless heat, winding eternally round the vast motiveless bends of the river. There was just enough mist prevailing to make the distance unreal and indistinct.

Rose brought the African Queen slowly round one more bend. The mist was thicker here. She could not determine the future course of the river, whether at the bend of this reach it turned to the left or to the right. It did not matter here, where the river was so wide and so deep. Tranquilly she held on down the middle of the channel, a quarter of a mile from either shore. She could be sure of seeing the direction of the next bend when it came nearer.

Only slowly did it dawn upon her that the river had widened. In that misty heat the banks looked much the same at half a mile as at a quarter of a mile. Undoubtedly they were farther from both banks now. It did not matter. She kept the African Queen to her old course, heading for the mist-enshrouded forest right ahead. She was sure that sooner or later they would open up the next reach.

Somehow even half an hours steaming did not reveal the channel. They were nearing the dark green of the forest and the brighter green strip of the reeds now. Rose could see a vast length of it with some precision, but there was no break. She came to the conclusion that the river must have doubled nearly back upon itself, and she put the tiller over to starboard to approach the left-hand bank again. There was no satisfaction to be found here. There was only the unbroken bank of reeds and the eternal forest, and moreover, something in the contour of that skyline seemed to tell her that it was not in this direction that the river found an exit.

For a moment she dallied with the idea that perhaps the river ended altogether somewhere in this neighbourhood, but she immediately put the notion aside as ridiculous. Rivers only end thus abruptly in deserts, not in rain-beaten forests of this sort. This was German Central Africa, not the Sahara. She looked back whence they had come, but the last stretch of comparatively narrow river was at least three miles back by now, low down on the horizon and shrouded with mist and out of sight.

There was only one course to adopt which promised definite results. She put the tiller over again and began to steer the African Queen steadily along the edge of the fringe of weeds. Whatever happened to the river, she was bound to find out if she kept along its bank for long enough.

Dyou think this is the delta, dearie? called Allnutt from the bows. He was standing on the gunwale looking over the wide expanse of water.

I dont know, said Rose, and added, doggedly: Ill tell you soon.

Her notion of a delta was a lot of channels and islands, not a lake five miles wide with no apparent outlet.

They steamed along the fringe of reeds. A change in the character of the water became noticeable to Roses eye, practised through many long days in watching the surface. It was black water here, and although it had been black enough a little higher up, there was something different about it. It was lifeless, lack-lustre water here. There were long curling streaks upon it indicative of some infinitely slow eddy circling in its depths. There was far more trash and rubbish afloat on the surface than usual. In fact there seemed every indication that here they had reached, in defiance of all laws of nature, an ultimate dead end to the river.

Beats me to guess where weve come to, said Allnutt. Anywye, theres a nell of a lot of wood ere. Lets stop and fill up while we can.

It was not at all difficult to collect a full charge of fuel of all the sorts Allnutt liked, from the long dead stuff which would give a quick blaze to solid boughs which could be relied upon to burn for a considerable time. Allnutt fished the wood out of the water. Even here, a mile from solid land, there was insect life to be found. He shook all sorts of semi-aquatic little creatures off it as he lifted it in. With his axe he cut it into handy lengths, as well as he could in the boat, and spread it out to dry over the floor-boards. Only an hour or two in that blazing sun was necessary to bring even waterlogged wood into such a condition that it would burn.

I should fink we got enough now, Rosie, said Allnutt at last.

They continued their journey along the reeds. Rose was conscious that she was steadily bringing the tiller over to port. They must be making a wide curve round the edge of this lake; a glance at the sun told her that they were heading in a direction nearly opposite to the one in which they had entered. On their left hand the bank of reeds grew wider and wider, so wide in fact that it was hard to see any details of the forest beyond it. Yet as a half-mile river must make an exit somewhere along here, Rose remained confident, despite her wavering doubts, that sooner or later they would come to a break. Strangely, there was no break to be seen as the afternoon wore on. Here and there were vague indications of tiny channels through the reeds, but they were very indefinite indeed. Certainly they were not passages clear of reeds; it was only that the reeds were sparser, as though there were a deeper bit of water up to the shore in which only the tallest reeds could hope to reach the surface. The forest was too distant and dense for any indication to show there.

The only break in the monotony came when they scared a herd of hippopotami, twenty or so of the beasts, in a wild panic through water, reeds, and mud, until they all with one accord took cover beneath the surface and vanished as mysteriously as they had appeared. Rose had hardly a thought or a look for the hippopotami. She was thinking too hard about this extraordinary behaviour of the river. She was still using port helm to keep them at a constant distance from the bank. As far as she could judge by the sun they were now nearly on the same course as they had been when she had first noticed the widening of the river. They must in consequence have come round almost in a full circle.

To confirm this opinion she looked over to starboard at the opposite bank which had been barely in sight a quarter of an hour ago. It was nearer now, far nearer. At the end of another ten minutes the horrid suspicion was confirmed. They were back again at the mouth of the river, at the point of its emergence into the Lake. She only had to starboard the helm to head the African Queen upstream, towards the rapids whence they had come. It was a shock to her. A week or two ago she might have wept with humiliation and disappointment, but she was of sterner stuff now; and after her recent experiences there was hardly anything an African river could do which would surprise her.

As a matter of fact, her mistake was perfectly excusable, as the behaviour of the Bora and one or two other rivers which flow into Lake Wittelsbach is very unusual, and is the result of the prolific character of the aquatic vegetation of tropical Africa. The channels of the delta of the Bora are narrow, floored with rich silt, and with hardly any current to scour them  ideal conditions in that climate for the growth of water weed. As a result the channels are nearly choked with weeds and reeds, the flow through them grows less and less, and the river finds itself dammed back at its outlet.

As a result it banks up into a lagoon behind its delta. The slight increase in pressure which follows does, in the end, force some of the water out through creeks and channels winding a precarious way through the delta, but the lagoon itself increases in size with the steady inflow from the river until in the end it turns the flank of the delta on one side or the other, and bursts its way through into the Lake by a new mouth. Then the level of the lagoon drops sharply, the current through this new channel diminishes in proportion, and the whole process is resumed, so that in the progress of centuries the delta extends itself steadily from side to side.

In 1914, when Rose and Allnutt came down the river, it was fifteen years since the last time the Bora had made a new mouth for itself, the lagoon was nearly at its maximum size, and the few channels which remained unchoked were so overgrown and winding that there was really nothing surprising at Roses missing them. She was not the fool she felt herself to be in that bitter moment.

She was soothed to some extent by the stupidity of Allnutt. He, engrossed in the supervision of the engines, had paid only small attention to their course. When Rose called to him to stop he was surprised. Looking about him at the wide river he quite failed to recognize it. He thought Rose had found the outlet to the lake which they had entered at a different point. It was only when Rose made him drop the anchor and showed him that the slight, hardly perceptible current was running in the opposite direction to the one he wished to take that he admitted his mistake.

These blinking banks look all one to me, he said.

They do to me, too, said Rose, bitterly, but Allnutt remained cheerfully optimistic.

Anywye, he said. Ere we are. We got a good mooring agine for tonight, old girl. No mosquitoes. We might just as well be comfy and forget abart things for a bit.

All right, said Rose.

Yet she went on standing on the gunwale, one hand on the awning stanchion and the other shading her eyes, staring across the lagoon at the distant opposite shore, veiled in its greyish-purple mist.

Thats where the way out must be, she decided. A lot of little channels. I noticed quite a lot through the reeds and wouldnt take them. Where we saw those hippos. Well pick the best one tomorrow, and get through somehow. It cant be very far to the Lake.

If English explorers had turned back at the sight of apparent impossibilities the British Empire would not be nearly its present size.

The night was not of the tranquillity which had characterized the preceding one. Rose was discontented with the days progress, and filled with a vague disquiet about her capacity as a pilot. She was not used to failure, and was annoyed with herself. Even at the end of two hours peace in the shade of the awning and screen which Allnutt rigged, she had not regained her optimism. Instead she was merely filled with a bitter determination to fight her way through that delta cost what it might, or to die in the attempt  a resolution which hardened the set of her mouth and made her conversation with Allnutt a little abstracted, and made sleep slow in coming.

And just as distracting was the sound of the frogs in the reeds. Hereabouts there must have been a colony of thousands, millions, of the little brutes, to whom presumably the attraction of the place lay in the suitability of the still water for spawning. They croaked in unison; Rose could distinguish two distinct kinds of croak, a deep-voiced kind whose volume never altered, and a higher-pitched kind which waxed and waned with monotonous regularity. Despite the distance of the boat from the reeds the din of that croaking came over the water to them as loud as the noise of a heavy surf on a reef, and with much the same variations of loudness and pitch. It was an infuriating noise, and it went on all night.

It did not disturb Allnutt, for no accountable noise could do that, and Allnutts peaceful sleeping was nearly as annoying as the croaking of the frogs to Rose in her wakefulness. She lay and sweated in the breathless night, disturbed, uncomfortable, irritated. If Rose had ever indulged in scolding or shrewishness she would have been an evil companion the next morning, but a rigid upbringing had had sufficient effect on her to prevent her from indulging in such a wanton abuse of power. She did not yet know she could scold; she had never tasted the sweet delights of giving rein to ill temper.

Instead, she was only curt and impatient, and Allnutt, after a sidelong glance at her in response to some brief reply of hers to his loquaciousness, had the sense to hold his tongue. He wagged his head to himself and felt immensely wise, as he pondered over the inscrutable ways of womanhood, and he saw to it that steam was raised and the boat made ready for departure with the smallest possible delay.

Rose steered the African Queen straight out across the lagoon towards the place where she had decided she would find the best way through the delta. The low band of trees across the horizon grew more and more distinct. Soon they could distinguish the rich lush green of the reeds.

Go slower now! called Rose to Allnutt, and the beat of the engine slackened as Allnutt closed the throttle.

She took a course as close along the margin of the reeds as she dared. She did not like the appearance of them at all, pretty though they were. They grew in tough-looking, solid clumps, each stalk expanding at the top into a rather charming flower-head, and, apart from a few bold outliers, the clumps grew close together, while farther in towards the shore they were crowded in a manner which would make progress through them practically impossible. She did not know that probably this very species had provided the bulrushes which composed the ark in which Moses had been set afloat on the Nile, nor that the learning of the world was most deeply indebted to it for the paper it had provided all through antiquity; and if she had known she would not have cared. All she sought was a way through.

Twice she hesitated as they neared points where the reeds did not grow quite so thickly, but each time she held on past them; there was the channel beyond through the forest of the delta to be considered as well. Such trivial indications of a waterway meant that its continuation through the delta might be impassable. Then they reached a broader, better defined passage. Rose raked back through her memory and decided this was at least as good as any she had noticed yesterday. She put the tiller over and turned the nose of the boat into the opening.

Nervously, Allnutt closed the throttle until the propeller was hardly revolving, and the African Queen glided among the reeds at a snails pace; Rose nodded approval, for they did not want to run any risks with that patched propeller. The channel remained fairly clear of reeds as it wound this way and that. Sometimes a clump scraped along the side with a prodigious rustling; Allnutt was sounding over-side with the boat-hook. It seemed that providentially the reeds refused to grow in water a little deeper than the African Queens draught; a channel which was clear of them was just navigable for her.

There came the inevitable moment when the channel bifurcated and a choice had to be made. Rose stared out over the sea of reeds at the nearing trees and brought the boat round into the most promising channel. They glided on; at each side the growth of reeds became denser and denser. And then the African Queen seemed to hesitate in her progress; there was something different about the feel of her, and Allnutt reached hastily to the throttle and shut off steam.

Were aground, dearie, he said.

I know that, snapped Rose. But weve got to go on.

Allnutt poked at the bottom with the boat-hook; it was deep semi-liquid mud. There was no hope in consequence of their getting out and towing her, which was the first idea which occurred to him. He displayed the dripping boat-hook to Rose. We must pull her along by the reeds, she said, harshly. The keel will go through mud like that even though we cant use the propeller.

They addressed themselves to the task, Rose reaching out with her hands to the clumps she could reach, and Allnutt with the boat-hook. Soon their technique improved with experiment and experience. The papyrus reed grows from a long solid root which extends a considerable distance horizontally in the mud before turning upwards to form the head. Perched up in the bows, Allnutt reached forward with the boat-hook, fumbled about until he found a good grip, and then tugged the boat forward for a couple of feet through the ooze. Then he had to abandon the root he had found and search for a new one to gain another couple of feet.

It was terribly hot work among the reeds, which were not high enough to give shade although they cut off what little wind there was, and the sun glared down upon them with its noonday intensity. And soon the insects found them; they came in clouds until the air was thick with them, mad with the thirst for blood. The work was heavy and tiring, too. Two hours of it left Allnutt gasping for breath, and whenever he gasped he spluttered, in consequence of the insects he had drawn into his mouth.

Sorry, miss, he said at last, apologetically. Cant keep on at this, not anyow.

The face he turned towards Rose was as wet with perspiration as if he had been under a shower bath; so were his rags of clothes. Neither he nor Rose noticed his use of miss  it sounded perfectly natural from a beast of burden such as he had become.

All right, said Rose. Give me the boat-hook.

The works a bit eavy, said Allnutt, with a note of protest in his tone.

Rose took no notice, but climbed past him on to the little fore-deck, the boat-hook in her hand. Allnutt made as if to argue further, but did not. He was too exhausted even to argue. He could only sink down into the bottom of the boat and lie there with the sweat drip-drip-dripping about him. For Rose, he had, literally, worked until he dropped. Rose certainly found the work heavy. Reaching forward to get a grip with the boat-hook was a strain. To get the boat to move forward over the mud and the reed-roots called for the exertion of every particle of strength she possessed  convulsive effort, to be followed immediately by the need for another, and another after that, interminably.

It did not take very long to exhaust her completely. In the end she put down the boat-hook with a clatter and reeled down the boat into the waist, her clothes hanging about her in wet wisps. The flies followed her, in myriads.

Well go on again tomorrow, she gasped to Allnutt, who opened his eyes at her as he slowly came back to normality.

The reeds were higher about them now, for in their progress under this new method of traction they had practically left the papyrus behind and were come into the territory of another genus, and the sun was lower. They were in the shade at last; the boat, which had seemed as hot as a gridiron to the touch, became almost bearable, and the flies bit worse than ever. In time Rose recovered sufficiently to try to find out how close they were to the shore. She climbed on the gunwale, but the giant reeds stretched up over her head, and she could see nothing but reeds and sky. How far they had come, how far they were from the forest, she could not guess. She certainly had not anticipated taking a whole day to get through a belt of reeds a mile wide, but here was the first day ended and as far as she could tell they were only half-way in, and there was nothing to indicate that they would ever get through at all. No matter. They would go on trying tomorrow.

Anyone less stout-hearted than Rose might have begun to wonder what would happen to them if their forward progress became impossible. There was no chance at all of their pulling the boat back stern first the way they had come. They would be held there until they starved like trapped animals, or until they drowned themselves in the mud and slime beneath the reeds, trying to make their way ashore on foot. Rose did not allow that sort of notion to trouble her. Her resolution was such that no mere possibility could alarm her. She was like Napoleons ideal general, in that she did not make pictures of what might be  just as, all through this voyage, she had acted on Nelsons dictum, Lose not an hour. If following, however unconsciously, the advice of the greatest soldier and the greatest sailor the world has ever seen would bring success to this land-and-water campaign, success would be theirs. And if they failed it would not be through lack of trying  that was what Rose was vowing to herself as she fought the flies.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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THERE HAD BEEN no need to moor the boat that night. No ordinary manifestation of Nature could have stirred her far from where she lay among those tall reeds. The wind that came with the thunder-storm that night was hardly felt by them at all  it bowed the reeds right across the boat, but sitting beneath the arch they formed they did not notice the wind. They had to endure all the discomforts of the rain as it poured down upon them in the dark, but even in those miserable conditions the ruling passion of that quaint pair displayed itself again.

One thing abart this rine, said Allnutt during a lull. It may deepen the water in this ere channel  if you can call it a channel. This afternoon we wasnt drorin much more than there was ere. Alf a inch would mike a ell of a big difference. It cant rine too much for me, it cant.

Then later that night, when the rain had long ceased, and Allnutt had somehow got to sleep despite the mosquitoes, Rose was suddenly aware of a noise. It was only the tiniest, smallest possible murmur, arid only the ear of faith could have heard it through the whining of the mosquitoes. It was the noise of running water. From all around there came this gentle sound, slighter than the quietest breathing  water seeping and dribbling through the reeds as the level rose in the lagoon, helped on by the gathered rain which the Bora was bringing down. Rose almost woke up Allnutt, to listen to it, but refrained, and contented herself with vowing to make an early start in the morning so as to take full advantage of any rise before it could leak away through the delta  although seeing that they always started at the first possible moment it is hard to understand what Rose meant by an early start.

There was this much variation, all the same, in their routine on rising that morning, in that they did not have to spend time in firing up the boiler and getting up steam. The sun was still below the tall reeds when they were ready to start, and already before Allnutt had come up into the bows to resume his yesterdays toil Rose was standing there, gazing into the reeds, trying to make out what she could about their course.

There really was no denying that they were still in some sort of waterway leading through the weeds. It was ill-defined; all there was to be seen was a winding line along which the reeds grew less densely, but it surely must lead somewhere.

I fink shes afloat, said Allnutt with satisfaction, taking the boat-look.

He reached out, found a hold, and pulled. There seemed to be a freer movement than yesterday.

No doubt about it, reported Allnutt. We got all the water we want. If it wasnt for these blasted reeds 

The channel was narrower here than when they had entered it, and the reeds caught against the sides as they moved along. Some had to be crushed under the boat, with the result that as each pull progressed the boat met with an increasing resistance; sometimes, maddeningly, she even went back an inch or two as Allnutt sought for a fresh grip. The resistance of the reeds, all the same, was far less unrelenting than the resistance of yesterdays mud, and Rose was able to be of some help by hastening about the boat freeing the sides from the reeds which impeded them.

They crawled on, slowly but hopefully. From what they could see of the sun there was no doubt that they were preserving a certain general direction towards the delta. Suddenly there came a squeal of joy from Allnutt.

Theres another channel ere! he said, and Rose scrambled up into the bows to see.

It was perfectly true. The channel they were in joined at an acute angle a similar vague passage-way through the reeds, and the combined channel was broader, better defined, freer from reeds. As they looked at its dark water they could see that the fragments afloat on it were in motion  as slow as a slow tortoise, but in motion nevertheless.

Coo! said Allnutt. Look at that current! Better look out, Rosie, old girl. Itll be rapids next.

They could still laugh.

Allnutt drew the African Queen into the channel. It was delightful to feel the boat floating free again, even though she could not swing more than an inch to either side. He hooked a root and gave a hearty pull; the boat made a good four feet through the water, and, what was more, retained her way, creeping along steadily while Allnutt sought for a new purchase.

Blimy, said Allnutt. Were going at a rate of knots now.

A little later, as they came round a bend in the channel, Rose caught sight of the trees of the delta. They were instantly obscured again by the reeds, but the next bend brought them in sight again, not more than two hundred yards off, and right ahead. She watched them coming nearer. Almost without warning the passage through the weeds widened. Then, abruptly, the reeds ceased, and the African Queen drifted sluggishly forward for a yard or two and then stopped. They were in a wide pool, bordered on the farther side by dark trees, and the surface of the pool was covered with water-lilies, pink and white, growing so closely that it seemed as if the whole pool was a mass of vegetation.

The sunlight was dazzling after the green shade of the reeds; it took a little while for their eyes to grow accustomed to the new conditions.

Thats the delta all right, said Allnutt, sniffing.

A dank smell of rotting vegetation came to them across the water; the farther bank was a wild tangle of trees of nightmare shape wreathed with creepers.

We wont alf ave a gime getting this old tub through that lot, said Allnutt.

Theres a channel over that way, said Rose, pointing, Look!

There certainly was some sort of opening into the forest there; they could see white water-lilies blooming in the entrance.

I spect youre right, said Allnutt. All we got to do now, in a manner of speaking, is to get there.

He remembered the last water-lily pool they had encountered, high up on the Ulanga. There all they had to do was to get out again, having once entered. Here there was a hundred yards of weed-grown water to traverse.

Lets try it, said Rose.

Course were going to try it, answered Allnutt, a little hurt.

It was not easy  nothing about that voyage to the Lake was easy. Those water-lily plants seemed to yield at a touch of the boat-hook, and afforded no purchase at all by which they could draw themselves along. Yet at the same time they clung so thick about the boat as to limit its progress as much as the reeds had done. Allnutt darkly suspected from the behaviour of the boat that they were being caught upon the screw  that precious screw with the weak blade  and rudder. The bottom was of such liquidity that it offered practically no resistance to the thrust of the boat-hook when used as a punt-pole, and in drawing the pole out again Allnutt found that he pulled the boat back almost as much as he had previously shoved it forward. Volleys of gas bubbles rose whenever the boat-hook touched the bottom; the stink was atrocious.

Cant we try rowing? asked Rose. Time was passing with the rapidity they always noticed when progress was slow, and they had hardly left the edge of the pool.

We might, said Allnutt.

One item in the gear of the African Queen was a canoe paddle. Allnutt went forward and found it and gave it to Rose. He brought back a billet of firewood for his own use.

Paddling the boat along made their progress a little quicker. There could be nothing slapdash nor care-free about wielding a paddle in those weeds. It had to be dipped carefully and vertically, reaching well forward, and it had to be drawn back with equal care, without twisting, lest at the moment of withdrawal it should be found so entangled as to call for the use of a knife to free it.

It was not a rapid method of transport. Rose would note some cluster of blooms up by the bows, and it would be at least a minutes toilsome work before it was back alongside her. Nor was the African Queen adapted for paddling. She had to sit on the bench in the sternsheets twisted uncomfortably sideways; a few minutes paddling set up a piercing ache under her shoulder-blade like the worst kind of indigestion. She and Allnutt had continually to change sides for relief.

So slowly did they move that when they came completely to a standstill they neither of them realized it at once, and went on paddling while the suspicion grew until they looked round at each other through the streaming sweat and found each had been thinking the same thing.

Were caught up on something, said Allnutt.

Yes.

Its that ole prop. Cant wonder at it in this mess.

They stood together at the side of the boat, but of course there was no judging the state of affairs from there.

Only one thing for it, said Allnutt. He took out his knife, opened it, and looked at its edge.

A spot of diving is the next item on the programme, lidies and gents, he said. He tried to grin as he said it.

Rose wanted to expostulate; there was danger in that massed weed, but Allnutt must chance the danger if the voyage was to go on.

Well have to be careful, was all she could say.

Yerss.

Allnutt fetched a length of rope.

Well tie that round my waist, he said, as he stripped off his clothes. You count firty from the time I go under, an if I aint coming up by then, you pull at that rope, an pull, an pull, an go on pulling.

All right, said Rose.

Allnutt sat naked on the gunwale and swung his legs over.

Good crocodile country this, he said, and then, seeing the look on Roses face, he went on hastily: Nao it aint. There aint no croc on earth could get through these weeds.

Allnutt was not too sure about it himself. He was rising to an unbelievable height of heroism in what he was doing. Not even Rose could guess at the sick fear within him, but in reaction from his cowardice he was growing foolhardy. He took his knife in his hand and dropped into the water. Holding on to the gunwale, he breathed deeply half a dozen times, and then ducked his head under the boat. His legs vanished under the carpet of weed, while Rose began to count with trembling lips. At thirty she began to pull on the rope, and she sighed with relief as Allnutt emerged, all tangled with weed. He had to put up a weed-clustered hand to pull a mask of the stuff from his face before he could breathe or see.

Theres a lump like a beehive round that prop, he said as he gasped for breath. An alf the weeds in the lake are anchored on to it.

Is it any use trying to clear it?

Ooh yerss. Stuff cuts easy enough. Id done a good bit already when I ad to come up. Well, ere goes agine.

At the fourth ascent Allnutt grinned with pleasure.

All clear, he said. Old the knife, will you, old girl? Im comin in.

He pulled himself up over the gunwale with Roses assistance. The water streamed off him and from the masses of weed which clung to his body. Rose fussed over him, helping to pick him clean. Suddenly she gave a little cry, which was instantly echoed by Allnutt.

Just look at the little beggars! said Allnutt  the swear words he still refrained from using were those which, never having come Roses way, she did not know to be swear words.

On Allnutts body and arms and legs were leeches, a score or more of them, clinging to his skin. They were swelling with his blood as Rose looked at them. They were disgusting things. Allnutt was moved at the sight of them to more panic than he had felt about crocodiles.

Cant you pull em off? he said, his voice cracking. Arhh! The beasts.

Rose remembered that if a leech is pulled off before he is gorged he is liable to leave his jaws in the wound, and blood-poisoning may ensue.

Salt gets them off, she said, and sprang to fetch the tin in which the salt was kept.

Damp salt dabbed on the leeches bodies worked like magic. Each one contorted himself for a moment, elongated himself and thickened himself, and then fell messily to the floor-boards. Allnutt stamped on the first one in his panic, and blood  his own blood  and other liquid spurted from under his foot. Rose scooped the remains and the other leeches up with the paddle and flung them into the water. Blood still ran freely from the triangular bites, drying in brown smears on Allnutts body under the blazing sun; it was some time before they could induce it to clot at the wounds, and even when it was all over Allnutt was still shuddering with distaste. He hated leeches worse than anything else on earth.

Lets get awye from ere, was all the reply he could make to Roses anxious questionings.

They paddled on across the lily-pool. With the coming of the afternoon some of the pink blooms began to close. Other buds opened, ivory-coloured buds with the faintest tinge of blue at the petal tips. That carpet of lilies was a lovely sight, but neither of them had any eyes for its beauty. They sank into a condition of dull stupidity, their minds deadened by the sun; they said nothing to each other even when they exchanged places. Their course across the pool was as slow as a slugs in a garden. They dipped and pulled on their paddles like mechanical contrivances, save when their rhythm was broken by the clutch of the maddening weeds upon the paddles.

The sun was lower by now; there was a band of shade on the rim of the pool which they were approaching. With infinite slowness the African Queens nose gained the shade. Allnutt nerved himself for a few more strokes, and then, as the shade slid up to the stern and reached them, he let fall his his billet of wood.

I cant do no more, he said, and he laid his head down upon the bench.

He was nearly weeping with exhaustion, and he turned his face away from Rose so that she would not see. Yet later on, when he had eaten and drunk, his Cockney resilience of spirits showed itself despite the misery the mosquitoes were causing.

What we want ere, he said, is a good big cataract. You know, like the first one below Shona. Wed ave got ere from the other side of the reeds in about a minute an a alf, I should say, stead of a couple of dyes an not there yet.

Later in the evening he was facetious again.

Weve come along under steam, an weve paddled, an weve pushed, an weve pulled the ole boat along wiv the ook. What we avent done yet is get out an carry er along. I spose thatll come next.

Rose remembered those words, later in the following day, and thought they had tempted Providence.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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IN THE MORNING there was only a narrow strip of water-lily lake to cross under the urgings of the early sun. They fought their way across it with renewed hope, for they could see the very definite spot where the lilies ceased to grow, and the beginning of a channel through the delta, and they felt that no obstacle to navigation could be as infuriating and exhausting as those lilies.

The delta of the Bora is a mangrove swamp, for the water of Lake Wittelsbach, although drinkable, is very slightly brackish, sufficiently so for some species of mangrove to grow, and where mangroves can grow there is no chance of survival for other trees. Where the mangroves began, too, the water-lilies ended, abruptly, for they could not endure life in the deep shade which the mangroves cast.

They reached the mouth of the channel and peered down it. It was like a deep tunnel; only very rare shafts of light from the blazing sky above penetrated its gloomy depths. The stench as of decaying marigolds filled their nostrils. The walls and roof of the tunnel were composed of mangrove roots and branches, tangled into a fantastic conglomeration of shapes as wild as any nightmare could conceive.

Nevertheless, the repellent ugliness of the place meant no more to them than had the beauty of the water-lilies. These days of travel had obsessed them with the desire to go on. They were so set upon bringing their voyage to its consummation that no place could be beautiful that presented navigational difficulties, and they were ready to find no place ugly if the water route through it were easy. When they crawled out from the last clinging embrace of the water-lilies they both with one accord ceased paddling to look into the water, each to his separate side.

Coo, said Allnutt, in tones of deep disgust. Its grass now.

The weed which grew here from the bottom of the water was like some rank meadow grass. The water was nearly solid with it. The only encouraging feature it displayed was that the long strands which lay along the surface all pointed in the direction in which they were headed  a sure sign that there was some faint current down the channel, and where the current went was where they wanted to go too.

No going under steam ere, said Allnutt. Never get the prop to go round in that muck.

Rose looked down the bank of mangroves, along the edge of the lily pool. They might try to seek some other way through the delta, but it seemed likely that any other channel would be as much choked with weed, while any attempts to find another channel would involve more slow paddling through water-lilies. She formed her decision with little enough delay.

Come on, was all she said. She had never heard Lord Fishers advice, Never explain, but she acted upon it by instinct.

They leant forward to their work again and the African Queen entered into the mangrove swamp with the slowness to be expected of a steam launch moved by one canoe paddle and one bit of wood shaped rather like a paddle.

It was a region in which water put up a good fight against the land which was slowly invading it. Through the mangrove roots which closed round them they could see black pools of water reaching far inwards; the mud in which the trees grew was half water, as black and nearly as liquid. The very air was dripping with moisture. Everything was wet and yet among the trees it was as hot as in an oven. It made breathing oppressive.

Shall I try ooking er along, now, Rosie? said Allnutt. He was refusing to allow the horror of the place to oppress his spirits. We get along a bit better that wye.

We could both of us use hooks here, said Rose. Can you make a hook?

Easy, said Allnutt. Rose was fortunate in having an assistant like him.

He produced a four-foot boat-hook quickly enough, beating the metal hook out of an angle iron from an awning stanchion, binding it tightly to the shaft with wire.

With both of them using hooks their progress grew more rapid. They stood side by side in the bows, and almost always there was a root or branch of the mangroves within reach on one side or the other, or up above, so that they could creep along the channel, zigzagging from either side. Reckoning the mangrove swamp as ten miles across, and allowing fifty per cent extra for bends in the channel, and calling their speed half a mile an hour  it was something like that  thirty hours of this sort of effort ought to have seen them through. It took much longer than that, all the same.

First of all, there were the obstructions in the channel. They encountered one almost as soon as they entered among the mangroves, and after that they recurred every few hundred yards. The African Queen came to a standstill with a bump and a jar which they came to know only too well  some log was hidden in the black depths of the water, stretching unseen across the channel. They had to sound along its length. Sometimes when they were fortunate there was sufficient depth of water over it at some point or other to float the boat across, but if there was not they had to devise some other means of getting forward. The funnel early came down; Allnutt dismantled that and the awning stanchions quite soon in consequence of the need for creeping under overhanging branches.

Generally if the channel were blocked they could find some passage round the obstruction through the pools of water which constituted a sort of side channel here and there, but to work the African Queen through them called for convulsive efforts, which usually involved Allnutts disembarking and floundering in the mud and warping the launch round the corners. It was as the African Queen was slithering and grating over the mud and the tree-roots that Allnutts ill-omened words about getting out and carrying the boat recurred to Roses mind.

If there were no way over or round they had to shift the obstruction in the channel somehow, ascertaining its shape and weight and attachments by probings with the boat-hooks, heaving it in the end, with efforts which in that Turkish-bath atmosphere made them feel as if their hearts would burst, the necessary few inches this way or that. They grew ingenious at devising methods of rigging tackle to branches above, and fixing ropes to the obstructions beneath, so as to sway the things out of their way. And Allnutt, perforce, overcame his shuddering hatred of leeches  on one occasion they squatted in mud and water for a couple of hours while with knives they made two cuts in a submerged root which barred the only possible bit of water through which they could float the African Queen.

It was a nightmare time of filth and sludge and stench. Be as careful as they would, the all-pervading mud spread by degrees over everything in and upon the boat, upon themselves, everywhere, and with it came its sickening stink. It was a place of twilight, where everything had to be looked at twice to make sure what it was, so that, as every step might disturb a snake whose bite would be death, their flounderings in the mud were of necessity cautious.

Worse than anything else it was a place of malaria. The infection had probably gained their blood anew in the lower reaches of the Bora before they reached the delta, but it was in the delta that they were first incapacitated. Every morning they were prostrated by it, almost simultaneously. Their heads ached, and they felt a dull coldness creeping over them, and their teeth began to chatter, until they were helpless in the paroxysm, their faces drawn and lined and their finger-nails blue with cold. They lay side by side in the bottom of the boat, with the silent mangrove forest round them, clutching their filthy rags despite the sweltering steamy heat which they could not feel. Then at last the cold would pass and the fever would take its place, a nightmare fever of delirium and thirst and racking pain, until when it seemed they could bear no more the blessed sweat would appear, and the fever die away, so that they slept for an hour or two, to wake in the end capable once more of moving about  capable of continuing the task of getting the African Queen through the Bora delta.

Rose dosed herself and Allnutt regularly with quinine from the portable medicine chest in her tin trunk; had it not been for that they would probably have died and their bones would have mouldered in the rotting hull of the African Queen among the mangroves.

They never saw the sun while they were in that twilight nightmare land, and the channel twisted and turned so that they lost all sense of direction and had no idea at all to which point of the compass they were heading. When the channel they were following joined another one, they had to look to see which way the water was flowing to decide in which direction to turn, and where it was so dark that even the water grass would not grow, as happened here and there, they had to note the direction of drift of bits of wood placed on the surface  an almost imperceptible drift, not more than a few yards an hour.

It was worse on the two occasions when they lost the channel altogether as a result of forced detours through pools round obstacles. That was easy enough to do, where every tangle of aerial roots looked like every other tangle, where the light was poor and there was nothing to help fix ones direction, and where to step from the islands of ankle-deep slime meant sinking waist-deep in mud in which the hidden roots tore the skin. When they were lost like this they could only struggle on from pool to pool, if necessary cutting a path for the boat with the axe by infinite toil, until at last it was like Paradise to rejoin a murky, root-encumbered channel on which they might progress as much as fifty yards at a time without being held up by some obstacle or other.

They lost all count of time in that swamp. Days came and went, each with its bout of chill and fever; it was day when there was light enough to see, and night when the twilight had encroached so much that they could do no more, and how many days they passed thus they never knew. They ate little, and what they ate stank of the marshes before they got it to their mouths. It was a worse life than any animals, for no animal was ever set the task of coaxing the African Queen through those mangroves  with never a moments carelessness, lest that precious propeller should be damaged.

No matter how slippery the foothold, nor how awkward the angle of the tow-rope, nor how imminent an attack of malaria, the launch had always to be eased round the corner inch by inch, without a jerk, in case during her lateral progress the propeller should be swung sideways against some hidden root. There was never the satisfaction of a vicious tug at the rope or a whole-hearted shove with the pole.

They did not notice the first hopeful signs of their progress. The channel they were in was like any other channel, and when it joined another channel it was only what had happened a hundred times before; they presumed that there would be a bifurcation farther on. But when yet another large channel came in they began to fill with hope. The boughs were thinning overhead so that it grew steadily lighter; the channel was deep and wide, and although it was choked with water grass that was only a mere trifle to them now after some of the obstacles they had been through, and they had developed extraordinary dexterity at hooking the African Queen along by the branches. They did not dare to speak to each other as the channel wound about, a full ten feet from side to side.

And then the channel broadened so that real sunlight reached them, and Allnutt could wait no longer before speaking about it, even if it should be unlucky.

Rosie, he said. Dyou fink we got through, Rosie?

Rose hesitated before she spoke. It seemed far too good to be true. She got a good hold on an aerial root and gave a brisk pull which helped the African Queen bravely on her way before she dared to reply.

Yes, she said at length. I think we have.

They managed to smile at each other across the boat. They were horrible to look at, although they had grown used to each other. They were filthy with mud  Roses long chestnut hair, and Allnutts hair, and the beard which had grown again since they had entered into the delta were all matted into lumps with it. Their sojourn in the semi-darkness had changed their deep sunburn into an unhealthy yellow colour which was accentuated by their malaria. Their cheeks were hollow and their eyes sunken, and through the holes in their filthy rags could be seen their yellow skins, with the bones almost protruding through them. The boat and all its contents were covered with mud, brought in by hurried boardings after negotiating difficult turns. They looked more like diseased savages of the Stone Age than such products of civilization as a missionarys sister and a skilled mechanic. They still smiled at each other, all the same.

Then the channel took another turn, and before them there lay a vista in which mangroves played hardly any part.

Reeds! whispered Allnutt, as though he hardly dared to say it. Reeds!

He had experienced reeds before, and much preferred them to mangroves. Rose was on tiptoe on the bench by now, looking over the reeds as far as she could.

The Lakes just the other side, she said.

Instantly Roses mind began to deal with ways and means, as if she had just heard that an unexpected guest was about to arrive to dinner.

How much wood have we got? she asked.

Good deal, said Allnutt, running a calculating eye over the piles in the waist. Bout enough for half a dye.

We ought to have more than that, said Rose, decisively.

Out on the Lake there would not be the ready means of replenishment which they had found up to now. The African Queen might soon be contending with difficulties of refuelling beside which those of Muller and von Spee would seem childs play. There was only one effort to be asked of the African Queen, but she must be equipped as completely as they could manage it for that effort.

Lets stop here and get some, she decided.

To Allnutt, most decidedly, and to herself in some degree, the decision was painful. Both of them, now that they had seen a blue sky and a wide horizon, were filled with a wild unreasoning panic. They were madly anxious to get clear away from those hated mangroves without a seconds delay. The thought of an extra hour among them caused them distress; certainly, if Allnutt had been by himself he would have dashed off and left the question of fuel supply to solve itself. But as it was he bowed to Roses authority, and when he demurred it was for the general good, not to suit his own predilections.

Green woods not much good under our boiler, you know, he said.

Its better than nothing, replied Rose. And I expect itll have a day or two to dry off before we want it.

They exchanged a glance when she said that. All the voyage so far had been designed for one end, the torpedoing of the Königin Luise. That end, which had seemed so utterly fantastic to Allnutt once upon a time, was at hand now; he had not thought about it very definitely for weeks, but the time was close upon him when he would have to give it consideration. Yet even now he could not think about it in an independent fashion; he could only tell himself that quite soon he would form some resolve upon the matter. For the present he had not a thought in his head. He moored the African Queen up against the mangroves and took his axe and cut at the soft pulpy wood until there was a great heap piled in the waist. And then at last they could leave the mangroves for the happy sanctuary of the reeds.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

[image: img67.jpg]

IT WAS A very definite mouth of the Bora by which they had emerged. There was a fairly wide channel through the reeds, and they had no sooner entered it and turned one single corner than the limitless prospect of the Lake opened before them  golden water as far as the eye could see ahead, broken by only one or two tree-grown islands. On either side of the channel were shoals, marked by continuous reeds, extending far out into the Lake, but those they could ignore. There was clear water, forty miles broad and eighty long, in front of them, not a rock, nor a shoal, nor a water-lily, nor a reed, nor a mangrove to impede them  unless they should go out of their way to seek for them. The sensation of freedom and relief was absolutely delicious. They were like animals escaped from a cage. Moored among the reeds, with the African Queen actually rocking a little to a minute swell coming in from the Lake, they slept more peacefully, plagued though they were with frogs and flies, than they had done for days.

And in the morning there was still no discussion of the torpedoing of the Königin Luise. To Rose with her methodical mind it was necessary to complete one step before thinking about the next.

Lets get the boat cleaned out, she said. I cant bear all this.

Indeed, in the glaring sunlight the filth and mess in the boat were perfectly horrible. Rose literally could not think or plan surrounded by such conditions. They jangled her nerves unbearably. No matter if the African Queen were shortly to be blown to pieces when she should immolate herself against the Königin Luises side, Rose could not bear the thought of passing even two or three days unnecessarily in that dirt.

The water over-side was clear and clean. By degrees they washed the whole boat, although it involved moving everything from place to place while they washed. Allnutt got the floor-boards up and cleaned out the reeking bilge, while Rose knelt up in the sternsheets and gradually worked clean the rugs and the clothing and the articles of domestic utility. It was a splendid day, and in that sunshine even a thick rug dried almost while you looked at it. Such a domestic interlude was the best sort of holiday Rose could have had; perhaps it was not only coincidence that they both of them missed their attacks of malaria that morning.

Rose got herself clean, too, for the first time since their entry into the mangroves, and felt once more the thrill of putting on a fresh clean frock on a fresh clean body. That was literally the case, because Rose had taken the step which she had tried to put aside in the old days of the mission station  she was wearing no underclothes. Most of them had been consumed in the service of the boat  as hand shields when the propeller shaft was straightened and so on  and the rest was dedicated to Allnutts use. His own clothing had disintegrated, and now he moved chastely about the boat in Roses chemise and drawers; the modest trimming round the neck and the infinite number of tucks about his thighs were in comical contrast with his lean unfeminine form.

Perhaps it was as a result of these civilized preoccupations that Rose that night thought of something which had slipped from her memory utterly and completely from the moment she had left the mission station. She herself, later, believed on occasions that it was God Himself who came and roused her from her sleep, her breast throbbing and the blood pulsing warm under her skin, although when she was in a more modest mood she attributed it to her better self or her conscience.

She had not said her prayers since she joined the African Queen; she had not even thought about God. She woke with a start as this realization came upon her, and she lay with wave after wave of remorse  and fear, too  sweeping over her. She could not understand how it was that the God she worshipped had not sent the lightning, which had so frequently torn the sky about her, to destroy her. She was in an agony lest He should do so now before she could appease Him. She scrambled up to her knees and clasped her hands and bowed her head and prayed in a passion of remorse.

Allnutt, waking in the night, saw the profile of her bowed figure in the starlight, and saw her lift her face to Heaven with her cheeks wet with tears and her lips moving. He was awed by the sight. He did not pray himself, and never had done so. The fact that Rose was able to pray in tears and agony showed him the superiority of her clay over his. But it was a superiority of which he had long been aware. He was content to leave the appeal for Heavenly guidance to Rose just as he had left to her the negotiation of the rapids of the Ulanga. It took a very great deal to deprive Allnutt of his sleep. His eyes closed and he drifted off again, leaving Rose to bear her agony alone.

In that awful moment Rose would have found no comfort in Allnutt anyway. It was a matter only for her and God. There was no trace of the iron-nerved woman, who had brought the African Queen down the Ulanga, in the weeping figure who besought God for forgiveness of her neglect. She could make no attempt to compound with God, to offer future good behaviour in exchange for forgiveness of the past, because her training did not permit it. She could only plead utter abject penitence, and beg for forgiveness as an arbitrary favour from the stern God about whom her brother had taught her. She was torn with misery. She could not tell if she were forgiven or not. She did not know how much of hellfire she would have to endure on account of these days of forgetfulness.

Worse still, she could not tell whether or not her angry God might not see fit to punish her additionally by blasting her present expedition with failure. It would be an apt punishment, seeing that the expedition was the cause of her neglect. There was a Biblical flavour about it which tore her with apprehension. In redoubled agony she begged and prayed to God to look with favour on this voyage of the African Queen, to grant them an opportunity of finding the Königin Luise and of sinking her, so that the hated iron-cross flag would disappear from the waters of Lake Wittelsbach and the allies might pour across to the conquest of German Central Africa. She was quite frantic with doubts and fear; the joints of her fingers cracked with the violence with which she clasped them.

It was only then that she remembered another sin  a worse one, the worst sin of all in the bleak minds of those who had taught her, a sin whose name she had only used when reading aloud from the Bible. She had lain with a man in unlicensed lust. For a moment she remembered with shocked horror the things she had done with that man, her wanton immodesty. It made matters worse still that she had actually enjoyed it, as no woman should ever dream of doing.

She looked down at the vague white figure of Allnutt asleep in the bottom of the boat, and with that came reaction. She could not, she absolutely could not, feel a conviction of sin with regard to him. He was as much a husband to Rose as any married womans husband was to her, whatever the formalities with which she and Charlie had dispensed. She took courage from the notion, although she did not rise (or sink) to the level of actually wording to herself her opinion of the marriage sacrament as a formality. She lapsed insensibly into the heresy of believing that it might be possible that natural forces could be too strong for her, and that if they were she was not to blame.

Much of her remorse and terror departed from her in that moment, and she calmed perceptibly. The last of her prayers were delivered with reason as well as feeling, and she asked favours now as one friend might ask of another. The sincerity of her conviction that what she meditated doing on Englands behalf must be right came to her rescue, so that hope and confidence came flooding back again despite the weakness which the first agony had brought to her sick body. There descended upon her at last a certainty of righteousness as immovable and as unreasoning as her previous conviction of sin.

In the end she lay down again to sleep with her serenity quite restored, completely fanatical again about the justice and the certainty of success of the blow she was going to strike for England. The only perceptible difference the whole harrowing experience made to her conduct was that next morning when she rose she prayed again for a moment, on her knees with her head bowed, while Allnutt fidgeted shyly in the bows. She was her old self again, with level brows and composed features, when she rose from her knees to look round the horizon.

There was something in sight out there, something besides water and reeds and sky and islands. It was not a cloud; it was a smudge of black smoke, and beneath it a white dot. Roses heart leaped violently in her breast, but she forced composure on herself.

Charlie, she called, quietly enough. Come up here. Whats that?

One glance was sufficient for Allnutt, as it had been for Rose.

Thats the Louisa.

Partisanship affected Allnutt much as it affects the Association football crowds which are constituted of thousands of people just like Allnutt. No words could be bad enough for the other side, just because it happened to be the other side. Although Allnutt had not had a chance to be infected by the propaganda which seethed at that moment in the British Press, he became at sight of the Königin Luise as rabidly an anti-German as any plump city clerk over military age.

Yerss, he said, standing up on the gunwale. Thats the Louisa all right. Ther beasts! Ther swine!

He shook his fist at the white speck.

Which way are they going? asked Rose, cutting through his objurgations. Allnutt peered over the water, but before he could announce his decision Rose announced it for him.

Theyre coming this way! she said, and then she forced herself again to stay calm.

They mustnt see us here, she went on, in a natural tone. Can we get far enough among the reeds for them not to see us?

Allnutt was already leaping about the boat, picking things up and putting them down again. It was more of an effort for him to speak calmly.

Theyll see the funnel and the awning, he said, in a lucid interval. Putting up the funnel and the awning stanchions had been part of the spring-cleaning of yesterday.

For answer Rose tore the ragged awning down again from its supports.

Youve got plenty of time to get the funnel down, she said. They wont be able to see it yet, and the reeds are between them and us. Ill see about the stanchions. Give me a screwdriver.

Rose had the sense and presence of mind to realize that if a ship the size of the Königin Luise was only a dot to them, they must be less than a dot to it.

With the top hamper stowed away the African Queen had a freeboard of hardly three feet; they would be quite safe among the reeds unless they were looked for specially  and Rose knew that the Germans would have no idea that the African Queen was on the Lake. She looked up and watched the Königin Luise carefully. She was nearer, coasting steadily southward along the margin of the Lake. From one dot she had grown into two  her white hull being visible under her high bridge. It would be fully an hour before she opened up the mouth of the river and could see the African Queen against the reeds.

Lets get the boat in now, she said.

They swung her round so that her bows pointed into the reeds. Pulling and tugging with the boat-hooks against the reed-roots they got her half-way in, but all her stern still projected out into the channel.

Youll have to cut some of those reeds down. How deep is the mud? said Rose.

Allnutt probed the mud about the African Queens bows and dubiously contemplated the result.

Hurry up, snapped Rose, testily, and Allnutt took his knife and went in over the bows among the reeds. He sank in the mud until the surface water was up to his armpits. Floundering about, he cut every reed within reach as low as he could manage it. Then, holding the bow painter, with Roses help he was able to pull himself out of the clinging mud, and lay across the fore-deck while Rose worked the African Queen up into the space he had cleared.

Theres still a bit sticking out, said Rose. Once more will do it.

Allnutt splashed back among the reeds and went on cutting. When he had finished and climbed on board again, between the two of them they hauled the boat up into the cleared space. The reeds which the bows had thrust aside when they entered began to close again round the stern.

It would be better if we were a bit farther in still, said Rose, and without a word Allnutt went in among the reeds once more.

This time the gain was sufficient. The African Queen lay in thick reeds; about her stern was a thin but satisfactory screen of the reeds at the edge, which, coming back to the vertical, made her safe against anything but close observation even if  as was obviously unlikely  the Königin Luise should see fit to come up the reed-bordered channel to the delta.

Standing on the gunwale, Rose and Allnutt could just see over the reeds. The Königin Luise was holding steadily on her course, a full mile from the treacherous shoals of the shore. She was nearly opposite the mouth of the channel now, and she showed no signs of turning. They watched her for five minutes. She looked beautiful in her glittering white paint against the vivid blue of the water. A long pennant streamed from the brief pole-mast beside her funnel; at her stern there floated the flag of the Imperial German Navy with its black cross. On her deck in the bows they could just discern the six-pounder gun which gave the Germans the command of Lake Wittelsbach. No Arab dhow, no canoe, could show her nose outside the creeks and inlets of the Lake unless the Königin Luise gave permission.

She was past the channel now, still keeping rigidly to the south. There was clearly no danger of discovery; she was on a cruise of inspection round the Lake, just making certain that there was no furtive flouting of authority. Rose watched her go, and then got down heavily into the sternsheets.

My malarias started again, she said, wearily.

Her face was drawn and apprehensive as a result of the ache she had been enduring in her joints, and her teeth were already chattering. Allnutt wrapped her in the rugs and made what preparations he could for the fever which would follow.

Mines begun too, he said then. Soon both of them were helpless and shivering, and moaning a little, under the blazing sun.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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WHEN THE ATTACK was over in the late afternoon Rose got uncertainly to her feet again. Allnutt was only now coming out of the deep reviving sleep which follows the fever of malaria in fortunate persons. The first thing Rose did was what everyone living in a boat comes to do after an unguarded interval. She stood up and looked about her, craning her neck over the reeds so as to sweep the horizon.

Down in the south she saw it again, that smudge of smoke and that white speck. She formed and then discarded the idea that the Königin Luise was still holding her old course. The gunboat was returning; she must have cruised down out of sight to the south and then begun to retrace her course. Allnutt came and stood beside her, and without a word they watched the Königin Luise gradually grow larger and more distinct as she came back along the coast. It was Allnutt who broke the silence.

Dyou fink shes looking for us? he asked, hoarsely.

No, said Rose, with instant decision. Not at all. Shes only keeping guard on the coast.

Rose was influenced more by faith than by judgement. Her mission would be too difficult to succeed if the Germans were on the look-out for them, and therefore it could not be so.

Hope youre right, said Allnutt. Matter of fact, I fink you are myself.

Shes going a different way now! said Rose, suddenly.

The Königin Luise had altered course a trifle, and was standing out from the shore.

Shes not looking for us, then, said Allnutt.

They watched her as she steamed across the Lake, keeping just above their horizon, heading for the islands which they could see straight opposite them.

Wonder what shes goin to do? said Allnutt, but all the same it was he who first noticed that she had come to a stop.

Shes anchoring there for the night, said Allnutt. Look!

The flag at the stern disappeared, as is laid down as a rule to be followed at sunset in the Imperial Instructions for Captains of Ships of the Imperial German Marine.

Did you ear anything then? asked Allnutt.

No.

I fought I eard a bugle. Allnutt could not possibly have heard a bugle over four miles of water, not even in the stillness which prevailed, but undoubtedly there were bugles blowing in the Königin Luise at approximately that time. Even though the crew of the Königin Luise consisted only of six white officers and twenty-five coloured ratings everything was done on board as befitted the exacting standards of the navy of which the ship was a part.

Well, there they are, said Allnutt. And there theyll stop. Thats a good anchorage out there among the islands. Well see em go in the morning.

He got down from the gunwale while Rose yet lingered. The sun had set in a sudden blaze of colour, and it was already almost too dark to see the distant white speck. She could not accept as philosophically as Allnutt the inevitability of their present inaction. They were on the threshold of events. They must make ready, and plan, and strike their blow for England, even though any scheme seemed more fantastic now than when viewed from the misty distance of the upper Ulanga.

We ought to have been ready for them today, said Rose, turning bitterly to Allnutt, the glow of whose cigarette she could just see in the dark.

Allnutt puffed at his cigarette, and then brought out a surprisingly helpful suggestion.

Coo, he said, dont you worry. I been thinking. Theyll come ere agine, you just see if they dont. You know what these Germans are. They lays down systems and they sticks to em. Mondays theyre at one plice, Tuesdays theyre somewhere else, Wednesdays praps theyre ere  I dunno what dye it is todye. Saturday nights I expect they goes into Port Livingstone an lay up over Sunday. Then they start agine on Monday, same ole round. You know.

Allnutt was without doubt the psychologist of the two. What he said was so much in agreement with what Rose had seen of official German methods that she could not but think there must be truth in it. He went on to press home his point by example.

Up at the mine, he said. Old Kauffmann, the inspector, oo ad the job of seeing that the mine was being run right  an a fat lot o good all those rules of theirs was, too  e used to turn up once a week regular as clockwork. Always knew when e was coming, the Belgians did, an theyd ave everything ready for im. Ed come in an look round, and ave a drink, an then off ed go agine wiv is Askaris an is bearers. Used to mike me laugh even then.

Yes, I remember, said Rose, absently. She could remember how Samuel had sometimes chafed against the woodenness of German rules and routine. There could be no doubt that if the Königin Luise had once moored amongst those islands she would do so again. Then  her plan was already formed.

Charlie, she said, and her voice was gentle.

Yerss, old girl?

You must start getting those torpedoes ready. Tomorrow morning, as soon as its light. How long will it take?

I can get the stuff into the tubes in no time, as you might say. Dunno about the detonators. Got to mike em, you see. Might take a coupler dyes easy. Matter of fact, I avent thought about em proply. Then we got to cut those oles in the bows  that wont tike long. Might ave it all done in a coupler dyes. Everything. If we dont ave malaria too bad. Depends on them detonators.

All right. There was something unnatural about Roses voice.

Rosie, old girl, said Allnutt. Rosie.

Yes, dear?

I know what youre thinkin about doing. You neednt try to ide it from me.

Had it not been for the discordant Cockney accent Allnutts voice in its gentleness might have been that of some actor in a sentimental moment on the stage. He took her hand in the darkness and pressed it, unresponsive as it was.

Not now, you neednt ide it, darling, he said. Even at that moment his Cockney self-consciousness came to embarrass him and he tried to keep the emotion out of his voice. For them there was neither the unrestraint of primitive people nor the acquired self-control of other classes of society.

You want to tike the African Queen out at night next time the Louisas ere, dont yer, old girl? said Allnutt.

Yes.

I fink its the best chance we got of all, said Allnutt. We oughter manage it.

Allnutt was silent for a second or two, making ready for his next argument. Then he spoke.

You neednt come, old girl. There aint no need for us both to  to do it. I can manage it meself, easy.

Of course not, said Rose. That wouldnt be fair. Its you who ought to stay behind. I can manage the launch on my own as far as those islands. Thats what I was meaning to do.

I know, said Allnutt, surprisingly. But its me that ought to do it. Besides, with them beggars 

It was an odd argument that developed. Allnutt was perfectly prepared by now to throw away the life that had seemed so precious to him. This plan of Roses which had already materialized so far and so surprisingly had become like a living thing to him  like a piece of machinery would perhaps be a better analogy in Allnutts case. There would be something wrong about leaving it incomplete. And somehow the sight of the Königin Luise cruising about the Lake as bold as brass had irritated Allnutt. He was aflame with partisanship. He was ready for any mad sacrifice which would upset those beggars apple-cart  presumably Allnutts contact with the German nation had been unfortunate; the Germans were a race it was easy to hate if hatred came easily, as it did in those days. There was a fierce recklessness about him, in odd contrast with his earlier cowardice.

Perhaps no one can really understand the state of mind of a man who volunteers in war for a duty that may lead to death, but that such volunteers are always forthcoming has been proved by too many pitiful events in history.

Allnutt tried to reason with Rose. Although they had both of them tacitly dropped their earlier plan of sending the African Queen out on her last voyage with no crew on board  Rose knew too much about the launchs little ways by now  Allnutt tried to argue that for him there would be no serious risk. He could dive off the stern of the boat a second before the crash, as soon as he was sure she would attain the target. Even if he were at the tiller (as privately he meant to be, to make certain), the explosion right up in the bows might not hurt him  Allnutt had the nerve to suggest that, even when he had a very sound knowledge of the power of explosives and could guess fairly accurately what two hundredweight of high explosive would do if it went off all at once. In fact, Allnutt was on the point of arguing that blowing up the Königin Luise would be a perfectly safe proceeding for anybody, until he saw what a loophole that would leave for Roses argument.

It all ended, as was inevitable, in their agreeing in the end that they would both go. There was no denying that their best chance of success lay in having one person to steer and one to tend the engine. It was further agreed between them that when they were fifty yards from the Königin Luise one of them would jump overboard with the lifebuoy; but Allnutt thought that it was settled that Rose should do the jumping, and Rose thought that it would be Allnutt.

Not moren a week from now, said Allnutt, meditatively.

They had a feeling of anticipation which if not exactly pleasurable was not really unpleasant. They had been working like slaves for weeks now at imminent risk of their lives to this one end, and they had grown so obsessed with the idea that they could not willingly contemplate any action which might imperil its consummation. And in Rose there burned the flame of fanatical patriotism as well. She was so convinced of the rightness of the action she contemplated, and of the necessity for it, that other considerations  even Charlies safety  weighed with her hardly at all. She could reconcile herself to Charlies peril as she might have reconciled herself if he were seriously ill, as something quite necessary and unavoidable. The conquest of German Central Africa was vastly, immeasurably more important than their own welfare  so immeasurably more important that it never occurred to her to weigh the one against the other. She glowed, she actually felt a hot flush, when she thought of the triumph of England.

She rose in the darkness, with Allnutt beside her, and looked over the vague reeds across the Lake. There were stars overhead, and stars faintly reflected in the water. The moon had not yet risen. But right over there was a bundle of faint lights which were neither stars nor their reflections. She clasped Allnutts arm.

Thats them, all right, said Allnutt.

Rose only realized then what a practical sailor would have thought of long before, that if the Germans took the precaution of hiding all lights when they were anchored the task of finding them on a dark night might well be impossible. Yet as they were in the only ship on the Lake, and forty miles from their nearest earth-bound enemy, there was obviously no need for precaution.

The sight of those lights made their success absolutely certain, at the moment when Rose first realized that it might not have been quite so certain. She felt a warm gratitude towards the fate which had been so kind. It was in wild exaltation that she clasped Allnutts arm. In all the uncertainty of future peril and all the certainty of future triumph she clung to him in overwhelming passion. Her love for him and her passion for her country were blended inextricably, strangely. She kissed him in the starlight as Joan of Arc might have kissed a holy relic.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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IN THE MORNING they saw the Königin Luise get under way and steam off to the northward again on her interminable patrolling of the Lake.

Well be ready for her when she comes back, said Rose, tensely.

Yerss, said Allnutt.

With Roses help he extricated the two heavy gas cylinders from the bottom of the boat and slid them back handily to the waist. They were foul with rust, but so thick was the steel that they could have borne months more of such exposure without weakening. Allnutt turned on the taps, and all the air was filled with an explosive hissing, as the gas poured out and the pressure-gauge needles moved slowly back to zero. When the hissing had subsided Allnutt got to work with his tools and extracted the whole nose-fitting from each cylinder. There was left a round blank hole in each, opening into the empty dark within.

Very carefully they prised open the boxes of explosive. They were packed with what looked like fat candles of pale yellow wax, each wrapped in oiled paper. Allnutt began methodically and cautiously to pack the cylinders with them, putting his arm far down into the interior.

Mm, said Allnutt. Itd be better if they werent loose like this.

He looked round the boat for packing material, and was momentarily at a loss. His ingenuity had been sharpened by all the recent necessity to employ makeshifts.

Muds the stuff, he announced.

He went up into the bows, and, leaning over the side, he began to scoop up handfuls of the black mud from the bottom, and slapped them down upon the fore-deck to become nearly dry in the sun.

Ill do that, said Rose, as soon as she realized what he intended.

She squeezed the water from the stinking black mud, and then spread the handfuls on the hot deck, and worked upon them until they were nearly hard. Then she carried the sticky mass back to Allnutt and set herself to preparing more.

Bit by bit Allnutt filled the cylinders, cementing each layer of explosive hard and firm with mud. When each was full right up to the neck he stood up to ease his aching back.

Thats done proply, he said with pride, looking down at the results of his mornings work, and Rose nodded approval, contemplating the deadly things lying on the floor-boards. They neither of them saw anything in the least fantastic in the situation.

We got to make them detonators now, he said. I got an idea. Thought of it last night.

From the locker in which his toilet things were stored he brought out a revolver, heavily greased to preserve it from the air. Rose stared at the thing in amazement; it was the first she knew of the presence of such a weapon in the boat.

I ad to ave this, explained Allnutt. I used to ave a ole lot o gold on board ere goin up to Limbasi sometimes. A nundred ounces an more some weeks. I never ad to shoot nobody, though.

Im glad you didnt, said Rose. To shoot a thief in time of peace seemed a much more unpleasant thing than to blow up a whole ship in time of war.

Allnutt broke open the revolver and took the cartridges into his hand, replacing the empty revolver in the locker.

Now let me see, he said, musingly.

Rose watched the idea gradually taking shape under his hands; the things took time to construct  what with meals, and sleep, and malaria it was all of the two days of Allnutts previous rough estimate before they were ready.

First, he had, very laboriously, to shape with his knife two round discs of hard wood which would screw tightly into the noses of the cylinders. Then in each disc he pierced three holes of such a size that he could just force the cartridges into them. When the discs were in position in the nozzles the bullets and the ends of the brass cartridge cases would now rest in among the explosive.

The rest of the work was far more niggling and delicate, and Allnutt discarded several pieces before he was satisfied. He cut two more discs of wood of the same size as the previous two, and he was meticulous about what sort of wood he used. He wanted it neither hard nor rotten, something through which a nail could be driven as easily as possible and yet which would hold the nail firmly without allowing it to wobble. He made several experiments in driving nails into the various kinds of wood at his disposal before he eventually decided to use a piece of one of the floor-boards.

Rose quite failed to guess at the motive of these experiments, but she was content to sit and watch, and hand things to him, as he worked away in the flaming sunlight with the masses of mosquitoes always about him.

When the new discs were cut Allnutt carefully laid them on the others and noted exactly where the bases of the cartridges would rest against them. At these points he made ready to drive nails through the new discs, and, as a final meticulous precaution, he filed the points of the nails to the maximum of sharpness. He drove the nails gingerly through the discs at the points which he had marked, and on the other side he pared away small circles of wood into which the bases of the cartridges would fit exactly, so when that was done the points of the nails were just showing as gleaming traces of metal exactly in the middle of each shallow depression, while on the other side the heads of the nails protruded for a full inch.

Finally, he screwed his pairs of discs together.

Thats all right now, said Allnutt.

Each pair of discs was now one disc. On one side of the disc showed the nail-heads, whose points rested against the percussion caps in the bases of the cartridges, the bullets of which showed on the opposite side. It was easy to see now that when the disc was in its place in the cylinder nose, and the cylinder pointing out beyond the bows of the African Queen, the boat would be herself a locomotive torpedo. When she was driven at full speed against the side of a ship the nails would be struck sharply against the cartridges. They would explode into the high explosive packed tight in the cylinders.

I dont think I could do it any better, said Allnutt, half apologetically. They ought to work all right.

There were three cartridges to each cylinder; one at least ought to explode; there were two cylinders, each containing nearly a hundredweight of explosive  one cylinder, let alone two, ought to settle a little ship like the Königin Luise.

Yes, said Rose, with all the gravity the situation demanded. They ought to work all right.

They had all the seriousness of children discussing the construction of a sand castle.

Cant put em into the cylinders yet, explained Allnutt. Theyre a bit tricky. We better get the cylinders into position now an leave the detonators till last. We can put em in when were all ready to start. After we got out of these reeds.

Yes, said Rose. Itll be dark, then, of course. Will you be able to do it in the dark?

Its a case of ave to, said Allnutt. Yerss, I can do it all right.

Rose formed a mental picture of their starting out; it certainly would be risky to try to push the African Queen out from the reeds in the darkness with two torpedoes which would explode at a touch protruding from the bow.

Allnutt put the detonators away in the locker with the utmost care and turned to think out the remainder of the preparations necessary.

We want to ave the explosion right down low, he said. Cant ave it too low. Fink its best to make those oles for the cylinders.

It was a toilsome, back-breaking job, although it called for no particular skill, to cut two holes, one each side of the stem, in the African Queens bows, just above the water-line. When they were finished, Rose and Allnutt dragged and pushed the cylinders forward until their noses were well out through the holes, a good foot in front of any part of the boat. Allnutt stuffed the ragged edges with chips of wood and rags.

Doesnt matter if it leaks a little, he said. Its only splashes whichll be coming in, cause the bow rides up when were goin along. All we got to do now is to fix them cylinders down tight.

He nailed them solidly into position with battens split from the cases of provisions, adding batten to batten and piling all the available loose gear on top to make quite sure. The more those cylinders were confined the more effective would be their explosion against the side of the Königin Luise. When the last thing was added Allnutt sat down.

Well, old girl, he said, we done it all now. Everything. Were all ready.

It was a solemn moment. The consummation of all their efforts, their descent of the rapids of the Ulanga, their running the gauntlet at Shona, the mending of the propeller, their toil in the water-lily pool and their agony in the delta, was at hand.

Coo, said Allnutt, reminiscently, avent we just ad a time! Been a regular bank oliday.

Rose forgave him his irreverence.

As a result of having completed the work so speedily they now had to endure the strain of waiting. They were idle now for the first time since the dreadful occasion  which they were both so anxious to forget  when Rose had refused to speak to Allnutt. From that time they had been ceaselessly busy; they had an odd empty feeling when they contemplated the blank days ahead of them, even though they were to be their last days on earth.

Those last days were rather terrible. There was one frightening interval when Allnutt felt his resolution waver. He felt like a man in a condemned cell waiting for the last few days before his execution to expire. As a young man in England he had often read about that, in the ghoulish Sunday newspaper which had constituted his only reading. Somehow it was his memory of what he had read which frightened him, not the thought of the imminent explosion  it deprived him of his new-won manhood and took him back into his pulpy youth, so that he clung to Rose with a new urgency, and she, marvellously, understood, and soothed him and comforted him.

The sun glared down upon them pitilessly; they were without even the shelter of the awning, which might betray them if it showed above the reeds. Every hour was pregnant with monotony and weariness; there was always the lurking danger that they might come to hate each other, crouching there among the reeds as in a grave. They felt that danger, and they fought against it.

Even the thunderstorms were a relief; they came with black clouds, and a mighty breath of wind which whipped the lake into fury so that they could hear breakers roar upon the shoals, and the whole lake was covered with tossing white horses, until even in their reedy sanctuary the violence of the water reached them so that the African Queen heaved uneasily and sluggishly under them.

To pass away the time they overhauled the engine thoroughly, so as to make quite certain that it would function properly on its last run. Allnutt wallowed in the mud beneath the boat and ascertained by touch that the propeller and shaft were as sound as they could be hoped to be. Every few minutes throughout every day one or the other of them climbed on the gunwale and looked out over the reeds across the Lake, scanning the horizon for sight of the Königin Luise. They saw a couple of dhows  or it may have been the same one twice  sailing down what was evidently the main passage through the islands, but that was all the sign of life they saw for some days. They even came to doubt whether the Königin Luise would ever appear again in her previous anchorage. They had grown unaccustomed to counting the passage of time, and they actually were not sure how many days had lapsed since they saw her last. Even after the most careful counting back they could not come to an agreement on the point, and they had begun to eye each other regretfully and wonder whether they had not better issue forth from their hiding place and coast along the edge of the Lake in search of their victim. In black moments they began to doubt whether they would ever achieve their object.

Until one morning they looked out over the reeds and saw her just as before, a smudge of smoke and a white dot, coming down from the north. Just as before she steamed steadily to the south and vanished below their low horizon, and the hours crawled by painfully until the afternoon revealed her smoke again returning, and they were sure she would anchor again among the islands. Allnutt had been nearly right in his guess about the methodical habits of the Germans. In their careful patrolling of the Lake they never omitted a periodical cruise into this, the most desolate corner of the Wittelsbach Nyanza, just to see that all was well, even though the forbidding marshes of the Bora delta and the wild forests beyond made it unlikely that any menace to the German command of the Lake could develop here.

Allnutt and Rose watched the Königin Luise come back from her excursion to the south, and they saw her head over towards the islands, and, as the day was waning, they saw her come to a stop at the point where she had anchored before. Both their hearts were beating faster. It was then that the question they had debated in academic fashion a week earlier without reaching a satisfactory conclusion solved itself. They had just turned away from looking at the Königin Luise, about to make their preparations to start, when they found themselves holding each others hands and looking into each others eyes. Each of them knew what was in the others mind.

Rosie, old girl, said Allnutt, hoarsely. Were going out together, arent we?

Rose nodded.

Yes, dear, she said. I should like it that way.

Confronted with the sternest need for a decision they had reached it without difficulty. They would share all the danger, and stand the same chance, side by side, when the African Queen drove her torpedoes smashing against the side of the Königin Luise. They could not endure the thought of being parted, now. They could even smile at the prospect of going into eternity together.

It was almost dark by now. The young moon was low in the sky; soon there would only be the stars to give them light.

Its safe for us to get ready now, said Rose. Good-bye, dear.

Good-bye, darling, sweeteart, said Allnutt.

Their preparations took much time, as they had anticipated. They had all night before them, and they knew that as it was a question of surprise the best time they could reach the Königin Luise would be in the early hours of the morning. Allnutt had to go down into the mud and water and cut away the reeds about the African Queens stern before they could slide her out into the channel again  the reeds which had parted before her bows resisted obstinately the passage of her stern and propeller.

When they were in the river, moored lightly to a great bundle of reeds, Allnutt quietly took the detonators from the locker and went into the water again over the bows. He was a long time there, standing in mud and deep water while he screwed the detonators home into the noses of the cylinders. The rough-and-ready screw-threads he had scratched in the edges of his discs did not enter kindly into their functions. Allnutt had to use force, and it was a slow process to use force in the dark on a detonator in contact with a hundredweight of high explosive. Rose stood in the bows to help him at need as he worked patiently at the task. If his hand should slip against those nail-heads they would be blown into fragments, and the Königin Luise would still rule the waves of the Lake.

Nor did the fact that the African Queen was pitching a little in a slight swell coming in from the Lake help Allnutt at all in his task, but he finished it in the end. In the almost pitch-dark, Rose saw him back away from the torpedoes and come round at a safe distance to the side of the boat. His hands reached up and he swung himself on board, dripping.

Done it, he whispered  they could not help whispering in that darkness with the obsession of their future errand upon them.

Allnutt groped about the boat putting up the funnel again. He made a faint noise with his spanner as he tightened up the nuts on the funnel-stay bolts. It all took time.

The furnace was already charged with fuel  that much, at any rate, they had been able to make ready days ago  and the tin canister of matches was in its right place, and he could light the dry friable stuff and close down to force the draughts. He knew just where abouts to lay his hands on the various sorts of wood he might need before they reached the Königin Luise.

There was a wind blowing now, and the African Queen was very definitely pitching to the motion of the water. The noise of the draught seemed loud to their anxious ears, and when Allnutt recharged the furnace a volley of sparks shot from the funnel and was swept away overhead. Rose had never seen sparks issue from that funnel before  she had only been in the African Queen under way in daylight  and she realized the danger that the sparks might reveal their approach. She spoke quietly to Allnutt about it.

Cant elp it, miss, sometimes, he whispered back. Ill see it dont appen when were getting close to em.

The engine was sighing and slobbering now; if it had been daylight they would have seen the steam oozing out of the leaky joints.

Sss, sss, whistled Allnutt, between his teeth.

All right, said Rose.

Allnutt unfastened the side painter and took the boat-hook. A good thrust against a clump of reeds sent the boat out into the fairway; he laid the boat-hook down and felt for the throttle valve and opened it. The propeller began its beat and the engine its muffled clanking. Rose stood at the tiller and steered out down the dark river mouth. They were off now, to strike their blow for the land of hope and glory of which Rose had sung as a child at concerts in Sunday school choirs. They were going to set wider those bounds and make the mighty country mightier yet.

The African Queen issued forth upon the Lake to gain which they had run such dangers and undergone such toil. Out through her bows pointed the torpedoes, two hundredweight of explosive which a touch could set off. Down by the engine crouched Allnutt, his whole attention concentrated on ascertaining by ear what he had been accustomed to judge by sight  steam pressure and water level and lubrication. Rose stood in the tossing stern, and her straining eyes could just see the tiny light which marked the presence of the Königin Luise; there were no stars overhead.

If it had been daylight they would have marked the banking-up of the clouds overhead, the tense stickiness of the electricity-charged atmosphere. If they had been experienced in Lake conditions they would have known what that ominous wind foretold; they had no knowledge of the incredible speed with which the wind whipping down from the mountains of the north roused the shallow waters of the Lake to maniacal fury.

Rose had had her training in rivers; it did not occur to her to look for danger where there were no rocks, nor weeds, nor rapids. When in the darkness the African Queen began to pitch and wallow in rough water she cared nothing for it. She felt no appreciation of the fact that the shallow draught launch was not constructed to encounter rough water, and that she was out of reach of land now in a boat whose wall sides and flat bottom made her the least seaworthy vessel it is possible to imagine. She found it difficult to keep her feet as the African Queen swayed and staggered about in haphazard fashion. In the darkness there was no way of anticipating her extravagant rolling. Waves were crashing against the flat sides; the tops of them were coming in over the edge, but that sort of thing was in Roses mind only to be expected in open water. She had no fear at all.

The wind seemed to have dropped for a moment, but the water was still rough. Then suddenly the darkness was torn away for a second by a dazzling flash of lightning which revealed the wild water round them and the thunder followed with a single loud bang like a thousand cannons fired at once. Then came the rain, pouring down through the blackness in solid rivers, numbing and stupefying, and with the rain came the wind, suddenly, from a fresh quarter, laying its grip on the torn surface of the Lake and heaving it up into mountains, while the lightning still flashed and the thunder bellowed in madness. With the shift of the wind the African Queen began to pound, heaving her bows out of the water and bringing them down again with a shattering crash. It was as well that Allnutt had selected the type of fuse he had employed; any other might have been touched off by the pounding waves, but the water which could toss about a two-ton boat like a toy could not drive nails.

It was all dark; Rose had no way of knowing if the stupefying water which was deluging her was rain or spray or waves. In that chaos all she could do was to keep her hand on the tiller and try to keep her footing. There was no possible chance of seeing the lights of the Königin Luise.

Allnutt was at her side. He was putting her arm through the huge lumbering life-buoy which had always seemed to bulk so unnecessarily large in the boats equipment. Then as they tottered and swayed in the drenching dark he was taken from her. She tried to call to him unavailingly. She felt a surge of solid water round her waist. A wave smacked her in the face; she was strangling with the water in her nostrils.

The African Queen had sunk, and with her ended the gallant attempt to torpedo the Königin Luise for Englands sake. And as though the storm had been raised just for Germanys benefit it died away with the sinking of the African Queen, and the wayward water fell smooth again, just as it had done once long ago on another inland sea, that of Galilee.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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THE PRESIDENT OF the Court looked with curiosity at the prisoner. He tried conscientiously not to see him as he was now, but as he might have looked in civilized array. He tried to discount the mop of long tangled hair, and the sprouting beard, and he told himself that it was an ordinary face, one that might pass quite unnoticed on the Kurfurstendamm any day of the week. The prisoner was a sick man. That was obvious additionally to his weary and disheartened manner, and his feebleness was due to illness as well as to fatigue. The President of the Court told himself that if ever he had seen the characteristic features of malaria he saw them now in the prisoner.

The rags he was dressed in added to the drama of his appearance  and here the President suddenly leaned forward (the shoulders of his tunic had stuck to the back of his chair with sweat) and he looked with greater attention. The ragged singlet the man was wearing had some kind of tattered frilling at the throat. His breeches had frills and tucks, ragged but recognizable. The President sat back in his chair again; the man was wearing a womans underclothing. That made the case more interesting; he might be mad, or  whatever it was, it was not the simple case of spying he had anticipated. There might be something in his defence.

The prosecuting officer stated the case against the prisoner; there must be due regard to formalities, even though it involved telling the Court facts which were perfectly well known to it. The prisoner had been seen on the island of Prinze Eitel at dawn, and, having been promptly hunted down and arrested, could give no account of himself. The Court was aware of this, seeing that it had been the President of the Court who had observed him from the deck of the Königin Luise, and the other members of the Court who had questioned him.

The prosecuting officer pointed out that on the island were kept reserve stores of fuel for the Königin Luise, which an evilly disposed person might easily destroy; this was additional to the fact that the island offered unrivalled opportunities for spying upon the movements of the Königin Luise. And it was hardly necessary to press these points, because the prisoner was obviously an alien, and he had been found in an area prohibited to all but members of the forces of His Imperial Majesty the Kaiser and King, by a proclamation of His Excellency General Baron von Hanneken, and so he was liable to the death penalty. The prosecuting officer made the quite unnecessary addition that a court of two officers, such as the one he was addressing, was perfectly competent to award a penalty of death for espionage in a field court martial.

This peroration annoyed the President; it was almost impertinence on the part of a mere lieutenant to tell a commander what was the extent of his powers. He knew them already; it was by his orders that the Court had constituted itself. The man would be giving him the information that he was the captain of the Königin Luise next, and similar irrelevancies. The President turned to the officer charged with the defence.

But Lieutenant Schumann was rather at a loss. He was not a very intelligent officer, but he was the only one available. Of the Königen Luises six officers, one was watch-keeping on deck, and one in the engine-room, two constituted the Court, one was prosecuting, and only old Schumann was left for the defence. He uttered a few halting words, and stopped, tonguetied. He was shy when it came to public speaking. The President of the Court looked inquiringly at the prisoner.

Allnutt was too dazed and weary and ill to take much note of his surroundings. He was aware in a way that he was being subjected to some sort of trial  the attitude of the two officers in their white suits with the gold braid and buttons told him that  but he was not specifically aware of the charges against him, nor of the penalty which might be inflicted. He would not have cared very much anyway. Nothing mattered much now, now that he had lost Rosie and the old African Queen was sunk and the great endeavour was at an end. He was ill, and he almost wished he was dead.

He looked up at the President of the Court, and his eyes drifted round to the prosecuting officer and the defending officer. Clearly they were expecting him to say something. It was too much trouble, and they could not understand him, anyway. He looked down at the floor again, and swayed a little on his feet.

The President of the Court knew that it was his duty, failing anyone else, to ascertain anything in the accuseds favour. He leant forward and tapped the table sharply with his pencil.

What is your nationality? he asked in German.

Allnutt looked at him stupidly.

Belgian? asked the President. English?

At the word English Allnutt nodded.

English, he said. British.

Your name? asked the President in German, and then, doing his best to remember his English, he repeated the question.

Charles Allnutt.

It took a long time to get that down correctly, translating the English names of the letters into German ones.

What  did  you  on  ve  ve  Insel? asked the President. He could not be surprised when the prisoner did not understand him. By a sudden stroke of genius he realized that the man might speak Swahili, the universal lingua franca of East and Central Africa, half Bantu, half Arabic, the same language as he used to his native sailors. He asked the questions again in Swahili, and he saw a gleam of understanding in the prisoners face. Then instantly he assumed a mask of sullen stupidity again. The President of the Court asked again in Swahili what the prisoner was doing on the island.

Nothing, said Allnutt sullenly. He was not going to own up to the affair of the African Queen; he thought, anyway, that it was wiser not to do so.

Nothing, he said again in reply to a fresh question.

The President of the Court sighed a little. He would have to pass sentence of death, he could see. He had already done so once since the outbreak of hostilities, and the wretched Arab half-caste had at his orders swung on a gallows at the lake-side as a deterrent to other spies  but bodies did not last long in this climate.

At that moment there was a bustle outside the tiny crowded cabin. The door opened and a coloured petty officer came in, dragging with him a fresh prisoner. At sight of her the President rose to his feet, stooping under the low deck, for the prisoner was a woman, and obviously a white woman despite her deep tan. There was a tangled mass of chestnut hair about her face, and she wore only a single garment, which, torn open at the bosom, revealed breasts which made the President feel uneasy.

The petty officer explained that they had found the woman on another of the islands, and, with her, something else. He swung into view a life-buoy, and on the life-buoy they could see the name African Queen.

African Queen? said the President, to himself, raking back in his memory for something half-forgotten.

He opened the drawer in his table, and searched through a mass of papers until he found what he sought. It was a duplicate of the notice sent by von Hanneken to the captain of reserve. Until that moment the news of a missing steam launch on the Upper Ulanga had had no interest at all for the captain of the Königin Luise, but now it was different. He looked at the female prisoner, and his awkwardness about that exposed body returned. She, too, was trying to hold the rags about her. The captain gave a short order to the prosecuting officer, who rose and opened a locker  the cabin in which they were was wardroom and cabin for three officers together-and produced a white uniform jacket, into which he proceeded to help Rose. The making of the gesture produced a reflex of courtesy and deference in the men; with just the same gesture they had helped women into their opera cloaks.

A chair, said the Captain, and the defending officer hastened to proffer his.

Get out, said the Captain to the coloured ratings, and they withdrew, making a good deal more room in the stifling cabin.

And now, gracious lady, said the Captain to Rose. Already he had guessed much. These two people must be the mechanic and the missionarys sister; presumably they had abandoned their launch on the Upper Ulanga and had come down in a canoe, and had been wrecked in last nights storm when trying to cross the Lake to the Belgian Congo. He began to question Rose in Swahili; it was an enormous relief to find, from her use of the German variants of that language, that she actually knew a little German  those weary days spent with grammar-book and vocabulary under Samuels sarcastic tutorship were bearing fruit at last.

It was far more of a surprise when it came out that Allnutt and Rose had brought the African Queen down the rapids of the Ulanga and through the Bora delta.

But, gracious lady   protested the Captain.

There could be no doubting her statement, all the same. The Captain looked at Rose and marvelled. He had heard from Spenglers own lips an account of the rapids and the delta.

It was very dangerous, said the Captain.

Rose shrugged her shoulders. It did not matter. Nothing mattered now. Although she had been glad to see him in the cabin, even her love for Allnutt seemed to be dead, now that the African Queen was lost and the Königin Luise still ruled the Lake.

The Captain had heard about the stoicism and ability of Englishwomen; here was a clear proof.

Anyway, there could be no question now of espionage and the death penalty. He could not hang the one person without the other, and he never thought for a moment of hanging Rose. He would not have done so even if he thought her guilty; white women were so rare in Central Africa that he would have thought it monstrous. Beyond all else, she had brought a steam launch from the Upper Ulanga to the Lake, and that was a feat for which he could feel professional admiration. He gazed at her and marvelled.

But why, he asked, did not your friend here tell us?

Rose looked round at Allnutt, and became conscious of his sick weariness as he still stood, swaying. All her instincts were aroused now. She got up from her chair and went to him protectively.

He is ill and tired, she said, and then, with indignation, He ought to be in bed.

Allnutt drooped against her, while she struggled to say in German and Swahili just what she thought of men who could treat a poor creature thus. She stroked his bristly face and murmured endearments to him. In the white uniform jacket and tattered dress she made a fine figure, despite the ravages of malaria.

But you, madam, said the Captain. You are ill, too.

Rose did not bother to answer him.

The Captain looked round the cabin.

The Court is dismissed, he snapped.

His colleague, and the prosecuting officer and the defending officer leaped up to their feet and saluted. They filed out of the cabin while the Captain tapped on the table meditatively with his pencil and decided on his future action. These two ought of course to be interned; that was what von Hanneken would do if he took them into the mainland. But they were ill, and they might die in imprisonment. It was not right that two people who had achieved so much should die in an enemys hands. All the laws of chivalry dictated that he should do more than that for them. In German Central Africa there would be small comfort for captured enemy civilians. And what difference would one sick man and one sick woman make to the balance of a war between two nations?

Von Hanneken would curse when he knew, but after all the Captain of the Königin Luise was his own master on the Lake and could do what he liked in his own ship. The Captain formed his resolve almost before the blundering Schumann had closed the cabin door.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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THE POST OF Senior Naval Officer, Port Albert, Belgian Congo, was of very new creation. It was only the night before that it had come into being. It was a chance of war that the senior naval officer in a Belgian port should be an English lieutenant-commander. He was standing pacing along the jetty inspecting the preparation for sea of the squadron under his command. Seeing that it comprised only two small motor-boats, it seemed a dignified name for it. But those motor-boats had cost in blood and sweat and treasure more than destroyers might have done, for they had been sent out from England, and had been brought with incredible effort overland through jungles, by rail and by river, to the harbour in which they lay.

They were thirty-knot boats, and in their bows each would have  when the mounting was completed  an automatic three-pounder gun. Thirty knots and those guns would make short work of the Königin Luise with her maximum of nine knots and her old-fashioned six-pounder. The lieutenant-commander paced the jetty impatiently; he was anxious to get to work now that the weary task of transport was completed. It was irksome that there should remain a scrap of water on which the White Ensign did not reign supreme. The sooner they came out on the hunt for the Königin Luise the better. He gazed out over the Lake and stopped suddenly. There was smoke on the horizon, and below it a white dot. As he looked, a lieutenant came running along the jetty to him; he had binoculars in his hand.

Thats the Königin Luise in sight, sir, he said breathlessly, and offered the glasses.

The lieutenant-commander stared through them at the approaching vessel.

Shes nearly hull up from the artillery observing station, sir.

Mm, said the lieutenant-commander, and looked again.

She looks as if shes expecting action from the number of flags shes got flying, he said. Mm  half a minute. Thats not a German ensn on the foremast. Its  what do you make of it?

The lieutenant looked through the glasses in his turn.

I think  he said, and looked again.

Its a white flag, he said at last.

I think so too, said the lieutenant-commander, and the two officers looked at each other.

They had both of them heard stories  which in later years they would be sorry that they had believed  about the misuse of the white flag by the Germans.

Wonder what theyre after, mused the lieutenant-commander. Perhaps 

There was no need for him to explain, even if there were time. If the Germans had heard of the arrival of the motor-boats on the lake shore they had one last chance to maintain their command of the Lake waters. A bold attack  for which a white flag might afford admirable cover  a couple of well-placed shells, and the Königin Luise could resume her unchallenged patrol of the Lake. The lieutenant-commander ran as fast as his legs would carry him along the jetty and up the slope to the artillery observing station. The Belgian artillery captain was there with his field-glasses; below him in concealed emplacements were the two mountain guns which guarded the port.

If theyre up to any monkey tricks, said the lieutenant-commander, theyll catch it hot. I can lay one of those mountain guns even if these Belgians cant.

But the Germans had apparently no monkey tricks in mind. The lieutenant-commander had hardly finished speaking before the Königin Luise rounded to, broadside on to the shore, far out of range of her six-pounder. The officers in the observing station saw a puff of white smoke from her bow, and the report of a gun came slowly over to them. They saw the white flag at the foremast come down half-way, and then mount again to the masthead.

That means they want a parley, said the lieutenant-commander; he had never used the word parley before in his life, but it was the only-one which suited the occasion.

Ill go, decided the lieutenant-commander. It was not his way to send others on dangerous duties, and there might be danger here, white flag or no white flag.

You stay here, went on the lieutenant-commander to the lieutenant. Youre in command while Im out there. If you see any need to fire, fire like blazes  dont mind about me. Understand?

The lieutenant nodded.

Ill have to go in one of those dhows, decided the lieutenant-commander, indicating the little cluster of native boats at the far end of the jetty, where they had lain for months for fear of the Königin Luise, and where they now screened the activity round the motor-boats. He stopped to sort his French sentences out.

Mon capitaine, he began, addressing the Belgian captain. Voulez-vous 

There is no need to describe the lieutenant-commanders linguistic achievements.

The lieutenant watched through his glasses as the dhow headed out from shore with a native crew. The lieutenant-commander in the stern had taken the precaution of changing his jacket for one of plain white drill. The lieutenant watched him steer towards the gunboat, far out on the Lake, and in appearance just like a white-painted Thames tug. Soon the yellow sail was all he could see of the dhow; he saw it reach the gunboat, and vanish as it was furled when the dhow ran alongside. There was an anxious delay. Then at last the dhows sail reappeared; she was coming back. There came another puff of smoke as the Königin Luise fired a parting salute, and then she turned away and headed back again towards the invisible German shore. The whole scene had a touch of the formal chivalry of the Napoleonic wars.

When the Königin Luise was hull down over the horizon and the dhow was close in-shore the lieutenant left his post and went down to the jetty to meet his senior officer. The dhow ran briskly in, and the native crew furled the sail as she slid alongside the jetty. The lieutenant-commander was there in the sternsheets. Lying in the bottom of the boat were two new passengers, at whom the lieutenant stared in surprise. One was a woman; she was dressed in a skirt of gay canvas  once part of an awning of the Königin Luise  and a white linen jacket whose gold buttons and braid showed that it had once belonged to a German naval officer. The other, at whom the lieutenant hardly looked, so astonished was he at the sight of a woman, was dressed in a singlet and shorts of the kind worn by German native ratings.

Get a carrying party, said the lieutenant-commander, proffering no further explanation. Theyre pretty far gone.

They were both of them in the feverish stage of malaria, hardly conscious. The lieutenant had them carried up on shore, each in the bight of a blanket, and looked round helplessly to see what he could do with them. In the end he had to lay them in one of the tents allotted to the English sailors, for Port Albert is only a collection of filthy native huts.

Theyll be all right in an hour or two, said the surgeon lieutenant after examining them.

Christ knows what Im going to do with em, said the lieutenant-commander bitterly. This isnt the place for sick women.

Who the devil is she? asked the lieutenant.

Some missionary woman or other. The Königin Luise found her cast away somewhere on the Lake trying to escape over here.

Pretty decent of the Huns to bring em over.

Yes, said the lieutenant-commander shortly. It was all very well for a junior officer to say that; he was not harassed as was the lieutenant-commander by constant problems of housing and rations and medical supplies  by all the knotty points in fact which beset a man in command of a force whose lines of communication are a thousand miles long.

They may be able to give us a bit of useful information about the Huns, said the lieutenant.

Can we ask them? interposed the surgeon. Flag of truce and all that. I dont know the etiquette of these things.

Oh, you can ask them, all right, said the lieutenant-commander. Theres nothing against it. But you wont get any good out of em. Ive never met a female devil-dodger yet who was any more use than a sick headache.

And when the officers came to question Rose and Allnutt about the German military arrangements they found, indeed, that they had very little to tell them. Von Hanneken had ringed himself about the desert, and had mobilized every man and woman so as to be ready to strike back at any force which came to molest him, but that the English knew already. The surgeon asked with professional interest about the extent of sleeping sickness among the German forces, but they could tell him nothing about that. The lieutenant wanted to know details of the Königin Luises crew and equipment; neither Allnutt nor Rose could tell him more than he knew already, more than the Admiralty and the Belgian government had told him.

The lieutenant-commander looked for a moment beyond the battle which would decide the mastery of the Lake, to the future when a fleet of dhows escorted by the motor-boats would take over an invading army which would settle von Hanneken for good and all. He asked if the Germans had made any active preparations to resist a landing on their shore of the Lake.

Didnt see nothing, said Allnutt.

Rose understood the drift of the question better.

You couldnt land anyone were we came from, she said. Its just a delta  all mud and weed and malaria. It doesnt lead to anywhere.

No, agreed the lieutenant-commander, who, like an intelligent officer, had studied the technique of combined operations. I dont think I could, if its like that. How did you get down to the Lake, then?

The question was only one of politeness.

We came down the Ulanga river, said Rose.

Really? It was not a matter of great interest to the lieutenant-commander. I didnt know it was navigable.

It aint. Corblimey, it aint, said Allnutt.

He would not be more explicit about it; the wells of his loquacity were dried up by these glittering officers in their white uniforms with their gentlemens voices and la-di-da manners. Rose was awkward too. She did not feel at ease with these real gentlemen either, and she was sullenly angry with herself because of the absurd anticlimax in which all her high hopes and high endeavour had ended. Naturally she did not know who the officers were who were questioning her, nor what weapons they were making ready to wield. Naval officers on the eve of an important enterprise would not explain themselves to casual strangers.

Thats interesting, said the lieutenant-commander, in tones which were not in agreement with his words. You must let me hear about it later on.

He was to be excused for his lack of interest in the petty adventures of these two excessively ordinary people who had made fools of themselves by losing their boat. Tomorrow he had to lead a fleet into action, achieving at this early age the ambition of every naval officer, and he had much to think about.

They may be all right, said he when they came away. They look like it. But on the other hand they may not. All this may be just a stunt of old von Hannekens to get a couple of his friends over here. I wouldnt put it past him. Theyre not coming out of their tents until the Königin Luise is sunk. They dont seem to be married, but although theyve lived together all those weeks it wouldnt be decent if the Royal Navy stuck them in a tent together. I cant really spare another tent. I wont have the camp arrangements jiggered up any more than they are. As it is Ive got to take a man off the work to act sentry over them. Cant trust these Belgian natives. Not a haporth. You see to it, Bones, old man, will you? Ive got to go and have a look at Matildas gun mounting.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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THE NEXT DAY the Königin Luise as she steamed in solemn dignity over the Lake she had ruled so long saw two long grey shapes come hurtling over the water towards her, half-screened in a smother of spray. The commander who had been President of the court martial of two days before looked at them through his glasses as they tore along straight towards him. Beyond the high-tossed bow waves he could see two fluttering squares of white. He saw red crosses and a flash of gay colour in the upper corners. They were White Ensigns, flying where no White Ensign had ever been seen before.

Action stations! he snapped. Get that gun firing!

The prosecuting officer ran madly to the gun; the defending officer sprang to the wheel to oversee the coloured quartermaster and to make sure the commanders orders were promptly obeyed. Round came the Königin Luise to face her enemies. Her feeble gun spoke once, twice, with pitiful slowness. H.M.S. Matilda and H.M.S. Amelia swerved to one side. At thirty knots they came tearing round in a wide sweep, just outside the longest range of that old six-pounder. The Königin Luise was slow on her helm and with a vast turning circle. She could not wheel quick enough to keep her bows towards those flying grey shapes which swept round her in a decreasing spiral. Their engines roared to full throttle as they heeled over on the turn. They had four times the speed and ten times the handiness of the old gunboat. The prosecuting officer looking over his sights could see only their boiling wake now. He could train the gun no farther round, and the gunboat could turn no faster.

The lieutenant-commander stood amidships in the Matilda. A thirty-knot gale howled past his ears. The engine bellowed fit to deafen him, but he eyed coolly the lessening range between him and the Königin Luise, and the curving course which was bringing his ship fast towards the enemys stern where there was no gun to bear. It was his duty not merely to win the easy victory, but to see that victory was won at the smallest cost. He looked back to see that the Amelia was in her proper station, looked at the range again, shouted an order into the ear of the man at the wheel, and then waved his hand to the sub-lieutenant in the bows by the gun. The three-pounder broke into staccato firing, report following report so that the ear could hardly distinguish one sound from the next. It was a vicious, spiteful sound, implying untold menace and danger.

The three-pounder shells began to burst about the Königin Luises stern. At first they merely blew holes in the thin plating, and then soon there was no plating left to explode them, and they flew on into the bowels of the ship spreading destruction and fire everywhere, each of them two pounds of flying metal and a pound of high explosive. The steering gear was smashed to fragments, and the Königin Luise swerved back suddenly from her circling course and headed on in a wavering straight line. The lieutenant-commander in the Matilda gave a new order to the man at the wheel, and kept his boats dead astern, and from that safe position sent the deadly little shells raking through and through the ship from stern to bow.

The Königin Luise had not really been designed as a fighting ship; her engines and boilers were above water line instead of being far below under a protective deck. Soon one of those little shells came flying through the bulkhead, followed by another and another. There was a deep sullen roar as the boiler was hit, and the Königin Luise was wreathed in a cloud of steam. The engine-room staff were boiled alive in that moment.

The lieutenant-commander in the Matilda had been expecting that moment; his cool brain had thought of everything. When he saw the steam gush out he gave a quick order, and the roar of the Matildas engine was stilled as the throttle closed and the engine put out of gear. When the steam cleared away the Königin Luise was lying a helpless hulk on the water, drifting very slowly with the remnants of her way, and the motor-boats were lying silent, still safely astern. He looked for a sign of surrender, but he could see none; the black cross was still flying, challenging the red. Something hit the water beside the Matilda with a plop and a jet of water; he could hear a faint crackling from the Königin Luise. Some heroic souls there were firing at them with rifles, and even at a mile and a half a Mauser bullet can kill, and on the great lakes of Africa where white men are numbered only in tens and every white man can lead a hundred black men to battle white mens lives are precious. He must not expose his sailors to this danger longer than he need.

Hell, said the lieutenant-commander. He did not want to kill the wretched Germans, who were achieving nothing in prolonging their defence. God damn it; all right, then.

He shouted an order to the guns crew in the bows, and the fire recommenced, elevated a little so as to sweep the deck. One shell killed three coloured ratings who were lying on the deck firing with their rifles; the prosecuting officer never knew how he escaped. Another shell burst on the tall bridge, and killed Lieutenant Schumann, but it did not harm the commander, who had gone down below a minute before, venturing with his coat over his face into the scalding steam of the engine-room to do his last duty.

Perhaps thatll settle em, said the lieutenant-commander, signalling for fire to cease. Even three-pounder shells are troublesome to replace over lines of communication a thousand miles long. He looked at the Königin Luise again. She lay motionless, hazed around with smoke and steam. There was no firing now, but the black-cross flag was still flying, drooping in the still air.

Then the lieutenant-commander saw that she was lower in the water, and as he noticed it the Königin Luise very suddenly fell over to one side. The commander had done his duty; he had groped his way through the wrecked engines to the sea cocks and had opened them.

Hope we can save the poor beggars, said the lieutenant-commander, calling for full speed.

The Matilda and the Amelia came rushing up just as the German ensign, the last thing to disappear, dipped below the surface. They were in time to save all the living except the hopelessly wounded.


CHAPTER NINETEEN
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THERE IS AN elation in victory, even when wounded men have to be borne very carefully along the jetty to the hospital tent; even when a telegraphic report has to be composed and sent to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty; even when a lieutenant-commander of no linguistic ability has to put together another report in French for the Belgian governor. He could at least congratulate himself on having won a naval victory as decisive as the Falklands or Tsu-Shima, and he could look forward to receiving the D.S.O. and the Belgian Order of the Crown and a step in promotion which would help to make him an Admiral some day.

His mind was already hard at work on his new plans, busily anticipating the time soon to come when he would escort the invading army across the Lake. Strike quickly, strike hard, and keep on striking; the sooner the invaders were on their way the less time would von Hanneken have to recover from this totally unexpected blow and make arrangements to oppose a landing. The lieutenant-commander was urgent in his representations to the senior Belgian officer on the spot, to the Belgian headquarters, to the British headquarters in East Africa.

Yet meanwhile he could not be free from the worry of all commanders-in-chief. That long line of communications was a dreadful nuisance, and he had fifty bluejackets who expected English rations in Central Africa, and now he had some captured German wounded  coloured men mostly, it is true, but a drain on his resources all the same  on his hands as well as some unwounded prisoners. He had to act promptly in the matter. He sent for Rose and Allnutt.

Theres a Belgian escort going down to the coast with prisoners, he said, shortly. Im going to send you with them. That will be all right for you, I suppose.

I suppose so, said Allnutt. Until this moment they had been people without a future. Even the destruction of the Königin Luise had increased that feeling of nothingness ahead.

Youll be going to join up, I suppose, said the lieutenant-commander. I cant enlist you here, of course. I cant do anything about it. But down on the coast youll find a British consul, at Matadi, I think, or somewhere there. The Belgiansll put you on the right track, anyway. Any British consul will do your business for you. As soon as you are over your malaria, of course. Theyll send you round to join one of the South African units, I expect. So youll be all right.

Yessir, said Allnutt.

And you, Mrs  er  Miss Sayer, isnt it? went on the lieutenant-commander. I think the West Coasts the best solution of the problem for you, too, dont you? You can get back to England from there. A British consul 

Yes, said Rose.

Thats all right then, said the lieutenant-commander with relief. Youll be starting in two or three hours.

It was hard to expect a young officer planning the conquest of a country half the size of Europe to devote more attention to two civilian castaways. It was that Mrs  er  Miss of the lieutenant-commanders which really settled Roses future  or unsettled it, if that view be taken. When they came out of the lieutenant-commanders presence Rose was seething with shame. Until then she had been a woman without a future and in consequence without any real care. It was different now. The lieutenant-commander had mentioned the possibility of a return to England; to Rose that meant a picture of poor streets and censorious people and prying aunts  that aunts should be prying was in Roses experience an essential characteristic of aunts. And it was terribly painful to contemplate a separation from Allnutt; he had been so much to her; she had hardly been out of his sight for weeks now; to lose him now would be like losing a limb, even if her feelings towards him had changed; she could not contemplate this unforeseen future of hers without Allnutt.

Charlie, she said, urgently. Weve got to get married.

Coo, said Allnutt. This was an aspect of the situation he actually had not thought of.

We must do it as quickly as we can, said Rose. A consul can marry people. That officer in there spoke about a consul. As soon as we get to the coast 

Allnutt was a little dazed and stupid. This unlooked-for transfer to the West Coast of Africa, this taken-for-granted enlistment in the South African Forces, and now this new proposal left him with hardly a word to say. He thought of Roses moderate superiority in social status. He thought about money; presumably he would receive pay in the South African army. He thought about the girl he had married twelve years ago when he was eighteen. She had probably been through half a dozen mens hands by now, but there had never been a divorce and presumably he was still married to her. Oh well, South Africa and England were a long way apart, and she couldnt trouble him much.

Righto, Rosie, he said. Lets.

So they left the Lake and began the long journey to Matadi and marriage. As to whether or not they lived happily ever after is not easily decided.


The General
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CHAPTER ONE
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NOWADAYS LIEUTENANT-GENERAL SIR Herbert Curzon, K.C.M.G., C.B., D.S.O., is just one of Bournemouths seven generals, but with the distinction of his record and his social position as a Dukes son-in-law, he is really far more eminent than those bare words would imply. He is usually to be seen in his bath chair with Lady Emily, tall, raw-boned, tweed-skirted, striding behind. He has a large face, which looks as if it had been rough-carved from a block of wood and his white hair and moustache stuck on afterwards, but there is a kindly gleam in his prominent blue eyes when he greets his acquaintances, and he purses up his lips in the queerest old-maidish smile. He clings to the habit of the old-fashioned bathchair largely for the reason that it is easier from a bathchair to acknowledge ones friends; he has never taught himself to walk with ease with any of the half-dozen artificial limbs he has acquired since the war, and the stump of his amputated thigh still troubles him occasionally. Besides, now that he is growing old he is a tiny bit nervous in a motor car.

Everybody is glad to have him smile to them on Bournemouth promenade, because his smile is a patent of social eminence in Bournemouth. And he wears his position with dignity, and is generous with his smiles, so that his popularity is great although he plays very bad bridge. He goes his way through the town a plaid rug over his knees, the steering-handle in his gloved hands, and on his approach newcomers are hurriedly informed by residents about his brilliant career and his life of achievement. Nowadays, when the memory of the war is fading, these verbal accounts are growing like folk legends, and public opinion in Bournemouth is inclined to give Sir Herbert Curzon more credit than he has really earned, although perhaps not more than he deserves.

The day on which Curzon first stepped over the threshold of history, the day which was to start him towards the command of a hundred thousand men, towards knighthood  and towards the bathchair on Bournemouth promenade  found him as a worried subaltern in an early South African battle. The landscape all about him was of a dull reddish brown; even the scanty grass and the scrubby bushes were brown. The arid plain was seamed with a tangle of ravines and gullies, but its monotony was relieved by the elevation in the distance of half a dozen flat-topped rocky hills, each of them like the others, and all of them like nearly every other kopje in South Africa.

Curzon was in command of his squadron of the Twenty-second Lancers, the Duke of Suffolks Own, an eminence to which he had been raised by the chances of war. Three officers senior to him were sick, left behind at various points on the lines of communication, and Captain the Honourable Charles Manningtree-Field, who had been in command when the squadron went into action, was lying dead at Curzons feet with a Mauser bullet through his head. Curzon was not thinking about Manningtree-Field. His anxiety was such that immediately after the shock of his death, and of the realization that men really can be killed by bullets, his first thought had been that now he could use the captains Zeiss binoculars and try and find out what was happening. He stood on the lip of the shallow depression wherein lay Manningtree-Fields body, the two squadron trumpeters, and two or three wounded men, and he stared round him across the featureless landscape.

In a long straggling line to his right and left lay the troopers of the squadron, their forage caps fastened under their chins, firing away industriously at nothing at all, as far as Curzon could see. In a gully to the rear, he knew, were the horses and the horseholders, but beyond that Curzon began to realize that he knew extraordinarily little about the battle which was going on. The squadron was supposed to be out on the right flank of an advancing British firing line, but when they had come galloping up to this position Curzon had not been in command, and he had been so preoccupied with keeping his troop properly closed up that he had not paid sufficient attention to what Manningtree-Field had been doing.

Probably Manningtree-Field had not been too sure himself, because the battle had begun in a muddle amid a cascade of vague orders from the Staff, and since then no orders had reached them  and certainly no orders had envisaged their coming under heavy fire at this particular point. As an accompaniment to the sharp rattle of musketry about him Curzon could hear the deeper sound of artillery in the distance, echoing over the plain with a peculiar discordant quality, and against the intense blue of the sky he could see the white puffs of the shrapnel bursts far out to the left, but it was impossible to judge the position of their target at that distance, and there was just enough fold in the flat surface of the plain to conceal from him any sight of troops on the ground.

Meanwhile an invisible enemy was scourging them with a vicious and well-directed fire. The air was full of the sound of rifle bullets spitting and crackling past Curzons ears as he stood staring through the binoculars. Curzon had an uneasy feeling that they were coming from the flank as well as from the front, and in the absence of certain knowledge he was rapidly falling a prey to the fear that the wily Boers were creeping round to encircle him. A fortnight ago a whole squadron of Lancers  not of his regiment, thank God  had been cut off in that way and forced to surrender, with the result that that regiment was now known throughout South Africa as Krugers Own. Curzon sweated with fear at the thought of such a fate overtaking him. He would die rather than surrender, but  would his men? He looked anxiously along the straggling skirmishing line.

Troop Sergeant-Major Brown came crawling to him on his hands and knees. Brown was a man of full body, and his face was normally brick-red, but this unwonted exertion under a scorching sun coloured his cheeks like a beetroot.

Aint no orders come for us, sir? asked Brown, peering up at him.

No, said Curzon sharply. And stand up if you want to speak to me.

Brown stood up reluctantly amid the crackle of the bullets. After twenty years service, without having had a shot fired at him, and with his pension in sight, it went against his grain to make a target of himself for a lot of farmers whose idea of war was to lay ambushes behind rocks.

Come down ere, sir, please, sir, pleaded Brown in a fever of distress. We dont want to lose you, sir, too, sir.

The loss of the only officer the squadron had left would place Sergeant-Major Brown in command, and Brown was not at all desirous of such a responsibility. It was that consideration which caused Curzon to yield to his solicitations, and to step down into the comparative safety of the depression.

Dyou fink were cut orf, sir? asked Brown, dropping his voice so as to be unheard by the trumpeters squatting on the rocks at the bottom of the dip.

No, of course not, said Curzon. The infantry will be up in line with us soon.

Aint no sign of them, is there, sir? complained Brown. Expect the beggars are eld up somewhere, or lorst their way, or something.

Nonsense, said Curzon. All his training, both military and social, had been directed against his showing any loss of composure before his inferiors in rank, even if those inferiors should actually be voicing his own fears. He stepped once more to the side of the hollow and stared out over the rolling plain. There was nothing to be seen except the white shrapnel bursts.

Our orders was to find their flank, said Brown, fidgeting with his sword hilt. Looks to me more like as if theyve found ours.

Nonsense, repeated Curzon. But just exactly where the Boer firing-line was to be found was more than he could say. Those infernal kopjes all looked alike to him. He looked once more along the line of skirmishers crouching among the rocks, and as he looked he saw, here and there faces turned towards him. That was a bad sign, for men to be looking over their shoulders in the heat of action. The men must be getting anxious. He could hardly blame them, seeing that they had been trained for years to look upon a battle as a series of charges knee to knee and lance in hand against a serried enemy. This lying down to be shot at by hidden enemies a mile off was foreign to their nature. It was his duty to steady them.

Stay here, sergeant-major, he said. You will take command if Im hit.

He stepped out from the hollow, his sword at his side, his uniform spick and span, and walked in leisurely fashion along the firing-line. He spoke to the men by name, steadily and unemotionally, as he reached each in turn. He felt vaguely as he walked that a joke or two, something to raise a laugh, would be the most effective method of address, but he never was able to joke, and as it was his mere presence and unruffled demeanour acted as a tonic on the men. Twice he spoke harshly. Once was when he found Trooper Haynes cowering behind rocks without making any attempt to return the fire, and once was when he found Trooper Maguire drinking from his water-bottle. Water out here in the veldt was a most precious possession, to be hoarded like a misers gold, for when there was no more water there would be no fight left in the men.

He walked down the line to one end; he walked back to the other. Sergeant-Major Brown, peeping out from his hollow, watched his officers fearless passage, and, with the contrariness of human nature, found himself wishing he was with him. Then, when Curzon was nearly back in safety again, Brown saw him suddenly swing right round. But next instant he was walking steadily down to the hollow, and only when he was out of sight of the men did he sit down sharply.

Are you hit, sir? asked Brown, all anxiety.

Yes. Dont let the men know. Im still in command.

Brown hastily called the squadron first-aid corporal with his haversack of dressings. They ripped open Curzons coat and bound up the entrance and exit wounds. The destiny which directs the course of bullets had sent this one clean through the fleshy part of the shoulder without touching bone or artery or nerve.

Im all right, said Curzon manfully, getting to his feet and pulling his torn coat about him. The arrival of a crawling trooper interrupted Sergeant-Major Browns protests.

Message from Sergeant Hancock, sir, said the trooper. Ammunitions running short.

Um, said Curzon thoughtfully, and a pause ensued while he digested the information.

There aint fifty rounds left in our troop, sir, supplemented the trooper, with the insistence of his class upon harrowing detail.

All right, blazed Curzon irritably. All right. Get back to the line.

Ave to do somethink now, sir, said Sergeant-Major Brown as the trooper crawled away.

Shut up and be quiet, snapped Curzon.

He was perfectly well aware that he must do something. As long as his men had cartridges to fire they would remain in good heart, but once ammunition failed he might expect any ugly incident to occur. There might be panic, or someone might show a white flag.

Trumpeter! called Curzon, and the trumpeter leaped up to attention to receive his orders.

The squadron came trailing back to the gully where the horses were waiting. The wounded were being assisted by their friends, but they were all depressed and ominously quiet. A few were swearing, using words of meaningless filth, under their breath.

What about the dead, sir? asked Sergeant Hancock, saluting. The captain, sir?

The regiment was still so unversed in war as to feel anxiety in the heat of action about the disposal of the dead  a reminiscence of the warfare against savage enemies which constituted the British Armys sole recent experience. This new worry on top of all the others nearly broke Curzon down. He was on the point of blazing out with Blast the dead, but he managed to check himself. Such a violation of the Armys recent etiquette would mean trouble with the men.

Ill see about that later. Get back into your place, he said. Prepare to mount!

The squadron followed him down the ravine, the useless lances cocked up at each mans elbow, amid a squeaking of leather and a clashing of iron hoofs on the rocks. Curzons head was beginning to swim, what with the loss of blood, and the pain of his wound, and the strain he had undergone, and the heat of this gully. He had small enough idea of what he wanted to do  or at least he would not admit to himself that what he wanted was to make his way back to some area where the squadron would not be under fire and he might receive orders. The sense of isolation in the presence of an enemy of diabolical cunning and strength was overwhelming. He knew that he must not expose the squadron to fire while in retreat. The men would begin to quicken their horses pace in that event  the walk would become a trot, the trot a gallop, and his professional reputation would be blasted. The gully they were in constituted at least a shelter from the deadly hail of bullets.

The gully changed direction more than once. Soon Curzon had no idea where he was, nor whither he was going, but he was too tired and in too much pain to think clearly. The distant gun-fire seemed to roll about inside his skull. He drooped in his saddle and with difficulty straightened himself up. The fortunate gully continued a long way instead of coming to a rapid indefinite end as most gullies did in that parched plain, and the men  and Sergeant-Major Brown  were content to follow him without question. The sun was by now well down towards the horizon, and they were in the shade.

It was in fact the sight of the blaze of light which was reflected from the level plain in front which roused Curzon to the realization that the gully was about to end beyond the tangle of rocks just in front. He turned in his saddle and held up his hand to the column of men behind; they came sleepily to a halt, the horses cannoning into the hind-quarters of the horses in front, and then Curzon urged his horse cautiously forward, his trumpeter close behind.

Peering from the shelter of the rocks, Curzon beheld the finest spectacle which could gladden the eyes of a cavalry officer. The gully had led him, all unaware, actually behind the flank of the Boer position. Half a mile in front of him, sited with Boer cunning on the reverse slope of a fold in the ground, was a battery of field guns sunk in shallow pits, the guns crews clearly visible round them. There were groups of tethered ponies. There was a hint of rifle trenches far in front of the guns, and behind the guns were wagons and mounted staffs. There was all the vulnerable exposed confusion always to be found behind a firing-line, and he and his squadron was within easy charging distance of it all, their presence unsuspected.

Curzon fought down the nightmare feeling of unreality which was stealing over him. He filed the squadron out of the gully and brought it up into line before any Boer had noticed them. Then, forgetting to draw his sword, he set his spurs into his horse and rode steadily, three lengths in front of his charging line, straight at the guns. The trumpeters pealed the charge as the pace quickened.

No undisciplined militia force could withstand the shock of an unexpected attack from the flank, however small the force which delivered it. The Boer defence which had all day held up the English attack collapsed like a pricked balloon. The whole space was black with men running for their ponies. Out on the open plain where the sweltering English infantry had barely been maintaining their firing-lines the officers sensed what was happening. Some noticed the slackening of the Boer fire. Some saw the Boers rise out of their invisible trenches and run. One officer heard the cavalry trumpets faint and sweet through the heated air. He yelled to his bugler to sound the charge. The skirmishing line rose up from flank to flank as bugler after bugler took up the call. Curzon had brought them the last necessary impetus for the attack. They poured over the Boer lines to where Curzon, his sword still in its sheath, was sitting dazed upon his horse amid the captured guns.

The Battle of Volkslaagte  a very great battle in the eyes of the British public of 1899, wherein nearly five thousand men had been engaged a side  was won, and Curzon was marked for his captaincy and the D.S.O. He was not a man of dreams, but even if he had been, his wildest dreams would not have envisaged the future command of a hundred thousand British soldiers  nor the bathchair on Bournemouth promenade.


CHAPTER TWO
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TO CURZON THE rest of the South African War was a time of tedium and weariness. His wound kept him in hospital during the Black Week, while England mourned three coincident defeats inflicted by an enemy whom she had begun to regard as already at her mercy. He was only convalescent during Roberts triumphant advance to Pretoria. He found himself second-in-command of a detail of recruits and reservists on the long and vulnerable line of communications when the period of great battles had come to an end.

There were months of tedium, of army biscuit and tough beef, of scant water and no tobacco. There were sometimes weeks of desperate marching, when the horses died and the men grumbled and the elusive enemy escaped by some new device from the net which had been drawn round him. There were days of scorching sun and nights of bitter cold. There was water discipline to be enforced so as to prevent the men from drinking from the polluted supplies which crammed the hospitals with cases of enteric fever. There was the continuous nagging difficulty of obtaining fodder so as to keep horses in a condition to satisfy the exacting demands of column commanders. There were six occasions in eighteen months during which Curzon heard once more the sizzle and crack of bullets overhead, but he did not set eyes on an enemy  except prisoners  during that period. Altogether it was a time of inconceivable dreariness and monotony.

But it could not be said that Curzon was actively unhappy. He was not of the type to chafe at monotony. The dreariness of an officers mess of only two or three members did not react seriously upon him  he was not a man who needed mental diversion. His chill reserve and ingrained frigid good manners kept him out of mess-room squabbles when nerves were fraying and tempers were on edge; besides, a good many of the officers who came out towards the end of the war were not gentlemen and were not worth troubling ones mind about. Yet all the same, it was pleasant when the war ended at last, and Curzon could say good-bye to the mixed rabble of mounted infantry who had made up the column to which he was second-in-command.

He rejoined the Twenty-second Lancers at Cape Town  all the squadrons together again for the first time for two years  and sailed for home. The new king himself reviewed them after their arrival, having granted them time enough to discard their khaki and put on again the glories of blue and gold, schapska and plume, lance pennons and embroidered saddle-cloths. Then they settled down in their barracks with the fixed determination (as the Colonel expressed it, setting his lips firmly) of teaching the men to be soldiers again.

The pleasure of that return to England was intense enough, even to a man as self-contained as Curzon. There were green fields to see, and hedgerows, and there was the imminent prospect of hunting. And there were musical comedies to go to, and good food to eat, and pretty women to be seen in every street, and the Leicester Lounge to visit, with a thrill reminiscent of old Sandhurst days. And there was the homage of society to the returned warriors to be received  although that was not quite as fulsome as it might have been, because public enthusiasm had begun to decline slowly since the relief of Mafeking, and there was actually a fair proportion of people who had forgotten the reported details of the Battle of Volkslaagte.

There was naturally one man who knew all about it  a portly, kindly gentleman with a keen blue eye and a deep guttural voice who had been known as H.R.H. at the time when the Lancers had been ordered to South Africa, but who was now King of England. He said several kindly words to Curzon at the investiture to which Curzon was summoned by the Lord Chamberlain. And Curzon bowed and stammered as he received his D.S.O.  he was not a man made for courts and palaces. In the intimacy of his hotel bedroom he had felt thrilled and pleased with himself in his Lancer full dress, with his plastron and his schapska, his gold lace and glittering boots and sword, and he had even found a sneaking pleasure in the stir among the people on the pavement as he walked out to get into the waiting cab, but his knees knocked and his throat dried up in Buckingham Palace.

On the same leave Curzon had in duty-bound to go and visit Aunt Kate, who lived in Brixton. The late Mr Curzon, Captain Herbert Curzons father, had married a trifle beneath him, and his wifes sister had married a trifle beneath her, and the Mr Cole whom she had married had not met with much success in life, and after marriage Mr Curzon had met with much, so that the gap between Curzon and his only surviving relatives  between the Captain in the Duke of Suffolks Own and the hard-up city clerk with his swarm of shrieking children  was wide and far too deep to plumb. Curzon drove to Brixton in a cab, and the appearance of the cab caused as much excitement in that street as did his full-dress uniform in the West End. Aunt Kate opened the door to him  a paint-blistered door at the end of a tile path three yards long, leading from a gate in the iron railings past a few depressed laurels in the tiny front garden. Aunt Kate was momentarily disconcerted at the sight of the well-dressed gentleman who had rat-tat-tatted on her door, but she recovered herself.

Why, its Bertie, she said. Come in, dear. Uncle Stanley ought to be home soon. Come in here and sit down. Maud! Dick! Gertie! Heres your cousin Bertie home from South Africa!

The shabby children came clustering into the shabby parlour; at first they were shy and constrained, and when the constraint wore off they grew riotous, making conversation difficult and hindering Aunt Kate in her effort to extract from her nephew details of his visit to Buckingham Palace.

Whats it like in there? she asked. Is it all gold? I suppose theres cut-glass chandeliers?

Curzon had not the least idea. And 

Did the king really speak to you? What was he wearing?

Field-Marshals uniform, said Curzon briefly.

Of course, youve been presented to him before, when you went into the Army, said Aunt Kate enviously. That was in the dear queens time.

Yes, said Curzon.

It must be lovely to know all these people, said Aunt Kate. Are there any lords in your regiment now?

Yes, said Curzon. One or two.

It was irritating, because he himself found secret pleasure in serving in the same regiments as lords, and in addressing them without their titles, but the pleasure was all spoilt now at finding that Aunt Kate was of the same mind.

More irritating still was the arrival of Stanley Cole, Aunt Kates husband, whom Curzon felt he could not possibly address now as Uncle Stanley, although he had done so as a boy. Mr Cole was an uncompromising Radical, and no respecter of persons, as he was ready to inform anyone.

I didnt old with your doings in South Africa, he announced, almost before he was seated. I didnt old with them at all, and I said so all along. We didnt ought to ave fought with the Boers in the first place. And burning farms, and those concentration camps. Sheer wickedness, that was. You shouldnt have done it, you know, Bertie.

Curzon, with an effort, maintained an appearance of mild good manners, and pointed out that all he had done was to obey orders.

Orders! Yes! Its all a system. Thats what it is.

Mr Cole seemed to think that in this case the word system was deeply condemnatory  to Curzon, of course, the word was, if anything, of the opposite implication. He was roused far enough to suggest to his uncle that if he had undergone the discomforts of two years of guerrilla warfare he might not be so particular as to the methods employed to suppress it.

I wouldnt have gone, said Mr Cole. Not if they had tried to make me. Lord Roberts, now. Es trying to introduce conscription. Ought to ave more sense. And now theres all this talk about a big Navy. Big fiddlestick!

There was clearly no ground at all which was common to Mr Cole and his nephew by marriage.

Look at the rise in the income tax! said Mr Cole. Two shillings in the pound! Peace, retrenchment, and reform. Thats what we want. And a sane Government, and no protection.

Curzon might have replied that Mr Cole had nothing to complain about in the matter of income tax, seeing that his income was clearly below the taxable limit, but his good manners would not permit him to say so while he was conscious of his own seven hundred a year from his private means. Instead, he rose to go, apologizing for the briefness of his visit and pleading further urgent matters demanding his attention. He declined the tea which Aunt Kate belatedly remembered to offer him; he said truthfully enough, that he never had tea, and the children goggled up in surprise at a man who could so lightly decline tea, and Aunt Kate said, Youll be going to have late dinner, I suppose.

She accompanied him to the door.

Good-bye, then, Bertie, she said. It was nice of you to come. Well be seeing you again soon, I suppose?

Yes, of course, said Curzon, and he knew it was a lie as he said it, that he would never be able to bring himself again to penetrate into Brixton. He thought the lie had succeeded, if he thought about it at all, but Aunt Kate dabbed furtively at her eyes before she went back into the parlour to talk over the visitor with her family. She knew perfectly well that she would never see Lilys boy again.

Meanwhile Curzon, out in the cabless suburban street, had to make his way on foot to the main road to some means of conveyance to take him back to his hotel. Before he took a cab he was constrained to go into a saloon bar and order himself a large whisky-and-soda, and while he drank it he had to mop his forehead and run his fingers round underneath his collar as recollections of his visit surged up within him. He thanked God fervently that he was an orphan, that he was an only child, and that his father was an only child, and that his mother had had only one sister. He thanked God that his fathers speculations in Mincing Lane had been early successful, so that preparatory school and Haileybury and Sandhurst had come naturally to his son.

In a moment of shuddering self-revelation he realized that in other circumstances it might have been just possible that he should have breathed naturally in the air of Brixton. Worse still he felt for a nauseating moment that in that environment he too might have been uncertain with his aitches and spoken about late dinner in a respectful tone of voice. It was bad enough to remember that as a child he had lived in Bayswater  although he could only just remember it, as they had early moved to Lancaster Gate. He had ridden in the Park then, and his father had already decided that he should go into the Army and, if possible, into the cavalry among the real swells.

He could remember his father using that very expression, and he could remember his fathers innocent pride in him at Sandhurst and when he had received his commission in the Duke of Suffolks Own. Curzon struggled for a moment  so black was his mood  with the realization that the Twenty-second Lancers was not really a crack regiment. He could condescend to infantrymen and native Indian army  poor devils  of course, but he knew perfectly well when he came to admit it to himself, as on this black occasion, that the Households and Horse Gunners and people like the Second Dragoons could condescend to him in their turn.

His father, of course, could not appreciate these distinctions and could have no realization that it was impossible for a son of a Mincing Lane merchant to obtain a nomination to one of these exclusive regiments.

Perhaps it was as well that the old man had died when he did, leaving his twenty-year-old son the whole of his fortune  when his partnership had been realized and everything safely invested it brought in seven hundred a year. Seven hundred a year was rather on the small side, regarded as the private means of a cavalry subaltern, but it sufficed, and as during the South African War he had been unable to spend even his pay, he was clear of debt for once, and could look forward to a good time.

The world was growing rosier again now, with his second whisky-and-soda inside him. He was able to light a cigar and plan his evening. By the time his cab had carried him up to town he was able to change into dress clothes without its crossing his mind even once that in other circumstances to change might not have been so much of a matter of course.


CHAPTER THREE
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THERE WERE TWELVE years of peace between the two wars. It was those twelve years which saw Herbert Curzon undergo transformation from a young man into a middle-aged, from a subaltern into a senior major of cavalry. A complete record in detail of those twelve years would need twelve years in the telling to do it justice, so as to make it perfectly plain that nothing whatever happened during those twelve years; the professional life of an officer in a regiment of cavalry of the line is likely to be uneventful and Curzon was of the type which has no other life to record.

They were twelve years of mess and orderly room; twelve years of inspection of horses feet and of inquiry why Trooper Jones had been for three days absent without leave. Perhaps the clue to Curzons development during this time is given by his desire to conform to type, and that desire is perhaps rooted too deep for examination. Presumably preparatory school and Haileybury and Sandhurst had something to do with it. Frequently it is assumed that it is inherent in the English character to wish not to appear different from ones fellows, but that is a bold assumption to make regarding a nation which has produced more original personalities than any other in modern times. It is safer to assume that the boldness and insensitiveness which is found sporadically among the English have developed despite all the influences which are brought to bear to nip them in the bud, and are therefore, should they survive to bear fruit, plants of sturdy growth.

Whether or not Herbert Curzon would have displayed originality, even eccentricity, if he had been brought up in another environment  in that of his cousins, Maudie and Gertie and Dick Cole, for instance  it is impossible to say. It sounds inconceivable to those of us who know him now, but it might be so. There can be no doubt whatever, on the other hand, that during the middle period of his life Curzon was distinguished by nothing more than his desire to be undistinguishable. The things which he did, he did because other people had done before him, and if a tactful person had been able to persuade him to defend himself for so doing he could only have said that to him that appeared an entirely adequate reason for doing them.

When as a senior captain in the regiment he quelled with crushing rudeness the self-assertiveness of some newly arrived subaltern in the mess, he did not do so from any feeling of personal animosity towards the wart in question (although the wart could not help feeling that this was the case), but because senior captains have always quelled self-assertive young subalterns.

He was a firm supporter of the rule that professional subjects should not be discussed in the mess. Whether the subject rashly brought up was The Tactical Employment of Cavalry in the Next War or the new regulations regarding heelropes, Curzon was always on the side of propriety, and saw to it that the discussion was short-lived. It did not matter to him  probably he did not know  that the convention prohibiting the discussion in mess of professional matters and of women dated back to the days of duelling, and that these two subjects about which men are more likely to grow angry had been barred then out of an instinct of self-preservation. It was sufficient to him that the convention was established; it was that fact which justified the convention.

And that his conviction was sincere in this respect was obvious. No one who knew him could possibly doubt that he would far rather receive another wound as bad as the one at Volkslaagte  more, that he would far rather go again through all the mental agony of Volkslaagte  than appear in public wearing a bowler hat and a morning coat. Even if he had thought such a combination beautiful (and he really never stopped to wonder whether anything was beautiful or not) he could not have worn it; indeed, it is difficult to imagine anything which would have induced him to do so. The example of the royal family over a series of years might have contrived it, but even then he would have been filled with misgivings.

The feeling of distaste for everything not done by the majority of those among whom he moved (wherever this feeling originated, in the germ or in the womb or at school, or in the Army) had its effect, too, on his professional career. The majority of his fellows did not apply to go through the Staff College; therefore he did not apply. There was only a small proportion of officers who by their ebullient personalities attracted the attention of their seniors; therefore Curzon made no effort to be ebullient in his personality  quite apart from his dislike of attracting attention.

These pushful, forceful persons had a black mark set against them in Curzons mind for another reason as well, distinct although closely connected. They disturbed the steady even tenor of life which it was right and proper to expect. If routine made life more comfortable and respectable (just as did the prohibition of shop in mess) the man who disturbed that routine was an enemy of society. More than that, no man had any right whatever to upset the arrangements of his seniors.

There was a very painful occasion when Curzon was commanding a squadron and had just arranged a much-desired shooting leave  it was during the five years that the regiment was stationed in India. Squires, his senior captain, came to him in high spirits, and announced that the War Office had at last seen fit to sanction his application for the Staff College; he would be leaving in a month. Curzons face fell. A month from now his leave was due; a fortnight from now would arrive the new draft of recruits and remounts  hairy of heel all of them, as years of experience of recruits and remounts had taught him to expect. He had counted on Squires to get them into shape; Squires could be relied upon to keep the squadron up to the mark (as Curzon frankly admitted to himself) better than any of the remaining officers. Curzon had no hesitation when it came to choosing between the squadron and his leave. He must postpone his shooting, and he had been looking forward so much to the thrill and danger of following a gaur through blind cover.

If the orders come through, of course you must go, said Curzon. But its devilishly inconsiderate of you, Squires. Ill have to disappoint Marlowe and Colonel Webb.

Blame the War Office, dont blame me, said Squires lightly, but of course it was Squires whom Curzon really blamed. The situation would never have arisen if he had not made his untimely application. It was years before Curzon could meet without instinctive distrust officers with p.s.c. after their name.

That may have been at the root of Curzons distrust of theorists about war. It was not often that Curzon could be brought to discuss the theory of war although he would argue gladly about its practical details, such as the most suitable ration of fodder or the pros and cons of a bit and snaffle. But apart from this distrust of theorists because of their tendency to be different, there was also the more obvious reason that the majority of theorists were mad as hatters, or even madder. As soon as any man started to talk about the theory of war one could be nearly sure that he would bring forward some idiotic suggestion, to the effect that cavalry had had its day and that dismounted action was all that could be expected of it, or that machine-guns and barbed wire had wrought a fundamental change in tactics, or even  wildest lunacy of all  that these rattletrap aeroplanes were going to be of some military value in the next year.

There was even a feather-brained subaltern in Curzons regiment who voluntarily, in his misguided enthusiasm, quitted the ranks of the Twenty-second Lancers, the Duke of Suffolks Own, to serve in the Royal Flying Corps. He actually had the infernal impudence to suggest to the senior major of his regiment, a man with ribbons on his breast, who had seen real fighting, and who had won the Battle of Volkslaagte by a cavalry charge, that the time was at hand when aeroplane reconnaissance would usurp the last useful function which could be performed by cavalry. When Major Curzon, simply boiling with fury at this treachery, fell back on the sole argument which occurred to him at the moment, and accused him of assailing the honour of the regiment with all its glorious traditions, he declared light-heartedly that he would far sooner serve in an arm with only a future than in one with only a past, and that he had no intention whatever of saying anything to the discredit of a regiment which was cut to pieces at Waterloo because they did not know when to stop charging, and that Major Curzons argument was a non sequitur anyway.

With that he took his departure, leaving the major livid with rage; it was agony to the major that the young mans confidential report from the regiment had already gone in to the War Office and could not be recalled for alteration (as the young man had been well aware). Curzon could only fume and mutter, complaining to himself that the Army was not what it was, that the manners of the new generation were infinitely worse than when he was a young man, and that their ideas were dangerously subversive of everything worth preserving.

This picture of Curzon in the years immediately before the war seems to verge closely on the conventional caricature of the Army major, peppery, red-faced, liable under provocation to gobble like a turkey-cock, hide-bound in his ideas and conventional in his way of thought, and it is no more exact than any other caricature. It ignores all the good qualities which were present at the same time. He was the soul of honour; he could be guilty of no meannesses, even boggling at those which convention permits. He would give his life for the ideals he stood for, and would be happy if the opportunity presented itself. His patriotism was a real and living force, even if its symbols were childish. His courage was unflinching. The necessity of assuming responsibility troubled him no more than the necessity of breathing. He could administer the regulations of his service with an impartiality and a practised leniency admirably suited to the needs of the class of man for which those regulations were drawn up. He shirked no duty, however tedious or inconvenient; it did not even occur to him to try to do so. He would never allow the instinctive deference which he felt towards great names and old lineage to influence him in the execution of anything he conceived to be his duty. The man with a claim on his friendship could make any demand upon his generosity. And while the breath was in his body he would not falter in the face of difficulties.

So much for an analysis of Curzons character at the time when he was about to become one of the instruments of destiny. Yet there is something sinister in the coincidence that when destiny had so much to do she should find tools of such high quality ready to hand. It might have been  though it would be a bold man who would say so  more advantageous for England if the British Army had not been quite so full of men of high rank who were so ready for responsibility, so unflinchingly devoted to their duty, so unmoved in the face of difficulties, of such unfaltering courage.

It might be so. But in recounting the career of Lieutenant-General Sir Herbert Curzon it would be incongruous to dwell on mays or mights. There are more definite matters to record in describing the drama of his rise.


CHAPTER FOUR
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THE FIRST STEP came even before the declaration of war, during the tense forty-eight hours which followed mobilization. Curzon was in the stables supervising the arrival of the remounts which were streaming in when a trooper came running up to him and saluted.

Colonels compliments, sir, and would you mind coming and speaking to him for a minute.

Curzon found the Colonel alone  he had passed the adjutant emerging as he entered  and the Colonel was standing erect with an opened letter in his hand. His face was the same colour as the paper he held.

Youre in command of the regiment, Curzon, said the Colonel.

I  I beg your pardon, sir? said Curzon.

You heard what I said, snapped the Colonel, and then recovered himself with an effort and went on with pathetic calm. These are War Office orders. You are to take command of the regiment with the temporary rank of Lieutenant-Colonel. I suppose itll be in the Gazette to-morrow.

And what about you, sir? asked Curzon.

I? Oh, Im being given command of a brigade of yeomanry. Up in the Northern Command somewhere.

Good God! said Curzon, genuinely moved.

Yes, yeomanry, man, blazed the Colonel. Yokels on plough horses. Itll take a year to do anything with them at all, and the warll be over in three months. And you are to take the regiment overseas.

Im damned sorry, sir, said Curzon, trying his best to soften the blow, but its promotion for you, after all.

Promotion? Who cares a damn about promotion? I wanted to go with the regiment. Youll look after them, wont you, Curzon?

Of course I will, sir.

Youll be in France in a fortnight.

France, sir? said Curzon, mildly surprised. The destination of the Expeditionary Force had been an object of some speculation. It might possibly have been Belgium or Schleswig.

Yes, said the Colonel. Of course, you dont know about that. Its in the secret mobilization orders for commanding officers. You had better start reading them now, hadnt you? The British Army comes up on the left of the French. Maubeuge, and thereabouts. Here you are.

That moment when he was given the printed sheets, marked Most Secret. For Commanding Officers of Cavalry Units Only, was to Curzon the most important and vital of his career. It marked the finite change from a junior officers position to a senior officers. It was the opening of the door to real promotion. It made it possible that the end of the war would find him a General. Naturally it was not given to Curzon to foresee that before the war should end he would be in command of more men than Wellington or Marlborough ever commanded in the field. And he never knew to what fortunate combination of circumstances he owed this most fortunate bit of promotion, for the secrets of War Office patronage are impenetrable. Of course, the memory of the Battle of Volkslaagte had something to do with it. But presumably someone in the War Office had marked the fact that the Colonel of the Twenty-second Lancers was verging on the age of retirement and had debated whether it would not be better for the regiment to be commanded by a forceful younger man, and at the same time the question of the yeomanry brigade command had arisen, so that Curzons promotion had solved a double difficulty. It maintained a reputable trainer of peace-time cavalry in a situation where his talents could be usefully employed, and it gave a man of proved ability in war a command in which he would find full scope.

If Curzon had had time to think about it at all, and if his self-conscious modesty had permitted it, he would undoubtedly have attributed these motives to the War Office; and as it was, his subconscious approval of them sent up his opinion of the Higher Command a good many degrees. Moreover, this approval of his was heightened by the marvellous way in which mobilization was carried through. Reservists and remounts poured in with perfect smoothness. His indents for equipment were met instantly by the Command headquarters. In six brief days the Twenty-second Lancers had expanded into a regiment of three full squadrons, complete in men and horses and transport, ammunition and supplies, ready to move on the first word from London  nor was the word long in coming.

Curzon, of course, had worked like a slave. He had interviewed every returning reservist; he had inspected every horse; he had studied his orders until he knew them by heart. Nor was this from personal motives, either. His anxiety about the efficiency of the regiment sprang not at all from the consideration that his professional future depended upon it. The job was there to be done, and done well, and it was his business to do it. Somewhere within his inarticulate depths was the feeling that Englands future turned to some small extent upon his efforts, but he could not put that feeling into words even to himself. He could faintly voice his feelings regarding the credit of the Army, and of the cavalry arm in particular. He could speak and think freely about the honour of the regiment, because that was a subject people did speak about. But he could not speak of England; not even of the King  in just the same way the inarticulate regiment which followed its inarticulate colonel sang popular ballads instead of hymns to the Motherland.

Someone in London had done his work extraordinarily well. There never had been a mobilization like this in all British history. In contrast with the methods of the past, which had scraped units together from all parts and flung them pell-mell on to the Continental shore, without guns or transport or cavalry like Wellington in Portugal, or to die of disease and privation like the Army in the Crimea, the present system had built up a real Army ready for anything, and had means and arrangements perfected to put that Army ashore, lacking absolutely nothing which might contribute to its efficiency and its mobility.

One morning at dawn Curzons servant called him exceptionally early; that same evening Curzon was on the quay at Le Havre supervising the disembarkation of the horses. That day had for Curzon a sort of dream-like quality; certain details stood out with extraordinary clarity although the general effect was blurred and unreal. All his life Curzon could remember the faces of the officers whom he had ordered to remain with the depot squadron, looking on unhappily at the dawn parade, while the band played God Save the King, and the men cheered themselves hoarse. He remembered the fussy self-importance of Carruthers, the brigade-major, who came galloping up to the railway sidings at which the regiment was entraining, to be greeted with cool self-confidence by Valentine, the adjutant, who had every detail of the business at his fingers ends. There was the lunch on board the transport, interrupted by the flight overhead of a non-rigid airship which formed part of the escort. And then, finally, the landing at Le Havre, and the business of getting men and horses into their billets, and someone here had done his work again so efficiently that there was no need for Curzon to recall to himself the cavalry colonels active service maxim: Feed the horses before the men, and the men before the officers, and the officers before yourself.

The feeling of unreality persisted during the long train journey which followed. The conveyance of the three thousand horses which belonged to the brigade was a business ineffably tedious. Feeding and watering the horses took up much time, and the men needed to have a sharp eye kept on them, because everyone in France seemed to have entered into a conspiracy to make the men drunk  there was free wine for them wherever they came in contact with civilians, and the young soldiers drank in ignorance of its potency and the old soldiers drank with delighted appreciation.

Curzon could not understand the French which the civilians talked with such disconcerting readiness. He had early formed a theory that French could only be spoken by people with a malformed larynx, and in his few visits to Paris he had always managed very well without knowing French; in fact he had been known to declare that everyone in France knows English. That this was not the case was speedily shown in frequent contacts with village maires and with French railway officers, but Curzon did not allow the fact to distress him. Valentine spoke good French, and so did half a dozen of the other officers. It was sufficient for Curzon to give orders about what was to be said  in fact an inattentive observer of Curzons impassive countenance would never have guessed at his ignorance of the language.

Then at last, on a day of sweltering sunshine, the regiment detrained in some gloomy sidings in the heart of a manufacturing and mining district. The brigade formed a column of sections two miles long on a dreary-paved road and began to move along it, with halts and delays as orders came in afresh. The officers were bubbling with excitement, looking keenly at their maps and scanning the countryside eagerly to see if it would be suitable for mounted action; and in that they were disappointed. There were slag heaps and enclosures. There was barbed wire in the hedges, and there were deep, muddy ditches  there could be no hell-for-leather charging, ten squadrons together, on this terrain.

Curzon rode at the head of his regiment. Frequently he turned and looked back along the long column of sections, the khaki-clad men and the winding caterpillar of lance points. Try after self-control as he would, his heart persisted in beating faster. He even noticed a slight trembling of his hands as he held his reins, which was a symptom which roused his self-contempt and made him spurn himself as being as excitable as a woman. The Brigadier, riding along the column, reined in beside him for a moment and dropped a compliment about the condition of the regiment, but the brief conversation was suddenly interrupted by the roar of artillery close ahead. The General galloped forward to be on hand when orders should arrive, and Curzon was left riding wordlessly with Valentine at his elbow, waiting with all his acquired taciturnity for the moment for action.

Unhappily it was not given to the Twenty-second Lancers to distinguish themselves at Mons. To this day, when Curzon can be induced to talk about his experiences in the war, he always slurs over the opening period. Other regiments, more fortunate, fought real cavalry actions  but they were divisional cavalry or part of the brigade out on the left, who were lucky in encountering German cavalry of like mind to themselves, without wanton interference by cyclists or infantry. Curzons brigade stayed in reserve behind the line while the battle of Mons was being fought. Twice during that dreary day, they were moved hither and thither as the fortune of the battle in their front swayed back and forth. They heard the wild roar of the firing; they saw the river of wounded flowing back past them, and they saw the British batteries in action, but that was all. Even the Brigadier knew no more than they, until, towards evening, the wounded told them that Mons had been lost to a converging attack by overwhelming numbers. Night fell with the men in bivouac; the general opinion was that next day would see a great counter-attack in which the cavalry would find its opportunity.

Curzon lay down to sleep in the shelter of a hedge; he did not share the opinion of his officers, but neither could he oppose it. That feeling of unreality still held him fast, numbing the action of his mind. It was absurd to feel as he did, if these things were not really happening, as if nothing would ever happen, and yet he could not shake himself free from the feeling. Then he was wakened with a start in the darkness by someone shaking his shoulder.

Orders, sir, said Valentines voice.

He read the scrap of paper by the light of the electric torch which Valentine held. It told him briefly that the brigade was to form on the road preparatory to a fresh march  nothing more.

Get the regiment ready to move off at once, he said, forcing himself into wakefulness.

There was a rush and bustle in the darkness, the whinnying of horses and the clattering of hoofs as the troopers, stupid with cold and sleep, prepared for the march. There was an interminable delay as the brigade formed up on the road, and dawn was just breaking as the march began. The march went on for eleven mortal days.

Curzon remembered little enough about those eleven days. At first there was a sense of shame and disappointment, for the British Army was in retreat, and the Twenty-second Lancers were near the head of the column, while far in the rear the boom and volleying of the guns told how the rearguard was still hotly engaged. But as the retreat went on the artillery fire waned, and exhaustion increased. Every day was one of blazing sun and suffocating dust. Sometimes the marches were prolonged far into the night; sometimes they began long before day was come, so that the men fell asleep in their saddles. The horses fell away in condition until even Curzons fine, black hunter could hardly be forced into a trot by the stab of the sharpened spurs into his thick-coated flanks. The trim khaki uniforms were stained and untidy; beards sprouted on every cheek. Every day saw the number of absentees increase  two or three one day, ten or twelve the next, twenty or thirty the next, as the horses broke down and the regimental bad characters drank themselves into stupor to forget their fatigue. In the rear of the regiment trailed a little band of dismounted men, limping along with blistered feet under the burden of as much of their cavalry equipment as they could carry. Curzon scanned the nightly lists of missing with dumb horror. At the halts he hobbled stiffly among the men, exhorting them to the best of his limited ability to keep moving for the honour of the regiment, but something more than dust dried up his throat, and he was not a good enough actor to conceal entirely the despondency which was overpowering him.

Then there came a blessed day when the orders to continue the retreat were countermanded at the very moment when the brigade was formed up on the road. A moment later the Brigadier himself came up. He could give Curzon no reason for the change, but after half an hours wait he gave permission for the regiment to fall out. There were pleasant meadows there, marshy presumably in winter, but hardly damp at the moment, by the side of a little stream of black water. They had a whole day of rest in those meadows. They cleaned and polished and shaved. As many as forty stragglers came drifting in during the morning  they had not been permanently lost, but, having fallen out for a moment, they had got jammed in the column farther to the rear and had never been able to rejoin. Everybodys spirits rose amazingly during those sunny hours. The Quartermaster-Generals department achieved its daily miracle and heaped rations upon them, so that the men drank quarts of tea, brewed over bivouac fires, and then slept in heaps all over the meadows.

Curzon was able to find time to sit in his portable bath in a screened corner of the field, and to shave himself carefully and to cut his ragged moustache into its trim Lancer shape again  it was that afternoon that he first noticed grey hairs in it (there had been a few in his temples for some time now) and characteristically it never occurred to him to attribute their presence to the fatigues and anxieties of the last month. One servant brushed his clothes, the other groomed his horse, until by late afternoon Curzon, for the first time since he landed in France, began to feel his old efficient clear-thinking self again.

A motor-cyclist with a blue and white brassard came tearing along the road and stopped his machine at the entrance to the field. Valentine tore his dispatch from him and came running across the grass to Curzon.

Are we going to advance, sir? he asked eagerly, and Curzon nodded as he read the orders.

Trumpeter! yelled Valentine, all on fire with excitement.

The whole regiment seemed to have caught the infection, for as soon as the men saw that the column was headed back the way they had come they began to cheer, and went on cheering madly for several minutes as they got under way. They went back up the white road, over the little bridge with its R.E. demolition party still waiting, and forward towards where the distant low muttering of the guns was beginning to increase in volume and rise in pitch.

And yet the advance soon became as wearisome as the retreat had been. The regiment marched and marched and marched, at first in the familiar choking white dust, and then, when the weather broke, in a chilly and depressing rain. They saw signs of the fighting they had missed  wrecked lorries in the ditches, occasional abandoned guns, and sometimes dead Englishmen, dead Frenchmen, dead Germans. It seemed as if the Twenty-second Lancers were doomed to be always too late. They had not lost a man at Mons; the Marne had been fought while they were twenty miles away; they arrived on the Aisne just as the attempt to push back the German line farther still died away.

The Brigadier saw fit to rage in confidence to Curzon about this one evening in Curzons billet. He bore it as a personal grudge that his brigade should have had no casualties save stragglers during a months active service. But before midnight that same evening the situation changed. Curzon hurried round to brigade headquarters, his sword at his side, in response to a brief note summoning commanding officers. The Brigadier greeted his three colonels with a smile of welcome.

Theres work for us now, gentlemen, he said eagerly, leading them to the map spread on the table. Theres more marching ahead of us, but 

He poured out voluble explanations. It appeared that during the retreat the Expeditionary Forces base had been transferred from Havre to Saint Nazaire, and now would be changed again to the Channel ports. The German right flank was in the air somewhere here, at Armentières. Clearly it would be best if it were the British Army which was dispatched to find that flank and turn the German line so as to roll it back on the Rhine and Berlin. The transfer was to begin next day, infantry and artillery by rail, cavalry by road, and he, the Brigadier, had been given a promise that the brigade would be in the advanced guard this time. It would be here, said the General, pointing to Ypres, that the attack would be delivered, up this road, he went on, pointing to Menin. The Belgian Army cavalry school was at Ypres, so that was clear proof that the country round about was suitable for mounted action. There were six men bending over that map  the General, three colonels, the brigade-major, and some unknown staff officer, and five of them were to find their graves at the point where the Generals gnarled finger was stabbing at the map. Yet with Curzon at the moment his only reaction at this, his first hearing of the dread name of Ypres, was that it should be spelt in such an odd fashion and pronounced in a still odder one.


CHAPTER FIVE
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THE WEARY MARCHES were resumed, mostly in the rain. The brigade toiled along by by-roads to the rear of the French line, crossing, often only after long delays, one line of communication after the other. They saw unsoldierly French territorial divisions, French coloured divisions, French ammunition and supply columns. After the second day came the order to hasten their march, with the result that they were on the move now from dawn till dark, hurrying through the rain, while the list of absent lengthened with each day.

For the flank of the allies was as much in the air as was that of the Germans, and Falkenhayn was making a thrust at the weak point just as was Joffre. The units which were gathering about Ypres were being pushed forward hurriedly into action, and every reinforcement which could be scraped together was being called upon to prolong the line. At Hazebrouck the roar of battle round about Armentières was clearly to be heard; it was the sight of British ammunition columns pouring up the road from Poperinghe and the stream of English wounded down it which first told Curzon that this was to be no case of heading an advance upon an unprotected and sensitive German flank.

It had been soon after midnight that fresh orders came to call them out of their muddy bivouac. Dawn found them plodding along the road through the rain. There were motor cars, motor-cycle dispatch riders, mounted orderlies hastening along the straight tree-lined road. An order came back to Curzon to quicken his pace; before very long Carruthers, the brigade-major, came back at the gallop to reiterate it. But the horses were very weary. It was only a spiritless trot which could be got out of them as the regiment with jingling of accoutrements and squeaking of leather pounded heavily down the road.

The rain fell piteously, numbing the faculties. Suddenly there was a roar like an express train overhead, a shattering explosion, and a column of black smoke at the very edge of the road twenty yards behind Curzon. Somebody yelped with dismay. A horse screamed. Curzon looked back over his shoulder. There was a gap in the long column of dancing lance points.

Keep them closed up, Browning, he growled to the major at his side commanding the squadron, and Browning swung his horse out of the column, while Curzon rode on, Valentine at his side, jinglety-bump, jinglety-bump, over the slippery pavé.

More shells followed. Curzon found himself riding round the edge of a gaping hole in the road. There was a horrible litter of fragments of men and horses there, but Curzon found he was able to look at it without sensation; he could even note that none of the dead men had lances, and therefore belonged to the dragoon regiment at the head of the brigade, of which two squadrons had sabres only. They were in among houses now  several houses had shell-holes in walls or roof  and a pale staff officer with his left sleeve missing and a bloodstained bandage round his bare arm suddenly appeared and guided Curzon off by a by-road.

Halt here, please, sir, he said. You will receive orders in a minute.

And the regiment stood still in the narrow street, the horses steaming in the rain, while the shells burst round them and Curzon tugged at his moustache. To judge by the noise, there was half a dozen batteries in action close at hand; the regiment was in the heart of a battle greater than Mons. The rain began to fall more heavily still, suddenly, just at the moment when the Brigadier came round the corner with his staff and the pale staff officer. Curzon moved to meet them, to be abruptly greeted.

What in hell are you doing, Curzon? blazed the General. Get your men dismounted and horse holders told off. Quick!

Generals, of course, had to be allowed their fits of bad temper. It was only natural that a colonel of a cavalry regiment should keep his men ready for mounted action in the absence of express orders to the contrary. Curzon left Valentine to see to the dismounting of the men, while he got off his horse and looked at the map which the brigade-major held open.

The brigade is to prolong the line here, said the brigade major. You will come up on the right of the Surreys here. The Dragoons will be on your right.

Curzon stared at the map, on which the raindrops fell with a steady pitter-patter. It was a featureless affair, with featureless names like Saint-Éloi and Kemmel and Messines  he had one like it in his leather map-case.

Major Durrant, here, will guide you, went on the brigade-major. Site your machine-guns with a good field of fire and get your line entrenched as quick as you can.

Very good, said Curzon. It seemed incredible that Carruthers could be talking to a cavalry colonel about machine-guns and entrenchments like this  Carruthers, who, that very summer in England, had argued so vehemently in favour of lance versus sabre. The words brought back that nightmare feeling of unreality again, but the General dispelled it a moment afterwards.

Curzon, he said quietly. Were the last troops that can arrive, and were going straight into the line. Theres nothing behind us. Nothing at all. If we give way, the wars lost. So theres nothing for you to do except to hold your position to the last man. At all costs, Curzon.

Yes, sir, said Curzon, and the mist lifted from his brain immediately. That was the kind of order he could understand.

Right, said the General, and then, to Carruthers: Lets get along to the Dragoons.

Bring your regiment this way, sir, said the wounded staff officer, and then, seeing the regimental officers still mounted, he added: They wont want their horses. You wont want your horse, sir, either.

They marched, already weary with much riding, through the streets. Curzon took notice slightly of a long building which reminded him a little of the Houses of Parliament, and then they were out of the town again in flat green fields rising before them in the faintest of elevations.

There go the Surreys, said the staff officer, pointing over to their left front. You come up on their right.

As he said the words, the First Battle of Ypres engulfed the Twenty-second Lancers. For two days now each successive parcel of British troops, as it arrived, had just sufficed to patch or extend the wavering front in face of the masses which the Germans were hurrying to the same point. The arrival of the last cavalry brigade enabled the British command to close the last gap with less than a quarter of an hour to spare, for the German attack here was launched just as the Twenty-second Lancers extended into line. There was no time for Curzon to think about entrenchments or a good field of fire for his machine-guns. A sudden hail of bullets and shells fell all about the regiment, and then even as cavalry tradition evaporated and primeval instinct asserted itself in a search for cover, monstrous grey masses came looming through the rain over the slight crest half a mile in front.

There was no time for orders or scientific fire control. It was every mans business to seize his rifle and begin firing as rapidly as he could at the advancing lines. They wavered and hesitated, came on again, and finally shredded away. Immediately afterwards fresh masses came pouring over the crest, gathering up with them the remains of their predecessors. There were mounted officers in the front, waving swords over their heads as if this were Malplaquet or Waterloo. Curzon, standing staring through his glasses, watched them toppling down one by one as the attack died away. He stared mesmerized until he suddenly awoke to the realization that bullets were crackling all round him. The enemy were lying down firing until fresh impetus could be gathered to renew the attack.

He looked along the line of his regiment. There was no trace of order there; half the men had established themselves in a drainage ditch which miraculously ran roughly in the desired direction and afforded cover to anyone who could bring himself to lie down in its thick black mud. That meant the centre was as solidly established as one could hope to be. Young Borthwick  Lieutenant the Honourable George Borthwick  was in an angle of a tributary ditch to the front with his machine-gun section, the men digging frantically with anything that came to hand, so as to burrow into the bank for shelter. Borthwick had been given the machine-guns, not as the most promising machine-gun officer in the regiment (a distinction the whole mess scorned), but because he had the most slovenly seat on a horse that had ever disgraced the ranks of the Twenty-second Lancers. Curzon realized with a twinge of anxiety that the reputation of the regiment suddenly had come to depend to a remarkable extent on how much efficiency young Borthwick had acquired at his job.

He strode over to inspect Borthwicks efforts, Valentine beside him. He leaped the muddy ditch, in which the regiment was crouching, so as not to soil his boots, and stood on the lip of the bank looking down at where Borthwick was sitting in the mud with the lock of a machine-gun on his lap.

Are you all right, Borthwick? he asked.

Yes, sir, said Borthwick, sparing him just a glance, and then to his sergeant: Is that belt ready?

Curzon left him to his own devices; this much was certain, that however little Borthwick knew about machine-guns it was more than Curzon did. They went back to the ditch.

Better have a look at the flanks, said Curzon, and took his leisurely way to the right. The men stared at him. In that pelting hail of bullets they felt as if they could not get close enough to the ground, and yet here was the Colonel standing up and walking about as cool as a cucumber. It was not so much that Curzon was unafraid, but that in the heat of action and under the burden of his responsibility he had not stopped to realize that there was any cause for fear.

The right flank was not nearly as satisfactorily posted as the centre. The little groups of men scattered along here were almost without cover. They were cowering close to the ground behind casual inequalities of level  several men were taking cover behind the dead bodies of their comrades  and only the accident that there were three shell craters close together at this point gave any semblance of solidity to the line. Moreover, there was only a pretence of touch maintained with the Dragoons on the right; there was a full hundred yards bare of defenders between the Lancers right and the beginning of the ditch wherein was established the Dragoons left.

Not so good, said Curzon over his shoulder to Valentine, and received no reply. He looked round. Ten yards back one of those bullets had killed Valentine, silently, instantly, as Curzon saw when he bent over the dead body.

And as he stooped, he heard all the rifles in the line redouble their fire. Borthwicks two machine-guns began to stammer away on his left. The Germans were renewing their advance; once more there were solid masses of grey-clad figures pouring over the fields towards them. But one man with a rifle can stop two hundred advancing in a crowd  more still if he is helped by machine-guns. Curzon saw the columns reel under the fire, and marvelled at their bravery as they strove to struggle on. They bore terrible losses before they fell back again over the crest.

Curzon did not know  and he did not have either time or inclination at the moment to ponder over the enemys tactics  that the attacking troops at this point were drawn from the six German divisions of volunteers, men without any military training whatever, who were being sent forwards in these vicious formations because they simply could not manoeuvre in any other. What he did realize was that as soon as the enemy realized the hopelessness of these attacks, and turned his artillery against the regiment, the latter would be blasted into nothingness in an hour of bombardment unless it could contrive shelter. He walked along the line, with the bullets still crackling round him.

Get your men digging, he said to Captain Phelps, the first officer he saw.

Yes, sir, said Phelps. Er  what are they going to dig with, sir?

Curzon looked Phelps up and down from his cropped fair hair and pop-eyes to his sword-belt and his boots. It was a question which might reasonably have been asked on manoeuvres. Cavalry had no entrenching tools, and the Twenty-second Lancers had, from motives of pride, evaded throughout their corporate existence the annual two hours instruction in field fortification which the regulations prescribed for cavalry. But this was war now. A battle would be lost, England would be endangered, if the men did not entrench. Curzon boiled with contempt for Phelps at that moment. He felt he could even see trembling on Phelps lips a protest about the chance of the men soiling their uniforms, and he was angered because he suspected that he himself would have been stupid and obstructive if his brain had not been activated by his urgent, imminent responsibility.

God damn it, man, he blazed. Get your men digging, and dont ask damn-fool questions.

The fear of death or dishonour will make even cavalry dig, even without tools  especially when they were urged on by a man like Curzon, and when they were helped by finding themselves in muddy fields whose soil yielded beneath the most primitive makeshift tools. A man could dig in that mud with his bare hands  many men did. The Twenty-second sank into the earth just as will a mole released upon a lawn. The crudest, shallowest grave and parapet quadrupled a mans chance of life.

The fortunate ditch which constituted the greater part of the regiments frontage, and the shallow holes dug on the rest of it, linked together subsequently by succeeding garrisons, constituted for months afterwards the front line of the British trench system in the Salient  a haphazard line, its convolutions dictated by pure chance, and in it many men were to lose their lives for the barren honour of retaining that worthless ground, overlooked and searched out by observation from the slight crests (each of which, from Hill 60 round to Pilckem, was to acquire a name of ill-omen) which the cavalry brigade had chanced to be too late, by a quarter of an hour, to occupy.

For the moment there could be no question of readjustment of the line. Some time in the late afternoon the bombardment began  a rain of shells compared with which anything Curzon had seen in South Africa was as a park lake to the ocean. It seemed impossible for anything to live through it. The bombardment seemed to reduce men to the significance of ants, but, like ants, they sought and found shelter in cracks in the ground; the very pits the shells dug gave them protection, for this bombardment, so colossal to their dazed minds, was not to be compared with the later bombardments of the war when mathematical calculations showed that every patch of ground must be hit by three separate shells.

When it was falling dark the bombardment ceased and the German volunteers came forward in a new attack, climbing over their heaped dead, to leave fresh swathes of corpses only a few yards further on. It was the lifting of the bombardment and the roar of musketry from the Surreys on the left which the dazed men huddled in the mud first noticed, but it was Curzon who repelled that attack. There was no limit to his savage energy in the execution of a clear-cut task. He had no intention in the least of impressing his men with his ability to be everywhere at once, but that was the impression which the weary troopers formed of him. In his anxiety to see that every rifle was in action he hurried about the line rasping out his orders. The wounded and the faint-hearted alike brought their rifles to their shoulders again under the stimulus of his presence. It was this kind of leadership for which all his native talents, all his experience and all his training were best suited. While Curzon was at hand not the most fleeting thought of retreat could cross a mans mind.

The attack withered away, and darkness came, and the pitiless chilling rain continued to fall. Curzon, with every nerve at strain with the responsibility on his shoulders, felt no need for rest. There was much to be done  ammunition to be gathered from the pouches of the dead, patrols to be sent out to the front to guard against a night surprise, wounded to be got out of the way, back to the shell-hole where the medical officer crouched trying to save life by the last glimmerings of a dying electric torch. The earth still shook to the guns, the sky was still lighted by the flame of the explosions. Shells were still coming over, and every little while a tremor of alarm ran down the attenuated line and men grabbed their rifles and fired blindly into the darkness while the patrols out in front fell flat on their faces and cursed their own countrymen.

There was an alarm from the rear while Curzon was stumbling along through the dark seeing that the line was evenly occupied. He heard the well-remembered voice of the Brigadier saying: Point that rifle the other way, you fool, and he hastened back to where a trooper was sheepishly allowing the General and a dozen looming forms behind him to approach.

Ah, Curzon, said the General when he heard his voice. All well here?

Yes, sir, said Curzon.

Ive had to bring up the supply column myself, said the General.

A brighter flash than usual lit up the forms of the men in his train; the leader was in R.E. uniform and bent under a load of spades.

Thank God for those, said Curzon. He would not have believed, three months back, that he would ever have thanked God for a gift of spades, but now he saw no incongruity.

I thought youd be glad of em, chuckled the General. Ive got you fifty spades. The rests S.A.A. I suppose you can do with that, too?

My God, yes, said Curzon. The supply of small arm ammunition had fallen away to less than a dozen rounds a man. He had not dared to think what would happen when it was finished.

Take it over, then, said the General. Ive got a lot more for these men to do.

Cant they stay here, sir? said Curzon. He longed inexpressibly for a reinforcement of a dozen riflemen.

No, snapped the General, and then, to the carrying party: Put that stuff down and get back as quick as you can.

There was a bustle in the darkness as the regiment took charge of the loads. The voice of Lieutenant Borthwick could be heard demanding ammunition for his precious guns. Curzon left Major Browning to supervise the distribution while, obedient to a plucked sleeve, he followed the General away out of earshot of the men.

I couldnt send you up any food, said the General. But youre all right until to-morrow for that, with your emergency rations. Youll have two a man, I suppose, counting what youll get off the dead.

Pretty nearly, sir, said Curzon.

Youll be able to hold on, I suppose? went on the General, his voice dropping still lower. His face was invisible in the darkness.

Of course, sir, said Curzon.

Speak the truth  lyings no use.

Curzon ran his minds eye over the line, visualizing the improvements those fifty spades would bring about, the new life the fresh ammunition would bring to Borthwicks guns, the piled dead on the hill-top above, the exhaustion of his troopers.

Yes, we ought to get through to-morrow all right, he said.

To-morrow? Youll have to hold on for a fortnight, perhaps. But lets get through to-morrow first. Youve got patrols out? Youre strengthening your line?

Yes, sir.

I knew I could trust you all right. I couldnt get over here during the day  had to stay with the Surreys. Brownes dead, you know.

Not really, sir?

Yes. And sos Harvey of the Dragoons. You succeed to the brigade if Im hit.

Dont say that, sir.

Of course I must say it. But Ive got no orders to give you in case I am. Itll just mean holding on to the last man.

Yes, sir.

Theres two hundred men in the brigade reserve. Horse holders. R.Es. A.S.C. Dont be lavish with em, because thats all there are between here and Havre. And dont trust that major whos commanding the Surreys now. You know who I mean  Carvers his name.

Yes, sir.

Im getting a second line dug on the edge of the wood back there. But it wont be any use if they break through. Not enough men to man it. So youve got to hold on. Thats all.

Yes, sir.

Good-night, Curzon.

Good-night, sir.

The darkness engulfed the General as he plodded back alone across the sodden earth, and Curzon went back into the trench, to goad the men into more furious digging, to see that the sentries were alert. Yet even despite Curzons activity, despite the guns, and the shells, and the pitiless rain, there were men who slept, half-buried in the mire  there never was a time when at least a few British private soldiers in any unit could not contrive an opportunity for sleep.


CHAPTER SIX
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PERHAPS IT HAD been a premonition which had caused the Brigadier-General to talk so freely to Curzon about what should be done should the latter succeed to his command. It was no later than next morning, when the German bombardment was searching for the shallow seam in the earth wherein crouched the Twenty-second Lancers, that a mud-daubed runner came crawling up the drainage ditch which had already assumed the function of a communication trench in this section, and gave Curzon a folded scrap of paper. The writing was blurred and shaky, and the signature was indecipherable, but the meaning was clear. The General was dead and Curzon was in command of the brigade. The runner was able to supplement the information  a shell had hit the brigade headquarters and had killed or wounded everyone there and left everything disorganized. It was clearly necessary that Curzon should waste no time in taking over his duties.

He passed the word for Major Browning, and briefly handed over the command of the regiment to him.

What are the orders, sir? asked Browning.

A Frenchman would have shrugged his shoulders at that question. Curzon could only eye Browning with a stony expressionless gaze.

None, except to hold on to the last man, he said, not taking his eyes off Brownings face. Perhaps this was as well, for he saw a flicker of despair in Brownings eyes. You understand, Browning?

Yes, sir, said Browning, but Curzon had already made a mental note that Browning of the Twenty-second Lancers would need stiffening as much as Carver of the Surreys.

Those are positive orders, Browning, he said. Theres no chance of their being modified, and you have no discretion.

Yes, sir, said Browning. Whatever motives had led Browning to join the Twenty-second Lancers as a pink-faced subaltern, twenty years ago, he was being condemned for them now to mutilation or death, and Curzon did not feel sorry for him, only irritated. Men who stopped to think about their chances of being killed were a nuisance to their superior officers.

Right, said Curzon. Ill come up again and inspect as soon as I can.

He picked his way along the ditch, the runner crawling behind him. But such was his appreciation of the need for haste that Curzon ignored the danger of exposing himself, and walked upright across the fields pitted with shell-holes while the runner cursed him to himself. The cottage beside the lane to which the runner guided him had been almost completely demolished by a high-explosive shell. As Curzon approached the first sound to strike his ear was a high-pitched, querulous stream of groans and blasphemies. There were some dead bodies and fragments of bodies lying on the edge of the lane, and the red tabs on one obscene fragment showed what had happened to the Brigadier. The groans and blasphemies came from Carruthers the brigade-major, or what was left of him. There was an orderly bending over him, as he lay on the grass, but the orderly was despairing of inducing this shrieking thing which had graced so many race meetings ever to be silent. Five or six runners were squatting stoically in the ditch near the cottage; there was an R.E. detachment stumbling through the cabbages in the garden with a reel of telephone wire.

Within the shattered walls, down in the cellar now exposed to the light of day, lay Durrant, the staff officer, who yesterday had guided the Twenty-second into action. His left arm was still bare, but the bandage round it was no longer red, but black, and his tunic was torn open at the breast showing white skin. He was putting a field telephone back on its hook as Curzon arrived, and, catching sight of him, he snatched it up again with a hasty:

Hullo. Hold on. Here he is.

Then he looked up at Curzon and went on:

Were through to the First Corps, sir. Just re-established communication.

Curzon lowered himself into the cellar and took up the instrument. There was a moment of murmurings and grumblings before the earpiece spoke.

Commanding the Cavalry Brigade? it asked.

Yes. This is Colonel Curzon, Twenty-second Lancers, just taken over.

Right. Youll go on reporting to us for the present. Weve told your division.

Very well. Any orders?

You are to hold your position at all costs. At  all  costs. Good-bye.

Curzon put down the receiver and stood silent. The pain-extorted ravings of Carruthers, twenty yards away, came pouring down to him, cutting through the roar of the battle, but he heard neither sound. He was tugging at his moustache; his rather full, rather loose lips were set hard and straight. He was adjusting his mind to the business of commanding a brigade; and he was ready for the responsibility in ten seconds, and turned to the wounded staff officer.

Any report from the Dragoons? he demanded.

That was the beginning of eleven days of anxiety and danger and responsibility and desperate hard work. Even if Curzon had the necessary literary ability, he could never write an account of the First Battle of Ypres in which he took so prominent a part, for his later recollections of it could never be sorted out from the tangle into which they lapsed. He could never recover the order in which events occurred. He could never remember which day it was that the commander of the First Corps, beautifully groomed, superbly mounted, came riding up the lane to see for himself what were the chances of the Cavalry Brigade maintaining its precarious hold upon its seemingly untenable position, nor which day it was that he had spent in the trenches of the Surreys, leading the counter-attack which caused the Germans to give back at the moment when there were only a hundred or two exhausted Englishmen to oppose the advance of an army corps.

Curzons work during these eleven days resembled that of a man trying to keep in repair a dam which is being undermined by an unusual flood. He had to be here, there, and everywhere plastering up weak points  the materials at his disposal being the two hundred men of the brigade reserve whom he had found ready to his hand, and the scrapings of other units, reservists, L. of C. troops, which were sent up to him once or twice from G.H.Q. There was the ammunition supply to be maintained, food to be sent up into the line  for water the troops drank from the stagnant pools in the shell-holes  and bombs to be doled out from the niggardly supply which the R.E. detachments in the field were just beginning to make.

He had to watch over his reserves like a miser, for he was pestered every minute with pathetic appeals from his subordinates for aid  and in this conservation of his resources his natural temperament was of use to him, because he found no difficulty in saying no, however urgently the request was drafted, if his judgement decided against it. He put new heart into the men by the way in which he disregarded danger, for to his natural courage was added the mental preoccupation which gave him no chance to think about personal risks. No soldier in the world could have remained unmoved by the nonchalant fashion in which he was always ready to lead into danger. In every crisis his big arrogant nose and heavy black moustache were to be seen as he came thrusting forward to judge for himself. Over and over again during those eleven days it was his arrival which turned the scale.

He was one of the fortunate ones. In the battle where the old British Army found its grave, where more than two-thirds of the fighting men met with wounds or death, he came through unscathed even though there were bullet holes in his clothes. It was as unlikely that he should survive as that a spun penny should come down heads ten times running, and yet he did; it was only men with that amount of good fortune who could come through long enough to make the tale of their lives worth the telling.

He was fortunate, too, in the chance of war which had put his brigade into line separate from the rest of the cavalry corps. There was no divisional general to reap the credit of the work done by his men, and the corps headquarters under whose direction he was placed regarded with approval the officer who carried out his orders with so little protest or complaint or appeal for further assistance, and who was always ready to try and wring another ounce of effort out of his exhausted men.

The old army died so gloriously at Ypres because the battle they had to fight called for those qualities of unflinching courage and dogged self-sacrifice in which they were pre-eminent. They were given the opportunity of dying for their country and they died uncomplaining. It occurred to no one that they had to die in that fashion because the men responsible for their training had never learned any lessons from history, had never realized what resources modern invention had opened to them, with the consequence that men had to do at the cost of their lives the work which could have been done with one-quarter the losses and at one-tenth the risk of defeat if they had been adequately armed and equipped. And of the surviving officers the ones who would be marked out for promotion and high command in the new army to be formed were naturally the ones who had proved themselves in the old-fashioned battle  men like Curzon of the Twenty-second Lancers.

For there could be no doubt at all that the High Command looked with approval on Curzon. When eventually the arrival of new units from distant garrisons and of an army corps from India enabled the exhausted front-line troops to be withdrawn a very great general indeed sent for Curzon at headquarters. The message arrived the very day that Curzon brought the cavalry brigade out of the line. He saw the brigade into billets  not much accommodation was necessary for those few score survivors, filthy, vermin-ridden men who fell asleep every few minutes  and did his best to smarten himself up. Then he got on his horse  it was good to feel a horse again, between his knees  and rode slowly over in the dark of the late afternoon.

To Curzon there was something incredibly satisfying in his arrival at that pleasant château. He had seen enough of ruin and desolation, of haggard men in tatters, of deaths and wounds and misery, during the past weeks. Some of his beliefs and convictions had been almost shaken lately. It was a nightmare world from which he had emerged  a world in which cavalry regiments had clamoured for barbed wire, reels and reels of it, and in which horses had been ungroomed and neglected so that their holders could be sent into action with rifles and bayonets, and in which he had almost begun to feel doubts as to Englands ultimate victory.

It was like emerging from a bad dream to ride in at the gates of the château, to have a guard turn out to him all spick and span, and to have his horse taken in charge by a groom whose uniform did not detract in the least from his general appearance of an old family retainer. There were beautiful horses looking out from loose-boxes; there were half a dozen motor cars polished to a dazzling glitter.

Then inside the house the atmosphere changed a little. Outside, it was like a country house with a military flavour. Inside it was like a court with a dash of monastery. There were the court functionaries moving about here and there, suave, calm and with an air of unfathomable discretion. There were the established favourites with a bit of swagger. There were anxious hangers-on, wondering what sort of reception would be accorded them to-day, and the rare visitors of Curzons type who were not in the court uniform  the red tabs  and who only knew by sight the great ones who went to and fro.

The man who occupied the position corresponding to that of Grand Chamberlain came up to greet Curzon. Anyone better acquainted with courts would have been delighted with the cordiality of his reception, but to Curzon it only appeared as if he were receiving the politeness expected from a gentleman. It was good to drink whisky and soda again  only yesterday he had been drinking army rum out of an enamelled mug  and to exchange a few polite platitudes about the weather with no bearing on the military situation. The nightmare feeling of desperate novelty dropped away from Curzon as he stood and talked. This was life as it should be. His very weariness and the ache in his temples from lack of sleep was no more than he had often felt on his first return to the mess after a night in town. He was inexpressibly glad that he had recovered his kit at his billet and so had been able to change from his muddy tunic with the bullet holes in the skirt. A junior chamberlain came out of a blanket-hung door on the far side of the hall and came up to them with a significant glance at his senior. The time had come for Curzons admission to the presence.

They went through the blanket-covered door into a long room, with windows extending along the whole of one side giving a fine view over a beautiful park. There were tables covered with papers; clerks at work with typewriters; maps on the wall; more green baize tables; half a dozen red-tabbed officers with telephones before them at work in a very pleasant smell of cigars; and a door at the far end which gave entrance to a smaller room with the same view, the same green baize tables, and a chair which was politely offered to Curzon.

The actual interview was brief enough. Curzon had the impression that he was being sized up, but he felt no resentment at this  after all, less than four months ago he had been a mere major of cavalry, and his recent tenure of the command of a brigade began to assume an unsubstantial form in his mind in the presence of all this solid evidence of the existence of another world. He conducted himself with the modesty of his humble station. Nevertheless, he must have made a personal impression good enough to support that given by his record, for he came out of that room with a promise of his confirmation in a brigade command.

Not of his present brigade  that would be too much to expect, of course. The command of a regular brigade of cavalry was not the sort of appointment likely to be given to a newly promoted brigadier  and the speaker hastened to point out the additional consolation that the brigade would hardly be fit for action again for months after its recent losses even though by the special dispensation of Providence it had lost very few horses. But in England there were new armies being raised. There seemed to be a growing conviction (and here the speaker was elaborately non-committal) that the war would last long enough for them to be used as new formations and not as drafts. A mere hint to the War Office would ensure Curzons appointment to a new army brigade. With his regiment out of action as it was at present Curzon might just as well take leave and go to London to see about it.

Curzon hesitated. There was not much attraction for him in the command of four raw battalions of infantry. But he knew the Army well enough; a man who declined a proffered promotion was likely to be left on the shelf from that time onwards unless he had powerful friends; and moreover he was only a temporary lieutenant-colonel. For all he knew, he might at any moment have to revert to his substantive rank of major. Better an infantry brigade than that. If good fortune came his way he might have a chance of commanding the brigade in action during the closing campaign of the war next summer. He left off tugging at his moustache and accepted the offer.

Good! said his host. And I think its time for dinner now.


CHAPTER SEVEN
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OUTWARDLY THE LONDON to which Curzon returned was not very different from the London he had always known. The streets were darker and there were more uniforms to be seen, but that was all. After the first paralysing blow of the declaration of war the city had made haste to recover its balance to the cry of Business as Usual. The theatres were as gay as ever  gayer, if anything; the restaurants more crowded. Most of the people in the streets were so convinced of Englands approaching victory in the war that now that the front was stabilized the war had ceased to be a matter of more interest to them than their own personal concerns.

But here and there were cases of interest. The Club, for instance. When Curzon went in there he found the place crowded with men he did not recognize. In addition to many men in the khaki which had scarcely ever been seen in the Club in the old days, all the retired officers who hardly set foot in the Club from years end to years end had now crowded up to London to besiege the War Office for employment, and were spending their time of waiting listening all agog for rumours. Curzon had not realized the efficiency of the censorship until he found men crowding round him all intent on acquiring first-hand information. Birtles started it  Birtles had been a major in the regiment when Curzon was only a subaltern.

Morning, Curzon, said Birtles when they encountered each other on the stairs, and would have passed him by if he had not suddenly remembered that Curzon must have come back from France on leave from the regiment; he halted abruptly. On leave, eh?

Yes, said Curzon.

What  er, said Birtles, checking himself in the midst of a question as he suddenly had a spasm of doubt lest Curzon had been sent home. But he reassured himself quickly on that point, because no man who had been sent home would show his face in the Club  at least, not for years. So he was able to continue. Whats the regiment doing?

Curzon said what he could about the regiments achievements.

Dismounted action, eh? said Birtles. Thats bad. Very bad. And what about you? Short leave, or something?

Curzon was in civilian clothes, so that Birtles had nothing to go on. Yet he was obviously painfully anxious to ask questions. His old eyes were watering with anxiety. Curzon said he was home to take up a fresh command.

Yeomanry or something?

No, an infantry brigade, said Curzon.

A brigade? A brigade! gasped Birtles, who, naturally, having once known Curzon as a subaltern, could not think of him as anything else. Here, come and have a drink. I mean  have you time for a drink?

Curzon was in need of a drink after his busy morning. He had called at the War Office and had had a very satisfactory interview, because a note about him from G.H.Q. in France had already arrived; and he had been told that his promotion to the temporary rank of brigadier-general would appear in the next Gazette. Not merely that, either. There would undoubtedly be a brigade for him at the end of his fortnights leave. More still; besides his inevitable mention in dispatches there would be a decoration for him  most likely a commandership of the Most Honourable Order of the Bath. Three eminent soldiers had cross-examined him in turn about the state of affairs in Flanders  there was a general anxiety to try and supplement the information doled out by telegram from G.H.Q.  and he had answered questions as well as he knew how.

And from the War Office he had gone to his military tailors. They did not seem to remember him at first, which had annoyed him, and they had expressed doubt about their ability in face of a torrent of orders, to supply his demands in the next week. Their attitude had changed a little when he told them who he was, and still more when he gave his order for a generals uniform with the red tabs and crossed sword and baton of his rank. There had been more excitement than he had expected in giving that order  Curzon was still conscious of a little thrill when he remembered it, and he really badly needed his drink.

Yet by the time the drink had come to him he had precious little opportunity of drinking it, because Birtles hastened to spread the news that he was entertaining a brigadier-general home from the Front, and from every corner of the Club men came crowding to hear his news and to ask him questions, or merely to look at the man newly returned from a European war. They were grey-headed old men, most of them, and they eyed him with envy. With anxiety, too; they had been gathering their information from the all-too-meagre communiqués and from the all-too-extensive casualty lists. They feared to know the worst at the same time as they asked, and they raised their voices in quavering questions about this unit and that, and to every question Curzon could only give a painful answer. There was not a unit in the Expeditionary Force which had not poured out its best blood at Mons or at Le Cateau or at Ypres.

For a long time Curzon dealt out death and despair among those old men; it was fortunate that he did not feel the awkwardness which a more sensitive man might have felt. After all, casualties were a perfectly natural subject for a military man to discuss. It was need for his lunch which caused him in the end to break off the conversation, and even at lunch he was not free from interruption. Someone came up and spoke to him as he began on his soup  a tall, heavily-built bald old man in the uniform of a captain of a very notable regiment of infantry. He displayed all the embarrassment of an English gentleman addressing a stranger with an unconventional request.

I beg your pardon for interrupting you, he began. Curzon tried to be polite, although it was a strain when he had hardly begun his lunch.

The fact is  went on the captain  of course, I must apologize for being unconventional  I was wondering if you had made any arrangements for dinner to-night?

Curzon stared at him. But his arrangements were of the vague sort an officer home on leave without a relation in the world might be expected to have.

Well  began Curzon. It was the fact that this stranger belonged to that very crack regiment which caused him to temporize.

You see, went on the captain hastily. I was hoping  I know all this sounds most impertinent  I was hoping that I could induce you to dine at my brothers to-night.

He had fumbled out his card case by now, and proffered a card with embarrassed fingers. Curzon read upon it the simple words: Lord George Winter-Willoughby. He only half heard what Lord George, voluble at last, went on to say, while he co-ordinated in his mind what the name meant to him. The Winter-Willoughbys were the Bude family, whose head was the Duke of Bude with a score of other titles, who had held office in the last Conservative Government. The courtesy title of Lord implied that the present speaker was a son of a duke  more, it meant that he was brother of the present Duke  in fact, it meant that the invitation now being given was to dine with the Duke of Bude. Confirmation trickled through into Curzons consciousness from the bits of Lord Georges speech which Curzon heard  Bude House  Eight oclock  Quite informal  war-time, you know  Telephone  The Duke and Duchess will be delighted if you can come.

The self-control which had enabled Curzon for fifteen years to conceal the part which chance had played in the battle of Volkslaagte made it possible for him to accept an invitation to dine at one of the greatest London houses as though he were thoroughly accustomed to such invitations and Lord George displayed immense relief at not being snubbed, apologized once more for the informality of his behaviour, pleaded the present national crisis as his excuse, and withdrew gracefully.

It was fortunate that Curzon was not a man given to analysis of sociological conditions; if he had been he would certainly have wasted the rest of that day in thinking about how extensive must be the present upheaval if it resulted in hasty invitations to Bude House addressed to men of no family at all  he was fully aware that six months ago there would have been no perceptible difference between such an invitation and a Royal Command. As it was, he merely savoured pleasantly of his success and went out and bought a new set of buttons for his white waistcoat.

In December 1914 war-time informality at Bude House implied something quite different from what those words meant in, say, Bloomsbury in 1918. There was a footman as well as a butler to open the door to Curzon, but they were both over military age and the footmans livery was inconspicuous. For the first time in his life Curzon described himself as General Curzon for the butler to announce him.

Its very good of you to come, General, said a tall woman with dyed hair, offering her hand as he approached her across the deep carpet of the not-too-large drawing-room.

Its very good of you to ask me, Curzon managed to say. The bulky figure of Lord George showed itself at the Duchesss side, and beside it a bulkier counterpart of itself, as if the law of primogeniture ensured that the holder of the title should be a size larger than the young son. There were introductions effected. The Duke was as bald as his brother  only a wisp of grey hair remaining round his ears. Lady Constance Winter-Willoughby was apparently Lord Georges wife, and was as lovely and as dignified as was to be expected of a daughter of an earldom six generations older than the Dukedom of Bude.

Lady Emily Winter-Willoughby was the Dukes daughter; she was nearly as tall as her father, but she was not conspicuous for beauty of feature or of dress. For a fleeting moment Curzon, as his eyes wandered over her face, was conscious of a likeness between her features and those of Bingo, the best polo pony he ever had, but the thought vanished as quickly as it came when he met her kindly grey eyes. Lady Emily, especially now that she had left thirty behind, had always been a woman who preferred the country to London, and felt more at home with horses and dogs and flowers than with the politicians whom she was likely to encounter at Bude House. A few more years might see her an embittered spinster; but at the moment she only felt slightly the tediousness of this life  just enough to sense the slight awkwardness Curzon was careful not to display. When their eyes met they were both suddenly conscious of a fellow feeling, and they smiled at each other almost as if they were members of some secret society.

It was with an odd reluctance that Curzon left the warm glow of Lady Emilys proximity to meet the other two guests, a Sir Henry Somebody (Curzon did not catch the name) and his wife. They were a sharp-featured pair, both of them. Curzon formed the impression that Sir Henry must be some sort of lawyer, and that his wife had wits just as keen. There was a depressing moment of impersonal conversation with them before dinner was announced.

The advent of the war had accelerated the already noticeable decline from the great days of the Edwardians; dinners were very different now from the huge meals and elaborate service of ten years before; twelve courses had diminished to six; there was some attempt to please by simplicity instead of to impress by elaboration. The dining-room was lit by candles so that it was hard to see the painted arched ceiling; there was not a great deal of silver displayed upon the circular table. But the food was perfection, and the wine marvellous  Bude House had not seen fit to follow the example of Buckingham Palace and eschew all alcoholic liquor for the duration of the war.

As the Vouvray was being served Lady Constance on Curzons right recounted how, a short time before, at another dinner-party, where the hostess had tried to do like Queen Mary and confine her guests to lemonade and barley water, the guests had one and all produced pocket flasks to make up for the absence of liquor. With eight people at a circular table general conversation was easy, and the Duchess on Curzons left announced incisively that if she had been the hostess in question she would never receive one of those guests again, but she went on to agree only the dear Queen could expect people to dine without drinking.

Its bad enough having to do without German wines, she said. We had some Hock that the Duke was very proud of, but of course we cant drink it now, can we?

Curzon agreed with her, and not out of deference, either. He was quite as convinced as she was that there was no virtue left in Hock or in Wagner or in Goethe or in Dürer. From the innate badness of German art to the recent deeds of the German Government was but a step in the conversation  a step easily taken as at least seven of the eight people present were anxious to take it. Before very long Curzon found himself talking about his recent experiences, and he was listened to with rapt attention. It was generally a question either from Sir Henry (on the other side of the Duchess) or from Sir Henrys wife (on the other side of the Duke) which moved him steadily on from one point to the next  at one moment Curzon noted to himself that Sir Henry simply must be a lawyer of some sort, as he had already surmised, because the tone of his questions had a ring of the law courts about it.

The conversation had a different trend from that at the Club in the morning. There was not so much anxiety displayed as to the fates of regiments and battalions. The party seemed to be far more interested in the general conduct of the war  Sir Henry, in particular, seemed to know a good deal more already about Mons and Le Cateau than Curzon did. Curzon almost began to form the idea that they would have relished criticism of the Higher Command, but he put the notion away before it crystallized. That was inconceivable; moreover, there was no chance of his disparaging his superiors to anyone  to say nothing of the fact that he had only the haziest ideas about the conduct of a great deal of the war. The British Army had been pitted against superior numbers over and over again, and had emerged each time from the ordeal with honour. Of crisis at headquarters he knew no more than any subaltern, and he denied their existence with all his soldiers pride. Besides, no soldier who had served under Kitchener could lightly give away anything approaching a military secret.

If the company, as it appeared reasonable to suppose, had been expecting any juicy bits of scandal, they were doomed to disappointment. In fact, the disappointment on the faces of the Duchess, Lady Constance, and Sir Henrys wife was almost noticeable even to Curzon, who got as far as feeling that his conversation was not as brilliant as it should have been  a feeling which did not surprise him in the least. It only made him take more notice of Lady Emily, who showed no disappointment at all.

When the conversation moved from the general to the particular, Curzon was still rather at sea. All his life he had been a regimental officer; these people were far more familiar with individuals on the General Staff than he was  to him they were only surnames, while at this table they were spoken of as Bertie and Harry and Arthur. There was only one moment of tense reality, and that was when young Carruthers was mentioned. For a tiny interval Curzon forgot where he was; he forgot the polished table, and the glittering silver, and the exquisite food within him, and the butler brooding over his shoulder like a benevolent deity. It seemed as if he was back at brigade headquarters again, with the tortured screams of Carruthers sounding in his ears. A flood of memories followed  of Major Browning combating the deadly fear which was shaking him like a leaf, of the four headless troopers lying in a huddled heap in one bay of the trench, of the mud and the stench and the sleeplessness.

It was only for a moment. The extraordinary feeling that these men and women here should be forced somehow to realize that these things were part of the same framework as Arthurs appointment to the Adjutant-Generals department passed away, killed by its own absurdity, before the others had finished their kind words about Carruthers fate and had passed on to the discussion of someone still alive. After all, it would be as bad taste to force these inevitable details of war upon the notice of these women and civilians as it would be to do the same with the details of digestive processes or any other natural occurrence.

Then the women rose to leave the table and gave Curzon a further opportunity to come back to normal again, as the men closed up round the Duke. The war tended to disappear from the conversation from that moment, while later in the drawing-room where they rejoined the ladies, Lady Constance played the piano very brilliantly indeed so that conversation was not necessary. The music was a little over Curzons head, but he had a very good dinner inside him and some excellent port, and he was quite content to sit beside Lady Emily and listen vaguely. It was with a shock that he found himself nodding in his chair  it was typical of Curzon not to realize what enormous demands those eleven days of furious action and eleven nights of little sleep at Ypres had made upon his strength.

So that it was with relief that he saw Lord George and Lady Constance rise to take their leave, making it possible for him to go immediately afterwards. And Sir Henrys wife said to him as he said good-bye to her: Perhaps youll come and dine with us if you can spare another evening of your leave? so that he felt he had not been quite a failure in society.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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THE SAME MORNING that Curzons promotion to the temporary rank of Brigadier-General appeared in the Press, there arrived the invitation to dinner, which enabled Curzon to confirm his suspicion that Sir Henry was really Sir Henry Cross, the barrister and Conservative Member of Parliament; and the other letter which the waiter brought him was a note from the War Office:

DEAR CURZON,

Sorry to interrupt your leave, but could you possibly come and see me here in room 231 at your earliest convenience?

Yours,



G. MACKENZIE, Major-Gen.



Curzon puzzled over this note as he ate his kidneys and bacon solitary in the hotel dining-room  his early-rising habit persisted even in a West End hotel, so that he was bound to be the only one having breakfast at that gloomy hour. It was a surprise to him to be addressed as Dear Curzon by General Mackenzie. Mackenzie had been one of the eminent officers who had discussed the war with him two days before, but half an hours conversation did not seem sufficient reason for the Director-General of Tactical Services to address him without a prefix and to preface with an apology what might just as well have been a simple order. It was possible that now that he was a General himself he was being admitted into the confraternity of Generals who might have their own conventions of behaviour among themselves, but Curzon did not think that very likely.

He smoked a comfortable cigar while he read The Times  he could not help reading the announcement of his promotion three times over  and then he walked across St Jamess Park and the Horse Guards to the War Office. Relays of commissionaires and Boy Scouts led him through the corridors to Room 231. There was only the briefest of delays before he was brought into the office of the Director-General of Tactical Services, and Mackenzie offered him a chair and a cigar and made three remarks about the weather before he began to say what he meant to say.

I didnt know you were acquainted with the Budes, Curzon? he began.

I know them slightly, replied Curzon cautiously. I dined there a night or two ago.

Yes, I know that, was the surprising rejoinder. Mackenzie drummed with his fingers, and looked across his desk at Curzon with a hint of embarrassment on his large pink face. His ginger hair was horribly out of harmony with the red tabs on his collar. That fellow Cross was there, too.

Yes, said Curzon.

Youve never had anything to do with politicians, Curzon, went on Mackenzie. Youve no idea how gossip spreads.

I dont gossip, sir, said Curzon indignantly.

No, said Mackenzie. Of course not.

He looked meditatively at his finger-nails before he spoke again.

Cross has put down a question to ask in the House to-day  the House of Commons, I mean. Its about Le Cateau.

Thats nothing to do with me, said Curzon, more indignantly still, as the implication became obvious to him.

That was all I wanted to know, said Mackenzie, simply. His bright eyes, of a pale grey, were scrutinizing Curzon very closely, all the same. Mackenzie could not make up his mind as to whether or not this was yet another example of the plain blunt soldier with secret political affiliations.

We can put the lid on friend Cross all right, he went on. We can always say that it is opposed to public interest to answer his question, if we want to.

I suppose so, agreed Curzon.

But the House of Commons is not a very important place just now, thank God, said Mackenzie. It isnt there that things happen.

Curzon felt bewildered at that. If Mackenzie was not accusing him of betraying military secrets he could not imagine what he was driving at. He had no conception of the power residing in the casual conversation of about fifty or so luncheon and dinner tables in London. He did not realize that high position in the Army  even the post of Director-General of Tactical Services  was, if not exactly at the mercy of, at any rate profoundly influenced by, whispers which might circulate in a particular stratum of society. More especially was this the case when a rigid censorship left public opinion unable to distribute praise or blame except under the influence of gossip or of prejudice. All these circumstances were aggravated by the fact that England had entered upon the war under a government not at all representative of the class accustomed to the dispensing of military patronage; there were already hints and signs that to prolong its existence the government must allow some of the opposition to enter its ranks, and in that case the foolish ones who had staked their careers on its continuance unchanged in power would be called upon to pay forfeit.

Mackenzie felt strongly opposed to explaining all this to Curzon. It might be construed as a confession of weakness. Instead, he harked back to the original subject.

The Bude House set, he said,  the women, I mean, not the men  want a finger in every pie.

I didnt know that, said Curzon perfectly truthfully. Of course, throughout his life, he had heard gossip about petticoat influence. But he had not believed  in fact, he still did not believe  that people played at politics as at a game, in which the amount of patronage dispensed acted as a useful measure of the score, so that to have brought about the appointment of ones own particular nominee to an Under-Secretaryship of State was like bringing off a little slam at bridge.

Now that the war had become such a prominent feature in the news, and friends and relations were taking commissions or returning from retirement, the value of military appointments as counters in the game was higher than ever before. And at the moment the Army was especially entangled in politics, thanks to the Irish business. When certain people returned to power there would be a good many old scores to pay off. There would be distinctions drawn between the men who had declared their unwillingness to obey orders and the men who had not seen fit to make a similar declaration. Besides, in some strange way the fact that there was a war in progress accentuated the intensity of this hidden strife between the Ins and the Outs, and made it more of a cut-and-thrust business than ever before.

Well, you know now, said Mackenzie grimly.

Yes, said Curzon. He was no fool. He could see that he was in a strong position, even if he could not guess what it was that constituted its strength. Im due to dine with Cross next week, too.

Really? said Mackenzie, contriving to give no hint of meaning at all in his intonation, but drumming with his fingers at the same. He was convinced now that if the man he was talking to was not yet a political soldier, he would be quite soon, and one with very valuable connexions. In fact, he did not feel strong enough to nip the development in the bud by commanding Curzon, on pain of losing his promised brigade, to have nothing to do with the Bude House set.

Cross gives damned good dinners, he said. I dont know why these lawyer sharks should always be able to get the best chefs. More money, I suppose.

I suppose so, agreed Curzon, and Mackenzie changed the subject.

By the way, the Foreign Office has just been through to us on the telephone, he said. The Belgian Government wants to present decorations to some English officers, and I have to give my opinion about their distribution. Seeing what you did at Ypres it would be appropriate if one came to you, dont you think? I suppose you wouldnt mind?

Of course not, said Curzon.

Right, said Mackenzie, making a note on a memorandum tablet. I expect it will be the Order of Leopold  a nice watered red ribbon. Itll look well with your C.M.G. and D.S.O.

Thank you very much, said Curzon.

Dont thank me, said Mackenzie, with a certain peculiar emphasis in his tone. Its yourself you have to thank.

Curzon came away from that momentous interview with no very clear idea of what had happened. He was delighted, of course, with the offer of the Belgian decoration. Including his two South African medals he would have five ribbons on his breast now; it would not be long before he could start a second row. Ribbons and promotion were the two signs of success in his profession and now he had both. Success was sweet; he swung his walking stick light-heartedly as he strode across the park. He even laughed when a spiteful old lady said to him as he passed: Why arent you in the army?

That Curzon could perceive the humour of a situation and laugh at it was a remarkable state of affairs in itself. As he walked, he debated with himself as to whether or no he should telephone Cissie Barnes and see if he could spend the afternoon with her  Cissie Barnes was a lady with whom he had often spent afternoons and week-ends before the war began. If Curzon had been given to self-analysis he might have been seriously alarmed at finding that he was not specially anxious to go and see Cissie.

And then although he was quite sure what he wanted to do he ran through in his mind the other ways open to him of spending the afternoon. He might go round to the Club, and at the Club he might talk or play bridge  the latter, more likely. There would be more than a chance that at the Club he might run across an acquaintance with whom he could share a couple of stalls at a musical comedy or at one of these revues which seemed to have suddenly become fashionable. That might serve very well for the evening. He was not so sure about the afternoon.

There were a few houses at which he might call  he ran over them in his mind and decided against each one in turn. He could go down into Leicestershire so as to hunt next day; presumably Clayton could be relied upon to produce a hireling, and he could stay at the Somerset Arms. The illustrated papers he had read yesterday had informed him that, of course, hunting was still being carried on in the Shires. He could do that to-morrow, though. This afternoon  he admitted it to himself now, having decided that there was a good reason to put forward against all the other courses  he would call at Bude House. It was growing a little old-fashioned to pay a call two days after dinner, but, damn it, he was content to be old-fashioned. Lady Emily might be there. Once he had formed this decision the hours seemed to drag as he ate his lunch and waited for the earliest possible moment at which he could ring the bell at Bude House.

Her Grace is not at home, sir, said the butler at the door. By a miracle of elocution he managed to drop just enough of each aitch to prove himself a butler without dropping the rest.

Is Lady Emily at home? asked Curzon.

I will inquire, sir.

Lady Emily was glad to see the General. She gave him her hand and a smile. She offered him tea, which he declined, and a whisky and soda, which he accepted.

Lady Emily had been brought up very strictly, in the way a child should be during the eighties and nineties, especially when she had had the impertinence to be a girl instead of the boy who would inherit the title. Men, she had been taught, were the lords of the universe, under God. With regard to the subjection of women an important exception was to be made in the case of her mother  the Duchess undoubtedly occupied a place between men and God. What with her parents ill-concealed disappointment at the accident of her sex, and the prevailing doctrine of the unimportance of women, and her mothers rapacious personality, and the homeliness of her own looks, there was not much self-assertiveness about Lady Emily. To such a pitch had her conviction of innate sin been raised that she even felt vaguely guilty that Lloyd Georges pestilent budgets from 1911 onwards had weighed so heavily upon the ducal income.

It was no wonder she had never married. Of course, there were plenty of men who would have been glad of the opportunity of marrying a Dukes only child, but, being a Dukes only child, it had been easy to make sure that she never met that kind of man, and suitable matches had never been attracted. It might be said that Curzon was the first adventurer she had ever met  Curzon would have been furious if anyone had called him an adventurer, but such he was to pay his respects to Lady Emily when he had no more than seven hundred a year of private means, however ample might be his prospects of professional eminence.

Curzons motives were hardly susceptible to analysis. There could be no denying that for some very obscure reason he liked Lady Emily very much indeed. When her eyes met his as she drank her tea he felt a warm unusual pleasure inside him  but there is nothing that so defies examination as the mutual attraction of two apparently not very attractive people. He was glad to be near her, in a fashion whose like he could not remember regarding any of his light loves or the wives of brother officers with whom he had exchanged glances.

Women had never paid much attention to Curzon; it was gratifying to find one who did, and especially gratifying (there is no shirking this point) in that she was the daughter of a Duke. Success was a stimulating thing. He had risen in four months from Major to Brigadier-General. He had always fully intended to marry at forty, and here he was at forty-one with nothing impossible to him  why should a Dukes daughter be impossible to him? The daring of the thought was part of the attraction; and that business with Mackenzie this morning added to the feeling of daring.

He was so much above himself that he was able to talk more readily than he had ever been able to talk to a woman in his life, and Lady Emily listened and nodded and smiled until they both of them felt very much the better for each others company. They talked about horses and dogs. Lady Emily had much experience of one kind of sport which Curzon had never sampled  stag-hunting in Somersetshire, where lay the greater part of the Dukes estates. She actually found herself talking about this with animation, and Curzon, fox-hunting man though he was, found himself listening with something more than toleration. They exchanged reminiscences, and Curzon told his two tall fox-hunting stories (the regimental mess had grown tired of them away back in 1912) with complete success. They found, of course, that they had friends in common in the Shires, and they were talking about them when the Duchess came in with a fragile old gentleman trailing behind her.

Her Grace was mildly surprised at finding Curzon in her house, and she endeavoured to freeze him by displaying exactly that mildness of surprise which could not be construed as rudeness but which most definitely could not be called overwhelming hospitality. It was all very well to have a successful general to dinner at a time when successful generals were more fashionable than poets or pianists, but that gave him no excuse for presuming on his position  especially when he promised to be of no use at all in her political manoeuvres. But before Curzon had time to take note of the drop in temperature and to take his leave Lady Emily had interposed  unconsciously, perhaps.

Tea, Mr Anstey? she asked.

Thank you, yes, said the frail old gentleman. I shall be glad of some tea. My work at the Palace is unusually tiring nowadays in consequence of the war.

The Duchess made the introductions:

General Curzon  Mr Anstey.

Curzon? repeated Mr Anstey with mild animation. Brigadier-General Herbert Curzon?

Yes, said Curzon.

Then you are one of the people responsible for my present fatigue.

Im sorry to hear you say that, sir, said Curzon.

Oh, theres no need to be sorry, I assure you. I am only too delighted to have the honour of doing the work I do. It is only to-day that I made out two warrants for you.

Indeed, sir? said Curzon vaguely.

Yes. There is, of course, no harm in my telling you about them, seeing that they are already in the post and will be delivered to you to-morrow. One of them deals with the Companionship of the Bath and the other with the Belgian Order of Leopold  I must explain that I combine in my humble person official positions both in the department of the Lord-Chamberlain and in the registry of the Order of the Bath. You will find you have been commanded to be present at an investiture to be held next week.

Thank you, said Curzon. He remembered vaguely having heard of the Ansteys as one of the Court families who occupied positions at the Palace from one generation to the next.

The Order of Leopold, went on Mr Anstey, is a very distinguished order indeed. It is the Second Class which is being awarded to you, General  the First Class is generally reserved for reigning monarchs and people in corresponding positions. Of course, it is not an order with a very lengthy history  it can hardly be that, can it?  but I think an order presented by a crowned head far more distinguished than any decoration a republic can award. I hope you agree with me, General?

Oh yes, of course, said Curzon, perfectly sincerely.

The Duchess merely nodded. The orders her husband wore were such as no mere general could ever hope to attain, and possessed the further recommendation (as has frequently been pointed out) that there was no damned nonsense about merit attached to them. The Dukes ribbons and stars were given him, if a reason must be assigned, because his great-great-great-great grandfather had come over in the train of William of Orange  certainly not because ten years ago he had been chivvied by his wife into accepting minor office under a tottering Conservative Government. Her Grace was sublimely confident in her share of the universal opinion that it was far better to receive distinctions for being someone than for doing something.

You are one of the Derbyshire Curzons, I suppose, General? said Mr Anstey.

Curzon was ready for that. He had been an officer in India during Lord Curzons vice-royalty and had grown accustomed to having the relationship suggested  in the course of years even his unimaginative mind had been able to hammer out a suitable answer.

Yes, but a long way back, he said. My branch has been settled in Staffordshire for some time, and I am the only representative now.

Curzon always remembered that his father had a vague notion that his father had come to London from the Potteries as a boy; moreover, he thought it quite unnecessary to add that these mystic Staffordshire Curzons had progressed from Staffordshire to the Twenty-second Lancers via Mincing Lane.

That is extremely interesting, said Mr Anstey. Even though the Scarsdale peerage is of comparatively recent creation the Curzons are one of the few English families of undoubtedly Norman descent.

Mr Anstey checked himself with a jerk. Despite his Court tact, he had allowed himself to mention Norman descent from a follower of William the Conqueror in the presence of a representative of a family of Dutch descent from a follower of William of Orange. To his mind the difference was abysmal and the gaffe he had committed inexcusable. He glanced with apprehension at the Duchess, but he need not have worried. Coronets meant far more to her than did Norman blood.

How very interesting, said the Duchess coldly.

Yes, isnt it? said Lady Emily eagerly, and attracted every eye by the warmth with which she said it.

The Duchess ran a cold glance over every inch of her thirty-year-old daughters shrinking form.

There are a great number of fresh letters arrived, she said, about the Belgian Relief Clothing Association. You will find them in the library, Emily. I think they had better be answered at once.

Curzon saw Lady Emilys face fall a little, and it was that which made him take the plunge. He cut in with what he had to say just as Lady Emily, with the obedience resulting from years of subjection, was rising from her arm-chair.

I was wondering, Lady Emily, he said, if I might have the pleasure of your company at the theatre this evening?

Lady Emily looked at her mother, as ingrained instinct directed. Mr Anstey sensed an awkwardness, and hastened to try and smooth it over with his well-known tact.

We all of us need a little relaxation in these strenuous days, he said.

Thank you, I should very much like to come, said Lady Emily  perhaps she, too, was infected by the surge of revolt against convention and parental control which the newspapers had noted as a concomitant of war-time. The Duchess could hardly countermand a decision publicly reached by a daughter of full age and more.

What is the play to which you are proposing so kindly to take my daughter? she asked icily, which was all she could do.

I was going to leave the choice to Lady Emily, said Curzon  a reply, made from sheer ignorance, which left the Duchess with no objection to raise, and that emboldened Curzon still farther.

Shall we dine together first? he asked.

That would be very nice, said Lady Emily, her bonnet soaring clean over the windmill in this, her first flourish of emancipation.

Seven oclock? said Curzon. Its a pity having to dine so early, but its hard to avoid it. Shall I call for you?

Yes, said Lady Emily.


CHAPTER NINE
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DAMN IT ALL, Maud, said the Duke of Bude to the Duchess a week after Curzon had gone to the theatre with Lady Emily. Anyone would think you didnt want the girl to get married.

That was so true that the Duchess had to deny it.

I dont want Emily to marry a man of no family at all  a mere adventurer, said she, and the Duke chuckled as he made one of his irritating silly jokes.

As long as hes got no family it doesnt matter. We wont have to invite his Kensington cousins to the Hall then. The man assured us only yesterday that he hasnt a relation in the world. And as for being an adventurer  well, a man cant help having adventures in time of war, can he?

Tcha! said the Duchess. You know perfectly well what I mean.

Hes a perfectly presentable man. Hes Haileybury, after all  everyone cant be an Etonian. Colonel of a good regiment 

The Twenty-second Lancers, sneered the Duchess.

It might have been black infantry, said the Duke. Hes got a C.B. and a D.S.O., and Borthwick at the Lords was telling me that his boy wrote reams about him from the Front. Hes a man with a future.

But they hardly know each other, said the Duchess.

Well, theyre old enough to be able to make up their minds. Emilys thirty-two, isnt she, or is it thirty-three? And hes turned forty. I think its very suitable. I cant imagine why youre objecting so much.

That, of course, was a lie. The Duke knew perfectly well why the Duchess was objecting, and in his heart of hearts he objected too. But he could bow gracefully to the inevitable, in a way his stiff-necked wife found more difficult.

Marryings in the air these war-time days, went on the Duke. Therell be no stopping em if they set their minds on it. Much better start getting used to the idea now. Besides, we may as well be in the fashion.

Fashion, indeed! said the Duchess. Her disregard for fashion was one of the things about her which no one who saw her even once could possibly avoid remarking.

Besides, said the Duchess, unanswerably, hes got no money.

Myes, said the Duke, undoubtedly shaken. Thats a point I shall have to go into very carefully when the time comes.

The time came no later than the day after to-morrow. The courtship had blossomed with extraordinary rapidity in the hot-house air of war-time London. So high above the windmill had Lady Emilys bonnet soared that she had actually accompanied Curzon to a night-club so as to dance. They had shuffled and stumbled through the ultra-modern one-steps and two-steps until the pampered orchestra had at last consented to play a waltz. Curzon certainly could waltz; he had learned the art in the great days of waltzing. And it might have been the extra glass of rather poor champagne which she had drunk at dinner which made Lady Emilys feet so light and her eyes so bright. As the last heart-broken wail of the violins died away and they stopped and looked at each other the thing was as good as settled. No sooner had they sat down than Curzon was able to stumble through a proposal of marriage with less difficulty than he had found in the one-step; and to his delighted surprise he found himself accepted.

Lady Emilys eyes were like stars. They made Curzons head swim a little. His heart had plunged so madly after his inclinations that never again, not once, did it occur to him that her face was not unlike a horses. To Curzon Lady Emilys gaunt figure, stiffly corseted  almost an old maids figure  was a miracle of willowy grace, and her capable ugly hands, when he kissed them in the taxicab on the way home, were more beautiful than the white hands of Lancelots Yseult.

The interview with the Duke in the morning was not too terrible. It was a relief to the Duke to discover that the General actually had seven hundred pounds a year  especially as under the stimulus of war-time demands some of the dividends which contributed to make up this sum showed an undoubted tendency to expand. It might have been a much smaller income and still not have been incompatible with Curzons position in life. Besides, the General offered, in the most handsome fashion, to settle every penny of his means upon his future wife. No one could make a fairer offer than that, after all. And when one came to total up his generals pay, and his allowances, under the new scale just published, and his forage allowances and so forth, it did not fall far short of twelve hundred a year, without reckoning on the possibility of promotion or command pay or the less likely sources of income. A generals widows pension (after all, every contingency must be considered) was only a small amount, of course, but it was as good as any investment in the Funds.

And two thousand a year (for so the Duke, in an expansive moment, generously estimated Curzons income) really could not be called poverty, not even by a Duke with thirty thousand a year, especially when the Duke belonged to a generation whose young men about town had often contrived to make a passable appearance on eight hundred. The Duke proposed to supplement the newly married couples income with two thousand a year from his private purse, and they ought to be able to manage very well, especially while the General was on active service.

I think youve been weak, Gilbert, said the Duchess later.

Oh, for goodness sake, Maud! said the Duke. I dont see that at all. We owe our national existence at present to the Army. And we can spare the money all right. You know that. Itll only go to George and his boys if Emily doesnt get it. That is, if these blasted death duties leave anything over at all.

I dont think, said the Duchess, that there is any need for you to use disgusting language to me even though your daughter is marrying beneath her.

The Duchess grew more reconciled to her daughters marriage when she came to realize that at least while Curzon was on active service she would still be able to tyrannize over her daughter, and the public interest in the wedding reconciled her still more. The formal announcement was very formal, of course. A marriage has been arranged and will shortly take place between Lady Emily Gertrude Maud Winter-Willoughby, only daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Bude, and Brigadier-General Herbert Curzon, C.B., D.S.O., Twenty-second Lancers.

The newspapers built a marvellous edifice upon this bare foundation. Dukes Daughter to Wed War Hero, they said, Lightning Wooing. It was not every day of the week, by any manner of means, that a dukes daughter married; and war news, now that the campaign in Flanders had dwindled away into a stalemate in the mud and rain, was not likely to stimulate sales. There was something piquant about the union of a Winter of the bluest blood with a Curzon whose relationship to Lord Curzon of Kedleston was at best only ill-defined. All the same, the Press played up nobly. The daily Press had a great deal to say about the future bridegrooms military achievements  although the exigencies of the censorship compelled them to say more about Volkslaagte than about Ypres  and the snobbish weekly papers laid stress upon the splendours of Bude Hall in Somersetshire, and the interest the Royal Family was taking in the wedding; there were dozens of photographs taken showing the happy pair walking in the Park or at some party in aid of something. A war-time bride had more popular appeal, undoubtedly, than a war-time widow, or than those other ladies underneath whose photograph the papers could only publish the already hackneyed caption, Takes great interest in war work  Lady Emily and her mother, the Duchess, were always represented as the hardest workers in the Belgian Relief Clothing Association, and perhaps they were. And because a dukes daughter at the time of her betrothal could not possibly be other than young and beautiful, all the Press loyally forbore to mention the fact that Emily was thirty-two years old, and no one dreamed of mentioning that her features were large and irregular, nor that her clothes always had a look of the second-hand about them.

Meanwhile a Field-Marshal and a General and a Major-General were in conference at the War Office.

The mans on the verge of senile decay, said the General. Over the verge, I should say. Hes no more fit to be trusted with a division than to darn the Alhambra choruss tights.

Who are his brigadiers? asked the Field-Marshal.

Watson and Webb, said the Major-General apologetically. Yes, sir, I know theyre no good, but where am I to get three hundred good brigadiers from?

Thats your pigeon, said the Field-Marshal.

Im sending Curzon down there to-morrow, said the Major-General. The third brigade of the division has never had a general yet. I think hell stiffen them up all right.

Hell have his work cut out, from what Ive seen of that lot, said the General.

Curzon? said the Field-Marshal. Thats the Volkslaagte fellow, isnt it?

Yes, sir, said the Major-General. You read the letter a fortnight ago which G.H.Q. wrote about him.

I remember, said the Field-Marshal. He raised his big heavy face to the window, and stared out contemplatively with squinting blue eyes, while he called up isolated recollections out of a packed memory. Volkslaagte had been fought before he went to South Africa, but he remembered reading the dispatches about it very plainly indeed  it was in this very room in the War Office. There was that race meeting in India, and the mob of horses all coming over the last hurdle together, and a Lancer officer doing a brilliant bit of riding in shouldering off a riderless horse which got in the way and might have caused a nasty accident. That was Curzon. That was not the first time he had been pointed out to him, though. Where was that? Oh yes, at the Aldershot review in the old days before India. That was the chap. A big-nosed fellow with the centre squadron.

How old is he now? asked the Field-Marshal.

Forty-one, sir, said the Major-General.

At forty-one the Field-Marshal had been Sirdar of the Egyptian Army. He would like to be forty-one again instead of sixty-five with a game leg  but that was nothing to do with the business under discussion. It was this Curzon fellow he was thinking about. He had never put in any time holding a regimental command, apparently, except for a few weeks in France. But that was nothing against him, except that it made it a bit harder to judge him by ordinary standards. The Field-Marshal had done no regimental duty in his life, and it hadnt hurt him.

But there was something else he had heard, or read, about Curzon, somewhere, quite recently. He could not remember what it was, and was vaguely puzzled.

Is there anything against this Curzon fellow? he asked tentatively. It was a little pathetic to see him labouring under the burden of all the work he had been doing during these months of war.

No, sir, said the Major-General, and because Curzon was obviously allied by now to the Bude House set, and would be a valuable friend in the approaching Government reshuffle, he added, Hes a man of very decided character.

That turned the scale. What the Field-Marshal had seen, of course, had been the flaming headlines that very morning announcing Curzons betrothal. He had put the triviality aside, and yet the memory lingered in his subconscious mind. It was because of that that he had pricked up his ears at the first mention of Curzons name. Neither the General nor the Major-General saw fit to waste the Field-Marshals time by a mention of to-days newspaper gossip, and the vague memory remained to tease him into action. His mind was not fully made up when he began to speak, but he was positive in his decision by the time the sentence was completed.

You must unstick Coppinger-Brown, he said. Shunt him off gracefully, though. Theres no need to be too hard on him. Hes done good work in his time. And Watsonll have to go too. Hes no good. I never thought he was. Give Webb another chance. He can still turn out all right if hes properly looked after. Youll have to give the division to Curzon, though. He ought to make a good job of it.

Yes, sir, said the Major-General. He was reluctant to continue, because it was not safe to pester his chief with a request for further instructions once a decision had been reached, but in this case the Service regulations left him no option. Hes junior to Webb as brigadier, of course.

Then youll have to promote him major-general. Get the orders out to-day.

A wave of the Field-Marshals massive hand told the General and the Major-General that their presence was no longer required, and they left the Field-Marshal to plunge once more into the mass of work piled before him  into the business of constructing a modern army out of the few antiquated remains left over after the departure of the Expeditionary Force.

That was how Curzon obtained his appointment to the command of the Ninety-first Division and his promotion to the temporary rank of Major-General. There were not wanting unkind people who hinted that he owed his new rank to his prospective father-in-law, but the Duke had not raised a finger in the matter. There had been no scheming or bargaining, not even by the little scheming group which centred round the Duke and Lady Constance. He had been selected out of a hundred possible officers who could have filled the vacancy because, while their capacities were all equally unexplored, an adventitious circumstance had singled him out for particular notice. Without that the Major-General would never have had the opportunity of putting in the single sentence which ultimately turned the scale. And it must be specially noticed that the Major-General had not the slightest hint that he might receive favours in return; neither Curzon nor his new relations had been parties to anything underhand of that sort.


CHAPTER TEN
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CURZON WAS AT Bude House when the butler came in to announce  the tone of his voice indicating that he realized the importance of this official business  that the War Office was asking on the telephone if they could speak to General Curzon.

Curzon left his ladys side and went out to the telephone.

Hullo? he said.

Is that General Curzon? asked a sharp-tongued female voice.

Speaking.

Hold on a minute, please. General Mackenzie would like to speak to you.

There was a click and a gurgle and then Mackenzies voice.

Hullo, Curzon. I thought Id find you at Bude House when you werent at your hotel. Hope Im not disturbing you?

Not very much.

I think youll find its worth being disturbed for. Youve been given the Ninety-first Division.

I beg your pardon?

Youve been given the Ninety-first Division  the one you were going to have a brigade in. And youre promoted to Major-General with seniority from to-day.

Thats very good news.

I said youd think so, didnt I? When can you take up your command?

Whenever you like.

To-morrow?

Yes.

Very well. Call here in the morning. I want to hear your ideas about a staff. Itll be a pretty makeshift one, anyway, Im afraid, but that cant be helped.

I suppose not.

But theres a good house as headquarters, with stabling just as it should be. Trust old Coppinger-Brown for that. Youll have a use for the house, wont you?

Yes, I suppose so.

That reminds me. I havent congratulated you on your engagement yet. My very best wishes.

Thanks very much.

I was wondering when you were going to offer me thanks. You havent sounded very grateful up to now.

Oh, thank you very much.

Thats better. You remember this, Curzon; the closer you and I stay by each other, the better it will be for both of us. Thats a word to the wise.

Er  yes.

But that can wait a bit. Ill be seeing you to-morrow morning. Nine oclock?

Very well.

All right, then. Good-bye.

Good-bye.

Back in Emilys sitting-room he told the glad news, his eyes bright with pleasure and excitement, and, because of that, Emilys eyes shone too. Until a week or two ago Emily had hardly known that such things as brigades and divisions existed, and she had been decidedly vague about the difference between them, but already she was beginning to grasp the essentials of this Army business. The Dukes valet was sent out hurriedly to buy stars at a military tailors, and then, with a note to the hotel management admitting him to Curzons room, he was sent on to sew those stars above the crossed swords and batons on the shoulder-straps of Curzons tunics all ready for the morning, while Curzon and Emily carried on a muddled conversation in which Army promotion and houses and horses and future domesticity were all intermingled.

But next day had its awkward moments. A War Office motor car took Curzon and his kit down into Hampshire, where the division was scattered in billets or under canvas over a five-mile radius, and stopped at the end of the long gravelled drive outside Narling Priory, the headquarters of the Ninety-first Division. A young red-tabbed subaltern led Curzon round the side of the house through french windows into a spacious room wherein stood a group of khaki-clad figures with a tall, thin officer, bent and feeble, the sword of ceremony hanging from his belt, standing in advance of them.

Good morning, he said, standing very stiff and still.

Curzon nodded.

General Coppinger-Brown? he asked in return.

Yes.

It was then that Curzon realized what an embarrassing business it was to relieve a man of his command, because Coppinger-Brown made no effort to put him at ease, but merely stood and waited.

I have been sent down by the War Office, began Curzon hesitantly; he waited for help, received none, and had to continue without it. I am to take command of the division.

So I understood from orders I received this morning, said Coppinger-Brown. There was the faintest of accents upon the last two words. Curzon realized that it was dashed hard luck on the old chap to be flung out of his command like this at an hours notice. He wanted for a moment to say Im sorry, but one man can hardly say that to another, especially in the presence of inferiors. He could only stand and feel awkward while Coppinger-Brown left him to drink the cup of his embarrassment to the full. By the time Coppinger-Brown relented Curzon was decidedly uncomfortable.

I must introduce, said Coppinger-Brown at last, the officers of my staff  of your staff, I mean; I beg your pardon, General.

He waved his hand at the group behind him, and each officer in turn came up to attention as his name was spoken.

General Webb, commanding the Three-hundredth Brigade. General Webb is the only brigadier in the division at present. I made so bold as to give General Watson immediate leave of absence, as I wished to spare him the humiliation of having to leave under orders.

There was something very acid in Coppinger-Browns tone as he made this speech, but Curzon did not notice it, as he was too busy sizing-up his second-in-command, a beefy, red-faced infantryman, of whom Mackenzie at the War Office that morning had said that he was being given one more chance.

Colonel Miller, my G.S.O.1. Captain Frobisher, G.S.O.3. Colonel Hill, C.R.A. Colonel Septimus, A.D.M.S. 

For a space it simply rained initials in a manner which would have left a civilian gasping, but Curzon was more accustomed to hearing these initials used than to the words they stood for. He nodded formally to each in turn, to the officers of the General Staff, to the Officer commanding Royal Artillery, to Assistant Director of Medical Services, and the Deputy Assistant Quartermaster-General, and the Assistant Provost-Marshal, and the Officer commanding Royal Engineers, and the rag-tag and bobtail of aides-de-camp.

Mackenzie at the War Office had given him thumbnail character portraits of each of these officers; Curzon himself had no knowledge of most of them, and only a hearsay acquaintance with the rest. Hill the Gunner had won a D.S.O. in the Tirah. Webb had commanded a battalion before Curzon had been given a squadron. Runcorn the Sapper had left the Army before the war on account of some scandal about drink and women, which was a very remarkable thing to have occurred to a Sapper, so that Runcorn had better be watched with all the attention a freak merited. Miller of the General Staff had been described by Mackenzie as a bloke with twice the brains of you and me put together, and had left it to Curzon to form his own opinion after this somewhat ominous beginning.

Whats been the matter down there, Mackenzie had said, as far as I can make out from what Somerset says  hes just been inspecting them  its just sheer dam laziness on someones part or other. Theyve had their troubles, of course. Weve let em down badly from here once or twice, but you couldnt have run the old Army, let alone a new one ten times the size, on the staff Ive got left to me here. But old Coppinger-Browns the real cause of the trouble. Hes too old. You cant expect an old boy of seventy-two with bronchial tubes or something to go out in all weathers in the sort of winter were having, and go charging about on a horse keeping an eye on twelve raw battalions an two dozen other units. Its not in human nature. Coppinger-Brown swore he was all right when he came here after a job  he produced all sorts of chits from doctors to that effect. And he looked all right too. But you know how it is, Curzon. Youve got to work like a blasted nigger to get anything done with new formations. Otherwise everythings held up while everyones waiting for something else to get done which they think they cant do without. Or else somebodys getting in everybody elses way, andll go on doing it until you come down on em. Doesnt matter how good a staff youve got when youre in that kind of muddle. Its only the boss who can put it straight. Nobody gives a hoot for what a staff officer says when they know the general wont take action. But youll put ginger into them, Curzon, I know.

That had been all very well at the War Office, but it was rather different by the time General Coppinger-Brown had finished the introductions and had shuffled out of the room with his aides-de-camp beside him. Curzon stood and faced his staff  nearly all of them ten or twenty years his senior, and most of them until a few weeks back immeasurably his senior in military rank. He felt as awkward and embarrassed as at the time of General Coppinger-Browns first greeting of him. It was not in him to be conciliatory. His whole instinct in a time of difficulty was to be unbending and expressionless. It was a natural reaction that there should creep into his voice the tone he employed on parade  he felt as if he were on parade for the first time with some new recalcitrant unit.

Gentlemen, he rasped, and paused. He had not anticipated having to make a speech. He tugged at his moustache until he saw the light; he had felt at a loss at remembering that there was no regimental esprit de corps to which to appeal. But he could, at any rate, appeal to the spirit of the Division. Gentlemen, it is my responsibility now to prepare the Ninety-first Division in readiness to go to France. We can never have it said that our Division, one of the earliest to be raised, was the last to be sent overseas. That would be too bad. We must make up our minds that we are not going to be left behind by the other divisions. We must work hard to catch up on them and pass them. I am quite sure we can.

His expression hardened as he remembered the precariousness of his own temporary rank. It flashed through his mind that the Duchesss elegant friends would sneer delightedly if he were to be unstuck like poor old Coppinger-Brown.

I am going to see that we do, he added grimly, looking round the group from one to another. Each pair of eyes dropped as they met his, such was the savage force of his glance as he thought of Emily and the urgency of the need to justify himself to her. And the mention of the corporate existence of the Ninety-first Division had served its purpose in starting him off in what he had to say. He was able to wind up his little speech on the note he wanted.

This is war-time, he said. A time of great emergency. There will be no mercy at all in this Division for officers who are not up to their work.

It was a speech which served its purpose as well as any other might have done, and better than some. Some generals might have appealed to their subordinates loyalty, or might have put new vigour into them by force of personality, but Curzon, if such suggestions had been put forward to him, would have dismissed them as claptrap or idealism. As it was, a subdued and impressed staff crept quietly out of the room, all quite decided to work a great deal harder for the new major-general with the scowl on his face and the barely concealed threat in his speech.

The pink-cheeked aide-de-camp came back into the room. General Coppinger-Brown would be very much obliged if General Curzon could spare him a few minutes for the discussion of private business. Curzon followed the aide-de-camp out of the headquarters office and across the tiled hall to the wing of the house which still remained furnished as a private residence. There was an old, old lady sitting in an arm-chair in the drawing-room with Coppinger-Brown standing beside her.

Lucy, said Coppinger-Brown. This is my successor, General Curzon. Curzon, may I introduce my wife?

Curzon bowed, and the old lady nodded icily to him across the room, while the aide-de-camp retired with the tact expected of aides-de-camp.

The first thing we wanted to say, said Coppinger-Brown, was whether we might expect the pleasure of your company at lunch? It is one oclock now, and lunch can be served at any time to suit you.

Thank you, said Curzon, but I have just arranged to lunch in the staff officers mess.

He forebore from adding that he was itching to start work with his chief of staff, and make up for the time lost by Coppinger-Brown, and intended to start as soon as lunch began.

What a pity, replied Coppinger-Brown. I hope you can spare us a few minutes, all the same, so that we can settle our private arrangements.

I am at your service now, said Curzon.

Thats very good of you, said Coppinger-Brown. Because we are anxious to hear from you how soon we must vacate this house.

Coppinger-Brown and his wife stared at Curzon with an unvoiced appeal in their eyes. The house was one taken over furnished by the War Office; half of it had been adapted as Staff Offices, and the other half was retained as a residence for the Major-General commanding the division. The last two months had been a wonderful time for the old couple. It had been an end of retirement; they had turned their backs on the Cheltenham boarding-house; there had been a future once more ahead of them; they were back again in the Army in which he had served for forty-five years. Now they were being condemned once more to exile, with all the added bitterness of disappointment and consciousness of failure. Until this morning they had felt secure in the pomp and power of their official position. It was a shock for old people to be flung out like this without warning. They were loth to leave the substantial comfort of the Priory; they shrank from the last open acknowledgement of failure implied by their leaving, as they might shrink from an icy bath. With the tenacity of very old people for the good things of life they wanted to spin out their stay here, even for only a few days.

Curzon, unsympathetic though he was, had a glimpse of these emotions, and stopped for a moment to think. The Coppinger-Browns might be considered harmless old folk, and to allow them to remain for a week or two longer at the Priory might be a kindness which would do no one any harm. But he knew he must not; he felt it in his bones. Coppinger-Brown would never be able to resist the temptation to put his nose into the new organization of the division. Young officers could hardly be expected to order off a Major-General under whom they had only recently been serving, even though he was again retired. There would be hitches, perhaps nasty scenes. And for all he knew Mrs Coppinger-Brown might make trouble among the women  Curzon had all an unmarried mans suspicions of Army womens capacity for making trouble. There must be no chance, not the faintest possibility, of trouble in his division. Moreover, it might weaken his authority a little if people assumed that Coppinger-Brown was staying on to see him firmly in the saddle. He was not going to run the least risk of any of these unpleasant contingencies when a little firmness at the start would obviate them.

I am afraid, he said slowly, that I need the house myself. It would be convenient if you could see your way to leaving at the earliest possible moment. Perhaps if I put the divisional motor car at your disposal to-morrow morning you would have your kit and luggage ready?

They looked at each other, all three of them.

Very well, since you insist, said Coppinger-Brown  Curzon had made no show of insisting. We had better not keep you any longer from your lunch. We shall be ready to leave at ten oclock to-morrow. Is that all right, Lucy?

Mrs Coppinger-Brown nodded; from beginning to end of the interview she had said no word, but even a wooden-headed man like Curzon was conscious of the hatred she felt towards him as the supplanter of her husband, the man who was driving her out once more into the lonely, pitiable exile of the Cheltenham boarding-house. Curzon withdrew as quickly as he could, and he comforted himself as he walked back across the hall by telling himself that after all a soldiers wife should be reconciled by now to having to make sudden migrations, while Coppinger-Brown was a doddering old fool who should never have been entrusted with a division. Which was all perfectly true.


CHAPTER ELEVEN
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THE NINETY-FIRST DIVISION was composed of troops of a sort Curzon had never even thought of. They were the first flower of England; of a standard of education, enthusiasm and physique far superior to anything the recruits of the old regiments of the line could show. In the old days, for every man who joined the Army because he actively wanted to there were ten who did so because they could find nothing better to do; but in the new units of 1914 every single man had joined because he felt it to be his duty. To Curzon and his like (who in the old days had thoroughly appreciated the value of the occasional born soldier in the ranks) the merit of the new material should have been obvious. These were no unemployable riff-raff, no uneducable boys, but men who had made some part of their way already in the world, men of some experience and education, quicker witted, more accustomed to think for themselves, and filled with the desire to avenge Belgium and to give of their best for England  the same stuff as Cromwell (who in an early speech had pointed out its virtues) had employed when he had made of the Ironsides the finest troops in Europe.

But Cromwell had not been a regular soldier, nor  save for the presence of an occasional veteran of the Thirty Years War  was there any framework of a regular army, any procrustean bed of tradition, to which the Ironside army was compelled to adapt itself as in 1914. Kitcheners army was organized by a War Office which had already forgotten the Boer War and clung to the ideals of the Peninsula; but that statement is only correct in a very limited degree, because most of the great body of rules and precedents dealt not with the training of an army for war, but with keeping it inexpensive and out of the way in time of peace. The system was, moreover, adapted to the needs of an army recruited from the very young and the very stupid, officered by men of uniform ideas and training; what the system did for the new armies has been told over and over again.

Besides all this, the War Office was found wanting (perhaps not through its own fault) even in the very elementary duties it might have been expected to perform efficiently. The new armies were left unclothed, unhoused, and unarmed. Units rotted through the winter of 191415 under canvas on the bleak exposed hills and plains which had been passed as suitable for a summer camp. They shivered in tents pitched in seas of mud; they ate food prepared by inefficient cooks on inefficient apparatus; they were practised in the evolutions of 1870 by sexagenarian non-commissioned officers, and they used make-believe rifles and make-believe guns under the coordination of make-believe staffs.

Of such good stuff, nevertheless, were the new armies that they came through the ordeal successfully, their spirits unimpaired by what had been done to them, and made of themselves, despite the efforts of their commanders, the finest fighting force ever seen, and able to carry that reputation through years of slaughter and mismanagement, despite the constant filling up with drafts whose quality steadily and persistently declined as the war continued.

By a fortunate combination of circumstances Curzon was able to prove himself during these months of training one of the best generals appointed to the new armies. He was full of energy, so that the curse of inertia was not allowed to settle down over the Ninety-first Division. He had no preconceived ideas about the employment of infantry in the field. His barrack traditions were confined to cavalry, and in young Frobisher, his third-grade General Staff Officer, he found an assistant whose desperate laziness had no play under his supervision, and who came of a family in which revolutionary ideas were traditional, so that he did not badger the infantrymen with peace-time regulations nearly as much as occurred in some units.

That very first day at Narling, Curzon showed the stuff he was made of. He had no personal staff at all  no aides-de-camp, no servants, no grooms; until to-morrow he had no home, for that matter. It never occurred to him to attend to the very important business of settling himself in first. He sent his kit to the local hotel, and made Frobisher telephone to the nearest unit to find him a servant. Before this concession to his immediate needs was fulfilled he was calling for the regimental returns, reading the lists of sick and of those found guilty recently of military crime so as to form his first estimate of the quality of the troops under his command, and half-way through the afternoon, finding this office work unsatisfying, he borrowed a horse from Miller and set off, with Frobisher riding beside him in the rain, in his anxiety to see things for himself.

He dropped like a bolt from the blue into the troops he had been given to command, trotting in over the rolling downs into the camps of the Three-hundred-and-first Brigade, the rain streaming from his cap brim and the hem of his cape. There was a moment of hesitation when he confronted his work face to face for the first time  when he realized how extraordinarily little he knew about infantry. But he knew something about men in uniform, at least. There were certain things he could inspect  six months ago he had been inspecting similar arrangements from a regimental aspect. There were the cookhouses; he went stalking into the battalion cooking-huts, to be appalled by their filth and squalor. Frightened cooking staffs stood shivering at attention while he blistered them with his tongue, and startled commanding officers, summoned by flying orderlies, stood scared at his shoulder while he peered into dixies and cauldrons and sampled the contents.

General Coppinger-Brown had not been seen in a cookhouse since the weather broke six weeks ago; here was the new general inspecting them before even the rumour of his appointment had run round the regimental headquarters. Curzon plodded through the mud down the lines of tents with the icy wind blowing through his burberry  it was that walk which first gave him an insight into the quality of his men, for any regular unit before the war compelled to submit to such conditions would have shown its resentment by going sick in hundreds. Startled soldiers, huddled under blankets, turned out hastily to stare at him. That morning the bugles had blown No parade, for no soldiers work could have been done in those dreadful conditions, and they had settled down to another day of shivering idleness. The sight of a major-general come to see how they were getting on was a most welcome break in the day, reviving hope in breasts where hope of anything was fast dying altogether.

Far more was this the case with the wretched Special Service battalion of Fusiliers who were farther out still  moved there when cerebrospinal meningitis had appeared in their ranks, to endure the life of outcasts during their period of quarantine. The sense of isolation and guilt had been bad for the Fusiliers, huddled in their tents waiting for the spotted fever. Frobisher had ventured to protest when Curzon announced his intention of visiting the Fusiliers, but Curzon was heedless.

Theres no quarantine for generals, said Curzon. He had no intention of being epigrammatic either.

He got on his horse again and rode furiously along the slippery chalk track over the summit of the downs to where the Fusiliers languished. A spiritless guard, besodden with misery, turned out to present arms to this extraordinary spectacle of a brass hat in the icy rain, and Curzon, without waiting for the arrival of the commanding officer, began his inspection. Three weeks of quarantine, of isolation, of rain and spotted fever, had taken the heart nearly out of the Fusiliers, but it was the sight of Curzon which put it back. Someone raised a faint cheer, even, when he rode out of the entrance afterwards, in the gathering darkness.

And the word passed round the division, from battalion to battalion, that the new general was crazy on the subject of military cookery. Generals, as the Army had long ago resigned itself to believe, are always crazy on some point or other. Coppinger-Browns particular weakness (as far as anyone had been able to guess from the little seen of him) had been bootlaces. Under Coppinger-Browns regime colonels had chivvied captains and captains had chivvied sergeants, into seeing that every man had two pairs at least of spare bootlaces, and had quoted Coppinger-Browns dictum that a division might be held up any day on the march if a mans bootlace broke. Nowadays it was cookery instead, and no one knew when the Generals big nose and moustache might not be seen coming round the cookhouse corner as he demanded to taste whatever indescribable mess was to be found in the dixies. It was a matter which the men in the ranks, after the food they had been enduring for the last two months, could thoroughly appreciate.

There seemed to be no limit to Curzons abounding energy in those days when he took over the command of the Ninety-first Division. Mason, the soldier-servant whom Miller found for him in the infantry, was under orders always to call him at five  and usually found him awake at that time. Officers, sleepy-eyed and weary, crawling into the divisional headquarters at seven oclock, found Curzon at his desk running through the pile of returns and states which previously had been seen by no other eye than theirs. Isolated companies on the downs, practising the open-order advance in alternate rushes which none of them was to live to see employed in action, were surprised to find him riding up to watch them at their work.

After ten days of it Curzon had himself whirled up to London in the divisional motor car and had his presence announced to General Mackenzie with an urgent request for an interview. Mackenzie had him sent up, and blenched a little at the comprehensive sequence of demands which Curzon made on behalf of his division.

My dear fellow, said Mackenzie, its not me whom you should ask for all this. Its all the Q.M.G.s department, most of it, except for this officer question, and Ive promised already to see to that for you. Go round and look up the Q.M.G.  Ill give you a chit to the right quarter, if you like.

Curzon shook his head. He knew a great deal about the Army method of passing on inconvenient requests to the next man.

No, he said, they dont know me there. I wouldnt be able to get anything done. Id far rather you saw about it; unofficially, for that matter, if you like. You could get it done in no time, even though its not your department.

Mackenzie began to show some signs of irritation at this upstart young generals behaviour. The fellow was certainly growing too big for his boots. He took a breath preparatory to administering a proper telling off.

You see, said Curzon, eyeing him attentively as he made his first essay in diplomatic converse. Ive got a lot to do, and I could only spare one day away from the Division. Ive got an appointment to lunch with Lady Cross and one or two other people  newspaper editors or something, I think they are.

Hm, said Mackenzie. The struggle behind the scenes for power was rising to a climax, and he knew it. All right, Ill see what I can do.

When Mackenzie said that, Curzon knew that he could expect immediate attention to be paid to the sweeping indents he had sent in  demands for duckboards and all the other things to make life bearable for the Ninety-first Division in the chalky downland mud, huts and stoves and so on, of which the War Office had such a meagre store. Curzon could leave the War Office now with a clear conscience. He was not lunching with Lady Cross, of course. That had been a blank lie just to apply pressure on Mackenzie. It was his Emily, naturally, with whom he had his next appointment. The big Vauxhall car rolled him smoothly round to Bude House, and the butler showed Curzon into Emilys sitting-room.

Curzons heart was beating fast, for it was ten days since he had last seen Emily, and she might have changed her mind in that long time. He came into the room stiffly and formally, ready to meet his fate if need be, but all doubts were instantly dispelled on his entrance, and it was as though they had never been separated, as Emily came to him with both hands out and a murmur of My dear, my dear. She came into his arms as if she were no dukes daughter. With her head on his shoulder she fingered his row of medal ribbons, and he caught her hand and raised it to his lips, pressing his cruel black moustache upon her fingers. Even if Curzon had taken care to give his affections to a suitable person, there was no doubt that he had given them thoroughly enough. He was head over ears in love with her, just as she was with him.

When sanity came back to them, Curzon spoke straight to the point, as might be expected of him. To him, love was not a thing to be soiled by roundabout ways of approach, or delicate diplomacy.

Dear, he said, can we be married on Christmas Eve?

Christmas Eve? Emilys eyes opened a little wider, for Christmas Eve was only five days off.

Yes, said Curzon. He made no attempt to mask his reasons. Ive had to take this morning away from the Division, which I didnt want to. I cant spare another one, except Christmas morning. There wont be a lot to do on that day. I could come up the afternoon before, and we could get married and go down to Narling the same evening. I mustnt be away from the Division.

Of course not, dear, said Emily. She was rather dazed. She had not seen the house she would have to live in; she knew nothing about it in fact, except that Curzons brief notes had assured her that it was quite a nice one. She had made no preparations for housekeeping there  in fact she had made no preparations for being married at all. But she knew quite well that there was nobody and nothing in the world as important as the General and the Division he commanded.

Well do whatever you think we ought to do, dear, said Emily, and Curzon kissed her hard on the lips in a way he had never kissed her before. Her head swam and her knees went weak so that she leaned against him and clung to him trembling, and they kissed again until the trembling passed and her kind eyes were bright with a passion she had never known before. She found  what she had never expected  that when the world obtruded itself upon them again she was able to meet it boldly face to face, encountering her mother and father across the luncheon table as though a quarter of an hour before she had not been in a mans arms and glad to be there.

At lunch they had to discuss practical details regarding the servants Emily must find for Narling Priory, housekeeper and cook and parlourmaid and kitchenmaid. Curzons three soldier servants (the regulation number allotted to a Major-General) could be relied upon to do the other work. The Duchess was perturbed when she heard how hurried was the wedding they had decided upon, but she raised no objection. The Duke took on the responsibility of making the arrangements regarding the licence; the Duchess said she would see to it that St Margarets was available for the ceremony  it had to be St Margarets, of course. In return, Curzon was able to tell the Duke and Duchess that he had applied for the services of Captain Horatio Winter-Willoughby and Mr Bertram Greven as his aides-de-camp, and that his application had been approved and orders issued for the officers in question to join him. The Duke and Duchess were undoubtedly grateful to him. Horatio Winter-Willoughby was Lord Georges son and the ultimate heir to the title, while Greven was a nephew of the Duchess, and somehow no one had as yet made application for his services on the staff. Curzon felt remarkably pleased with himself when he received the thanks of the Duke and the Duchess. Even though they were about to become his parents-in-law it was gratifying to be able to do them favours.

Then when lunch was finished there was only time for one last embrace before Curzon tore himself away to get into the Vauxhall and be driven away through Guildford and Petersfield back to the Division. There was this to be said in favour of war-time conditions, that there was no time for shilly-shallying argument.


CHAPTER TWELVE
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SO THAT THE next two or three days witnessed a whole sequence of arrivals at Narling Priory. There came the grim under-housekeeper from Bude Hall, Somersetshire  the Duchess had made a present of her to her daughter, and with her the trio of servants selected from the staff of the three ducal houses. It had rather frightened the Duchess to hear that her daughter would have to be ladys-maided by the parlourmaid; it was not so easy for her to reconcile herself to that as one of the necessary sacrifices of war-time, but as the Priory was only a medium-sized house and half of it was occupied by the divisional headquarters there had to be a line drawn somewhere, and this was Emilys own suggestion.

Curzons soldier servants regarded the arrival of the women with unconcealed interest, but they were disappointed in the reception accorded their advances. Not even the kitchenmaid  at any rate, with the cooks eye on her  would allow mere grooms and private soldiers any liberties with one who represented the fifth greatest house in all England. Curzon handed over house and keys to the housekeeper  he was living with the headquarters mess at the moment  and went on with his work for the Division.

The two brigadiers for whom he had been clamouring turned up next. One was Challis, who as a battalion commander had lost half a hand at Mons and had miraculously escaped capture during the retreat; the other was Daunt, brought home from some South African colony, Nigeria or somewhere. Curzon looked them over and was pleased with them both, although he deferred final judgement. Men had to be good before he could be assured of their suitability for the Ninety-first Division. He was not nearly so satisfied with his two aides-de-camp, who turned up unfeignedly glad at having been released by this miracle from the rigours of service in the Guards depot at Caterham. Winter-Willoughby was nearly as bald as his father, Lord George, and nearly as fat. Despite the fact that he was indebted to Curzon for this staff appointment he was inclined to be a little resentful and patronizing towards the bounder who was marrying his cousin. And Greven had no forehead and no chin and wore riding breeches whose khaki dye carried the particular admixture of pink which was growing fashionable among the younger officers and for which Curzon had a peculiar dislike. Curzon began to see that there were some special disadvantages about marrying into a ducal family.

He disliked his two aides-de-camp at sight the afternoon on which they reported themselves, and the very next day they deepened his prejudice farther still, for they were both of them ten minutes late, on the very first morning on which they were on duty. Curzon had to sit fretting in his office while the horses were being walked up and down outside. Curzon told them off furiously as he got into the saddle, and they sulked as they cantered through the rain over the downs to where there was an artillery brigade to be inspected.

Curzon was a little more at home inspecting artillery than infantry. An infantry battalions horse-lines were so small and insignificant that one could not in decency spend much time over them, but it was different with artillery. Horses were as important as gunners, and Curzon felt justified in devoting most of his attention to the horses, which he knew something about, rather than to the artillery technicalities, about which he knew nothing at all. The inspection was long and meticulous, and Curzon found fault with everything he saw. The battery commanders wilted under the lash of his tongue, the sergeant-majors flinched, the veterinary surgeons trembled.

When Curzon rode away the rumour was ready to circulate through the Division that Curzon was just as mad about horse-lines as about cookhouses. Yet nobody knew the reason of this savage bad temper which he had displayed  those who were in the secret of the Generals private life were inclined to attribute it to the fact that he was being married that afternoon, but they were wrong. A letter had come to Curzon that morning, in a cheap shabby envelope, addressed originally to the regimental depot, and readdressed three times before it had reached him. Curzon had read it while he ate his breakfast, and the sight of it had spoiled his day.

117 Shoesmith St



Brixton



16th December, 1914



MY DEAR BERTIE,

I suppose I must call you that still although you are a General now and going to marry a great Lady. We are all of us here very pleased to see how well you are getting on. Your Uncle Stanley reads the papers a great deal and has shown us lots about you in them. He did not approve of the war at first but when he heard about what the Germans did in Belgium he feels differently about it now. Maud has just got married, too, to a gentleman in a very good way of business as a tailor. It seems only like yesterday since she was a little girl like when you saw her last. Gertie is in a government office and doing very well, and our Dick has just made up his mind that he must do his bit and he is going to join the army as soon as Christmas is over. Your Uncle Stanley is very well considering although his chest troubles him a lot, and of course I am all right as usual except for my leg. This is just a line to wish you much joy and happiness in your new life with your bride and to say that if ever you are in Brixton again we shall be glad the same as ever, although you are so grand now, if you would pop in and see us just for a minute.

Your loving



AUNT KATE



P.S.  We saw your photograph in the paper and you look just the same as ever which is why I wrote to you dear.

That was a very disturbing letter for a man about to marry a dukes daughter to receive on his wedding morning. Curzons flesh had crept as he read it. He had been perfectly sincere when he told Emily and the Duchess that he had not a relation in the world  he had forgotten all about the Coles of Brixton, honestly and sincerely forgotten all about them. It was a shock to be reminded of their existence. If any word about them should reach the Duchesss ears it would make her into his deadly enemy, for she would never forgive him the deception. Even now she was hardly a benevolent neutral. Any revelation would turn the scale. It would lose him Emilys good opinion and regard. Probably it would ruin his life and his career as well, and that was an important although a minor consideration. Curzon felt slightly sick, like a man with no head for heights looking over the edge of a precipice. Why in the world had Aunt Kate married beneath her station instead of above it as his own mother had very sensibly seen fit to do?

He had plenty of time to think about it during the long motor journey up to London. There had been no time for lunch after the artillery inspection, and he and Horatio Winter-Willoughby and Greven ate sandwiches in the stuffy saloon car as they raced along past the Devils Punchbowl and on to Guildford. They were cumbered with their greatcoats and swords. Curzon actually found himself thankful that he had been compelled to put aside the Duchesss suggestion that he should be married in all the glory of his Lancer full-dress. He simply had not been able to make allowance in the days timetable for that change of clothing, and he was glad now, swaying about in the motor car, feeling slightly sick, what with the motion, and the sandwiches, and the imminence of marriage, and that letter from Aunt Kate. From Guildford onwards he was looking at his watch. It was going to be a near-run thing. There were only a few minutes left when they ran through Esher, and he called on the driver for yet more speed. Kingston  Putney Bridge  Kings Road, crowded with people shopping industriously on this, the first Christmas Eve of the war.

Big Ben showed one minute to two as they swung out of Victoria Street. The paragraphs in the newspapers about the romantic war wedding of a dukes daughter and the sight of the carpet and awning outside St Margarets had called together a big crowd on the pavement. The Vauxhall stopped at the end of the awning, and Curzon and his two aides got out while the crowd surged under the control of the police. They had hardly sat down up by the chancel rails when the organ changed its tune and up the aisle came Emily in her bridal white, her bridesmaids and her pages behind her, and the Duke in support.

As the Duchess had said, the fact that Emily was marrying a General was a very adequate excuse for so much ceremony at the wedding, when otherwise it might not be quite good taste in war-time. The Bishop (he was a Winter-Willoughby too; by common report the only one with any brains, and he had too many) went through the service, while Curzon rasped out the responses and Emily whispered them. Then the signing of the register, and the march out through the church, while the guests stood up on their seats to catch a better glimpse of the bride and the beribboned bridegroom.

While Curzon was waiting for Emily, encumbered with train and veil, to get into the motor car, the crowd surged more violently than ever. He looked round. Between two policemen, and waving violently, was Aunt Kate  there was no mistaking her; and the two women beside her were presumably Maud and Gertie. It was only for a second that their eyes met. Aunt Kate had the decency and the common sense not to call out Bertie! although for an idiotic second Curzon was filled with fear in case she should say something about her sore leg. He had not time to betray recognition, as he had to climb in at once beside Emily. Next instant they were off, with Curzon sitting shaken beside Emily, who for some womans reason or other had tears on her face.

So that on the way to Bude House Curzon had time to reflect that there were some relatives of his at his wedding. The church had been crammed with Winter-Willoughbys and Grevens, hordes of them. There had not been more than half a dozen people invited at Curzons request  three or four members of the Cavalry Club, and Mackenzie, who (perhaps for reasons of his own) had intimated that he might be able to get away from his duties at the War Office for an hour. Curzon had not even been able to find a friend close enough to be asked to be grooms man  the one or two possibles were in France, which was why the egregious Horatio had had to fulfil that duty.

There was an hours torment in Bude House, where even those colossal rooms were not big enough to shelter all the seething horde without crushing. The sparse khaki amidst the morning coats and the elaborate dresses would have been significant to an attentive observer. Those uniforms were like the secret seeds of decay in the midst of an apparently healthy body. They were significant of the end of a great era. The decline had set in, although those most intimately concerned (despite the fact that they already were talking sorrowfully about the good old days, and lamenting the changes all about them) obstinately refused to recognize it. In ten years time the world would have no room for Bude House. It would be torn to pieces; the British public would be blackmailed into buying its paintings by the threat of selling them to America; its Adams fireplaces would be sold with less advertisement to the same country; and the people who thronged its rooms would be stockbroking on half-commission or opening little hat shops in the side streets.

But nobody cared to think about all this at the moment, least of all Curzon, the most significant figure present, with his hand nervously resting on his sword hilt and the letter from Aunt Kate in his pocket. He greeted starchily the people who came up to wish him happiness and to look him over covertly; he did not feel in the least complimented when he overheard withered little Mr Anstey whispering to an aged female crony, Most romantic. A real cloak and sword wedding just like Napoleons; he had not even found any real pleasure in the contemplation of the inkstand which was a present from the King. The longer the reception lasted, the stiffer and more formal he became, and the attempts at boisterousness made by the few younger people (among whom should be reckoned his two aides-de-camp) irritated him unbearably.

By the time Emily appeared again in a sober travelling costume, and still in unaccountable tears, his nerves were on edge  although Curzon would have indignantly denied the possession of any nerves at all if anyone had been rash enough to impute them to him. The premature evening had already fallen as he climbed after Emily into the big Vauxhall. They slid through the darkened streets (the A.S.C. driver keeping his eye rigidly to the front) and Curzon still sat cold and formal in his corner, while Emily drooped from her stiff uprightness in hers. From the darkness that surrounded her there came at intervals something suspiciously like a sniff  unbelievable though it might be that a dukes daughter, and one moreover of her Spartan upbringing, should ever sniff.

Curzon was not given to self-contemplation. He would have seen nothing incongruous in the spectacle of the Major-General, who that morning had reduced an artillery brigade to a condition of gibbering terror, caressing his bride on their bridal journey. When he held aloof from her during that first hour was merely because he did not feel like doing otherwise. The events of the day had left him unfitted for love. Emily was like a stranger to him at present.

Later on, as the headlights tore lanes through the darkness, and the car weaved its way precariously round the curves at Hindhead, he put his hand out and groped for hers. He touched it, and she leaped in panic. Her nerves were in as bad a state as his, and for all this hour she had been expecting and dreading this contact. She was consumed with misgivings regarding the unbelievable things that men do to women when they are married to them, and to which the woman has to submit  the half-knowledge she had gained of these matters during her cloistered existence made the future absolutely terrifying to her. It was five days since she had last had the comfort and stimulus of Curzons presence, and during those five days she had lapsed from her mood of reckless passion into one more consonant with an upbringing dating from the eighties. She was brooding darkly over the prospect of that kind of thing; and this new, wordless, reserved, cold, formal Curzon beside her was of no help to her. From the way she jumped at his touch one might have guessed that she feared lest he should begin at once.

There was no fear of that, nor of the least resemblance to it. When Curzon felt the gloved hand snatched away from him he withdrew further into himself than ever. They sat stiffly silent, one in each corner, while the Vauxhall nosed its way through Petersfield, out into the main road beyond, and then swung aside into the by-roads which led to Narling Priory. The servants came out to welcome them  the grim housekeeper, and the prim elderly parlourmaid, and Curzons groom and soldier servant. The A.S.C. driver was left to unstrap the trunks from the grid at the back, while the housekeeper walked up the stairs to the bridal chamber with the bride, while Curzon trailed behind. They found themselves alone together at last in her bedroom. Emily looked round for comfort, and found none in the unpleasant furniture which the War Office had taken over at a thumping rental along with the house. She saw Curzon standing waiting, with the predatory nose and cruel moustache.

I  I want to lie down, she said wildly. I  Im tired.

The arrival of the parlourmaid and servant with the trunks eased the situation for a moment. As the servant withdrew the parlourmaid addressed herself with decision to the business of unpacking. Curzon was glad that in the circumstances he could be expected to say nothing beyond pure formalities.

I shall see you at dinner, then, he said, backing away with his spurs clinking.

Dinner was an ordeal, too, with the elderly parlourmaid breathing discretion at every pore. They looked at each other across the little table and tried to make conversation, but it was not easy. Both of them would have been interested if they had told each other the stories of their lives, for they were still extraordinarily ignorant of each others past, but it hardly became a husband and wife to tell facts about themselves to the other. In the absence of that resource, and after the inevitable comments about the dreariness of the weather, conversation came to a standstill. Lady Emily looked with bewilderment at the spruce dinner-jacketed man with the red face whom she had married. She told herself that he did not look in the least like the man she had fallen in love with. And Curzon looked at Emily, a little drawn and haggard, and marvelled to himself at the contrariness of women, and felt ill at ease because on the other occasions when he had dined with a woman previous to sleeping with her the circumstances had not been in the least like these.

As soon as dinner was over Emily withdrew to the drawing-room, leaving Curzon alone to his port and his brandy, and when Curzon came into the drawing-room she shrank down nervously in her chair and fluttered the weekly newspaper she had been pretending to read. Curzon sat on the edge of his chair and tugged at his moustache; the clock ticked away inexorably on the mantelpiece while he stared into the fire. Emily kept her eyes on the page before her although she could read no word of its print; she was making an effort now at this late hour to rally her self-control as became one of her blue blood and to go stoically through the ordeal before her without a sign of weakness, like a French aristocrat on the way to the guillotine. It was not easy, all the same.

She put down her paper and got to her feet.

I think I shall go to bed now, she said; only the acutest ear could have caught the quaver in her voice.

Yes, said Curzon. He could not help drawling on occasions like the present of extreme nervous tension. Youve had a tiring day, mdear.

By an effort of rigid self-control Emily kept her upper lip from trembling. Curzons face was blank and expressionless, like a block of wood, as though he were playing at poker, and when he looked at her he looked right through her  he could not help it; it was only a natural reaction to his shyness. He opened the door for her, and she cast one more glance at that wooden countenance before she fled up the stairs.

Curzon went back beside the fire and drew deeply on a fresh cigar. He stared again into the fire. Somehow his thoughts were jumbled. He tried to think about the Division, that hotchpotch of jarring personalities which he had to straighten out, but he could not think of it for long. For some reason other mental pictures obtruded themselves. For the first time for years he found himself thinking about Manningtree-Field, his captain at Volkslaagte, lying in a mess of blood and brains at his feet. Then his thoughts leaped back a dozen years more, until he was a small boy coming home from preparatory school, being met at Victoria Station by his mother. He thought of Mackenzie with his pink face and sandy hair. He thought of Miss Cissie Barnes, the lady with whom he had spent many joyful evenings. Miss Barnes wore decorative garters whose clasps were miniature five-barred gates with trespassers will be prosecuted engraved upon them. Curzon remembered vividly how they had looked encircling the black-stockinged leg with the luscious white thigh showing above the stocking. Curzon flung the cigar into the fire and strode twice up and down the room. Then he went out, up the stairs, to the upper landing. On the right was the door into his small bedroom and dressing-room. On the left was the door into Emilys room  there was a connecting door between the two, but he did not consider that. He stood still for a moment before he knocked on the door on the left and entered abruptly.

Emily stood by the fire. There were candles alight on the dressing-table, on the mantelpiece, beside the wardrobe, so that the room was brightly illuminated. Emilys clothes, save for her evening frock, lay neatly on the chair where her maid had placed them; the long formidable corset was on the top, with the suspenders hanging down. Emily was wearing a nightdress of the kind considered by orthodox people in 1914 as the most frivolous possible (the kind of nightdress worn by suburban housewives thirty years later was at that time only worn by prostitutes) and she stood there by the fire with a cataract of lace falling over her breast and her long hair in a rope down her back.

She saw him come in, his face a little flushed, the cruel mouth and the big nose much in evidence, and she saw him shut and lock the door.

Bertie, she said, and she wanted to add: be kind to me, but she could say no more than the one word, because pride on the one hand and passion on the other dried up in her throat. Curzon came slowly over to her, his face wearing the expression of stony calm which always characterized it at tense moments. He put out his hands to her, and she came towards him, fascinated.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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PERHAPS IT WAS Emilys stoic upbringing which made that marriage a success. Certainly she knew more misery in the opening few weeks of her married life than she had ever known before  the misery of loneliness, and the misery of doubt. But she had long been taught to bear her troubles uncomplaining, along with the doctrine, comforting in its fatalism, that the ways of mankind (as compared with those of womankind) are inscrutable. Thanks to her patience and powers of endurance they learned after a short interval to live together as happy as two people of their limited capacity for happiness could expect to be.

Miss Cissie Barnes had much to answer for. The memory of joyous unrepressed evenings with her influenced Curzon profoundly. He could not dream of treating his wife in the same way as he had once treated Cissie Barnes, with the unfortunate result that he made love to Emily with a stern aloofness that could raise no response in her virginal body. As Emily never expected anything else, however, not so much harm was done as might have been the case. Emily went through that part of the business as her necessary duty, like opening Girl Guides displays or going to church. It was her duty, something it was incumbent upon her to do, so she did it with the best grace possible short of taking an active interest in it  women were not supposed to do that.

For the rest, she was everything a generals wife should be. On Christmas morning, the very day after her wedding, she breakfasted with him with every appearance of cheerfulness, and saw him off on his tour of inspection with a wave of her hand that told the inquisitive world that they were absolutely happy. There were not many generals of division in England who spent that Christmas Day with the troops, but Curzon was one of them. He managed to visit every one of the twenty units under his command. For nearly all the men it was their first Christmas in the Army; for a great number of them it would also be their last, but no one  certainly not Curzon and not even Emily  stopped to think about that. Curzon had not the time to visit the men in the ranks, but he called in to every officers mess, and the surprise and delight of the regimental officers at this condescension on the part of high authority filtered in the end down to the men in the ranks and did its part in tuning up the Ninety-first Division to the pitch of excellence which it eventually displayed.

It did Curzon no harm that everyone knew he was newly married, nor that regimental wits were busy producing obscene jokes about him and his wife. It made him known, gave him a personality for the private soldiers, just as did his acquisition of the nickname of Bertie  which reached the troops of the line from the Staff, who had heard Lady Emily address him by that name. Neither Emily nor Curzon saw anything comic or undignified about the name of Bertie, and to the Army the irony of the names suggestion of weak good fellowship as contrasted with his reputation for savage energy and discipline appealed to the wry sense of humour of the sufferers, making a deeper impression still. The catchword Berties the boy was current in the Ninety-first Division long before it spread among the troops in France.

Everyone knew that Bertie would tolerate no inefficiency or slackness. The whole Army was aware of the reasons why Lieutenant-Colonel Ringer of the Fusiliers was removed from his command and sent into retirement, and of the energy of Berties representations to the War Office which brought this about. Yet not so many people knew that the leakage of gossip regarding this affair was the cause of the return of Lieutenant Horatio Winter-Willoughby to regimental duty. The information regarding the leakage reached Curzon through Emily. Emily had plunged in duty bound into the business of leading Army society locally  most of the senior officers of the division had brought down their wives to be near them, and installed them at exorbitant prices in hotels and cottages round about. Sooner or later someone told her how much they knew about the Ringer scandal, and what was the source of the information.

Emily told Curzon in all innocence  she had not yet learned what a crime gossip was in Curzons eyes. Curzon struck at once. That same day a report went into the War Office saying that Major-General Curzon much regretted being under the necessity of informing the Director-General of Staff Personnel that Lieutenant Horatio Winter-Willoughby had been found unsuitable for work on the Staff, and of requesting that he be ordered to return to his unit. There was a wail of despair from Horatio when the news reached him  a wail expressed in indignant letters to London, which brought down the Duchess of Bude and Lady Constance Winter-Willoughby, simply seething with indignation.

The Duchess was angry largely because this upstart son-in-law of hers was betraying the family which had condescended to admit him into its circle. What was the good of having a general in the family if he did not find places on the staff for the nephews? And the suggestion that a Winter-Willoughby was not up to his work was perfectly preposterous  more preposterous still, because the Duchess could never imagine that it mattered a rap which man did which work as long as she had a finger in the pie. There was the question of the succession of the title too. If Horatio was sent back into the Guards as a result of this ridiculous notion of Curzons it was possible that he might be killed  not likely, of course, because Winter-Willoughbys were not killed, but possible  and that would make the continued existence of the title almost precarious.

So you see, said the Duchess, putting down her teacup, you simply cant go on with this wicked idea. You must write to the War Office at once  or it would be better to telephone to them perhaps  and tell them that you have made a mistake and you want Horatio to stay here with you.

Curzon would have found it difficult to have answered politely if he had cast about for words with which to tell his mother-in-law that he was not going to do what she said. But as it was he did not stop to try to be polite. He was not going to have the efficiency of his Division interfered with by anyone not in authority, least of all a woman.

Im not going to do anything of the sort, he said briefly.

Bertie! said the Duchess, scandalized.

No, said Curzon. This isnt the first time Ive had to find fault with Horatio. Im sorry, hes no good, but I cant have him on my Staff. I hope he will find regimental duty more  more congenial.

Do you mean, said the Duchess, that youre not going to do what I ask  what the Family ask you to do?

Im not going to keep him as my A.D.C., said Curzon sturdily.

I think, said Lady Constance, that is perfectly horrible of you.

Lady Constance happened to be more moved by anxiety for her son than by Curzons blasphemous denial of the family.

Im sorry, said Curzon, but I cant help it. I have the Division to think about.

Division fiddlesticks, said the Duchess, which made Curzon exceedingly angry. Lady Constance saw the look in his eye, and did her best to soothe him.

Perhaps Horatio was a little indiscreet, she said, but hes only young. I think he will have learned his lesson after this. Dont you think you might give him another chance?

Lady Constance made play with all her beauty and all her elegance as she spoke. Curzon would certainly have wavered if it had not been the concern of the Division. He was suddenly able to visualize with appalling clarity Horatio, lazy, casual, and unpunctual, confronted suddenly with a crisis like any one of the fifty which had occurred during the eleven days at Ypres. If the existence of the Division should at any time depend on Horatio, which was perfectly possible, the Division would cease to exist. It was unthinkable that Horatio should continue in a position of potential responsibility.

No, said Curzon. I cant have him.

Lady Constance and the Duchess looked at each other and with one accord they turned to Emily, who had been sitting mute beside the tea things.

Emily, said Lady Constance. Cant you persuade him?

Horatio is your first cousin, said the Duchess. Hes a future Duke of Bude.

Emily looked in distress, first at her mother and her aunt, and then at her husband in his khaki and red tabs beside the fire. Anyone  even a woman only three weeks married to him  could see by his stiff attitude that the matter was very near to his heart, that his mind was made up, and that his temper was growing short. In the last two months the family had declined in importance in her eyes; it was her husband who mattered. Yet it was frightening that they should be debating a matter on which Horatios very life might depend  it was that thought which distressed her more than the need to oppose her mother.

Dont ask me, she said. I cant interfere with the Division. I dont think you ought to ask me.

The Duchess snapped her handbag shut with a vicious click and rose to her feet.

It appears to me, she said, as if we were unwelcome even in my daughters house.

She rose superbly to her feet, carrying Lady Constance along with her by sheer force of personality.

I can see no profit, she went on, in continuing this subject. Perhaps, Bertie, you will be good enough to send and have my car brought round?

Curzon tugged at the bell-rope and gave the order to the parlourmaid; it is just possible that the Duchess had not expected to be taken quite so readily at her word. At any rate, Lady Constance made a last appeal.

I dont want to have to part in anger like this, she said. Cant something be arranged, Emily  Bertie?

Something will doubtless be arranged, said the Duchess, with a venomous glance at her daughter and son-in-law. Please do not be too distressed, Constance.

Curzon and Emily walked out to the door with them, but the Duchess so far forgot her good manners as to climb into the car without saying good-bye. Enough had happened that afternoon to make her angry; that a Winter-Willoughby should be denied something apparently desirable, and that a Duchess of Bude should be forced to plead with an upstart little General and then be refused was a state of affairs calculated to make her perfectly furious.

The sequel followed promptly, materializing in the arrival of the Duke the next day, preceded by a telegram. Curzon talked with him alone, at his special request, Emily withdrawing after receiving his fatherly greetings. They sat one each side of the fire and pulled at their cigars in silence for several minutes until the Duke began on the inevitable subject.

Youve made my wife a bit annoyed over this business of young Horatio, Curzon, you know, said the Duke. As a matter of fact Ive never seen her so angry before in my life.

The tone of the Dukes voice suggested that he had frequently seen her fairly angry.

Im sorry, said Curzon.

Trouble is, with women, went on the Duke, they never know when to stop. And they dont draw any distinctions between a mans private life and his official one  they dont render unto Caesar the things that are Caesars, you know. My wifes determined to put the screw on you somehow or other  you know what women are like. You can guess what she made me do last night  first shot in the campaign, so to speak?

No, said Curzon.

She made me sit down there and then, with dinner half an hour late already, and write an order to Coutts. Dash it all, you can guess what that was about, cant you?

I suppose so, said Curzon.

It was to countermand my previous order to pay one-seventy a month into your account. Women never know whats good form, and what isnt.

Curzon said nothing. The prospect of losing the Dukes two thousand a year was disturbing; it would mean altering the whole scale of his domestic arrangements, but it did absolutely nothing towards making him incline again in the direction of retaining Horatios services.

I suppose, said the Duke nervously, there isnt any chance of your changing your mind about Horatio?

Not the least, snapped Curzon. And I dont think we had better discuss the subject.

Quite right, said the Duke. I was sure you would say that. Dam good thing you didnt kick me out of the house the minute I said what I did. Of course, I wrote another order to Coutts this morning, saying that they were to continue paying that one-seventy. But Id rather you didnt let the Duchess know all the same.

Thank you, said Curzon.

Now, said the Duke, with enormous relief, is there any way out of this mess? Can you think of any job Horatio could do?

He might make a good regimental officer, said Curzon. Most of the regimental officers he had known had not been much more distinguished for capacity than Horatio. The Duke nodded.

I suppose so, he said. There arent many brains in us Winters, when all is said and done. Fact is, I dont think wed be very important people if the first Winter hadnt married William of Oranges lady friend. But its not much good telling the Duchess that. Ive got to do something about it.

The Duke looked quite pathetic.

There are some staff positions, said Curzon, where he couldnt do much harm.

Curzon was quite incapable of expressing that awkward truth any less awkwardly.

Mm, said the Duke. And none of them in your gift, I suppose?

No.

Its awkward, said the Duke. But Ill have to see what I can do up in town. I suppose you know that Ill be in office again soon?

No, said Curzon. Despite the revelations of the last few weeks he was still abysmally ignorant of the behind-the-scenes moves in politics.

Yes, said the Duke. I dont think it matters if I tell you. The Radicals wont be able to keep us out much longer. Then I may be able to do a bit more for Horatio and satisfy the Duchess. Theres a good many points I want your advice about, too. Whats this man Mackenzie like? Any good?

First rate, said Curzon without hesitation. Had not Mackenzie been instrumental in promoting him to Major-General, in giving him the Ninety-first Division, and in supplying that Division with material far beyond its quota? Quite apart from that, it would have needed a very serious deficiency indeed to induce Curzon not to give the simple loyalty which he in turn expected from his subordinates.

You really mean that? asked the Duke anxiously.

Of course, said Curzon. Hes one of the best soldiers weve got. Works like a nigger and plenty of brains.

Mm, said the Duke meditatively, pulling at his long fleshy chin. You see  well, it doesnt matter. If you think hes satisfactory, and you ought to know, I dont think I ought  anyway, thats all right.

Having made this cryptic speech the Duke fell silent again, transferring his attentions from his chin to his cigar, while Curzon smoked opposite to him, silent also, for the adequate enough reason that he had nothing more to say. Finally, the Duke got to his feet.

Well, he said. Theres going to be a hot reception awaiting me when I get back to London again, but its no use putting it off. Ill start back now, I think. No, thank you very much, I wont stay to dinner. It wont be very late by the time Im home. Good-bye, Curzon. Dont be too gloomy.

Captain Horatio Winter-Willoughby did not serve his country at the risk of his life despite Curzons adverse report upon him. It only needed the War Offices attention to be seriously drawn to the reference to him in the Peerage for him to be found a safe position on the staff of the military attaché to a neutral government  the War Office was quite well aware of the importance of safeguarding the ultimate heir to a dukedom, just as when the threat of air-raids became more than a threat they sent the masterpieces of the National Gallery into safe storage in Wales.

Yet in one respect the Dukes conversation bore fruit. The inevitable spy who tries to serve both sides was able to report a discussion which had been held among the prospective Ins, and his report had come to the knowledge of General Mackenzie. The spy had had a respectable education, and he was able to compare that discussion with the famous debate among the Triumvirate in Julius Caesar, when they prick off the prospective victims.

No, the Duke had said. I cant say I agree with you about this fellow Mackenzie. My son-in-law, whos in command of a division  Ive told you about him before, havent I?  well, he says that Mackenzies all right. Swears by him, in fact. And my son-in-laws got his head screwed on the right way. He wouldnt say a thing like that if he didnt think it was true, either. I dont think Mackenzie ought to go. Hang it, someones got to do the brainwork.

That was why  and Mackenzie knew it  that when the Liberal Government at last yielded to the overwhelming pressure and admitted some of the Opposition to the sweets of office, while men in high position fell right and left, General Mackenzie remained Director-General of Tactical Services. Others greater than he  among them the greatest Minister of War that England ever had  were flung out of office, but Mackenzie remained despite his very unsound attitude in the Ulster crisis. Perhaps that is the most important contribution Curzon ever made to the history of England.

In addition, as a born intriguer, Mackenzie could not possibly credit Curzon with ordinary honesty, but considered him as just a fellow intriguer, an ally worth having and especially a potential enemy worth placating.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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THE TRAINING OF the Ninety-first Division proceeded apace, even though every day added to the total amount to be learned. A good many wounded and convalescent officers rejoined its ranks, and regarded with quiet amusement the parade movements and formal battle tactics which the Division was slowly learning to perform. Their recent experience of Flanders mud, and barbed wire, and German machine-guns had deprived them of their faith in rigid attacking movements.

Besides these informal ambassadors, the War Office began to send instructors with more explicit credentials  trench warfare experts, barbed wire maniacs, bombing officers, machine-gun enthusiasts, and  after the Second Battle of Ypres  gas-warfare specialists. These men were attached to Curzons staff with orders to teach the Ninety-first Division all they knew, and every one of them was quite convinced that his particular speciality was the vital necessity in the new kind of warfare which was being waged, and clamoured for wider and wider powers to be given them.

Curzon had to listen to them patiently and arbitrate among them; sometimes, under the urging of express orders from the War Office, he had to acquiesce in the teaching of doctrines which to him were only a shade less than heretical. He had no sooner made arrangements for an intensive instruction in bayonet fighting than he had to coerce his colonels into submitting to an enlargement of the battalion machine-gun establishments which would diminish very seriously the number of bayonets that could be put in line. He had to see to it that the artillery brigades received instruction regarding the new but already highly technical business of spotting from the air. He had to let the sappers have their way and try to make every infantryman an expert in matters which before the war had been strictly left to the engineers.

Curzon himself had small belief still in the theories of a long war to be conducted exclusively in trenches. That would leave such small scope for the kind of soldiering he appreciated that he simply could not believe in it. Even in the spring of 1915, when the line in France reeled under the blow dealt it at Ypres, he was in a fever of apprehension lest the Allied victory should come too quickly, before the Ninety-first Division could arrive to take its share of the glory. In March the first reports of the Battle of Neuve Chapelle were construed by him as indicating a great victory, the first step in the advance to Berlin, and he was left puzzled, even after the circulation of the War Office confidential memoranda on the battle, by the subsequent inactivity.

He threw himself more ardently than ever into his duty of preparing the Ninety-first Division for active service. His brigadiers  Daunt and Challis and Webb  needed no goading. They were prepared to work until they dropped. The main part of Curzons work consisted in co-ordinating the activities of all the officers under him. It would have called for a Solomon to adjudicate between the conflicting claims put before him. Curzon was able to keep the peace not by the ingenuity or justice of his decisions, but solely by the strictness of the discipline maintained. There was no one who dared to dispute or evade his orders. He was the terror of the shirkers and of the wrigglers. His reputation as a relentless disciplinarian stood him in good stead, and after he had made an example of Colonel Ringer he had no more trouble with his subordinates.

The paper work which all this involved was a sore trial to him. Despite the growth of the Headquarters Staff, of the introduction of clerks, of the multiplication of specialist officers, the office work which he personally had to attend to increased inordinately. His anxiety regarding his Division prevented him from delegating more of his authority than he was compelled to, and early morning and late night found him patiently reading courts martial records and confidential reports on junior officers. He signed no indents or statements which he had not read; he set himself painfully to learn all about the idiosyncrasies and strengths and weaknesses of every officer and unit with which he came in contact. He exercised his mind over the Rifles regrettable tendency to absence without leave, and the proneness of the Seventh (Service) Battalion of the Cumberland Light Infantry to acquire sore feet on route marches.

It was his duty to make the Division efficient; that was why he slaved and toiled over the business. His desire for his own professional advancement, his anxiety to stand well in Emilys eyes and in those of her family, were undoubtedly acute, but they were not the motives which guided him. He had been given a job of work to do, and he did it to the best of his ability, although the desk work made him thin and irritable and spoilt his digestion and his eyesight, and although he could never find time now to have all the exercise for which he craved.

He usually had to leave Lady Emily to hunt by herself, or under the escort of either Greven or Follett, his aides-de-camp  there was a good deal of fox-hunting to be enjoyed, because various patriotic people had decided that hunting must go on, so that when the boys returned from the trenches they would find this essential characteristic of England still flourishing, while officers in England should be provided with sport; nor might foxes be allowed to diminish the food supply of England; nor might the breed of English horses, so essential in war-time, be allowed to decline; nor might the hunt servants be thrown out of employment  there were dozens of reasons put forward for the maintenance of fox-hunting besides the real one that the hunters did not believe a war to be nearly as serious as the suspension of fox-hunting. It was highly convenient for all concerned that their patriotic feelings should run so closely parallel to their own desires.

Yet it is possible that fox-hunting played its part in welding the Ninety-first Division into a living, active whole, for every officer did his best to hunt, and the friendships formed in the hunting field may have influenced subsequent events in no-mans-land. At any rate, the Major-General commanding the Division gave his approval and his blessing to fox-hunting, and when the season came to an end at the approach of summer he condoled with his wife on the subject. Emily looked at him a little queerly  they were dining, at the time, alone for once in the absence of any guests from the Division, but the parlourmaid was in the room and her presence caused Lady Emily not to say immediately what she was going to say. Later on, when they sat in the drawing-room with their coffee beside them, Emily reverted to the subject, nervously.

You were saying I must be sorry that hunting was coming to an end, Bertie, said Emily.

Thats right, said Curzon. I always think its a pity.

Well, said Emily, it doesnt matter to me now. I couldnt go on hunting in any case.

Curzon looked across at Emily with surprise in his face. He had naturally, like any sane newly married man, thought occasionally of the possibility of his wife having a child, but now that she was trying to tell him about it that was the last idea to occur to him.

Why, mdear, he asked, is anything the matter?

Not really the matter, said Emily. Her eyes were wide and she made herself meet Curzons glance without flinching.

But  but  said Curzon. What is it, then?

Emily went on looking at him without speaking, and yet still he would not jump to the right conclusion. For a moment he was honestly worried lest Emily should have decided that fox-hunting was unpatriotic or cruel. And Emily was not at all deterred at the thought of saying she was pregnant (although that was not the word she would use). What was holding her back was the thought that after that announcement she would have to tell her husband her reasons for thinking herself to be in that condition, and that would involve discussion of matters she had never mentioned to any man at all, not even (as yet) to a doctor. Curzon and she had skated safely (only those of Victorian upbringing can guess how) during three months of married life over the thin ice of feminine weaknesses without crashing through into revelations.

But, my good girl, protested Curzon, and then the truth dawned upon him.

God bless my soul, said Curzon, his coffee cup clattering into its saucer. He grinned with surprised delight; already, in this his early middle-age, there was just noticeable the old-maidish quality about his smile which was later to become so pronounced.

For some unaccountable reason Emily found tears in her eyes; they were soon rolling down her cheeks.

Oh, my dear, my darling, said Curzon, hurrying across the room to her. Words of endearment did not come too easily to him; in part that was because of lurking memories of having used them to Cissie Barnes. He patted her on the shoulder, and then, as that did not avail, he knelt in stiff dinner-jacketed awkwardness beside her in her low chair. Emily wiped her eyes and smiled at him, tear-dazzled.

Youre  youre not sorry, mdear, are you? said Curzon.

No, replied Emily boldly. Im glad. Im glad.

So am I, endorsed Curzon, and his imagination awoke.

My son. I shall have a son, he said. Mental pictures were steaming through his mind like a cinematograph  he thought of the boy at school; later on in Sandhurst uniform; he could picture all the triumphs which would come the boys way and which he would enjoy vicariously. As a young man he had envied the representatives of military families, with a long record of service from generation to generation. His son would be one of a military family now, General Curzons eldest boy, and after him there would be a long unbroken succession of military Curzons. It was as good to be an ancestor as to have ancestors.

Hell be a fine little chap, said Curzon, gazing into the future.

Emily was able to smile at the light in his face even though she had no intention of bringing a son into the world  her wish was for a daughter to whom she had already promised a childhood far happier than ever she had enjoyed.

Darling, she said to Curzon, taking the lapels of his coat in her hands.

Darling, said Curzon to her, his face empurpling as he craned over his stiff collar to kiss her hands. He toppled forward against her, and her arms went round him, and his about her, and they kissed, and Emilys cheek was wet against his, and Curzons eyes did not remain absolutely dry. Curzon went to bed that night without having read through the Deputy Judge Advocate-Generals comments on the conflicting evidence in the court martial on Sergeant-Major Robinson, accused of having been drunk on parade. But he got up early next morning to read them all the same.

The news brought the Duke and Duchess swooping down upon the Priory despite the fact that the crisis in the Cabinet was at its height. Curzon found that his mother-in-law, while almost ignoring him as a mere male in this exclusively feminine business, had practically forgiven him for his obstinacy with regard to Horatio Winter-Willoughby  time, the finding of a new appointment for the young man, and Emilys pregnancy had between them taken the sting out of her enmity. Yet she irritated Curzon inexpressibly by the way in which she took charge of Emily. Emily must leave this old-fashioned house at once, and come to London where the finest professional advice was to be obtained. She had already retained the services of Sir Trevor Choape for the event. Bude House would of course be open to Emily all this summer; Sir Trevor had recommended a nurse to whom she had written that very day. The child must have all the care a Winter deserved.

At that even the Duke ventured a mild protest.

Hang it all, my dear, he said. The childs a Curzon, not a Winter, when all is said and done.

The Duchess only shot a glance of freezing contempt at him.

The child will be my grandchild, and yours, she said  but what she left unspoken about the infants other grandparents was far more weighty. The Duchess went on to declare, either expressly or by implication, her distrust of Curzon in a crisis of this sort, her doubts as to the suitability of Hampshire as a pre-natal environment, and her certainty of the undesirability of Narling Priory as a home for a pregnant woman. She made such skilful play with the most obvious points of her argument that it was difficult to pick up the weak ones. Narling Priory was a hideously old-fashioned house; it was lit by oil lamps and candles; it had only two bathrooms, and its hot-water system was a mid-Victorian relic in the last stages of senility. The Duchess did not say that it was indecent for a woman to be pregnant in a house half of which was occupied by a horde of staff officers, but she implied it. The nearest doctor of any reputation was at Petersfield or Southampton, miles away  the Duchess brushed aside Curzons tentative reminder that there were fifty regimental doctors within five miles.

The Duchess had taken it for granted that they would take Emily back to London with them that very day, leaving Curzon to revert to his primitive bachelorhood; she was quite surprised when both Emily and Curzon protested against this separation. In the end they compromised on a decision that Emily was to return to London with them so as to keep the appointment with Sir Trevor, but was to come back to Narling Priory for as long as Sir Trevor gave permission.

As a matter of fact, said the Duke to Curzon, when Lady Emily and the Duchess had left them to themselves while they retired to discuss womens secrets, as a matter of fact, I suppose neither of us will be much surprised if Emily has to be put in charge of the Duchess and me quite soon.

He looked across at Curzon significantly, and Curzon was instantly all attention.

You havent heard anything about going to France? went on the Duke.

No, said Curzon. Nothing more than rumours.

I dont know whats been settled about your Division, went on the Duke, even although I am in office again. I dont hear everything, you know.

Have any new formations gone to France already, then? demanded Curzon, sick at heart.

Yes, said the Duke. Two divisions went this week. Theres no harm in your knowing, after all. There are two more earmarked for the Mediterranean too  I dont know which. The news will be public property in a week.

Curzon sat tugging at his moustache. He knew how rapidly the Army had expanded. There were fifteen divisions in England which had been created after the Ninety-first. In France the expansion, thanks to the arrival of the Indian Corps and other units, had been such that a new sub-division of a nature never previously contemplated had been devised  the Expeditionary Force was divided into three armies now, each comprising several army corps. After his flying start he was being left behind again in the race for promotion. He was shocked to hear that other new divisions had preceded his to France. He had not the least wish to be ordered to the Mediterranean  and in that he displayed intuition, even though the Dardanelles landing had not yet taken place. The whole opinion of the Army, expressed in all the discussions in which he had taken part, was emphatically that France was the decisive area. It was in France that glory and promotion, therefore, were to be won. It was essential to his career that the Ninety-first Division should be dispatched to France, and quickly.

Theres a good deal of talk, went on the Duke, about a big offensive soon. One that will win the war at a blow. Theyve got to accumulate a big reserve of munitions, and have all the available troops to hand first, of course, but I dont think it will be long. Everbodys talking about it in London, especially the women, though God knows how these things leak out.

This final speech made up Curzons mind for him definitely. The Ninety-first Division must take part in this knock-out blow. Something very decided must be done to ensure that.

Do you know, said Curzon meditatively, I think Ill come back to town with you to-night, as well? You dont mind, do you?

Of course not, my dear fellow, said the Duke. Of course, we shall have to be starting soon.

I shall be ready when you are, said Curzon, getting out of his chair with astonishing rapidity. His mind was already racing through the programme he had planned with his staff for the morrow, and devising means whereby it could be carried through without his presence.

Ill just go through and give orders to my staff, if you will excuse me, said Curzon.

Of course, said the Duke once more, and, left alone, he gazed into the fire and called up memories of his own prospective fatherhood, and how jumpy he had been, and how unwilling he would have been to allow his wife out of his sight for twenty-four hours. It did not occur to the Duke that Curzons decision to travel to London was not influenced by his wifes condition, but was simply caused by the gossip he had been retailing about the military situation.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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A DEFERENTIAL STAFF-CAPTAIN came quietly into Major-General Mackenzies room at the War Office  there was a notice on the door saying, Dont knock.

Its General Curzon speaking on the telephone, sir, said the captain. He says he would be glad if you could spare the time to see him for a few minutes to-day.

Oh, hell, said Mackenzie irritably. Tell him Im just off to York on a tour of inspection.

Two minutes later the captain was back again.

General Curzon says it is a matter of great importance, and he would be very much obliged if you would see him before you go to York.

Blast the man, said Mackenzie.

He said that he was only in town for to-day, and must return to his division to-night, sir. But he asked me to tell you that he was lunching with the Duke of Bude and that it would be more convenient if he could see you first.

Damn his eyes, said Mackenzie. Oh, all right. Tell him to come round now. Have him sent straight in.

Despite the language Mackenzie had used about him, there was cordiality in his reception of Curzon, in his offering of a chair and a cigar. Curzon smoked and waited for Mackenzie to open the conversation.

Well, said Mackenzie, what do you want this time?

Curzon pulled at his cigar. He was doing his best to keep himself calm and well in hand while playing this unaccustomed game of diplomacy.

I want, he said eventually, orders for France.

For France?

Yes, for me and my division.

The hell you do, said Mackenzie. Whos been talking?

Curzon said nothing in reply to that; he judged that in his case silence would be more effective than speech.

Its blasted impertinence on your part, said Mackenzie, to come in like this asking for the earth. Youre a temporary major-general, but youre only a substantive major. It wouldnt be hard to gazette you back to your substantive rank.

Curzon had faced this possibility; he was well aware of the risk he was running, but the prize before him was worth the risk. He pulled at his cigar while weighing his words.

I dare say, he said, but I was hoping you wouldnt do that.

Curzons mind was seething with memories, despite his outward calm. He remembered Mackenzies words on his appointment to his division: The closer you and I stay by each other, the better it will be for both of us. That necessarily implied that Mackenzie credited him with the ability to do him harm if he wanted to. There was that question the Duke had asked only a short time ago, about whether Mackenzie was any good. That had been more than a hint that the Duke could influence Mackenzies dismissal from office. There had been Mackenzies pliability with regard to special issues for the Ninety-first Division in the early winter days. That had not been a matter of any great importance, but it constituted good confirmatory evidence.

Youre asking for trouble, you know, said Mackenzie, with a warning note in his voice.

What, in asking to go to France? said Curzon.

Your divisions told off to join Hamiltons command in the Mediterranean, and you know it, said Mackenzie. Curzon judged it best not to say he did not know it. How its got out I cant imagine. These bloody women, I suppose. Of course you dont want to go there. Of course you want to go to France. So does everybody else. Dyou think Im going to listen to every little poop of a temporary major-general who doesnt want to do what hes told? Youd have had your orders next week, and youd have been out of England in three shakes of a ducks tail where you couldnt have made this fuss. Somebodys got to go, havent they? Dont you start thinking Im in love with this Constantinople idea, because Im not. It hurts me just as much to have to find troops for it as it does you to go. But Ive got my duty to do, the same as the rest of us.

There are other divisions besides the Ninety-first, said Curzon. This was the first he had ever heard about any venture being made against Constantinople, and his opinion was against it from the start. It appeared to him to involve an unmilitary dispersal of force, and now he was more anxious than ever for his division to go to France where the real fighting was to be had.

Yes, admitted Mackenzie. There are other divisions. But yours was the one I had selected as the most suitable.

On what grounds? asked Curzon, and his interest nearly betrayed his ignorance.

There was a struggle on Mackenzies face as he looked back at the variety of motives which had influenced his choice, some military, some not. Curzons lack of seniority as a major-general had played its part, as making it easy to fit him into the hierarchy of a small army; so had the fact that Miller, his G.S.O.1, had had experience in Egypt and Cyprus. But also there was the wish to get someone who might be a dangerous enemy and had served most of his purpose as a friend removed well away from London. Incidentally, there were other generals commanding divisions who also had influential connexions in need of propitiation. Mackenzie much regretted the failure of his original plan to order Curzon off without leaving him time to protest. He would have to send someone else now  a decision which would cause him further trouble but which must be adhered to, he was afraid. A man whose father-in-law held office with the certain prospect of a seat in the Cabinet, and who was hand in glove with the Bude House women, must not be offended, the more so because Mackenzie had sure and certain knowledge that Curzon had saved him once from annihilation.

Its too long a story for me to tell you now, said Mackenzie. Anyway, since youre so damned keen about it, Ill see what I can do about France for you.

Mackenzie allowed no indication to creep into his tone of his fervent wish that as soon as the Ninety-first Division arrived in France some bomb or shell would relieve him of this Old Man of the Sea who was clinging so tightly to his shoulders.

Thank you very much, said Curzon. Im very much obliged to you. And Id better not take up any more of your time. Good-bye.

Good-bye, said Mackenzie, resignedly.

Curzon ran down the War Office stairs like a schoolboy, without waiting for the lift. The bathchair on Bournemouth promenade had been brought appreciably nearer by that interview, but no thought of bathchairs had ever crossed his mind. He walked briskly back across war-time London; his red tabs and his row of ribbons brought him the salutes of every uniform he passed. At Bude House the butler opened the door for him with all the reverence to be accorded to one who was nearly a son of the house and who had the additional merit of being a General. He sat down and fidgeted as he re-read The Times and waited for Emily to return with her mother from her visit to Sir Trevor Choape.

The women came back soon enough, and the moment Curzon heard the subdued noise of their arrival in the hall he hastened down to greet them. Emily put off her furs with a little gesture of weariness; she had vomited badly that morning and still felt slightly upset, and Sir Trevors brusque treatment of her had not helped to make her more comfortable.

Well? said Curzon, smiling at her, but for the moment Emily could only nod to him as a sign that her suspicions had been confirmed  there were too many servants about, relieving her and the Duchess of their coats, for her to say more at present. And later the Duchess was still very much in charge of her daughter. It was she who told Curzon about what Sir Trevor had said.

Everythings quite all right, Bertie, said the Duchess. Sir Trevor agrees with me that it will be about the end of October. He says we must take care of her, of course.

What about this sickness? asked Curzon, consumed with the anxiety which was only natural to him as an inexperienced prospective father.

Oh, thats only to be expected, said the Duchess, echoing Sir Trevors bluff words  Sir Trevor was one of the old school who took it for granted that a pregnant woman must always vomit her heart out every morning.

I suppose so, said Curzon feebly. From the little he had heard about pregnancy he found it easy to believe the same, although some instinct or intuition inspired him with tiny doubts which he naturally put aside.

At the same time, Bertie, said the Duchess, clearing for action, I think it would be most unwise for Emily to make the journey to Narling to-day, as I believe you were intending.

The Duchess clearly anticipated violent opposition to this suggestion.

I certainly must get back, said Curzon. I cant be away from the Division any longer.

He glanced at Emily, lying back lax in her chair.

I should like to come too, said Emily, but  but I think Im going to be sick again.

There was an immediate bustle and upheaval.

Ill have that nurse here to-day or know the reason why, said the Duchess decisively when the excitement passed. You see, its impossible for Emily to come with you, Bertie.

Curzon could only agree, weakly.

At the same time  he began hesitantly, and paused, looking first at Emily and then at the Duchess, wondering whether he ought to continue.

Well? said the Duchess. Now that she had gained her point she had little more attention to spare for this mere man. Speak up, and dont dither like that. Youll upset Emily again.

The fact that a man like Curzon should dither ought to have made her believe that he had something important to say, but it did not.

I expect I shall be receiving orders for France very shortly, Curzon managed to blurt out in the end.

Indeed? said the Duchess. She did not feel that her son-in-laws prospective re-entry into active service was a tiny bit as important as her daughters pregnancy.

Oh, Bertie, said Emily. She was feeling too limp to say more.

But Emily had known for months that Curzons greatest wish was to command a division in France; she was glad that his ambition was going to be gratified so soon. And she felt little fear for him. The war had not yet lasted long enough for the fear of death to their best loved to have crept into every heart, and she had so much confidence in him that she felt it to be impossible for him to come to any harm  and, beyond all these considerations there was the fact that he was a general. No one, not even a loving wife, can be quite as afraid for a general as for a subaltern. She would miss him sadly, but not so much now that her mother was reasserting her old dominion over her. There might perhaps even be the slightest suspicion of pique in her attitude, that he should be going off on his own concerns and leave her to bear her troubles alone.

When do you think you will be going? asked the Duchess, as a concession to politeness.

Curzon came as near to a shrug of his shoulders as a man of his upbringing can.

I dont know for certain, he said. Next week, perhaps. Any time.

Then, said the Duchess, Emily need not worry any more about this house of yours. I suppose you will have to give it back to the War Office when you go?

Yes.

Thats all right then. You can trust Thompson, my dear, to settle about the inventories and so on, of course. Perhaps you will be good enough, Bertie, when you reach Narling, to instruct Hammett to return to us here and bring Emilys clothes with her?

For a moment Curzon was on the verge of acquiescence. The domineering woman who was addressing him seemed to exert a spell on all who come into contact with her, by virtue of her calm assumption that no one could deny her. And then Curzon braced himself up. He was nettled that his announcement that he was shortly going to risk his life for King and Country should be received as calmly as if he had said he was going shooting in Scotland. He wanted to have his wife with him for his last few days in England.

No, he said. I dont think I want to do that.

I beg your pardon? said the Duchess, in a tone which left a doubt as to whether she did anything of the kind.

I should like Emily to come back to Narling as soon as shes well enough to travel. I think to-morrow she might be, easily.

The Duchess turned on Emily.

I think so too, said Emily. Thats what we settled yesterday, wasnt it, mother?

Curzon had only to speak to bring Emily back to his side again, and the Duchess had the perspicacity to see it.

Just as you like, she said, washing her hands of them. I have already expressed my opinion, and if you two wish to act in a manner contrary to it I cannot say more.

So that although Curzon dined that night in the headquarters mess, the next afternoon as he sat discussing with Hill the newest instructions from France regarding liaison between infantry and artillery, there was a sound of wheels on the gravel outside, and Curzon just had time to see the ducal motor car come slowly past the window with Emily inside. It was typical of Curzon that after glancing up he was able, despite the throb of excitement in his breast, to go on in an even tone with what he was saying. Curzon had the feeling that it would be harmful to discipline if a Major-General were to admit to his subordinates that he had human attributes  that he was capable of making a woman pregnant, or of being anxious about her afterwards. He prided himself on the way in which he brought the discussion to an end without apparently cutting it short, and on the unhurried and disinterested manner in which he said good-bye to Hill and walked calmly out of the office towards the private half of the house.

He might have been disconcerted if he had seen the quiet wink which Hill exchanged with Runcorn the C.R.E.  in a headquarters which buzzed with rumours like a hive of bees no one could hope to have any private life at all. Headquarters knew of Emilys little secret already  although it would be difficult to discover how. Any private in the Ninety-first Division who might be interested would know of it before a week was out, but, as Curzon would not know he knew, there was no harm in it.

Curzon ran with clinking spurs up the stairs to Emilys bedroom, reaching the door just as Hammett, the parlourmaid and ladys maid, was coming out. Inside, Emily, without her frock, was lying down on the ugly Victorian bed. She smiled with pleasure at sight of him.

All safe and sound? asked Curzon bluffly.

Yes, dear, said Emily, and then she stretched out her thin arms to him and drew him to her. That brought about the new miracle, whereby Curzon forgot the self-consciousness and the formality acquired during forty years of bachelorhood, and felt surging up within him the wave of hot passion which submerged his cold manner so that he kissed his wife with an ardour which otherwise he would have felt to sit incongruously upon a Major-General.

In this fashion there began a second instalment of their honeymoon, into which in a few days they managed to cram as much happiness as they had succeeded in finding in the previous three months  and this despite the handicaps under which they laboured, of Curzons increasing work and the wretchedness which Emily experienced each morning when sickness overtook her. It might have been the fault of the long formidable corset which Emily had worn since her childhood, or it may have been the result of a faulty heredity, but Emilys pregnancy was highly uncomfortable to her, and Curzon found himself tortured with apprehension and remorse even while he rejoiced in the coming of that son for whom he was making such lofty plans.

Not very long after the last interview with Mackenzie there came a large official envelope for Major-General H. Curzon, C.B., D.S.O., and Curzon read its contents with a grimly neutral expression. They were his orders for France. Curzon was instructed temporarily to hand over the command of the Ninety-first Division to Brigadier-General J. Webb, D.S.O., and proceed with his personal staff and Colonel Miller to the headquarters of the Forty-second Corps, Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Wayland-Leigh, K.C.M.G., D.S.O. His division was to follow in accordance with the orders enclosed.

Emily felt a sudden pang when Curzon told her the news, and brought her face to face with the reality instead of merely the possibility. In that first spring of the war the passing of every month altered the attitude of the civilians towards it. It was growing usual now for families, who in 1914 had no military connexions whatever, to have relations killed. Even in the last month Emily had developed a fear lest Curzon, although he was her invulnerable husband and a General to boot, might soon be lost to her for more than just a few weeks.

Now the boys on his way, mdear, said Curzon, it almost makes me wish I wasnt going. But there it is. And with any luck the warll be won and Ill be back with you before hes born.

Curzons pathetic faith in the sex of the child to be born raised a wan smile on Emilys face  she had never yet had the courage to break the news to him of her perfect certainty that she was going to bear a daughter.

I hope you will, she said bravely, and then, her tone altering, I do hope you will, dear.

Why, are you going to miss me? said Curzon.

Yes.

No one had ever said that to Curzon before in his life. It gave him a sudden thrill; it brought reality to his statement that he almost wished that he had not been ordered to France. He kissed her desperately.

But there was small time for love-making for a General anxious about his professional success, who was shortly due to lose sight of his division completely until he next saw it under conditions of active service. Curzon spent his last days reassuring himself about his division. Time and again the sweating battalions, plodding along the dusty roads on the route marches which were getting them finally into condition, received the order March at attention. Eyes left, and gazed with interest at the stiffly erect figure at the roadside who controlled their destinies. The red and gold on his cap and the ribbons on his breast marked him off as one far different from themselves, and to those amateur soldiers, who never yet had experienced the muddle and slaughter of battle, a general was an object of interest, about whom they felt curiosity but little else.

During those glorious spring days of 1915, the Hampshire lanes echoed with the music of bands (Curzon had laboured long and hard to see that every battalion had its band) as the finest division in the finest army England had ever raised put a final polish on its training under the anxious eyes of its general. Strangely, he, a cavalryman, had come to love the long-ordered ranks of infantry. He could thrill to the squeal of the fifes and the roar of the sidedrums where once the sweetest music to his ears had been kettledrums and trumpets. He loved this division of his now, with the love the single-minded and the simple-minded can give so readily to what they have laboured over. He could not feel the least doubt but that these big battalions of weatherbeaten men would crash their way almost unimpeded through the German line. He looked forward with confidence now to riding with them across the Rhine to Berlin.

The thought of his wonderful division sustained him when he kissed Emily good-bye, which was as well, for the parting was an even bigger wrench than he had feared. He had no doubt about himself; but there was the coming of the child, and Emilys constant sickness (about which his fears were steadily increasing) and his apprehension lest his mother-in-law should succeed in alienating his wife from him.

Look after yourself, dear, he said, his old-time brusqueness concealing his anxiety as he patted her on the shoulder with the gesture which seems universal among departing husbands.

You must do the same, said Emily, trying to smile, and he tore himself away and climbed into the waiting Vauxhall where his chief-of-staff and his two aides-de-camp (the latter perched uncomfortably on the stools of repentance with their backs to the driver) sat waiting for him. The tyres tore up the gravel, and they had started, for Southampton and France.

Two days later the party, four officers, eight horses, and eight grooms and servants, reached Saint-Cérisy, the headquarters of the Forty-second Corps, and Curzon reported his arrival to Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Wayland-Leigh. The Lieutenant-General was a huge man with a face the colour of mahogany and a suspicion of corpulence.

Glad to see you, Curzon, he said, although he showed no signs of it at all and made no attempt to shake hands. He ran his eyes up and down Curzon, from his military crop to his glittering field-boots, sizing up with cold, green eyes the new subordinate upon whose capacity depended in part his own reputation.

Curzon felt no inclination to resent his manner, for Wayland-Leigh was a much more eminent general than he was himself  he had been a general in the original expeditionary force of 1914. He stood stiffly to attention and submitted to scrutiny.

Ha! said Wayland-Leigh, abruptly and without committing himself  or he might even have been merely clearing his throat. Here, Norton. This is Norton, my B.G.G.S. I expect youll know him better quite soon. General Curzon.

The Brigadier-General, General Staff  chief staff officer of the Corps  was dark and pale, but his face was stamped with the same truculent and imperious expression as his Chiefs, as befitted a man whose word swayed the destinies of forty thousand men. There was the same cold eye, the same slight scowl between the eyebrows, the same thrust-forward jaw and cruel mouth. Yet despite Curzons more modest attitude as a new-comer, his face had just the same trade-marks, curiously enough. He met the stare of the two generals without flinching. No observer could have witnessed that encounter without thinking of the proverb about the meeting of Greek with Greek.

Whats your division like? said Wayland-Leigh suddenly.

All right, said Curzon, and then, throwing traditional modesty to the winds, first rate. As good as anyone could hope for.

Lets hope youre right, said Wayland-Leigh. Dont think much of these New Army divisions myself. Weve seen a couple of em, havent we, Norton?

Mines good stuff, persisted Curzon, refusing to be brow-beaten.

Well see for ourselves soon enough, said Wayland-Leigh brutally. And look here, Curzon, we may as well begin as we mean to go on. There are certain standing orders in this Corps which youd better hear about now  theyre not written orders. In this Corps there are no excuses. A man whos got to find excuses  goes, just like that.

His thick hand cut the air with an abrupt gesture.

Yes, sir, said Curzon.

This Corps does not retire, went on Wayland-Leigh. It never gives up ground. And in the same way if it is given an objective to reach, it reaches it. You understand?

Yes, sir.

We dont have any bloody weak-kneed hanky-panky. Youve never commanded a division in action, have you, Curzon?

No, sir.

Well, youll find that the commanders of units are always looking out for a chance to dodge the dirty work and pass it on to someone else  anxious to spare their own men and all that. Take my advice and dont listen to em. Itll be a dam sight better for you, believe me.

Yes, sir.

Most of the officers in this army want driving, God knows why  the Armys changed since I was a regimental officer. You drive em, and youre all right. Ill back you up. And if you dont  Ill have to find someone who will.

I understand.

I hope you do. What about a drink before dinner? Norton, you can look after him. Ill see you at dinner, Curzon.

Dinner at Corps Headquarters was a stiffly military function. It was served at a long table in what had once been the state bedroom of the jewel-like little château. There were silver candlesticks on the table, and a fair show of other silver  somehow Saint-Cérisy had escaped being looted by any of the three armies which had fought in its streets. The Lieutenant-General sat at the head of the table, huge and silent, with Curzon as the newest arrived guest on his right. Looking down the table Curzon saw a long double row of red-tabbed officers whose rank dwindled in accordance with their distance from him as though in perspective  generals and colonels at the head, and aides-de-camp and signal officers at the foot. There was small attempt at conversation at the far end. The brooding immobility of the Lieutenant-General seemed to crush the young men into awed silence. Even their requests to the mess waiters were couched in half-whispers.

On Curzons right was another major-general commanding a division. Bewly, his name was, and he reminded Curzon of Coppinger-Brown, his predecessor in command of the Ninety-first Division. Bewly was able to talk despite the presence of his corps commander; he spent dinner-time complaining unnecessarily to Curzon about the lack of social position of the officers of the New Army.

I should have thought, said Bewly, that they would have drawn the line somewhere, but they havent. Theres a battalion of my old regiment in my division. The subalterns come from anywhere, literally anywhere. I suppose we had to have stockbrokers and schoolmasters. But there are clerks in the regiment now, no better than office boys. And thats not all. Theres a linen draper! Its enough to make one weep. What was your regiment?

Curzon told him.

Ah! said Bewly, and there crept into his voice the slight deference which Curzon was accustomed to hear from infantrymen. I dont expect it has happened in your regiment? You can keep that kind of thing out of the cavalry.

I suppose so, said Curzon. He was not very interested in this question of the introduction of the lower orders into the commissioned ranks of the infantry. Partly that may have been because he was a cavalryman, but partly it must have been because he was conscious of his own Mincing Lane parentage. As regards his own division he would have wished for no change in its present constitution, and being without blue blood himself, he failed to see the necessity of blue blood as a qualification for leadership.

At the same time he found himself wondering vaguely how long Bewly would last under Wayland-Leighs command, and he guessed it would not be long. Bewlys division was a New Army formation which had been in France for three weeks. The other two divisions in the Corps besides the Ninety-first were of an older pedigree, although, as Bewly pessimistically informed Curzon, they had lost so many men and had been filled up so often with drafts that they retained precious little likeness to their originals.

The dinner was admirable and the service more efficient than that of any mess Curzon had ever known. This was due  Bewly was his informant again, speaking with dropped voice, and with nods, and winks at Curzons left-hand neighbour  to the fact that Wayland-Leigh systematically combed his Corps for ex-waiters and ex-cooks. The mess sergeant was lately a maître dhôtel; the cook had been an assistant chef in a famous restaurant.

Trust the Buffalo to have the best of everything, murmured Bewly, and Curzon suddenly remembered that far back in the old Indian Army days Wayland-Leigh had been nicknamed the Buffalo. The original reason for the name had long been forgotten, but the name remained, distinguished by its appropriateness.

As soon as dinner was over the Buffalo rose abruptly from his chair without a glance either to left or to right, and strode away from the table to vanish through an inconspicuous door behind him. A second later Curzon heard another door slam in the farther depths of the house.

Hes settled for the night, thank God, said Bewly, heaving a sigh of relief. Curzon was reminded (until he put the similarity out of his mind as ludicrous) of the attitude of a small boy at school at the disappearance of a dreaded master.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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NEXT MORNING CURZON formed one of a select party sent round a section of the front line to be initiated into the new developments of trench warfare. Their guide was a tall lean captain named Hodge, who occupied some ill-defined position on the Corps Headquarters staff, and who wore not merely the blue and red ribbon of the Distinguished Service Order, but the purple and white one of the new-fangled Military Cross. More noticeable than his ribbons was his air of weary lackadaisical tolerance towards his seniors, even major-generals. His uninterested apathy made a bad impression on Curzon, but Bewly took no notice of it, and with Bewly present and senior to him he could not pull him up for it. Life seemed to hold no more secrets and no more attraction for Captain Hodge, who lounged in front of the party along the winding trenches with a weary indifference in striking contrast to the keen interest of the newcomers.

Motor cars had brought them to a cross-roads close behind the line; on the journey up Captain Hodge condescended to point out to them all sorts of things which were new to Curzon, in the way of ammunition dumps (tiny ones, the mere microcosm of their successors, but an innovation as far as Curzon was concerned) and rest billets for troops out of the line, and all the other unheard-of accessories of static warfare.

At the cross-roads Hodge actually was sufficiently awake to say: Dangerous place for shelling here, and to display some sign of haste as he walked across with the staff officers scuttling behind him. But the sky was blue and peace seemed to have settled down upon the tortured landscape. There was hardly a sound of firing to be heard. The armies of both sides seemed to be basking like lizards in the unwonted sunshine. A tiny breath of wind fanned Curzons face, and brought with it the stink of the front-line trenches, compounded of carrion and mud, and latrines ripened by the present warmth. When Curzon had last quitted the trenches after the First Battle of Ypres that stink had been in its immaturity, only just beginning, but the present whiff called up a torrent of memories of those wild days, of the peril and the fatigue and the excitement. Curzon felt vaguely irritated by the prevailing tranquillity. First Ypres had been real fighting; this was nothing of the sort.

The road they were on had ceased to be a road at the cross-roads, where the red-hatted military policeman had stopped the cars. A vague indication of a trench had grown up around them as they progressed, and soon it was quite definitely a trench, floored with mud in which they sank ankle deep  the warm weather had not dried it  crumbling and slipshod in appearance for lack of revetting. They floundered in single file along the trench. Twice Hodge turned and said: Keep low here. Theyve got a fixed rifle on this point. Hodge made no bones at all at bending himself double, despite his lackadaisical air, as he made his way round the dangerous bay. Curzon stooped, but could not bring himself to adopt Hodges cowardly and undignified attitude. He heard a sharp zzick and felt the breath of a bullet past the back of his neck.

Better be careful, said Hodge.

A little later they had to crowd themselves against the side of the trench to allow a stretcher to go by; the stretcher bearers were breathing deeply, and on the stretcher lay a soldier, deathly pale, his boots protruding beyond the blanket which covered him. That was all the traffic they met in the communication trench.

They reached the support line and went along it. There were soldiers here, lounging about, sleeping in the sun, making tea over little smokeless flames of solid methylated spirit. They came up to attention not very promptly at sight of the string of brass hats making their way along the trench. Battalion headquarters was established in a dug-out burrowed into the front of the trench; not a very good dug-out, a mere rabbit scrape compared with the dug-outs of the future, but the first Curzon had seen. A worn-looking colonel greeted them, and offered them drinks, which all of them except Curzon drank thirstily; Curzon had no desire at all to drink whisky and water at ten in the morning. The battalion runners were waiting on duty in a smaller dug-out still, next door; in the headquarters dug-out was the telephone which linked precariously the battalion to brigade, and thence through Division and Corps and Army to G.H.Q.

They went on by a muddy communication trench to the front line. Here there was the same idleness, the same lack of promptitude in acknowledging the Generals presence. There were men asleep squatting on the firestep who had to be wakened for disciplines sake. There were certain concessions made to active-service conditions; the sentries peering into the periscopes were rigidly attentive and stirred not at all at the bustle passing them by; the shell cases hung inverted in every bay to act as gongs for a gas warning should gas come over.

Curzon took a periscope and gazed eagerly over the parapet. He saw a few strands of barbed wire with a tattered dead man  a sort of parody of a corpse  hanging on the farthest one. Then there was a strip of mud pocked with shell craters, more barbed wire beyond, and then the enemys front line, whose sand-bagged parapet, although neater and more substantial than the British, showed no more sign of life. It was hard to believe that a wave of disciplined men could not sweep across that frail barrier, and as Curzon began to think of that he found himself believing that it would be better even that they should try and fail than moulder here in unsoldierly idleness  it would be the more appropriate, the more correct thing.

The other generals, and Captain Hodge, waited patiently while he peered and stared, twisting the periscope this way and that  it was not easy to form a military estimate of a landscape while using a periscope for the first time  and were clearly relieved when at last his curiosity was satisfied and he handed back the periscope to the platoon officer from whom he had taken it.

We shall be late for lunch if we dont hurry on our way back, Hodge, said Bewly.

Yes, sir, said Hodge. Ill try and get you back in time.

Bewlys anxiety about lunch irritated Curzon  there was a good deal about Bewly which had begun to irritate him. He almost sympathized with Hodge in his attitude of scarcely concealed contempt for Bewly, even though it was reprehensible in a junior officer. They pushed on along the front-line trench, round bays and traverses innumerable; one bit of trench was very like another, and everywhere the men seemed half asleep, as might have been expected of soldiers who had spent five nights in the trenches  except by Curzon, who could not imagine the physical and still less the moral effects of experiences he had not shared and which were not noticed in the military text-books.

The sparseness of the garrison of the trenches made a profound effect on him; it was a continual source of surprise to him to see how few men there were in each sector. He had long known, of course, the length of line allotted on the average to a division, and he had laboriously worked out sums giving the number of rifles per yard of trench from the data issued by the War Office (Most Secret. For the information of Officers Commanding Divisions Only), but he was not gifted with the power of visualizing in actual pictures the results obtained. Now that he could see for himself he marvelled; presumably the German trenches over there were as scantily manned  it seemed to him impossible that such a frail force could withstand a heavy artillery preparation and then a brisk attack with overwhelming numbers.

He already itched with the desire to make the attempt, to head a fierce offensive which would end this slovenly, unmilitary, unnatural kind of warfare once and for all. There must have been mismanagement at Festubert and Neuve Chapelle, or bad leadership, or bad troops. Nothing else could account for their failure to put an end to a situation against which all Curzons training caused him to revolt with loathing. His feverish feeling made him reply very shortly indeed to Bewlys droned platitudes on the way back to Corps Headquarters and at lunch, and later, when Miller and he were called in to discuss with Wayland-Leigh and Norton what they had seen, his sincerity lent a touch of eloquence to his unready tongue.

He spoke vehemently against the effect on the troops of life in the trenches, and of this system of petty ambuscades and sniping and dirt and idleness. And, with his experience of improvised attacks and defence to help him, he was able to say how advantageous it must be to be allowed ample time to mount and prepare a careful attack in which nothing could go wrong and overwhelming force could be brought upon the decisive point. Curzon checked himself at last when he suddenly realized how fluently he was talking. It was lawyer-like and un-English to be eloquent, and his little speech ended lamely as he looked in embarrassment from Wayland-Leigh to Norton and back again.

But Wayland-Leigh apparently was too pleased with the sentiments Curzon had expressed to be suspicious of his eloquence. There was a gleam of appreciation in his green eyes. He exchanged glances with Norton.

Thats the stuff, Curzon, he said. Thats different from what Ive been hearing lately from these cant-be-doners and better-notters and leave-it-to-youers that the Armys crowded with nowadays. What about you, Miller?

Miller, dark, saturnine, silent, had said nothing so far, and now, after a Lieutenant-General and a Major-General had expressed themselves so enthusiastically, it could not be expected of a mere colonel to go against their opinions  not a colonel, at any rate, who placed the least value on his professional career.

I think theres a lot in it sir, said Miller, striving to keep the caution out of his voice and to meet Wayland-Leighs sharp glance imperturbably.

Right, said Wayland-Leigh. Nortons got a lot of trench maps and appreciations and skeleton schemes for local offensives. I want you to start going through them with him. We all know that the real big push cant come for a month or two while these bloody politicians are muddling about with munitions and conscription and all the rest of it  why in hell they cant put a soldier in to show them how to run the affair properly I cant imagine. Your divisions due to arrive in two days. Well give em a couple of turns in the front line to shake em together, and then well start in and get something done. Your lot and Hopes Seventy-ninth are the people Im relying on.

Curzon ate his dinner with enjoyment that night  it was enough to give any man pleasure in his food to be told that the Buffalo relied upon him. There was a letter from Emily too  full of the shy half-declarations of love which were as far as Emily could be expected to write and as far as Curzon wished. Burning phrases in black and white would have made Curzon uncomfortable; he was well satisfied with Emilys saying that she missed him and hoped he would soon be back again with her, and with the timid dears, three in all, interpolated in the halting sentences. Emily was at Bude House, which the Duke had decided to keep open all the summer, but she would soon be going for a few weeks to Bude Manor, in Somerset. She was still being a little sick  Curzon fidgeted with a premonition which he told himself to be unfounded when he read that. The last paragraph but one brought a grin to his lips both because of its contents and its embarrassing phrasing. The grim gaunt housekeeper who had ruled Narling Priory under their nominal control had been found to be with child after forty-one years of frozen virginity, and obstinately refused to name her partner beyond saying he was a soldier. As Emily said, the war was changing a lot of things.

Curzon wrote back the next day, bluffly as usual. The only dear he was able to put into his letter was the one that came in my dear wife, and the only sentiment appeared in the bits addressed in reply to Emilys statement that she missed him. He devoted three or four lines to the excellent weather prevailing, and he committed himself to a cautiously optimistic sentence or two regarding the future of the war. He bit the end of his pen in the effort of trying to think of something more to say, but found inspiration slow in coming, and ended the letter with a brief recommendation that Emily should take great care of herself, and a note of amused surprise at the fall of the housekeeper.

He did not think the letter inadequate (nor did Emily when she received it) but it was a relief to turn aside from these barren literary labours and to plunge once more into the living business of the Army. The Division arrived, and Curzon rode over to join it with all the thrill and anticipation of a lover  he had been separated from it for more than a week, and it was with delight that he sat his horse at the side of the road, watching the big bronzed battalions stream past him. He gave a meticulous salute in reply to each salute he received, and his eyes scanned the dusty ranks with penetrating keenness. He heard an ejaculation from the ranks: Gawd, theres old Bertie again, and he looked on with grim approval while a sergeant took the offenders name  not because he objected to being called Bertie, but because the battalion was marching at attention and therefore to call out in that fashion was a grave breach of discipline.

It was an indication, all the same, of the high spirits of the men, who were bubbling over with the excitement of the journey and with the prospect of action. They took a childlike interest in everything  in French farming methods, in the aeroplanes overhead with the white puffs of anti-aircraft shells about them, in the queer French words written over shop windows, in the uncanny ability of even the youngest children to talk French, in the distant nocturnal firework display that indicated the front line.

They showed a decided tendency to let their high spirits grow too much for them, all the same. The arrival of the Division coincided with a large increase in the military crimes in which the British soldier never ceases to indulge. They stole fruit (horrible unripe apples) and poultry and eggs. Their inappeasable yearning for fuel led them to steal every bit of wood, from fence rails and doors to military stores, which they could lay their hands on. They drank far too much of the French wine and beer even while they expressed their contempt for them, and sometimes they conducted themselves familiarly towards Frenchwomen who were not ready to appreciate the compliment.

Curzon read the statistics of regimental crime with growing indignation. All this gross indiscipline must be checked at once. He circulated a scathing divisional order, and strengthened the hands of the military police, and saw to it that a score of offenders received exemplary punishments. The effect was immediate and gratifying, because the amount of crime decreased abruptly  as soon as the men had grown accustomed to the new conditions and to the methods of those in authority, so that they could evade detection; for no disciplinary methods on earth could keep British soldiers from wine, women, and wood.

The Ninety-first Division took its place in the line without any great flourish of trumpets. Norton chose a quiet section for them, and the ten days went by with nothing special to report. There were a hundred casualties  the steady drain of losses to be expected in trench warfare  and a general court martial on a man caught asleep while on sentry duty, from which the culprit was lucky enough to escape with his life.

Curzon fretted a little at the conditions in which he had to command his men. It went against his conscience to a certain extent to spend his time, while his men were in the line, in a comfortable house. He could eat good dinners, he could ride as much as he wanted, he could sleep safely in a good bed; and it was not easy to reconcile all this with his memory of First Ypres. He chafed against the feeling of impotence which he experienced at having to command his Division by telephone. He was still imbued with the regimental ideal of sharing on active service the dangers and discomforts of his men.

During the Divisions turns of duty in the trenches his anxiety drove him repeatedly up into the front line to see that all was well. He plodded about along the trenches trying to ignore fatigue  for a journey of a dozen miles through the mud, stooping and scrambling, was the most exhausting way of spending a day he had ever known. His aide-de-camp, Greven, bewailed his fate to unsympathetic audiences; the other one, Follett, was more hardy  but then Curzon had selected him with care and without regard to family connexions, on the recommendation that Follett had once ridden in the Grand National and completed the course. Follett endured the mud and the weariness and the danger without complaint.

There was inconvenience in making these trench tours. Miller had to be left in charge at headquarters, and however capable Miller might be the ultimate responsibility  as Curzon well appreciated  was Curzons own. During the dozen hours of Curzons absence orders calling for instant decision might come by telephone or by motor-cycle dispatch rider. While Curzon was in the trenches he found himself to be just as anxious about what was happening at headquarters as he was about the front line when he was at headquarters. It took all the soothing blandishments which Greven could devise with the aid of Curzons personal servants to keep him from making an unbearable nuisance of himself, and quite a little while elapsed before he was able to reconcile himself to this business of leading by telephone.

On the Divisions third turn in the front line Curzon was allowed by Wayland-Leigh to put into practice some of the principles he had been forming. Curzon came to believe, in the event, that it was more harassing to sit by a telephone looking at his watch waiting for news, than to take part in the operations which he had ordered. The first one was the merest trifle, a matter of a raid made by no more than a company, but two oclock in the morning  the hour fixed  found Curzon and all his staff fully dressed in the office and consumed with anxiety. It was a battalion of a Minden regiment which was making the raid  the colonel had begged the honour for his unit because it was Minden day without realizing that this was a tactless argument to employ to a cavalryman  and Curzon spent an anxious half-hour wondering whether he had been wise in his selection. The buzz of the telephone made them all start when at last it came. Frobisher answered it while Curzon tugged at his moustache.

Yes, said Frobisher. Yes. Right you are. Yes.

The studied neutrality of his tone enabled Curzon to guess nothing of the import of the message until Frobisher looked up from the telephone.

Its all right, sir, he said. They rushed the post quite easily. Seven prisoners. Bombed the other bit of trench and heard a lot of groans. The partys back now, sir. We wont get their casualty return until the morning.

All right, said Curzon. His first independent operation had been crowned with success.

He got up from the table and walked out to the front door, and stood in the porch looking towards the line, his staff following. There was far more commotion there than usually. The sky was lighted by the coloured lights which were being sent up, and the ground shook with the fire of the guns, whose flashes made a dancing line of pin points of light on the horizon. The raid had put the line on the alert, and expectancy had led to the inevitable wind-up until ten thousand rifles and two hundred guns were all blazing away together  and killing a man or two here and there, while wiring parties and patrols, caught in no-mans-land by the unexpected activity, crouched in shell holes and cursed the unknown fool who had started the trouble.

The glare in the sky which indicated unusual nocturnal activity was to be seen frequently after that over the sector occupied by the Ninety-first Division. There were all sorts of little local operations awaiting their attention  small salients to be pinched out and exposed listening posts to be raided  and the Ninety-first Division engaged in them whole-heartedly.

Moreover, as Curzon had suspected, a certain amount of a live-and-let-live convention had grown up in the line. Each side had inclined to refrain from inflicting casualties on the other side at moments when retaliation would cause casualties to themselves  ration parties were being mutually spared, and certain dangerous localities received reciprocal consideration. Curzon would have none of this. It seemed to him to be a most dangerous and unsoldierly state of affairs; if a soldier whose duty it was to kill the enemy refrained from doing so he was clearly not doing his duty and it might lead to untold damage to discipline. Drastic Divisional orders put a stop to this. The keenness of the new troops and the energy of their commander brought renewed activity into the line; the number of snipers was increased, and places where the enemy had been inclined to be careless were regularly sprayed with machine-gun fire, with, as far as headquarters could tell, a most gratifying increase in German casualties.

Naturally the enemy retaliated. British divisions accustomed to a peaceful turn of duty were annoyed and surprised, when they relieved the Ninety-first, to find that localities hitherto regarded as safe were now highly dangerous, and that sniping had vastly increased, and that the Germans had developed a system of sudden bombing raids which made life in the trenches a continual strain on the nerves. This was especially noticeable because, as the Germans had the advantage of direct observation from the low heights which they occupied, and did not trouble themselves nearly as much as the British about holding on to dangerous salients, and worked far harder at making their trenches safe and habitable, they could make things far more uncomfortable for the British than the British could for them.

Both officers and men of the other divisions complained of the new state of affairs to their fellows of the Ninety-first, but they found small satisfaction in doing so. The Ninety-first Division pleaded the direct orders of their commander. Berties the boy, they said, half-proud and half-rueful, and the daily drain of casualties increased  Curzon was already making application for drafts and new officers for his battalions.

The new system met with one protest from an unexpected quarter. Young Captain Frobisher, the General Staff Officer, third grade, found an opportunity while he and Miller and Curzon, sitting at the table littered with trench maps, were drafting the orders for fresh activity. The weak points of the German line in their sector had by now been blotted out, and Curzon casually admitted in conversation that it was not easy now to find suitable objects for attention.

Perhaps, said Frobisher, it might be wise to quiet down for a bit, sir?

No, its not good for the men, replied Curzon.

Casualties are getting a bit high, said Frobisher.

You cant make war without casualties, said Curzon. He had been a casualty himself, once, and he had freely exposed himself to the chance of its occurring again.

Wellington tried to keep em down, sir, said Frobisher, suddenly bold.

What on earth do you mean, boy? asked Curzon.

Wellington always discouraged sniping and outpost fighting and that sort of thing.

Good God! said Curzon. Wellington lived a hundred years ago.

Human natures the same now, though, sir.

Human nature? What in hell are you talking about? Anyone would think you were a poet or one of these beastly intellectuals. I dont like this, Frobisher.

Curzon was definitely angry. There was a frosty gleam in his eyes and a deep line between his brows. It was not so much because a captain was venturing to argue with him, a major-general, as that the captain was putting forward suggestions of a suspicious theoretical nature in direct opposition to the creed of the Army, that the side which does not attack is bound to lose.

Frobishers had too much history and not enough practical experience, yet, sir, said Miller. He put his word in hastily, because he did not want to lose the services of the best G.S.O.3 he could hope to get hold of.

So I should think, said Curzon, still staring indignantly at the delinquent, but somewhat appeased. He had grown fond of young Frobisher after six months of work with him, and had been pained as well as shocked at his heresy, just as if his son (supposing he had one) had announced his intention of marrying a tobacconists daughter. His fondness for Frobisher even led him into defending his own actions by argument.

Were giving the Germans hell, arent we? said Curzon.

Yes, sir, said Frobisher, with dropped eyes. A word from Curzon would take him from his staff position, where he could think even though his mouth remained shut, and put him into an infantry battalion where he would not be able to think at all.

Well, dont let me hear any more of this nonsense. Pass me that map and lets get down to business.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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THE NEXT TIME that the Ninety-first Division came out of the line Curzon was summoned to attend a conference at Corps Headquarters. Wayland-Leigh and Norton were jubilant. The Big Push was being planned at last  the great offensive which was to bring with it the decisive victory and the march to Berlin. There were nine divisions available, about three times as many Englishmen  as Curzon jovially pointed out to Frobisher on his return  as Wellington had commanded at Waterloo. There were more field-guns ready for use in the preliminary bombardment than the entire British Army had owned in 1914, and there was a stock of ammunition accumulated for them sufficient for fifty hours of continuous steady firing  a longer bombardment than had ever been known in the field before. Besides all this, they were going to take a leaf out of the Germans book and employ poison gas, but on a far larger scale than the Germans timorous attempt at Ypres. There were mountainous dumps already formed of cylinders of chlorine, and every ship that crossed the Channel was bringing further supplies.

But the great cause for rejoicing was that the Forty-second Corps had been selected to take part in the attack  the Buffalo was to be turned loose to crash through the gap made by the leading divisions. The maps were brought out  not the finicking little trench maps on which Curzon had planned his little petty offensives, but big maps, covering all North-eastern France. The French were to attack at Vimy, storm the ridge, and push forward; the British were to strike at Loos, break the German line, and join hands with the French behind Lens, which was to fall as the first ripe fruit of victory into the Allies hands unassailed. At this stage of the battle the Forty-second Corps would be in the van, with open country before them, and nothing to stop them.

Its a pity in a way, said Norton, that weve had to wait until autumn for this attack. It makes it just possible that the Huns will be able to hold us up for a winter campaign on the Rhine.

Before this campaign on the Rhine could be begun, there was more work to be done. The Ninety-first Division had to take another turn of duty in the front-line trenches, working like beavers over the preparations for the great attack. One morning Frobisher brought the Divisional orders for Curzon to sign, and Curzon, as ever, read them carefully through before assuming responsibility for them.

Here, whats this, boy? he said suddenly. Two men to carry up each gas cylinder? Weve only been using one for the empty ones.

Yes, sir, said Frobisher. These are full, and theyre heavier in consequence.

Nonsense, said Curzon. He was glad to be able to find something he was quite certain he was right about while Frobisher was wrong even though he bore him no ill will. Everyone knows that gas makes things lighter. They put it in balloons and things.

Thats coal gas, sir, said Frobisher, with deference. This is chlorine, and highly compressed.

You mean Im talking nonsense? demanded Curzon.

No, sir, said Frobisher, treading warily as he could over this dangerous ground, but weve never had to deal with full cylinders before.

Curzon glared at this persistent young captain, and decided that his victory would be more crushing still if he gained it without recourse to his hierarchical authority.

Well, if you dont believe me, he said, with all the dignity he could summon, youd better ring up the gas officer at Corps Headquarters and see what he says. You may believe him, if hes had the advantage of an education at Camberley, too, as well as you.

Yes, sir, said Frobisher.

It took Frobisher ten minutes to make his call and get his answer, and he was decidedly nervous on his return.

Well? said Curzon.

The gas officer says that the full cylinders are fifty pounds heavier than the empty ones, sir, said Frobisher.

Curzon looked very sharply at him, but Frobishers face was immobile. Without a word Curzon drew the orders to him, dashed off his signature, and handed them back. It must be recorded to Curzons credit that he never afterwards allowed that incident to prejudice him against Frobisher  and it is significant of his reputation for fairness that Frobisher had no real fear that he would.

By the time the Ninety-first Division came out of the line the preparations for the attack were nearly complete. The ammunition dumps were gorged. There were drafts to fill the ranks of the waiting divisions up to their full establishment, and further drafts ready at the base to make up for the inevitable casualties of the initial fighting. There were hospitals, and prisoners cages, and three divisions of cavalry ready to pursue the flying enemy.

Curzons heart went out to these latter when he saw them. For a moment he regretted his infantry command. He felt he would gladly give up his general officers rank just to hear the roar of the hoofs behind him as he led the Lancers in the charge again. He rode over to their billets, and visited the Twenty-second, to be rapturously received by those men in the ranks who had survived First Ypres. Browning, in command, was not quite so delighted to see him  he had unhappy memories of their previous contacts, when Curzon had been to no trouble to conceal his contempt for his indecision and loss of nerve in the climax of the battle. The officers mess was full of strange faces, and familiar ones were missing  Borthwick, for instance, when he had recovered from his wounds, had been transferred to the staff and was organizing some piratical new formation of machine-gunners with the rank of Colonel. The fact that Borthwick should ever be a colonel when he had never properly learned to ride a horse was sufficient proof of what a topsy-turvy war this was, as Curzon and his contemporaries agreed over a drink in the mess.

Curzon bade the Twenty-second a sorrowful good-bye at the end of the day. He could not stay to dinner, as he had an invitation to Corps Headquarters. As he stood shaking hands with his friends they heard the roar of the bombardment  in its third day now  which was opening the Battle of Loos.

Theyre getting Hell over there, said a subaltern, and everyone agreed.

Youll be having your chance in less than a week, said Curzon, and regret surged up in him again as he mounted his horse. He had gained nothing in forsaking a regiment for a division. He would never know now the rapture of pursuit; all there was for him to do now was to make the way smooth for the cavalry.

There were high spirits at Corps Headquarters, all the same, to counter his sentimental depression. Wayland-Leigh had provided champagne for this great occasion, and in an unwonted expansive moment he turned to Curzon with his lifted glass.

Well, heres to the Big Push, Curzon, he said. His green eyes were aflame with excitement.

Heres to it, sir, said Curzon fervently.

Its like a bit of Shakespeare, said Wayland-Leigh  and the fact that Wayland-Leigh should quote Shakespeare was a sufficient indication of the greatness of the occasion. When shall we three meet again? Or rather we five, I ought to say.

He looked round at his four divisional generals.

On the Rhine, sir, said Hope of the Seventy-ninth.

Please God, said Wayland-Leigh.

The horizon that night was all sparkling with the flashes of the guns as Curzon rode back to his headquarters; the bombardment was reaching its culminating point, and the gentle west wind  Curzon wetted his finger and held it up to make sure  was still blowing. It would waft the poison gas beautifully towards the German lines, and those devils would have a chance of finding out what it was like.

At dawn next morning Curzon was waiting in his headquarters for orders and news. The horses of the staff were waiting saddled outside; within half a miles radius the battalions and batteries of the Division were on parade ready to march. Neither orders nor news came for some time, while Curzon restlessly told himself that he was a fool to expect anything so early. Nothing could come through for seven or eight hours. But Frobisher looked out at the Divisional flag drooping on its staff, and he went outside and held up a wet finger, and came in again gloomily. There was no wind, or almost none. In fact, Frobisher had a suspicion that what little there was came from the east. There could be small hope to-day for a successful use of gas.

We can win battles without gas, gentlemen, said Curzon, looking round at his staff.

As time went on Curzon grew seriously alarmed. They were fifteen miles from the line, and if orders to move did not come soon they might be too late to exploit the initial advantage. Curzon knew that the Forty-second Corps was being held directly under the command of General Headquarters, so that he could try to quiet his fears by telling himself that there was no question of a middle in the command; G.H.Q. must know more than he did. The orders came in the end some time after noon, brought by a goggled motor cyclist. He and Miller ran through them rapidly; all they said was that the Division was to move up the road at once  it was not more than a quarter of an hour after the motor cyclists arrival that Curzon had his leading battalion stepping out briskly towards the battle.

By the time the Division was on the march there was news of sorts to be picked up on the road as the debris of the battle drifted back. Ambulance drivers and lorry drivers and wounded contributed their quota, and the tales told brought the deepest depression and revived the wildest hope alternately. A light infantry officer told of disastrous failure, of the ruin of his division amid a tangle of uncut wire. An ambulance load of wounded Scots reported a triumphant advance, the overrunning of miles of German trenches, and desperate fighting still in progress. From a Seventh Division major Curzon learned of the failure of the gas, and how it was released in some sectors and not in others, and how it had drifted over the German lines, or had stayed stagnant in no-mans-land, or had blown sideways over the advancing British troops as if moved by a spirit of murderous mischief. Then on the other hand there came the news that the British had reached Hill 70 and Hulluch, that the German line was definitely broken, and that the enemy was fighting desperately hard to stave off disaster.

A big motor car with the flag of the Forty-second Corps fluttering at the bonnet came bouncing up the road. Inside could be caught glimpses of scarlet and gold  it was Wayland-Leigh and his staff. The car stopped where Curzons horse pranced over the pavé, and Curzon dismounted, gave his reins to Greven, and hurried to the door.

Keep your men stepping out, Curzon, said Wayland-Leigh, leaning forward in his seat and speaking in a hoarse whisper.

Yes, sir, answered Curzon. Can  can you give me any news?

I dont know any myself, said Wayland-Leigh grimly. G.H.Q. has hashed it all up, as far as I can see. Your divisions ten miles back from where it ought to be. We broke through this morning, and hadnt the reserves to make a clean thing of it. Youll have to break through again to-morrow, Curzon. And I know youll do it. Good luck.

The motor car jolted on along the road, while Curzon swung himself back into the saddle. His division might be late, but he would see to it that it made up for some of the lost time. All down the five-mile-long column the pace quickened as his orders reached each unit to lengthen the pace. Then the head of the column came to a halt, and as Curzon was spurring furiously forward to ascertain the cause of the delay word came back that the road was jammed with broken-down transport. So it was, as Curzon saw when he reached there five minutes later, but it did not remain so long. His blazing anger goaded the transport drivers into a final effort to clear the road. An empty lorry was heaved bodily clear into the ditch, where it lay with its wheels in the air. A distracted officer was bullied into organizing a party to empty the lorry with the broken wheel of the ammunition in it so that the same could be done with that, but before the party had even set to work the Ninety-first Division was pouring through the gap Curzon had contrived.

They marched on while darkness fell and the battle flamed and flickered before them. Long ago the men had lost their brisk stride and air of eager anticipation; now they were merely staggering along under the burden of their packs. No one sang, and the weary sergeants snapped at the exhausted men as they blundered on the slippery pavé. At midnight they reached what billets were available  half the division slept in wet bivouacs at the roadside, while Curzon slept in his boots and clothes in an arm-chair in the back room of the estaminet which became his temporary headquarters.

The order he had been waiting for came during the night. The division was given an objective and a sector and a time in to-morrows attack. Miller and Curzon compared the orders with the maps spread on the marble-topped tables. Miller made his measurements, looked involuntarily at his watch, and said: It cant be done.

Its got to be done, said Curzon, with a rasp in his voice.

Dawns at six-fifteen, said Miller. Well have two hours of daylight for seven miles on these roads.

Cant help that, snapped Curzon. The divisionll have to move at five. Well have to get the orders for the brigades out now. Here, Frobisher 

A weary staff wrote out the orders, and weary orderlies took them to Brigade Headquarters, where tired brigadiers were roused from sleep to read them and to curse the higher command which forced their men to go into action with no more than four hours rest  and those, for most of them, passed in muddy bivouacs.

In the half-light the division formed up on the road, trying to loosen its stiff joints. The march began long before dawn, and they toiled forward up the road to the summons of grumbling guns. Dawn had hardly come when there was another hitch ahead. Curzon was almost beside himself with rage as he rode forward, and what he found made him boil over completely. The road was crammed with cavalry, two whole brigades of it, a forest of leaden-hued lance points. Their transport was all over the road, apparently in the process of being moved from one end of the column to the other. What miracles of staff work had brought that cavalry there at that time in that place and in that condition Curzon did not stop to inquire.

He turned his horse off the road and galloped madly along the side of the column over the muddy fields; not even Follett could keep pace with him. Curzons quick eye caught sight of a cluster of red cap-bands. He leaped his horse over the low bank again, risking a nasty fall on the greasy pavé, and addressed himself to the general of the cavalry division.

Get your men off this road at once, sir! he blared. Youre stopping the march of my division. Orders? I dont care a damn what your orders are. Clear the road this minute! No, sir, I will not be careful what I say to you. Ive got my duty to do.

The two major-generals glared fiercely at each other for a moment, before the cavalry man turned to his staff and said: Better see to it.

Curzon was tapping with impatience on his saddle-bow with his crop during the slow process of moving the cavalry with their lances and their forage nets and their impedimenta over the bank into the fields, but it was done at last; soon Curzon saw his leading battalion come plodding up the road, a few staunch spirits singing, Hullo, hullo, whos your lady friend? with intervals for jeers and boos for the disgruntled cavalry watching them go by.

A precious quarter of an hour had been wasted; it seemed almost certain that the division would be late at the rendezvous appointed for it. Soon afterwards it became quite certain, for the narrow road, only just wide enough for two vehicles side by side, was utterly jammed with transport. There was a road junction just ahead, and no military police in the world could have combated successfully with the confusion there, where every vehicle in nine divisions seemed to have converged from all four directions.

Frobisher and Follett galloped hither and thither to find someone in authority who could compel the way to be cleared for the Ninety-first Division, but it was Curzon who achieved it in the end, riding his maddened horse into the thick of the turmoil, and using the weight of his authority and the urge of his blazing anger to hold up the traffic.

It was not for Curzon to decide whether the state of the battle made it desirable that the division should have precedence; that was for the General Staff, but as the General Staff was seemingly making no effort to tackle the problem he had to deal with it himself  and as his division was an hour late his decision was a natural one. For Curzon was not to know that German counter-attacks launched in the early morning had completely stultified the orders he had received that night, and that the task before the Ninety-first Division was not now to exploit a success, but to endeavour to hold on to precarious gains.

They were nearing the line now. There were battery positions beside the road, firing away with a desperate rapidity which indicated the severity of the fighting ahead. Curzon rode on through the drifting flotsam of the battle to the house which his orders had laid down should be established as his headquarters. There was a signal section already there, as Curzon saw with satisfaction. Telephonic communication with the new front line had at last been established, and Headquarters would not have to rest content with the news dribbled out an hour too late by scribbled messages borne by runners.

Curzon had no intention of staying in these headquarters of his. He was determined upon going forward with his division. Miller could be trusted with the task of communicating with Corps Headquarters. Curzon knew the value of a commander on the spot in a confused battle; as Curzon saw it, a divisional general among his men even if they were occupying a mile of tangled front was of more use than a divisional general two miles behind.

The division came on up the road  it was hardly a road by now. The artillery branched off, rocking and swaying over the drab shell-torn fields to take up the position assigned them. Webb and Challis rode up for their final orders, and then the division began to plunge forward into action, while Curzon waited, with Daunts brigade still in hand, in case new orders should come during this period of deployment.

New orders came right enough. Frobisher came running out of the headquarters to where Curzon stood chatting with Daunt and staring forward at the battle he could not see.

Please, sir, said Frobisher, breaking into the conversation, and discarding prefixes and circumlocutions with the urgency of the situation. Miller wants you. Quickly, sir. Buffalos on the phone.

When Curzon arrived indoors Miller was listening at the telephone, writing hard with his free hand. He waved Curzon impatiently into silence at his noisy entrance.

Yes, said Miller. Yes. All right. Hold on now while I repeat.

Miller ran slowly through a list of map references and cryptic sentences about units of the division.

All correct? Then General Curzon is here if General Wayland-Leigh would care to speak to him.

He handed the instrument to Curzon. A moment later Wayland-Leighs voice came through.

Hullo, Curzon. Youve got your new orders?

Miller has.

Right. Ive nothing to add, except to remind you of the standing orders of this Corps. But I can trust you, Curzon. Theres all hell let loose, but as far as I can see its just a last effort on the part of the Huns. Youve got to hold until I can persuade G.H.Q. to reinforce you. Sorry to break up your division. Good-bye.

Curzon turned to Miller, appalled at these last words. Miller was already engaged in writing orders in a bold, careful hand.

Whats all this about? demanded Curzon, and Miller told him, briefly.

There was no intention now of sending the Ninety-first Division in to break through an attenuated line. The German reserves had arrived and were counter-attacking everywhere. So difficult had been communication with troops a mile forward that only now was the higher command able to form an approximately correct picture of the situation of units far forward with their flanks exposed, and other units beating themselves to pieces against strong positions, units in retreat and units holding on desperately in face of superior numbers. The Ninety-first Division was to be used piecemeal to sustain the reeling line. The new orders prescribed that two battalions should be sent in here, and another employed in a counter-attack there, a brigade held in reserve at this point, and support given at that.

Christ damn and blast it all! said Curzon as the situation was explained.

He had had enough experience in South Africa as well as elsewhere of the confusion which follows countermanded orders in the heat of action. His artillery were already getting into action, two brigades of infantry were in movement on points quite different from new objectives. He tore at his moustache while Miller went on steadily writing, and then mastered his fury.

All right, he said. Theres nothing for it. Show me these orders of yours.

So the Ninety-first Division, after a morning of interminable delays on the road, was now subjected to all the heart-breaking checks which were inevitable with the change of scheme. The bewildered rank and file, marched apparently aimlessly first here and then there, cursed the staff which heaped this confusion upon them. They were short of sleep and short of food. They came under fire unexpectedly; they came under the fire of British artillery who had been left in the dark regarding the fluctuations in the line; and then, when that mistake had been set right, they remained under the fire of shells, from British artillery  shells bought in Japan and America, the trajectory and time of flight of ten per cent of which were quite unpredictable.

Curzon had perforce to fight his battle from headquarters. Wayland-Leigh, besieged by requests for help and by orders to give help, coming from all quarters, was persistent in his demands upon the Ninety-first. Challis with a fraction of his 302nd Brigade reported that he had stormed the redoubt whose enfilade fire had caused such losses in the Guards Division, but an hour later was appealing for permission to use another of his battalions to consolidate his position. Daunt in another part of the line sent back a warning that a counter-attack was being organized in front of him apparently of such strength that he doubted whether he would be able to stop it. From every hand came appeals for artillery support, at moments when Colonel Miller was warning Curzon that he must persuade Corps Headquarters to send up yet more ammunition.

To reconcile all these conflicting claims, to induce Corps Headquarters to abate something of their exacting demands, and to try and find out from the hasty reports sent in which patch of the line might be left unreinforced, and in which part a renewed attack was absolutely necessary, constituted a task which Curzon could leave to no one else. All through the evening of September 26th, and on through the night, Curzon had to deal with reports and orders brought in by runner, by telephone, and by motor cyclist. There was no possible chance of his being in the line with his men  there was no chance either of guessing in which part of the line his presence would do most good. Miller and Frobisher, Greven and Follett, slept in turns on the floor of the next room, but Curzon stayed awake through the night, dealing with each crisis as it came.

He was red-eyed and weary by the morning, but in the morning there were fresh counter-attacks to be beaten back. All through the night German divisions had been marching to the point of danger, and now they were let loose upon the unstable British line. The nine British divisions had been prodigal of their blood and strength. The mile or half-mile of shell-torn ground behind them impeded communications and supply; the inexperienced artillery seemed to take an interminable time to register upon fresh targets. It was all a nightmare. Units which had lost their sense of direction and position in the wild landscape reported points strongly held by the enemy which other units at the same moment were reporting as being in their possession.

Wayland-Leighs voice on the telephone carried a hint of anxiety with it. General Headquarters, dealing with the conflicting reports sent in by two Armies and an Army Corps, had changed its mood from one of wild optimism to one of equally wild despair. They had begun to fear that where they had planned a break-through the enemy instead would effect a breach, and they were dealing out threats on all sides in search of a possible scapegoat.

Somebodys going to be for it, said Wayland-Leigh. Youve got to hold on.

Curzon was not in need of that spur. He would hold on without being told. He held on through that day and the next, while the bloody confusion of the battle gradually sorted itself out. General Headquarters had found one last belated division with which to reinforce the weak line, and its arrival enabled Curzon at last to bring Daunts brigade into line with Challiss and have his division a little more concentrated  although, as Miller grimly pointed out, the two brigades together did not contain as many men as either of them before the battle. The front was growing stabilized now, as parapets were being built in the new trenches, and carrying parties toiled through the night to bring up the barbed wire which meant security.

Curzon could actually sleep now, and he was not specially perturbed when a new increase in the din of the bombardment presaged a fresh flood of reports from the trenches to the effect that the German attacks were being renewed. But once more the situation grew serious. The German command was throwing away lives now as freely as the British in a last effort to recover important strategic points. Fosse 8 and the quarries were lost again; the British line was bending, even if it would not break. Webbs 300th Brigade, in the very process of transfer to the side of its two fellows, was caught up by imperative orders from Wayland-Leigh and flung back into the battle  Curzon had to disregard a wail of protest from Webb regarding the fatigue of his men. Later in the same day Curzon, coming into the headquarters office, found Miller speaking urgently on the telephone.

Heres the General come back, he said, breaking off the conversation. Youd better speak to him personally.

He handed over the instrument.

Its Webb, he explained, sotto voce. Usual sort of grouse.

Curzon frowned as he took the receiver. Webb had been making difficulties all through the battle.

Curzon speaking.

Oh, this is Webb here, sir. I want to withdraw my line a bit. P.38. Its a nasty bit of salient 

Webb went on with voluble explanations of the difficulty of his position and the losses the retention of the line would involve. Curzon looked at the map which Miller held out to him while Webbs voice went on droning in the receiver. As far as he could see by the map Webbs brigade was undoubtedly in an awkward salient. But that was no argument in favour of withdrawal. The line as at present constituted had been reported to Corps Headquarters, and the alteration would have to be explained to Wayland-Leigh  not that Curzon would flinch from daring the Buffalos wrath if he thought it necessary. But he did not think so; it never once crossed his mind to authorize Webb to withdraw from the salient. Retreat was un-English, an admission of failure, something not to be thought of. There had never been any suggestion of retreat at First Ypres, and retreat there would indubitably have spelt disaster. Curzon did not stop to debate the pros and cons in this way  he dismissed the suggestion as impossible the moment he heard it.

You must hold on where you are, he said harshly, breaking into Webbs voluble explanations.

But thats absurd, said Webb. The other line would be far safer. Why should 

Did you hear what I said? asked Curzon.

Yes, but  but  Webb had sufficient sense to hesitate before taking the plunge, but not enough to refrain from doing so altogether. Im on the spot, and youre not. Im within my rights if I make the withdrawal without your permission!

You think you are? said Curzon. He was tired of Webb and his complaints, and he certainly was not going to have his express orders questioned in this way. After that last speech of Webbs he could not trust him, however definitely he laid down his orders. Well, youre not going to have the chance. You will terminate your command of your brigade from this moment. You will leave your headquarters and report here on your way down the line at once. No, Im not going to argue about it. Call your brigade-major and have him speak to me. At once, please. Is that Captain Home? General Webb has ceased to command the brigade. You will be in charge of your headquarters until Colonel Meredith can be informed and arrives to take command. Understand? Right. Send the message to Colonel Meredith immediately, and ask him to report to me on his arrival.

So Brigadier-General Webb was unstuck and sent home, and lost his chance of ever commanding a division. The last Curzon saw of him was when he left Divisional Headquarters. There was actually a tear  a ridiculous tear  on one cheek just below his blue eye as he went away, but Curzon felt neither pity for him nor dislike. He had been found wanting, as men of that type were bound to be sooner or later. Curzon would have no man in the Ninety-first Division whom he could not trust.

And as Webb left the headquarters the divisional mail arrived. There were letters for each unit in the division, sorted with the efficiency the Army Postal Service always managed to display. They would go up with the rations that night, but the letters for the headquarters personnel could be delivered at once. For the General, besides bills and circulars, and the half-dozen obviously unimportant official ones, there was one letter in a heavy cream envelope addressed to him in a sprawling handwriting which he recognized as the Dukes. He hesitated a moment when Greven gave it to him, but he could not refrain from opening it there and then. He read the letter through, and the big sprawling writing became suddenly vague and ill defined as he did so. The wording of the letter escaped him completely; it was only its import which was borne in upon him.

That vomiting of Emilys, about which he had always felt a premonition, had actually been a serious symptom. There had been a disaster. Young Herbert Winter Greven Curzon (Curzon had determined on those names long ago) would never open his eyes to the wonder of the day. He was dead  he had never lived; and Emily had nearly followed him. She was out of the wood now, the Duke wrote, doing his best to soften the blow, but Sir Trevor Choape had laid it down very definitely that she must never again try to have a child. If she did, Sir Trevor could not answer for the consequences.

Curzon turned a little pale as he stood holding the letter, and he sat down rather heavily in the chair beside his telephone.

Not bad news, sir, I hope? said Greven.

Nothing that matters, answered Curzon stoically, stuffing the letter into his pocket.

Colonel Runcorn would like to speak to you, sir, said Follett, appearing at the door.

Send him in, said Curzon. He had no time to weep for Herbert Winter Greven Curzon, just as Napoleon at Marengo had no time to weep for Desaix.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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THE BATTLE OF Loos had come to an end, and at last the Ninety-first Division was relieved and could march out to its billets. It was not the division which had gone into action. Curzon stood by the road to see them march by, as he had so often done in Hampshire and France, and they took far less time to pass him. Each brigade bulked no larger on the road than a battalion had done before the battle; each battalion was no larger than a company. The artillery had suffered as badly; there were woefully few men with the guns, and to many of the guns there were only four horses, and to many of the wagons there were only two mules. Curzons heart sank a little as he returned the salute of the skeleton units. Even with the drafts which were awaiting them they would not be up to establishment; it would be a long time before the Ninety-first Division would be built up again into the fine fighting unit it had been a fortnight ago.

He did not attempt to conceal from himself that Loos had been a disaster for the British Army; he could only comfort himself with the thought that it had been a disaster for the German Army as well. The next attack to be made would have to be planned very differently. The bombardment had been insufficient. Then they must have a bombardment which would make certain of it  fifty days, instead of fifty hours, if the ammunition supply could be built up to bear the strain. There must be reserves at hand, instead of seventeen miles back, to exploit the success. The Flying Corps must intensify its operations so that maps of the German second line could be ready in the utmost detail, to enable the artillery to register on fresh targets from new positions without delay. Equally important, there must be none of the muddle and confusion behind the line which had caused so much harm at Loos.

Curzon, despite his red tabs and oak leaves on his cap peak, could still feel the fighting mans wrath against the staffs that were responsible for that muddle. It was their business to prevent muddle, and they had failed. Curzon was quite well aware of his own incapacity to do that sort of staff officers work. He was not too reliable in the matter of addition and multiplication and division; the mathematical problems involved in the arrangement of supply and transport and of march time-tables would certainly be too much for him. But it was not his job to solve them; it was the responsibility of the men at Army Headquarters and G.H.Q., and they had not been equal to it. Curzon felt that if he were in chief command he would make a clean sweep of the gilded young men who had made such a hash of the time-tables and replace them by efficient mathematicians. Hang it, he would put civilians on the Staff for that matter, if they could do the job better  and for Curzon to permit himself even for a moment to be guilty of a heresy of that sort showed how strongly he felt about it.

There were others of the same opinion, as Curzon discovered when he reported himself at Corps Headquarters. Over the whole personnel there lay a brooding sense of disaster both past and to come. Someone would have to bear the responsibility of failure. It would not be long before heads began to fly. Some were gone already  Bewly had been sent home by Wayland-Leigh just as Webb had been sent back by Curzon. Hope of the Seventy-ninth was in hospital, dying of his wounds  rumour said he had gone up to the line to seek death, and death was not so hard to find in the front-line trenches. No one in that gloomy assembly dared to think of the brave words at the last Headquarters dinner, and the brave anticipations of an immediate advance to the Rhine.

Wayland-Leigh, bulky yet restless, sat at the head of the conference table and looked round with his sidelong green eyes. Everyone knew that it would be touch and go with him. He might be selected as the scapegoat, and deprived of his command and packed off at any moment, if G.H.Q. should decide that such a sacrifice would be acceptable to the strange gods of Downing Street. He was conscious of the trembling of his throne even while he presided at this meeting to discuss what suggestions should be put forward regarding future operations.

Curzon was inevitably called upon for his opinion. He spoke hesitatingly, as might be expected of him; as he told himself, he was no hand at these infernal board-meetings, and speech-making was the bane of his life. He was conscious of the eyes upon him, and he kept his own on the table, and fumbled with pen and pencil as he spoke. Yet he had something very definite to say, and no man with that advantage can speak without point. He briefly described what he thought must be considered essentials for the new battle. More men. More guns. More ammunition. More artillery preparation. More energy. He fumbled with his pencil more wildly than ever when he had to pass on from these, to his mind the obvious things, to the other less tangible desiderata. The arrangements behind the lines had been disgraceful. There must be an efficient staff created which would handle them properly. Someone must work out an effective method of bringing fresh troops into the front line at the decisive moments. Someone must see to it that reserves should be ready in the right place at the right time.

Curzon was surprised by the little murmur of applause which went round the table when he had finished. More than one of the subsequent speakers alluded in complimentary terms to General Curzons suggestions. The whole opinion of the assembly was with him. The attack at Loos had been correct enough in theory. There had only been a failure in practical details and an insufficiency of men and materials. It could all be made good. A staff that could handle half a million men in action could be found. So could the half-million men. So could the guns and ammunition for a really adequate artillery preparation.

Quite noticeably the spirits of the gathering rose; within a very few minutes they were discussing the ideal battle, with forty divisions to draw upon, and elaborate time-tables, and a preliminary bombardment which would transcend anything the most vaulting imagination could depict, and a steady methodical advance which nothing could stop  in a word, they were drawing up designs to put forward before higher authority for the Battle of the Somme. With visions like this before them, they could hardly be blamed for ignoring the minor details of machine-guns and barbed wire. Minor details vanished into insignificance when compared with the enormous power they pictured at their disposal.

Wayland-Leigh sat in his chair and writhed his bulk about, grinning like an ogre as the suggestions assumed more and more concrete form, while Norton beside him took industrious notes to form the skeleton of the long reports he would have to send in to Army Headquarters and to G.H.Q. In some ways it was like the debate of a group of savages as to how to extract a screw from a piece of wood. Accustomed only to nails, they had made one effort to pull out the screw by main force, and now that it had failed they were devising methods of applying more force still, of obtaining more efficient pincers, of using levers and fulcrums so that more men could bring their strength to bear. They could hardly be blamed for not guessing that by rotating the screw it would come out after the exertion of far less effort; it would be a notion so different from anything they had ever encountered that they would laugh at the man who suggested it.

The generals round the table were not men who were easily discouraged  men of that sort did not last long in command in France. Now that the first shock of disappointment had been faced they were prepared to make a fresh effort, and to go on making those efforts as long as their strength lasted. Wayland-Leigh was pleased with their attitude; indeed, so apparent was his pleasure that Curzon had no hesitation in asking him, after the conference, for special leave to England for urgent private affairs. Curzon was able to point out (if it had not been the case he would never have dreamed of making the application, despite the urgency of his desire to see Emily) that the division would not be fit to go into the line for some time, and that the knocking into shape of the new drafts could safely be left to the regimental officers.

Oh, yes, you can go all right, said Wayland-Leigh. Youve earned it, anyway. We can spare you for a bit.

Thank you, sir, said Curzon.

But whether youll find me here when you come back is quite another matter.

I dont understand, said Curzon. He had heard rumours, of course, but he judged it to be tactless to admit it.

Ive got half an idea Im going to be unstuck. Sent home because those bloody poops at G.H.Q. have got to find someone to blame besides themselves.

I hope not, sir, said Curzon.

Wayland-Leighs huge face writhed into an expression of resignation.

Cant be helped if I am, he said. Ive done nothing to be ashamed of, and people will know it some time, even if they dont now. Im sorry for your sake, though.

For me, sir?

Yes. I was hoping theyd give you one of the new corps which are being formed. Ive written recommending it in the strongest terms. I wanted Hope to have one too, but hell never be fit for active service again even if he lives. But what my recommendations good for is more than I can say. Probably do you more harm than good, as things are.

Thank you, sir. But I dont care about myself. Its you that matters.

Curzon meant what he said.

Very good of you to say so, Curzon. Well see what happens. G.H.Q. have got their eye on you anyway, one way or the other. Ive had a hell of a lot of bother with em about your unsticking that beggar Webb, you know.

Sorry about that, sir.

Oh, I didnt mind. I backed you up, of course. And I sent your report on him in to G.H.Q. with concur written on it as big as I could make it. Push off now. Tell Norton youve got my permission. If you drive like hell to Boulogne youll catch the leave boat all right.

In reply to Curzons telegram the Dukes big motor car was at Victoria Station to meet the train, and in it was Emily, very wan and pale. She was thinner than usual, and in the front of her neck the sterno-mastoid muscles had assumed the prominence they were permanently to retain. She smiled at Curzon and waved through the window to attract his attention although she did not stand up.

It was splendid to have your telegram, Bertie, she said as the car slid through the sombre streets of war-time London. Mothers been wanting to move me off to Somerset ever since the air raids started to get so bad. But I wouldnt go, not after your letter saying you might be home any minute. We want every hour together we can possibly have, dont we, Bertie?

They squeezed hands, and went on squeezing them all the short time it took the car to reach Bude House.

The Duke and Duchess welcomed Curzon hospitably, the latter almost effusively. Yet to Curzons mind there was something incongruous about the Duchesss volubility about the hardships civilians were going through. If it were not for the supplies they could draw from the model farm and dairy in Somerset, the family and servants might almost be going short of food, and if it were not for the Dukes official position petrol and tyres for the motor cars would be nearly unobtainable. That ducal servants should be given margarine instead of butter seemed to the Duchess to be far more unthinkable than it did to Curzon, although he had the wit not to say so; and it gave the Duchess an uneasy sense of outraged convention that aeroplane bombs should slay those in high places as readily as those in low. She described the horrors of air raids to Curzon as though he had never seen a bombardment.

The Dukes sense of proportion was less warped than his wifes, although naturally he was inclined to attribute undue importance to his activities under the new Government. Between Curzons anxiety for Emily, and the Duchesss desire to tell him much and to hear a little from him, it was some time before Curzon and the Duke were able to converse privately and at leisure, but when they did the conversation was a momentous one. The Duke was as anxious as all his other colleagues in the Government to receive an unbiased account of what was really happening on the Western Front, freed from official verbiage and told by someone without a cause to plead. Out of Curzons brief sentences  for the conversation was of the fashion of small talk, in which the state of military affairs usurped the time-honoured pre-eminence of the weather as a topic of conversation  the Duke was able to form a clearer picture than ever before of the bloody confusion which had been the Battle of Loos. He stroked his chin and said, Hm a great many times, but he was able to keep the conversational ball rolling by the aid of a few conjunctive phrases.

You say it wasnt this chap Wayland-Leighs fault? he asked.

Good God, no. He wouldnt stand anything like that for a moment. Itll be a crime if they unstick him.

Why, is there any talk about it?

Yes. You see, someones got to go, after all that was said beforehand.

I see. Hm.

The Duke was aware that anxiety in the Cabinet was reaching a maximum. The decline of Russian power, the alliance of Bulgaria with the Central Powers, the crushing of Serbia, the failure at Gallipoli, Townshends difficulties in Mesopotamia, and now the fiasco at Loos had been a succession of blows which might well shake anyones nerve. Yet there were three million Allied troops in France opposed to only two million Germans. That superiority at the decisive point about which the military were so insistent seemed to be attained, and yet nothing was being done. The Duke knew as well as any soldier that a crushing victory in France would make all troubles and difficulties vanish like ghosts, and he yearned and hungered for that victory.

Hm, he said again, rousing himself from his reverie. Then theres this business about conscription too.

Curzons views on the matter of conscription were easily ascertained. When forty divisions began their great attack in France the need for drafts would become insistent. However decisive the victory they won, the volunteer divisions would need to be brought promptly up to strength. Not all the recruiting songs and propaganda  not even the shooting of Nurse Cavell  would ensure an inflow of recruits as reliable as a drastic conscription law like the French. In Curzons opinion, too, this was a golden opportunity for bringing in a measure which he had always favoured, even before the war.

It is every mans duty to serve his country, said Curzon, remembering fragments of what Lord Roberts had said in peace-time.

It wont be easy to do, said the Duke, visualizing a harassed Cabinet striving to avoid disruption while being dragged in every direction by conflicting forces.

Drafts have got to be found, all the same, said Curzon. He thought of the effect it would have on his own attitude if he were warned that the supply of recruits was uncertain and dwindling. It would mean caution; it would mean an encroachment upon his liberty to attack; it would mean thinking twice about every offensive movement, and an inevitable inclination towards a defensive attitude; it might conceivably come to mean the breaking up of some of the units which had been built up with such care  the Ninety-first Division even.

He was filled with genuine horror at such a prospect  a horror that made him almost voluble. He laid down as stiffly and as definitely as he possibly could the extreme urgency of a lavish supply of recruits. He thumped his knee with his hand to make himself quite clear on the subject. The Duke could not help but be impressed by Curzons animation and obvious sincerity  they were bound to be impressive to a man who had had experience of Curzons usual tongue-tied formality of manner.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

[image: img31.jpg]

CURZON FOUND HIS leave as bewilderingly short as any young subaltern home from France. It seemed to him as though he had scarcely reached England before he was back again in the steamer at Folkestone; and when he had rejoined the flood of khaki pouring across the Channel, and heard once more the old military talk, and received the salutes of soldiers stiffened into awed attention by the sight of his brass hat and medal ribbons, he experienced the odd sensation known to every returning soldier  as if his leave had never happened, as if it had been someone else, and not himself, who had revelled in the delights of London and received the embraces of his wife.

Curzon had to think very hard about Emily, about her last brave smile, and her waving handkerchief, before he could make the events of the last week lose their veneer of unreality. He had to make himself remember Emily stroking his hair, and speaking soberly about the amount of grey to be seen in it. Emily had held his head to her breast, kissing his forehead and eyes, that time when they had at last brought themselves to mention the brief sojourn in this world of Herbert Winter Greven Curzon. She had offered herself up to him again, a mute voluntary sacrifice, and he had declined like a gentleman; like a gentleman who in the year of grace 1915 had only the vaguest hearsay knowledge of birth-control methods and did not want to extend it. There would never be a Herbert Winter Greven Curzon now. He was the last of his line. He blew his nose, harshly, with a military sort of noise, and made himself forget Emily and England again while he turned back to the problems of his profession and his duty.

Miller had thoughtfully sent a motor car to meet him at Boulogne  not for him the jolting, uncomfortable, endless journey by train. He sat back in the car fingering his moustache as the well-remembered countryside sped by. There were French troops on the roads, and French Territorials guarding bridges. Then the British zone; grooms exercising charges; villages full of British soldiers in shirt-sleeves with their braces hanging down by their thighs; aeroplanes overhead. Divisional Headquarters; Challis ready to hand over the command, Greven and Follett with polite questions about how he had enjoyed his leave; piles of states and returns awaiting his examination.

And there was something new about the atmosphere of headquarters too. Miller and Frobisher bore themselves towards him with a slight difference in their manner. Curzon, none too susceptible to atmosphere, was only aware of the difference and could not account for it. He could only tell that they had heard some rumour about him; whether good news or bad he could not tell. The General Staff, as he bitterly told himself, were as thick as thieves with one another, and passed rumours from mouth to mouth and telephone to telephone, so that these men, his juniors and assistants, were always aware of things long before they reached his ears, because he was not one of the blood-brotherhood of Camberley.

He asked Miller tentatively about news, and Miller was ready with a vast amount of divisional information, but nothing that would in the least account for the new atmosphere. In the end he ordered out his motor car again, without even waiting to go round the stables and see how his horses had been looked after during his leave, and had himself driven over to Corps Headquarters at Saint-Cérisy. He had to report his return to Wayland-Leigh, and he felt that if he did so in person he might discover what this new unannounced development was.

But at Saint-Cérisy the affair only became more portentous and no less mysterious. Wayland-Leigh and Norton were both of them away. Stanwell, the senior staff officer in charge, told Curzon that they were at G.H.Q. He conveyed this piece of information in a manner which gave full weight to it, and when he went on to suggest that General Curzon should stay to dinner at the headquarters mess, he did so in such a manner likewise as to leave Curzon in no doubt at all that he would be glad later that he had done so. The atmosphere of Corps Headquarters was yet more tensely charged with expectancy even than Divisional Headquarters had been. Fortunately it was the hour before dinner, and Curzon was able to fall back upon gin-and-angostura to help him through the trying wait. He actually had four drinks before dinner, although it was rare for him to exceed two. Then at last the ante-room door opened and Wayland-Leigh came in, followed by Norton, and one glance at their faces told everyone that the news they brought was good.

The news was historic, as well as good. There had been complete upheaval at General Headquarters. The Field-Marshal Commanding-in-Chief had fallen; the new Cabinet at home had decided they would prefer to risk their reputations upon someone different. His exit was to be made as dignified as possible  a Peerage, the Commandership-in-Chief of the Home Forces, Grand Crosses and ribbons and stars were to be given him, but no one present at the headquarters of the Forty-second Corps cared a rap about this aspect of his fate. It was far more important to them to know that his successor was to be a man after their own heart, an Army commander, another cavalry man, a man of the most steadfast determination of purpose. Under his leadership they could look forward to a relentless, methodical, unremitting pressure upon the enemy; nothing fluky, nothing temperamental; something Scottish instead of Irish. Curzon remembered how he had come riding up to his brigade headquarters at First Ypres, and his unmoved calm in the face of the most desperate danger.

But there was a personal aspect as well as a general one. One Army commander had been promoted; one had gone home; the creation of a new Army made a vacancy for a third. Three Army Corps commanders would receive promotion to the full rank of General and the command of an army  and Wayland-Leigh was to be one of them. He was a man cast in the same mould as the new Commander-in-Chief; where the previous one would have cast him down the new one had raised him higher yet. It meant promotion, power, and new opportunities for distinction for all the officers of his staff.

Next there was the question of the lower ranks still. Three Army Corps commanders were being promoted to armies; three divisional commanders would be promoted to take their places. And ten new divisions had now reached France, or were on their way. Three new Army Corps would have to be formed to control these, so that altogether six Major-Generals could expect promotion to Lieutenant-General. Wayland-Leigh did not know yet all their names, but he knew that Curzon had been selected. He clapped Curzon on the shoulder as he told him, with extraordinary bonhomie. Curzon flushed with pleasure as he received the congratulations of those present. He was destined for the command of four divisions, for the control of something like a hundred thousand men in battle  as many as Wellington or Marlborough ever commanded. He was destined, too, to the bathchair on Bournemouth promenade, but Bournemouth and bathchairs were far from his thoughts as he sat, a little shy, his cheeks red and his eyes on his plate, contemplating his future.

The personality of the new Commander-in-Chief was already noticeable in his selection of his subordinates, and so through them to the holders of the lesser commands. The men who were wanted were men without fear of responsibility, men of ceaseless energy and of iron will, who could be relied upon to carry out their part in a plan of battle as far as flesh and blood  their own and their mens  would permit. Men without imagination were necessary to execute a military policy devoid of imagination, devised by a man without imagination. Anything resembling freakishness or originality was suspect in view of the plan of campaign. Every General desired as subordinates officers who would meticulously obey orders undaunted by difficulties or losses or fears for the future; every General knew what would be expected of him (and approved of it) and took care to have under him Generals of whom he could expect the same. When brute force was to be systematically applied only men who could fit into the system without allowance having to be made for them were wanted. Curzon had deprived Brigadier-General Webb of his command for this very reason.

In point of fact, Curzons report on this matter had been the factor which had turned the scale and won him his promotion against the rival influences of seniority and influence. Read with painstaking care by those highest in authority, the sentiments expressed in it had so exactly suited the mood of the moment that Wayland-Leigh had been allowed to have his way in the matter of Curzons promotion.

Curzon himself did not trouble to analyse the possible reason for his promotion. If some intimate had ventured to ask him what it was likely to be, he would have answered, as convention dictated, that it must have been merely good luck. Right far within himself, in that innermost sanctuary of his soul where convention ceased to rule, would have dwelt the admission that his rise was due to his own merit, and that admission would not have indicated hollow pride. It was his possession of the qualities which he most admired, and which he strove most to ingrain into himself, and which he thought were the necessary characteristics of true greatness, which had won for him the distinction of being almost the youngest Lieutenant-General in the British Army.

The conversation round the mess table was light-hearted. The shadow of calamity had been lifted, for if Wayland-Leigh had been removed from his command the careers of all the staff officers under him would have been gravely checked. As it was, Norton, Brigadier-General, General Staff, would now become Major-General and Chief of Staff of an Army; Commanding Officers of Artillery and Engineers could confidently look forward to a new step in rank, and so on down to the most junior G.S.Os. Everybody drank champagne and became a little noisier than was usual at dinner at headquarters messes, while Wayland-Leigh at the head of the table allowed his big face to wrinkle into an expression of massive good humour. Soldiers had once drunk to a bloody war and sickly season; the bloody war had come, and an expansion of the Army far beyond the calculation of the wildest imagination was bringing with it promotion more rapid than any sickly season could have done.

Curzon drove back to his headquarters with his brain whirling with something more than champagne. He was trying to build up in his mind his conception of the perfect Army Corps, the sort of Army Corps he really wanted. He would have little say in the choice of the divisions under his command, for individual divisions came under and out of Army Corps control according to the needs of the moment. All he could do in that connexion was to see that his major-generals knew what he expected of them  in the darkness of the motor car, Curzons expression hardened and his lips tightened; he did not anticipate much trouble from major-generals.

It was not in the matter of subordination that his mind chiefly exercised itself. He was preoccupied with the less obvious and more detailed aspect of high command. He had seen something of muddled staff work, and he still retained much of the fighting mans suspicion of the ability of staff officers to handle simple problems of space and time. There was going to be no muddling in his Corps. Everything was going to be exact, systematic, perfect  to Curzon the adjective systematic implied a supremely desirable quality. If his officers could not attain to such a standard then he would replace them by others who would.

Curzon made all this abundantly clear to Miller and Frobisher next morning, when he summoned them to hear his news and his decisions. He would retain Miller as his chief staff officer, putting him forward, as would be necessary, for promotion to brigadier-general, General Staff. He would advance Frobisher from third to second grade, always provided, of course, that the War Office consented. He would listen to their suggestions in the selection of their assistants  the more readily because he knew very little still about the relative merits of the men of the General Staff.

But Miller and Frobisher in return must pick the best men who could be got, and must remain uninfluenced by fear or favour. They must work for him with a whole-hearted devotion, and the standard of their work would be judged necessarily by results. Curzon could tell as easily as anyone else whether arrangements were working smoothly or not, and if they did not, then Miller and Frobisher would feel the whole weight of his displeasure.

Curzon darted frosty glances at his staff when he said this. Ever since he had passed out from Sandhurst he had been unable to do tricky problems of the type of: If A can do a piece of work in four days, and B can do it in five days, how long will they take working together? and he knew it, and knew that his staff knew it. Curzon now would be responsible for the correct solution of problems of the same order, but far more complicated, dealing with the traffic-capacity of roads, and divisional march time-tables, and artillery barrages, and even with railway management  for railways came to a certain extent under Corps control. If things went wrong he would have to bear the blame, and he was not going to trust his military reputation to incompetents.

Youve got to find blokes I can rely on, said Curzon. Some of these University wallahs, or those railway men and engineer fellows who carry slide rules about with them. They make bloody bad soldiers, I know, but I dont care about that. Ill do the soldiering.

Curzons experience of his brother officers left him in no doubt at all that in the ranks of what was left of the old professional Army there were not nearly men enough to go round capable of dealing with these semi-military problems, and as the last comer and the junior lieutenant-general he would never have a chance of getting any of them. In these circumstances Curzon had no scruple in making use of the services of civilians in uniform. He could rely upon himself to see that they had no opportunity given them for dangerous theorizing or for interfering in the real management and direction of the Army.

So in this fashion the staff of Curzons Forty-fourth Corps came to include a collection of characters whom a year ago Curzon would not have expected to see as soldiers, far less in the brass hats of field officers and the red tabs of the staff. The Gas Officer was a University of London chemist, Milward, who was blessed with a Cockney accent that would have upset Curzon every time he heard it had he allowed it to. Spiller, who had been a Second Wrangler, was a deputy assistant quartermaster-general, and Colquhoun, whose Lancashire accent was as noticeable as Milwards Cockney, was another  he had had several years experience in railway management. Runcorn (who had been Curzons commanding engineer in the Ninety-first Division, and had come on to the Forty-fourth Corps in the same capacity) had as his assistants a major who had built bridges in India and a captain who had built cathedrals in America.

There was no love lost between the Regulars and the others who gaily styled themselves Irregulars. After a short trial it was found impossible for the two sections to mingle without friction in the social life of the headquarters mess, and by an unspoken agreement the staff fell into two separate cliques, only coming together for the purpose of work. It would have been a vicious arrangement had it not been for the authority of Curzon. He wanted the work done, and under his pressure the work was well done  he wanted no theorizing or highfalutin suggestions; all he asked was technical efficiency and that he got.

The Forty-fourth Corps began to make a name for itself, just as the Ninety-first Division had done. The sector of the front line which it held was always an area of great liveliness. Divisional generals were encouraged or coerced  the former usually, as no lieutenant-general had any use for a major-general in need of coercion  to plan and execute local operations of a vigour and enterprise which called forth German retaliation of extreme intensity. Disciplinary measures, carried out with all the severity which Curzon could wring from courts-martial, kept the Corps freer than its neighbours of the plagues of trench feet and trench fever which afflicted the British Army during that miserable winter.

It became noticeable that in the Forty-fourth Corps area there were fewer lorries ditched while taking up supplies to the line at night. A ditched lorry meant that the driver was saved for that night from undergoing personal danger, whatever privations were caused to the men in the line. Curzon knew nothing of lorry driving, but he saw to it that a driver who was ditched suffered so severely that no one else was encouraged to follow his example. Motor-transport drivers remained influenced by the fear of a sentence of imprisonment to an extent far greater than in the infantry (the time was at hand when plenty of infantrymen would have welcomed a sentence of imprisonment which took them out of the line), and the savage sentences which Curzon obtained for delinquents made the chicken-hearted use their headlights at the risk of drawing fire, and to go on across dangerous cross-roads however easily they could have staged a breakdown.


CHAPTER TWENTY
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EMILY WAS ABLE to eke out the meagreness of her letters with occasional Press cuttings. The notice in the Gazette  Major (temp. Major-General) Herbert Curzon, C.B., D.S.O., to be temp. Lieut-General, 4th Dec., 1915, had attracted the attention of the Press. They printed paragraphs about his phenomenal rise, and in the absence of the details which the censorship prohibited, they fell back upon the old information that he was the husband of Lady Emily Winter-Willoughby, only daughter of the Duke of Bude, Minister of Steel, and that he was connected (they did not say how) with the family of Lord Curzon of Kedleston, leader of the House of Lords and member of the War Cabinet.

Not much was known about generals in the present war  a contrast with the Boer War, when people wore in their button-holes portraits of Buller or White or Baden-Powell. Generals in 191415 had ignored the value to them of publicity, and were only just beginning to realize how foolish it had been to do so. Few people could list off-hand the names of Haigs Army commanders; and yet the public desire for news about generals was quite definite although unsatisfied. In consequence the newspapers grasped eagerly at the opportunity of saying something about Curzon, and he became better known than, say, Plumer or Horne.

Curzon read the paragraphs about this brilliant young general, and the satisfaction the public must feel about the promotion of such a young officer in the privacy of his room with an odd smile on his face. They gave him a feeling of satisfaction without a doubt; he liked publicity, as simple-minded people often do  even though his satisfaction was diminished by the thought that he was indebted for it to these newspaper fellows, for whom he had a decided contempt. It did not occur to him that the publicity was of priceless value to him, and established him more firmly in his new rank than any military virtue could have done. It was left for the Army to discover much later that publicity may so strengthen a generals hand that even a Cabinet would risk its own destruction if it should hint at incapacity in the general who was nominally their servant.

Probably it was those paragraphs which brought Curzon the rewards which he was able to write to Emily about. Foreign decorations flowed in to him  G.H.Q. were generous in apportioning his share. He received the Legion of Honour (submitting stoically to the accolade of the French general who invested him with it) and the Italian Order of St Maurice and St Lazarus, and the Russian Order of St George, and the Portuguese Order of St Benedict of Aviz, so that there were three rows of gay ribbons now on his breast. It was not much to write about to Emily, but it was at least something; Curzon could not bring himself to write I love you, and by the time he had said I wish I was with you (which was only partly true, but could be allowed to stand) and remarked on the weather, the page was still only half full. He did not discuss military topics  not so much because of the needs for secrecy but because it was difficult to describe trench raids and local offensives without maps, and he doubted whether Emily could read a trench map.

Emily was fortunate in finding plenty to say. She told how her father had given up the hopeless task of keeping Bude House properly heated and staffed in war-time, and had solved his difficulties by lending the place to the Government as offices. She described her rural life in Somersetshire, and the patriotic efforts she was making to increase the national food supply. She dwelt in happy reminiscence on Curzons last leave, and told how much she was looking forward to his next, although she appreciated how difficult it was for a man in his position to get away. In fact Emily chattered away in her letters with a spirit and freedom only to be explained by her delight in having a confidant for the first time in her life.

As the winter ended and the summer began a new topic crept into Emilys letter. Her mother (whose work on committees caused her to spend half her time in London) was full of the news that a battle was about to be fought which was to end the war. The Duchess said that July 1st was the date fixed. Emily hoped it was true, because at that rate she would have her husband home with her in time for the beginning of the hunting season.

Curzon boiled with anger as he read the artless words  not anger with his wife, but with the thoughtless civilians who were gossiping about matters of the utmost military importance. He was absolutely certain that no soldier could have made the disclosure. It must be the fault of the politicians and the women. Curzon knew well enough that the Germans must be aware of the prospect of an offensive on the Somme. The huge ammunition dumps, the accumulation of gun positions, the new roads and the light railways, for much of which his own staff was responsible, must have given that away long ago. But that the very date should be known was an appalling thought. He wrote with fury to the Duke, and the Duke replied more moderately. It was not he who had told the Duchess  he had learned not to entrust her with secrets of state  but the fact was common gossip in politico-social circles in London. He would be more ready to blame the staff in France than the politicians in England.

That was poor comfort to Curzon, who could only set his teeth and urge on his staff to further efforts to ensure certain success on the great day. In the conferences at Army Headquarters statistics were brought forward to show how certain success would be. For every division employed at Loos there would be five on the Somme. For every gun, twenty. For every shell, two hundred. It was inconceivable that an effort on such a scale should fail; there had never been such an accumulation of force in the history of the world. It was doubtful, bearing in mind the heavy losses the Germans had been experiencing at Verdun, whether it was all quite necessary, but as the Chief of Staff of the Sixth Army pointed out, no one ever yet lost a battle by being too strong.

The divisions were slowly moving up into place. The elaborate time-tables for the reinforcement and relief of units in the heat of action were settled to the last minute. Then with a crash the bombardment opened. Curzon went up the line to watch the effect. It seemed quite impossible for anything to live a moment under that hell of fire. The German trenches were blotted out by the smoke and the debris. And that bombardment extended for miles back from the front line, and was to endure for a hundred and sixty-eight hours. He had signed orders drawn up by his Commanding Officer of Artillery which had cunningly distributed the fire of the mass of guns at his disposal over every important point in the German defences on his sector  and five other Lieutenant-Generals had signed similar orders.

A week of expectation followed, a week during which the bombardment raved louder than the loudest brief thunderstorm anyone had ever heard; the biggest noise which had shaken the world since it had settled down into its present shape, louder than avalanches, louder than the crackling of ice-floes or the explosion of volcanoes. The preparations continued without a hitch. Ingenious people solved the problem of finding drinking water for half a million men on that bare chalk plain; ammunition flowed in steadily from railheads to dumps, from dumps to guns; divisions packed themselves neatly into the camps and bivouacs awaiting them. There were no last-minute difficulties, no sudden emergencies. Curzon drove and rode hither and thither through his area and was satisfied. He had done good work for England.

He was stern and unmoved on the morning of July 1st. He shaved himself with a steady hand, long before dawn; he drank his coffee and ate his eggs and bacon (he experienced a momentary distaste for them at first sight, but he fought that down) while the bombardment rose to its maximum pitch. With a calm that was only partly assumed he stalked into the inner headquarters office where Miller and Frobisher, Spiller and Runcorn, Follett and Greven, and a dozen other officers were waiting, drumming on the green-baize tables with their fingers and looking at their watches. Colquhoun was biting his nails. Curzon lit his cigar with care; as he struck the match, under the furtive gaze of his staff, came the moment for the lifting of the barrage. There was a moments appalling silence, followed by a crash which seemed louder than it was in consequence of the silence which had preceded it. Curzon held the flame to the cigar with steady fingers, drawing slowly until the cigar was lit as well as a good cigar deserved to be lit. As the tobacco flared a hundred and twenty thousand Englishmen were rising up from the shelter of their trenches and exposing their bodies to the lash of the German machine-guns hastily dragged from the dug-outs; but that was no reason for an English general to show un-English emotion.

Even now, despite all the elaborate precautions which had been taken to ensure the prompt passage of messages, despite telephones and buzzers and runners and pigeons and aeroplanes and dispatch riders, there must necessarily be a long wait before the reports came in. Runcorn rose and paced about the cramped space between the tables, to Curzons unspoken irritation. Greven blew his nose. Colquhoun dealt with a couple of messages whose arrival made everyone stir expectantly, but proved to be no more than railway routine matters.

Then, in a flood, the reports began to pour in. Divisional commanders were reporting progress. The Army Command telephoned, demanding news, describing the result of the attacks on the flanks of the Forty-fourth Corps, issuing hasty orders to meet the new situation. Irascible messages came in from the Corps Headquarters on each side. Miller sat with Curzon, the maps before them, and a tray of coloured pins with which to indicate the situation. Despite the rush and the bustle, there was a strange lack of force about the general tenor of the reports, considered in sum. One unit or other seemed to be always behind the rest with its news, and that gave unreality to the situation. Terrys division had found the wire in their front uncut over wide sectors; it was only in places that they had reached the enemys front line, and heavy fighting was in progress. Franklin reported that his division was still progressing, but he reported heavy losses  fifty per cent was his estimate, at which Curzon tugged at his moustache with annoyance. The man must be unnerved to say a thing like that. He would have small enough means of knowing yet, and no division could possibly suffer fifty per cent of losses in an hours attack on an enemy who had just been subjected to seven days bombardment. Similarly Terry must be exaggerating the amount of uncut wire.

What about Green? Follett brought the message from Green. His men were all back in their trenches again, such as survived. They had made no progress at all. On that instant, Hobday of the Forty-first Corps on the right telephoned. The failure of the Forty-fourth Corps to push forward their right wing  Greens division, in other words  had left their flank exposed. Curzon spoke to Green personally on the telephone. His division must be roused up and sent forward again. The positions in front of it must be stormed at all costs. At all costs, said Curzon with emphasis. No officer could plead ignorance of what that implied, or find excuses for disobedience. Curzon called for Deane, commanding his artillery, and ordered further artillery support for Green. Deane tended to demur; he pleaded the rigours of a set time-table and the disorder which would follow counter-order, but Curzon overrode him.

Sixth Army were on the telephone, demanding amplification of the meagre report Frobisher was doling out to them. Curzon dealt with them. He could not amplify the news yet. He was sending stringent orders to his divisional commanders for more details. But what was coming through was positive enough. As he rang off a glance at the clock surprised him. Time was racing by. According to plan his advance should be a mile deep in the German line by now, yet half his forces had not advanced at all and the other half were fighting desperately to retain meagre gains. Halleck and the reserve division should be on the move now to reinforce the advance. That must be countermanded, and Halleck thrown in to complete Greens work for him and clear Hobdays flank. Curzon saw confusion ahead; he telephoned for Halleck to come over in person and have his orders explained to him, it would take hours to switch the division across and mount a new attack. Spiller would have to improvise a route with the help of the I.G.C.

Curzon could hardly believe that things could have gone so wrong. He got through to Sixth Army again for more news. The Tenth Corps and the Third Corps had failed worse than his. Only towards the Somme was definite progress being made. For a moment Curzon felt comforted, because other Lieutenant-Generals were worse off than he. But that feeling vanished at once. The failure of the attack meant the failure of the method of colossal bombardment, and Curzon could see no alternative to that method. Stalemate lay ahead  a hideous, unthinkable prospect. In savage desperation he sent the harshest orders he could devise to Terry and to Franklin to attack once more, and to snatch success where failure threatened. He knew he would be obeyed.

In the first few hours on the Somme the British Army lost three times as many men as the Boer War, with all its resounding defeats, had cost altogether. Little by little, as confirmation trickled in throughout the day, Curzon came to realize the truth. The result of the day, despite the capture of Mametz and Montauban and the advance of the French on the right, had been a decided set-back to British arms. The afternoon brought gloom; the night while the fighting still continued, black depression. It was not because of the losses. They could be borne and made up again. It was because the method of breaking through the trench line had failed  a method devised according to the very soundest military ideas. Napoleon had said that artillery preparation was necessary for attack  they had employed an artillery preparation greater than the world had ever seen. Careful planning beforehand was desirable  the plans had worked perfectly, without a hitch, up to the moment of proof. Ample reserves  there had been ample reserves in hand. It would have only needed for Curzon that night to have discussed the tactical problems with some hard-bitten subaltern for him to have become convinced that the invention of machine-guns and barbed wire, which Napoleon had never heard of, called for a departure from Napoleons tactical methods, and if Curzon had once been convinced it would have been hard to unconvince him.

But comfort came in the end, and from higher authority than an infantry subaltern. Hudson, the Sixth Army Chief of Staff, came down in person to explain to Curzon. The examination of prisoners which had been hastily proceeding through the night had revealed the fact that the German losses during the attack and the bombardment had been heavy. Several German units had been ruined. After their Verdun losses the Germans would not be able to stand a prolonged draining of their strength. If the pressure should be kept up long enough the German Army would break completely. Systematic bombardment and attack, relentlessly maintained, would wear them down.

Their losses are bigger than ours, said Hudson. And if theyre only equal to ours were bound to win in the end.

Hudson paused to sip at the drink at his side, before he brought in carelessly the blessed word which had occurred to someone at G.H.Q. with a more than military vocabulary.

The key-note of the next series of operations, said Hudson, is attrition.

Attrition, said Curzon thoughtfully, and then he brightened as he realized the implications of the word. There would be no need for an unmilitary abandonment of the offensive; more than that, there would be a plan and a scheme to work to, and a future to look forward to. A General without these was a most unhappy creature, as Curzons sleepless night had demonstrated to him.

Yes, said Curzon. I see what you mean, of course.

Its like this  said Hudson, going on to expand his original thesis.

There was excuse to be found for them, and for G.H.Q. too. Anyone could realize the terrifying effects of a bombardment, but no one who had not lurked in a dug-out through one, emerging alive at the end  shaken, frightened, exhausted, perhaps, but alive and still capable of pressing the double button of a machine-gun  could appreciate the possibility of survival.

Two-thirds of yesterdays attack had failed, but there were considerable lengths of the German front line in British hands, where the Forty-fourth Corps and the Seventeenth and the Third had won footholds. From these points the pressure was to be maintained, bombardment and advance alternating. The Germans would go on losing men, and the advance would slowly progress. Something would give way in the end. The German strength would dwindle, their morale would break down under the ceaseless strain of the defensive, and, as a further possibility, the advance would in the end climb up to the top of the rolling crest ahead, and something would simply have to happen then.

Hudsons estimate of the enemys losses was fantastic  he had selected the highest estimate put forward by the intelligence section, simply because anything less seemed fantastic to him. A month or two of losses on that scale would reduce the German Army to a wreck. There would be corresponding losses on the British side, but the British Army could bear them as long as the leaders kept their nerve  and that was the point which Hudson specially wanted to make with Curzon. Not all corps commanders could be trusted as Curzon could be, to push attacks home relentlessly, applying ceaseless pressure to divisional generals.

So that Curzon was to be maintained in charge of his present sector of the front. He would be supplied with new divisions as fast as they could be brought up to replace his exhausted ones, and he must see to it that the attacks were maintained with all the intensity the situation demanded. It was a high compliment which was being paid to Curzon (or at least both Hudson and Curzon saw it as one). He flushed with pleasure and with renewed hope; he had work to do, a plan to carry out, a goal in front of him, and he was one of the five lieutenant-generals who were charged with the execution of the offensive on which England was pinning her whole trust.

After Hudsons departure Curzon called his staff together. He outlined the work before them, and he quoted the figures of the German losses which Hudson had given him. He looked round at them. Miller, dark, sombre, and reliable, nodded approval; the others, even if they did not approve, had learned by now to keep their faces expressionless in the face of schemes they could not oppose.

Our old Ninety-first Division is coming up into our sector, concluded Curzon. We know what they can do. What do you suggest, Miller? Hadnt they 

In this fashion began the orgy of bloodshed which is now looked upon as the second phase of the Battle of the Somme, three agonizing months during which divisions, fattened up in back areas on quiet sectors, were brought up into the line to dissipate in one wild day the strength built up during the previous months. They went into action ten thousand infantry strong; they won a few yards of shell-torn ground, a few trees of a shattered wood, or the cellars of a few houses, and they came out four thousand strong, to be filled up with recruits and made ready for the next ordeal. Kitcheners Army found its grave on the Somme just as the old Regular Army had done at Ypres.

Curzon worked with grim determination during those three months. There was always pressure to be applied to someone  transport officers who said that a thing could not be done, major-generals who flinched from exposing their divisions to some fresh ordeal, artillery colonels who pleaded that their men were on the point of exhaustion. He did his duty with all his nerve and all his strength, as was his way, while the higher command looked on him with growing approval; he was a man after their own heart, who allowed no consideration to impede him in the execution of his orders.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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ONE MORNING THERE was a private letter (it was marked Private on the envelope) for Curzon, and the sight of it gave Curzon an unpleasant sensation of disquietude. It was addressed to General Herbert Curzon, care of the regimental depot of the Twenty-second Lancers, and had been sent on to him via the War Office  and it was from Aunt Kate. He hesitated before he opened it; he did not want to open it; it was only by an effort of will that he forced himself to open it and read it.

DEAR BERTIE,

Just a line to wish you all success and to ask you if you will do a favour for your aunt, because I have not asked you ever for one before. Our Dick has got to go out to the Front again. He was wounded and came back to the hospital, but now he is better and he is going back next week. Bertie, he does not want to go. He does not say so, but I know. He has done his bit because he has been wounded and has got the Military Medal. I showed him something about you that I saw in the paper, and he said joking that he wished you would give him a job. He said he would rather clean out your stables than go over the top at Ginchy again. He said it as if he didnt mean it, but I know. Bertie, would you do that for me. You have only got to ask for him. Corporal R. Cole, 4/29 London Regiment, Duke of Connaughts Own. I swear that he wont say he is your cousin to your friends. Because he is your cousin, Bertie. He is my only son and I want him to come back to me safe. Please, Bertie, do this for me because I am only an old woman now. He doesnt know I am writing to you. It does not matter to you who cleans out your stables. Your Uncle Stanley and Gertie and Maud send their love. Maud has a fine big baby boy now. We call him Bertie and he is ever such a tartar. Please do that for me.

Your loving



AUNT KATE



Curzon sat and fingered the letter. Aunt Kate was quite right when she said it did not matter to him who cleaned out his stables. Curzon really had not troubled his mind with regard to the dispensing of patronage at his headquarters. He had no knowledge of how the grooms and clerks and servants there had been appointed to their soft jobs  nor would he trouble as long as they were efficient. A single telephone message would suffice to give him Corporal Richard Coles services  the 4/29 London was in Terrys division and coming back to the line soon.

But Curzon had no intention of sending for him; he formed the resolution after only brief reflection. Cole had his duty to do like everyone else, and there was no reason why he should be selected rather than any other for a safe billet. Curzon had always frowned on favouritism  he reminded himself how he had sent back Horatio Winter-Willoughby to regimental duty. He was not going to deprive the fighting forces of the services of a valuable trained N.C.O. He tore the letter up slowly. He was glad that he had reached that decision, because otherwise a request by a Lieutenant-General for the services of a corporal would have been sure to excite comment, and Cole would be sure to talk about the relationship, and Greven would hear, and from Greven the news would reach the Duchess, and from the Duchess it would go on to Emily. He did not want Emily to know he had a Cockney cousin  to shake that thought from him he plunged back furiously into his work.

In fact he was able to forget all about his cousin again in the stress and strain of the last weeks of the Battle of the Somme, and the excitement of the first entry into action of the tanks, and the need to combat the growing paralysis caused by the October rains and the exhaustion of his units. Only was he reminded of the affair when yet another letter, addressed in the same way, was put into his hands. There was a telegraph form inside addressed to Shoesmith Road, Brixton  Regret to inform you Corporal R. Cole killed in action Nov. 1st. There was only one word on the sheet of notepaper enclosing the telegraph form, and that was printed large  MURDERER.

His hands shook a little as he tore the papers into fragments, and his face lost a little of its healthy colour. He had never been called that before. It was a hideous and unjust accusation, and it made him furiously angry; he was angrier still  although he did not know it  because he was subconsciously aware that there were plenty of people who would most unreasonably have agreed with Aunt Kate. He did not like to be thought a murderer even by fools with no knowledge of duty and honour.

The memory of the incident poisoned his thoughts for a long time afterwards. When he went on leave  his first leave for eleven months  he was almost moved to confide in Emily about it. He knew she would appreciate and approve of his motives, and he was in need of approval, but he put the insidious temptation aside. His common sense told him that a moments sympathy would not be worth the humiliation of confessing the deceit he had practised for two years; and yet it was his need of sympathy which made him put his arms round Emily and kiss her with an urgency which brought colour to her cheeks and expectancy into her eyes.

After the stress and turmoil and overwork of active service it seemed like Paradise to be back in the quiet West Country, to ride a horse through the deep Somerset lanes with Emily beside him and not a soldier in sight. The freakishness of Fate had placed him in a position wherein he was compelled to work with his brain and his nerves. He had been gifted with a temperament ideal for a soldier in the presence of the enemy, knowing no fear and careless of danger, and yet his duty now consisted in never encountering danger, in forcing responsibility on others, in desk work and paper work and telephone work which drained his vitality and sapped his health.

Emily was worried about him. Despite the healthy red-brown of his cheeks (nothing whatever would attenuate that) she fretted over the lines in his forehead and the increasing whiteness of his hair, even though she tried to look upon these changes in him as her sacrifice for King and Country. There was anxiety in her eyes when she looked at him while they were in the train returning to London  the Duke had expressed a wish to have a long talk with Curzon before he went back to France, and, as he could not leave his official duties, Curzon was spending a day and night of his leave in London although Emily had met him at Folkestone and carried him straight off to her beloved Somerset.

The Duke was worried about the progress and conduct of the war. While talking with Curzon he seemed incapable of coming out with a downright statement or question or accusation. He listened to Curzons bluff phrases, and said Hm, and stroked his chin, but an instant later he harked back again, seeking reassurance. Curzon found it difficult to understand his drift. Curzon was quite ready to admit that the offensive on the Somme had been quenched in the mud without decisive results, but he was insistent that it had done much towards bringing victory within reach. The German Army was shattered, bled white; and if it had not rained so continuously in October, just when the offensive had reached Sailly-Saillisel and Bouchavesnes on the crest of the ridge, the decisive victory might have taken place then and there.

Hm, said the Duke, and after a pause he harked back once more to the aspect of the question which was specially worrying to him. The casualties are heavy.

The Duke felt that was a very mild way of putting it, considering the terrible length of the daily lists  Englishmen were dying far faster than in the Great Plague.

Yes, said Curzon. But theyre nothing to what the German casualties are like. Intelligence says 

The conclusions that the General Staff Intelligence drew from the material collected by their agents and routine workers were naturally as optimistic as they could be. The material was in general correct, but necessarily vague. Exact figures could not be expected, and the data accumulated only permitted of guesses. Pessimists would have guessed much lower. Equally naturally Curzon and his fellows approved of the conclusions reached by Intelligence. If this plan of attrition failed, there was no plan left to them, only the unthinkable alternative of stagnation in the trenches. With just that unmilitary confession of helplessness before them they would need a great deal of convincing that their only plan was unsuccessful.

Youre sure about this? asked the Duke. He wanted to be convinced, too. The task of finding someone to win the war was a heavy one for the Cabinet.

Quite sure, said Curzon, and he went on to say that as soon as fine weather permitted a resumption of the offensive a breakdown of the German defence could be looked for quite early. Tanks? Yes, he imagined that tanks might be a useful tactical accessory; they had not yet fought on his front at all, so that he could not speak from experience. It would take a great number of tanks, all the same, to kill the number of Germans necessary for victory. Only infantry, of course, can really win battles  the Duke was so eager to learn that Curzon could restate this axiom of military science without impatience. Keep the infantry up to strength, build up new divisions if possible, keep the ammunition dumps full, and victory must come inevitably.

Im glad, said the Duke, that Ive had this chance of talking to you. Weve been a bit  despondent, lately, here in London.

Theres nothing to be despondent about, said Curzon. A despondent soldier means a bad soldier; Curzon would be as ashamed of being despondent as of being afraid  he would see little difference between the two conditions, in fact.

It may have been this conversation between the Duke and Curzon which turned the scale of history. Perhaps because of it the Cabinet allowed the Expeditionary Force to spend that winter preparing once more for an offensive on the present lines, and were only confirmed in their decision by the bloody failure of the great French attack launched by Nivelle with his new unlimited ideas. Curzon was at Attas when Nivelle failed, waiting to engage in his eternal task of sending divisions through the Moloch-fires of assaults on the German lines. So serious was the news that a general assembly of British generals was called to discuss it  Curzon was there, and half a dozen other Corps commanders, and Hudson and his chief, and Wayland-Leigh from the Sixth Army with Norton. When Curzon climbed out of his car with Miller behind him and saw the array of cars already arrived, and the different pennons drooping over the radiators, he guessed that something serious was in the wind. Wayland-Leighs car stopped immediately after his, and Curzon waited to greet his old commander before going in. The Buffalo was lame with sciatica, and he took Curzons arm as they went up the steps.

Christ knows, said Wayland-Leigh, hobbling along, what this new how dye dos about. Ouch! I bet the French have got emselves into trouble again.

Wayland-Leighs shrewd guess was correct. When everyone was seated on the gilt chairs in the big dining-room of the château an officer on the General Staff at G.H.Q. rose to address the meeting. It was Hammond, very tall, very thin, with no chin and a lisp, but with a reputation which belied his appearance.

Gentlemen, said Hammond. The news I have to tell you is such that we have not dared to allow it to reach you by the ordinary channels. It must not be written about, or telephoned about, or even spoken about outside this room.

He paused and looked round him as he said this, and one general looked at another all round the room, before Hammond went on.

The French Army has mutinied.

That made everyone stir in their seats. Half a dozen generals cleared their throats nervously. There were alarmists among them who had sometimes thought of mutiny.

As you all know, gentlemen, the great French offensive on the Chemin-des-Dames has failed with very heavy losses, just as you all predicted. General Nivelle promised a great deal more than he could perform.

Wayland-Leigh and Norton grinned at the mention of Nivelles name, and others followed their example. Nivelle, with his gift of the gab and his vaulting ambitions, was an object of amusement to the British staff. They smiled when he was spoken about, like a music-hall audience when a comedian refers to Wigan or to kippers. But Hammond was deadly serious.

The point is, he went on, eight French divisions have refused to obey orders. It is not as serious as it might be, gentlemen. There has been no Socialist movement. The word Bolshevik had not yet crept into the English language, or Hammond would have used it. There are no political feelings at all in these divisions. They only objected to what they call unnecessary waste of life. It is a case of 

Cold feet, interjected Wayland-Leigh, and got a laugh.

Objection to a continuance of the offensive, said Hammond. Nivelle has resigned and Pétain has taken his place. He is rounding up the mutineers with loyal troops. I dont know what measures Pétain will take  I suppose we all know what we should recommend to him. But the fact remains, gentlemen, that for this summer the duty of maintaining pressure upon the enemy will fall on us alone. We must attack, and attack again, and go on attacking. Otherwise the enemy will undoubtedly take the opportunity of falling on our gallant allies.

There was a sneer in Hammonds tone at these last two words  for some time there had been a tendency in the British Army to say those words with just that same intonation; for a year no English staff officer had spoken of les braves Belges and meant it.

So, gentlemen, the battle at present in progress at Arras will continue. The Second Army will deliver the attack at Messines which they have had ready for some time, while plans will be perfected for a transference of pressure to the northern face of the Ypres salient and a drive to clear the Belgian coast. In this fashion, gentlemen 

Hammond turned to the big map on the wall behind him, and introduced his hearers to the Third Battle of Ypres. It was not the Third Battle of Ypres as the long-suffering infantry were to know it. Polygon Wood and Paschendaele were mentioned, but only in passing. The concentrated efforts of the British Army for a whole summer would carry them far beyond these early objectives. Hammond indicated the vital railway junctions far to the rear which must eventually fall to them; and he lingered for a moment over the relief it would afford the Navy in the struggle against submarines if the whole Belgian coast should be cleared.

Hammonds optimism was infectious, and his lisping eloquence was subtle. Curzons mood changed, like that of the others, from one of do-or-die to one of hope and expectancy. There were seventy divisions, and tanks for those who believed in them, guns in thousands, shells in tens of millions. Surely nothing could stop them this time, no ill fortune, no bad weather, certainly not machine-guns nor barbed wire. The enemy must give way this time. All a successful attack demanded was material and determination. They had the first in plenty, and they would not be found lacking in the second. Curzon felt resolution surging up within him. His hands clenched as they lay in his lap.

The mood endured as his car bore him back to his own headquarters, and when he called his staff about him his enthusiasm gave wings to his words as he sketched out the approaching duties of the Forty-fourth Corps. Runcorn and Deane and Frobisher caught the infection. They began eagerly to outline the plans of attack which Army Headquarters demanded; they were deeply at work upon them while the divisions under their direction were expending themselves in the last long-drawn agony of Arras.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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CURZON WROTE TO Emily that there was no chance at all of his taking leave this summer. He realized with a little regret that an officer at the head of an Army Corps would be far less easily spared for a few days than any regimental officer or divisional general. The troops of the line had their periods of rest, but he had none. His responsibility was always at full tension. He was signing plans for the future at the same time as he was executing those of the present. He was responsible for the discipline and movement and maintenance and activity of a force which sometimes exceeded a hundred thousand men.

And he was lonely in his responsibility too, although loneliness meant little to him. Save for Emily he had gone friendless through the world among his innumerable acquaintances. He would sometimes, during that summer of 1917, have been desperately unhappy if he had stopped to think about happiness. But according to his simple code a man who had attained the rank of Lieutenant-General, was the son-in-law of a duke, and had a loving wife, could not possibly be unhappy. There could be no reason for it. Unreasonable unhappiness was the weakness of poets and others with long hair, not of soldiers, and so he believed himself to be happy as the British Army plunged forward into the slaughter of Paschendaele.

For fifteen days  half as long again as at the Somme  twice the number of guns as at the Somme had pounded the German lines. Curzons staff, Hobdays staff on his right, the staffs of six other army corps and of three Armies had elaborated the most careful orders governing the targets to be searched for, the barrages to be laid, the tactics to be employed. The Tank Corps had early pointed out that this sort of bombardment would make the ground impassable for tanks, but after the success at Messines Curzon and all the other generals had decided that the tank was a weapon whose importance had been overrated, and it stood to reason that fortifications should not be attacked without preliminary bombardment.

Once more the reports came in describing the opening of the battle  large sections of the German line overrun, the advance once more held up, the usual heavy fighting in the German second line. Once more the weather broke, and the country, its drainage system battered to pieces, reverted under the unceasing rain to the condition of primeval swamp from which diligent Flemish peasants had reclaimed it in preceding centuries. Already intelligent privates in the ranks were discussing whether the Germans had a secret method of bringing rain whenever they wanted it for tactical purposes.

Curzon in his headquarters, as the days went on and the rain roared on the roof, began almost to feel a sinking of heart. The toll of casualties was mounting, and, significantly, the number of the sick, while progress was inordinately slow. Those optimistic early plans had envisaged an advance a mile deep, and here they were creeping forward only a hundred yards at a time. Tanks had proved utterly useless in the swamp. The Germans with their usual ingenuity and foresight had studded the country with concrete fortresses to hold the line where trenches were impossible to dig, and attacks were horribly costly. There were moments when Curzon hesitated before forcing himself to read the casualty figures of the divisions he had sent into action.

His determination was maintained by the information which Army Headquarters supplied to him. The German losses were heavier than the British; the German morale was on the point of giving way; any moment might see a general collapse of the enemys army. When Curzon rode out to inspect his long-suffering divisions in their rest billets he could see for himself that they were as reliable as ever, and that if they were not as high-spirited and hopeful as the early divisions of Kitcheners Army they were still ready, as he knew British soldiers always would be, to pour out their blood at the command of their leaders  and three years of elimination had given the British Army leaders like Curzon, who could not be turned back by any difficulties, nor frightened by any responsibilities.

Cheered on by the encouragement of the highest command, Curzon threw himself into the work of maintaining the pressure upon the Germans, flinging his divisions, each time they had been filled up with drafts, once more in assaults upon the enemys line, battering away with the fiercest determination to win through in the end. Under his direction and those of his colleagues the British Army used up its strength in wild struggles like those of a buffalo caught in a net, or a madman in a strait-jacket, rather than submit to what seemed the sole alternative, which was to do nothing.

A week or two more  no longer than that  of these nightmare losses and thwarted attacks would see the end of the war, a complete disintegration of the whole German front in the north-east; that was what the Army command deduced from their Intelligence reports. Victory was in sight. Then suddenly Hudson, the Army Chief of Staff, dropped in with a bombshell. The Civilian Government at home had grown frightened at the casualty lists, and were losing their nerve, as might be expected of civilians. There was a suggestion that the Government  the frocks as one famous staff officer significantly and humorously called them  were actually proposing to interfere with the military conduct of the war and to force some scheme of their own upon the command.

No self-respecting general could put up with that, of course. There would be wholesale resignations, and, if the Government persisted and could withstand the effect of these resignations upon public opinion, there would be more than resignations. There would be dismissals, until the Army was under the command of the pliant and subservient boot-licking type of general who always wins promotion under civilian command. It was not idle talk, but an imminent, urgent possibility; in fact, to such lengths were the civilians going that the politicians were actually coming out to France to see for themselves, not on the customary sight-seeing trip, but because they were pleased to doubt the word of the soldiers as to the present state of affairs. Something must be done to impress them immediately.

Curzon was in the heartiest agreement. He was genuinely horrified by what Hudson told him. Civilian interference in military affairs spelt ruin  all his teaching and experience told him that. If the present order of generals was swept away and their places taken by others (Bewly was an example of the type Curzon had in mind) there could be nothing but shame and disaster awaiting the British Army. Curzon did not tell himself that the present state of affairs must be the best possible because it was the present state of affairs, but that was a pointer to his line of thought. Innovations and charlatanry were indissolubly linked in his mind. He called upon his staff to make haste with their plans for the renewed attack upon Paschendaele. The surest reply to these busy-bodies would be a resounding success and thousands of prisoners.

Curzon was shaving early one morning, before the nights reports could arrive, on the third day of that last tragic offensive, when young Follett came into his room.

G.H.Q. on the telephone, sir, he said  and the tone of his voice indicated the momentous nature of the occasion. They want to speak to you personally.

Curzon hurried out with the lather drying on his cheeks. In the inmost room of his headquarters Miller was at the telephone, and handed the receiver over to him.

Curzon speaking, he said.

Right. You know who this is? said the receiver.

Yes, said Curzon.

Is anyone else present in the room in which you are?

My B.G.G.S.

Send him out.

Curzon dismissed Miller with a gesture, and, when the door had closed he addressed himself again to the telephone.

Im alone now, sir, he said.

Then listen, Curzon. You know about the visitors were entertaining at present?

Yes, sir.

Theyre coming to poke their noses about in your sector this morning.

Yes, sir.

They think were asking too much of the troops by continuing the attack at Paschendaele. They as good as told me to my face last night that I was lying.

Good God!

Youve got to show em theyre wrong. What do you think of your corps at the present?

Curzon reflected for a moment. All his divisions had been through the mill lately except for the good old Ninety-first under Challis.

Ive got nothing that would impress politicians, Im afraid, at the moment, said Curzon despondently.

Well, you must. I dont care what you do. Whos that young A.D.C. that youve got? Greven, isnt it? He ought to be some use in this comic-opera business. Call him in and talk it over with him, and for Gods sake remember that somethings got to be done.

Something was done and, as G.H.Q. advised, it was the result of Grevens inspiration.

There is no need to describe the telephone calls and the hurried motor-car journeys which were made in preparation for the politicians visit. Preparations were hardly completed and Curzon had hardly strolled into the headquarters when an awed young staff officer looked up from his telephone and said: Theyre coming!

In ten minutes a little fleet of motor cars came rolling up and stopped outside the house. From the radiators flew the pennons of G.H.Q. A motley crowd climbed out of the cars  the khaki and red of the General Staff, the new horizon blue of the French Army, officers in the maternity jackets of the Royal Flying Corps; and among the crowd of uniforms were half a dozen figures in ludicrous civilian clothes. Curzon noted their long hair and shapeless garments with contempt. They gawked about them like yokels at a fair. They were stoop-shouldered and slack. He came forward reluctantly to be introduced.

This is Lieutenant-General Curzon, sir, commanding the Forty-fourth Corps, said the senior staff officer present. At the moment of making the introduction the staff officer, his face turned from the civilian, raised his eyebrows in inquiry, and Curzon nodded in return.

We want to show these gentlemen, General, said the staff officer, something of the troops that have been engaged at Paschendaele. Have you got any specimens on view?

Why, yes, replied Curzon. Theres the Ninety-first Division coming out of the line now. If we drive over to the cross-roads we ought to meet them.

Theyve had a pretty bad time, put in Greven, with all the deference expected of a junior staff officer venturing to demur from a suggestion of his chief.

Thats just what we want to see, put in the leader of the visitors. Yet the stilted artificiality of the conversation could hardly have escaped his attention  his mind was one of the keenest in Europe  had not the circumstances been so entirely natural.

The fleet of motor cars, augmented now by those of the Corps, continued their dreary way through the rain over the jolting pavé. Curzon found himself beside a sharp-featured little man whose manner reminded him of Sir Henrys on the first occasion on which he dined at the Duchesss. Curzon was plied with questions throughout the short journey, but none of the answers he gave was particularly revealing. For one thing Curzon had partly acquired the art by now of being uncommunicative without being rude; and for another he was so excited about the outcome of this very doubtful affair that he had hardly any words to spare for a civilian in a suit whose trousers bagged at the knees.

Suddenly the whole cortège slowed down and drew up at the side of the road. Everybody got out and splashed about in the slush.

Here comes the Ninety-first, said Miller, pointing. Greven pushed himself forward. Their numbers seem a little low, he said, but thats only to be expected when theyve had ten days in the line.

The staff officers from G.H.Q. played up nobly. They shielded Curzon, who was the least accomplished actor of them all, by grouping themselves round him and surrounding him with a protective barrage of professional explanation.

The Ninety-first came trailing down the long, straight road. They had believed that the War held no new surprise for them until to-day. They had been turned out of their comfortable rest billets at a moments notice, formed up into column without explanation and sent marching post haste up the road towards the front. Everybody had naturally assumed that they were being sent in to make a new attack or to fill up some gap caused by a German counter-attack, and everybodys spirits had fallen accordingly. Then suddenly at a cross-roads their march had been diverted and they were being marched back post haste away from the line again. The explanation of the manoeuvre entirely escaped them, even when they saw the string of motor cars with fluttering pennons and the group of visitors watching them march by. They had had a fortnights rest and they were extraordinarily cheered by their reprieve from front-line duty. Naturally they were wet and muddy and weary with their long march through the mud, but their spirits were high. They marched with all the spring and swing of men ready for anything  and this was carefully pointed out to the politicians by the staff officers from G.H.Q. Their muddiness and their wetness were nothing compared with the condition of the troops marching from the line at Paschendaele. Troops after that ordeal hardly had anything human about them; they were generally so sheeted in mud that only the whites of their eyes showed up uncannily out of uniform greyish-brown mask.

There doesnt seem to be much the matter with these men, said the sharp-nosed little politician who sat beside Curzon. He sounded disappointed as he said it.

Of course not, said Miller breezily.

Reeves, commanding the Rifle Battalion in the divisions second brigade, had his men most in hand and was the officer upon whose histrionic ability Curzons staff had placed most reliance. The Rifles were marching past the group just when Miller had made his last remark and at a signal from Reeves they broke into a wild burst of cheering. They did not know whom they were cheering nor why, but a British battalion after a fortnights rest can generally be relied upon to cheer lustily at the call of a popular commanding officer.

There, said Miller. Youd never hear broken-spirited men cheering like that.

And soon after that the drenched politicians and staff officers climbed back into their motor cars and returned to G.H.Q. Curzon had done his best for the Army. It would not be his fault if he and his brother soldiers were held back at the moment of victory.

But the rain which had poured down upon prisoners and politicians alike extinguished the last chance of victory. Paschendaele was taken  a statistician might have calculated that the miserable village cost, in the shells hurled against it and in pensions paid to the dependants of the dead, about three hundred times as much as a similar area in the most valuable part of New York covered with intact skyscrapers. The ridge was crowned, but the higher command had decided that there was nothing to be gained by trying to push on. The high hopes of capturing Bruges and Zeebrugge had vanished; even if further efforts could be asked of the troops (as Curzon maintained) there was no chance of keeping the troops in the front line supplied well enough to maintain an offensive across the three miles of shell-torn swamp which they had conquered.

Curzon was informed of this decision in the course of a visit to Sixth Army Headquarters; he was closeted alone with Hudson for a long time. Yet during that interview Hudson was disinclined to discuss the future of the War. His own efforts had ended in failure, and now the Third Army was planning a tank offensive in the Cambrai sector regarding which his opinion was not even being asked. Hudson skirted round controversial subjects with a good deal of tact. He was full of appreciation for Curzons recent work, and as well as Curzons relentlessness in command he was pleased to approve of Curzons handling of the matter of the troops back from the front.

That was first rate, said Hudson, grinning. It was absolutely convincing  took em in completely. Serve em right.

Curzon grinned back. There was joy in the thought that soldiers could outwit politicians in other things as well as military affairs.

Oh, yes, by the way, said Hudson. Youd better take your leave now while things are quiet.

Thank you very much, said Curzon. I was intending to ask you.

Therell be a special reason for it, though, said Hudson.

Indeed?

Yes. Hudsons expression was one of ungainly whimsicality. He fumbled with the papers on his desk to prolong the dramatic moment. You will have to be present at an investiture.

Curzons heart leaped; he guessed now what Hudson was going to say  he had been modestly hoping for this ever since the Somme.

The future Sir Herbert Curzon, K.C.M.G., said Hudson. Greven gets the D.S.O., of course. Yes, Im glad Im the first to congratulate you. The very strongest recommendations have gone through both from here and from G.H.Q., and Im glad that someone in Londons got sense enough to act on them. Youd better take your leave from the day after to-morrow.

Curzon was genuinely delighted with the news. He was glad to be a knight. Socially it was a distinction, and professionally too  only a minority of corps commanders received knighthood. There would be a ribbon and star to wear with full-dress uniform, and it would be pleasant to be addressed by servants as Sir Herbert. Incidentally he had never really liked being announced with his wife as General and Lady Emily Curzon. Sir Herbert and Lady Emily Curzon, on the other hand, sounded much better.

When he reached England, Emily was inclined to agree; she was glad for Curzons sake even though she herself was sorry because the investiture would take him from her side for a day and would compel them to stay in war-time November London, where the Duchess insisted on claiming (or, rather, assumed as a natural right) too much of his attention. The Duchess was full of gossip as usual  the Duke told Curzon that it beat him where she got it from  and although the Navy in its life-and-death struggle with German submarines was occupying more of her attention than the Army nowadays, she found time to try and pump Curzon about the new offensive, regarding which she had heard rumours.

Curzon was relieved to find that it was only rumours which she had heard  many of the leaks of information must have been stopped  and that the main reason for her curiosity was this very vagueness. Offensives of the ordinary sort had no more charm of novelty for London society by now than they had for the men in the trenches, but there was a quality about the new rumours which stimulated her interest. Curzon was tactfully reticent. He knew little enough about this Cambrai stunt as it was, and neither he nor his corps was to be employed. Moreover, it was to be a tank affair, and, frankly, he was not interested in tanks after they had disappointed him at Arras and Paschendaele. His unconcern actually deluded the Duchess into believing that the rumours had been exaggerated, and she went back to her new interest of trying to find out the latest about the new American Expeditionary Force.

However, she called upon Curzon and Emily at their hotel on the evening of the investiture  naturally she wanted to hear about that. So it came about that she was present when a servant came in with the information that the Duke of Bude would like to speak to Sir Herbert Curzon on the telephone.

I wonder what your father wants, dear, said the Duchess to Emily during Curzons absence.

I cant imagine, mother, said Emily.

Meanwhile Curzon was standing in the little glass box (which was the home of the telephone at even luxurious hotels in 1917) listening in amazement to the Dukes voice and to the news it was conveying to him with excited volubility.

Theres good news, Curzon, said the Duke. Best since the war began. Theres no harm in my telling you  its being made public as quickly as possible. Weve won a big victory.

Where?

On the Western front, of course. Cambrai.

My God!

Theres no doubt about it. Five miles advance up to now. Five thousand prisoners. Two hundred guns. The cavalry are being brought into action. The wars as good as won. Its the tanks that have done it.

God bless my soul.

Three months of agony at Third Ypres had won no greater result.

Ill come in later, if youre going to be in, and discuss it with you.

Very good.

Emily and the Duchess thought that Curzons expression on his return portended bad news; they were relieved when in reply to their startled Whatevers the matter? Curzon told them that England had won a victory. It was irritating in the extreme to Curzon to have to recount that in his absence from France a battle had been won in which his corps had played no part, and that the principal instrument of victory had been a weapon he despised  he remembered his cutting rudeness to his Tank staff officer when the latter had ventured to make suggestions. He could have swallowed the affront of the success of the tank if he and his men had shared in it. As it was he was exceedingly angry; apprehensive, as well, because the Dukes preposterous optimism over the telephone had almost infected him with doubt lest the war should be won before his leave expired. He would be a fool in his own eyes then.

He was hardly as angry as the Duchess, all the same.

Ill never forgive you, Bertie, she said bitterly. And as for young Gordon, hes finished as far as Im concerned. Here have I been going round, and whenever anyones said that there was going to be a big push soon Ive said: Oh, no, Im quite sure youre wrong. Theres not going to be anything of the kind. I know for certain. I shant be able to hold up my head again.

Fortunately the Duke on his arrival was able to suggest a very satisfactory way out of the difficulty, presumably by the aid of his political experience.

Dont worry, my dear, he said. Youll be able to say that you knew about it all the time, but denied the rumours so that the Germans would be lulled into insecurity. You can say that you were acting in obedience to a Royal command, because it was well known that whatever you said was given great attention in Berlin.

The Duchess thought that a brilliant suggestion.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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IN THE MORNING the newspapers proclaimed Englands victory in flaming headlines. There could be no doubt about it. Curzons appetite for his war-time breakfast (not nearly as appetizing as the ones served him at his headquarters in France) quite failed him as he read. Envy and apprehension between them stirred up strange passions within him, to such an extent that after breakfast he made an excuse to Emily and slipped away to telephone to General Mackenzie at the War Office. He did not dare tell Emily that he was going to suggest that he sacrificed the remainder of his leave in order to make sure of missing no more of the glory which was to be found in France.

But Mackenzie seemed to be in an odd mood.

I shouldnt worry, if I were you, Curzon, he said.

But I dont want to miss anything, persisted Curzon.

Well  no, look here, Curzon, take my advice and dont worry.

I dont understand Im afraid.

Dont you? Perhaps thats my fault. But on the other hand perhaps it isnt. Now ring off, because Im busy.

There was a small grain of comfort in the conversation, Curzon supposed, but it was woefully small. Out in the streets as he went for his walk with Emily, the church bells were ringing a peal of victory, such as London had not heard for three dark years. Emilys happy chatter at his side received small attention from him. He brought tears into her eyes by declining flatly to go to Somerset for the rest of his leave  he felt that he did not dare to quit the centre of affairs and put himself six hours farther away from France. He could picture in his minds eye the rolling downland on which the victory had been won, and his mind dwelt on the armies pouring forward to victory at that very moment while he was left behind here in England and ignominy.

The evening papers told the same tale of a continued advance and of further captures. The whole Press was jubilant, and Curzon remembered bitterly the cautious half-praise which had been grudgingly dealt out to him in the Press (not by name, of course, but by implication) for his greatest efforts at Third Ypres. He began to lose confidence in himself, and when a soldier of Curzons type loses confidence in himself there is little else for him to lose. He told himself repeatedly, and with truth, that he was not jealous of the success of others. It was not that which was troubling him, but the thought that there were still six days of his leave left.

Then in the morning there was a change. Curzon was no literary critic, but he sensed, even although he would not have been able to label it, the note of caution in the newspaper comments on the progress of the Battle of Cambrai. There was a decided tendency to warn the public not to expect too much. Curzon could imagine the sort of reports which would be coming in to Corps Commanders from Divisional Headquarters  he had received them often enough. Reports of a stiffening resistance, of the arrival of new German divisions at the front, of the establishment of a fresh defensive line which only a prolonged bombardment could reduce. He could read the symptoms with certainty, and he knew now that General Mackenzie had been right when he told him not to worry  enough details must already have trickled through to the Imperial General Staff at that early stage of the battle for Mackenzie to have formed his judgement.

So Curzon was fully reconciled to spending the rest of his leave in England, and he brought a new pleasure into Emilys heart by consenting to go down into Somersetshire with her for his last four days. Emily was more anxious and worried about him than she had previously been. Perhaps the revelation of Curzons attitude during the Battle of Cambrai had shown her an aspect of his character with which she had not been previously familiar, or perhaps with her womans intuition she could guess at the changing state of affairs on the Western Front more accurately than Curzon could. In either case she had a premonition of danger. She clung to Bertie during those four idyllic days in Somerset.

There was just enough petrol in the Dukes reserves to supply the motor car which bore them across the loveliest and most typical stretches of the English countryside  lovely even in a war-time December  from Somerset to Folkestone at the end of Curzons leave. Emily found it hard to keep her lips steady as she said good-bye to her husband at Folkestone Harbour, where the stream of khaki flowed steadily by on its way to the ships and to France; and Emilys cheeks were unashamedly wet with tears. Curzon actually had to swallow hard as he kissed her good-bye; he was moved inexpressibly by the renewal of the discovery that there was actually a woman on earth who could weep for him. His voice was gruff, and he patted her brusquely on the back before he turned away, spurs clinking, past the barriers where the red-hatted military police sprang to stiff attention, to where the steamer waited against the jetty, crammed nearly solid with pack-laden soldiers.

At the headquarters of the Forty-fourth Corps Curzon found a new atmosphere. The revelation of the efficacy of tanks to break the trench line had come too late. The alterations of plan forced on the Tank Corps Staff by G.H.Q. had reduced material results to a minimum, and occasioned such losses in tanks that it would be some time before a tank force sufficient to launch a new offensive could be accumulated. Meanwhile the collapse of Russia meant that Germany could transfer a million troops from East to West. Miller had ready for Curzon a long list of new German divisions already identified, and more were to be added to it every day. Where for three years three Allied soldiers confronted two Germans, there was now an equality, and there seemed to be every prospect that before long the balance would alter farther yet until the Germans would possess a numerical superiority, which they had not been able to boast since First Ypres. The staff maps which showed the order of battle of the contending armies indicated an ominous clustering of the black squares of German divisions in front of the British line.

Curzon pored over them for long, scratching his cropped head, and turning repeatedly to the detailed trench maps as he forced himself to concentrate on this unusual problem of defence, with the help of the appreciations to which Miller and Frobisher devoted long hours in drawing up. He presided at long weary conferences with his divisional generals and their staffs, when defensive tactics were discussed. Universally the schemes laid before him took it for granted that ground would be lost in the first stages of the battle should the enemy attack, and he was puzzled at this. He tugged at his whitened moustache as he listened or read. This almost voluntary cession of soil was quite opposed to the traditions inherited from Wayland-Leigh, and the prospect irked him sorely. There had been a few occasions when the Forty-fourth Corps had yielded up blood-soaked fragments of trench in the height of a battle, but they had been very few. He would have preferred to have issued a few stringent orders to hold on to the front line to the last gasp, and threatening with a court-martial any officer who retreated. That was the kind of order which he understood and would have been ready to execute.

But Miller was able to back up his suggestions with a huge mass of orders from Sixth Army, bearing Hudsons signature, in which the greatest urgency was laid upon the need for the economy of life. Two-thirds of a million casualties, incurred at Arras and Paschendaele, had forced the British Army, for the first time in two years, to worry about losses. Curzon found the restriction irksome and unnatural. He had grown used to handling unlimited supplies of men and material, and in the Forty-fourth Corps a convention had grown up under which the prowess of a division was measured by the number of its men who were killed.

Confound it, Miller, he said angrily. Youre surely not proposing that we should give up Saint-Victor like this?

A hundred thousand men had died so that the ruins of Saint-Victor should be included in the British line.

I think wed better, sir, said Miller. You see, its like this. Theres a weak flank here. We cant be sure of holding the sector along here to here. Thatll mean a salient if we hang on to Saint-Victor. It would be all right if we could afford the men, but 

Oh, all right, have it your own way, said Curzon testily. He could not withstand arguments about possible losses.

Into this atmosphere of nervous preparation there came a fresh bombshell from Sixth Army headquarters. The Forty-fourth Corps were being taken out of the line they were preparing to hold and transferred to take over a sector held up to that time by the French.

Yes, Im sorry about it, said Hudson, when Curzon hotly denounced the scheme over the telephone to him. You dont think I want it, do you? My own idea is that G.H.Q. have been weak. We oughtnt to stretch our line any farther. But weve got to, old man, and theres an end of it. Youll find your new sector a bit weak. Buckle to, old man, and get it strengthened while youve got time.

Weak it certainly was. Divisional generals and brigadiers, when the transfer was effected, inundated Corps headquarters with complaints regarding the inadequacy of the wiring, the absence of support trenches, and so on. Curzon passed on the complaints to Hudson.

What do you expect from the French? said Hudson. They cant fight and they cant work, and they expect us to do both for them. I cant help it. Weve picked the Forty-fourth Corps for this sector for that special reason. If anyone can hold it, you can, Curzon, old chap. Were relying on you.

Under this stimulus Curzon threw himself into the work of strengthening his line, while Miller and Frobisher and the others slaved at drawing up new orders to cover the changed conditions. Gone were the days when the front of the Forty-fourth Corps was marked out from all others by nightly fire-works and exceptional activity. Curzons major-generals had no desire to attract hostile attention to themselves. The waste of a night of labour in consequence of a barrage put down by the enemy was a disaster. They sought to extract as much labour from their men as they could  as much as the sacrifices of Paschendaele had left spirit in the men to give.

Curzon studied the new orders which Miller drew up. There were three divisions in front line and one in support  the attenuated divisions which the recent reduction in establishments had left to him. It was a woefully weak force, and as far as he could gather from a study of Sixth Army orders, and those issued by Fifth and Second Armies, there was precious little reinforcement to expect. At first sight the prospect was gloomy. There could be no doubting the menace of the accumulation of German forces in front of him, and the reports which Intelligence kept sending in of the piling up of German artillery and transport. Curzon actually experienced a quailing in his stomach as he envisaged a future of ruin and defeat. The inconceivable was at hand.

Largely because it was inconceivable to him Curzon later took heart. He forced himself to remember the offensives he himself had commanded and directed. Once he had looked upon them as tremendous victories, but, now, in a fresh light, he did not value them so highly. After all, what had they brought? A few square miles of ground, a few tens of thousands of casualties, and then stagnation. Why should he fear that the Germans would achieve more? They had no tanks worth mentioning with which to bring off a surprise like Cambrai. They had no new weapon, and would be compelled to fight with the old ones. When their bombardment commenced there would be ample time to move fresh divisions up to meet the assault  he remembered the number of times when he had imagined himself to be on the verge of victory, and had been held back by the arrival of German reserves; he remembered his exasperation on hearing of the identification of new divisions in his front. He forced himself to realize that he had launched attacks with a four-fold, five-fold superiority of numbers, and that not upon a settled piece of front, but on one hastily built up in the midst of a bombardment, and he had never broken through yet. He could rely upon his men to oppose a sturdier resistance than the Germans, and upon his own will to hold them together during the crisis  he set his mouth hard when he thought of that.

Moreover, the tactical arrangements of which he was approving would cost the Germans dear. There were a whole series of strong points against which the German waves would break in red ruin  how often had he not flung whole divisions unavailingly upon strong points in the enemys line? He felt that he could await the attack with confidence, whatever might be the boastings of Ludendorff and his men.

Intelligence, said Miller, shuffling through a sheaf of reports, keep on insisting that the push is coming on March 21st. They say theyve confirmed it a dozen different ways. Cavendish would bet his life on it. Sixth Army says so, too.

They may be right, said Curzon. It doesnt matter to a day or two, except that the later they leave it the stronger we can make our line. I should have liked another week or two, myself. But beggars cant be choosers  I mean when youre on the defensive you cant expect to choose the day to be attacked on.

No, sir, said Miller.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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CURZON PRESIDED AT the dinner of the staff of the Forty-fourth Corps on the night of March 20th. He remembered how Wayland-Leigh had provided champagne on the eve of other battles, and he sent Greven all the way back to Amiens by car in order to obtain a full supply of the Clicquot 1900 which Curzon specially favoured. Conditions were a little different from those other evenings, for Terry and Whiteman, commanding two of the divisions in the line, had been compelled to refuse Curzons invitation on the ground that they dared not leave their headquarters for so long. But Franklin was there, red-faced and be-ribboned, and Challis  for the glorious old Ninety-first Division had come back under Curzons orders. Challis sat silently as usual, handling his knife and fork so as not to draw attention to his maimed hand, about which he was morbidly sensitive.

The dinner was dull enough at first, because everyone present was overtired, and the smooth flow of conversation was continually being checked by interruptions as messages came in which could only be dealt with by particular individuals. The wine only loosened tongues gradually, but by degrees a buzz of talk grew up round the table. Stanwell told his celebrated story of how once when he had a bad cold he had been deputed to show a sight-seeing party of important civilians round the front. They had arrived in the dark, and his sore throat had compelled him to whisper as he guided them to where they were spending the night  Step wide here, please, Stoop under this wire, please.

At last one of the civilians whispered back to him: How far off are the Germans?

Oh, about ten miles.

Then what the hell are we whispering like this for?

I dont know why you are, but Ive got a cold.

Everyone laughed at that, even those who had heard it before; it was always good to hear of civilians and politicians making fools of themselves. Milward, the gas officer, down at the foot of the table (the Irregulars were dining with the Regulars on this special occasion) was tempted to tell how he had pleaded for a year with Curzon to experiment with dichlorethyl sulphide  mustard gas  and had been put off because he could not guarantee many deaths, but only thousands of disablements.

We want something that will kill, Curzon had said, and the British Army postponed the use of mustard gas until the Germans had proved its efficiency.

Milward almost began to tell this story, but he caught Curzons eye along the length of the table and forbore. Curzon noticed his change of expression, and with unusual sensitiveness felt Milwards slight hostility. As host it was his duty to keep the party running smoothly; as commanding officer it was his duty too. He remembered Wayland-Leigh on the night before Loos quoting Shakespeare as he toasted the advance to the Rhine. He fingered his glass. There was no imminent advance before them, only a desperate defensive. Into his mind drifted a fragment which he remembered of one of Lewis Wallers speeches in the old days when he was playing Henry V.

Come the four corners of the world in arms and we shall shock them, said Curzon, turning to Challis on his right.

Er  yes. Yes. Quite, said Challis, taken by surprise.

The presence of so many senior officers and the small number of young subalterns present prevented the evening developing into the sort of wild entertainment which Curzon had so often experienced in cavalry messes. The junior ranks were unusually quiet, too. Several of them withdrew early on the truthful plea that they had work to do, and Franklin, who was a determined bridge player, quietly collected a four and settled down, rather rudely and unsociably, Curzon thought.

He went out and stared through the darkness towards the line. The night was absolutely still. There was an aeroplane or two droning in the distance, but the sound of their passage was louder than any noise of guns from the front. The bobbing points of light which marked the line of trenches on the horizon were far fewer than he had ever noticed before. There was no breath of wind; the stars were just visible in a misty sky. Curzon went to bed. If Intelligences forecast was correct he would need all his energies for the morrow. He told Mason to call him at five oclock.

Curzon was soundly asleep when Mason came in  he had the trick of sleeping sound until the exact moment when he had planned to wake. Mason had to touch his shoulder to rouse him.

Is it five oclock? said Curzon, moving his head on the pillow, with his moustache lopsided.

Its four-thirty, sir, said Mason. Heres Mr Greven wants to speak to you, sir.

Curzon sat up.

Bombardments started, sir, said Greven. Been going five minutes now.

The house was trembling to the sound. A thousand German batteries  more guns than the whole world put together had possessed before the war  were firing at once.

Mason, fill my bath, said Curzon, leaping from the bed in his blue and white pyjamas.

Ive done it, sir, said Mason.

Any reports? asked Curzon, flinging off his pyjamas.

Not yet, sir, said Greven.

No, of course there wouldnt be, said Curzon. Not for two days did he expect any vital report  the Germans would be fools if they attacked after a briefer bombardment than that.

Curzon had his bath, and shaved, and dressed, and walked into his headquarters office to hear the latest news before he had his breakfast.

Bombardments heavy, sir, said Miller, sitting at a telephone. Gas, mostly. Queer that theyre using gas at this stage of the preparation. And theres thick fog all along the line. Ive warned everyone to expect local raids.

Quite right, said Curzon, and went off to eat porridge and bacon and eggs.

When he had eaten his breakfast he came back again. Miller seemed unusually worried.

Something very queers going on, sir, he said. Back areas are coming in for it as much as the front line. Theyre flooding places with gas.

He proffered half a dozen reports for inspection.

And the cross-roads behind the line are catching it as well. Weve never spread a bombardment out like this.

I expect they think they know better than us, said Curzon lightly.

Terrys reporting that all communication with his frontline units has been broken already, but thats only to be expected, of course, said Miller.

Yes. Any raids?

Nothing yet, sir.

Curzon found his stolidity a little shaken by Millers alarmist attitude. There must be a long bombardment before the attack; in theory there would be no need to do anything for days, and yet  Curzon could not bring himself to order his horse and take his customary mornings exercise. He paced restlessly about headquarters instead. The thick ground mist showed no sign of lifting; the roar of the bombardment seemed to have increased in intensity.

When next he came back Frobisher was speaking excitedly into a telephone.

Yes, he was saying. Yes, and then he broke off. Hallo! Hallo! Oh, hell, and he put the receiver back with a gesture of annoyance.

Wires gone, I suppose. That was General Whiteman, sir. Attacks begun. Thats all I could hear.

An orderly came running in with a message brought by a carrier pigeon and Frobisher snatched it from him. The attack had undoubtedly begun, and confusion descended upon headquarters.

Incredibly, it seemed, the line was crumbling along the whole corps front, and along the fronts of the corps on either flank as well. Curzon could hardly believe the reports which were coming in. One of the chief duties of a general is to sort out the true from the false, but here it was impossible to believe anything. One or two strong points in the front line whose communications had survived reported that they were holding out without difficulty; the entire absence of news from others might merely mean a rupture of communication. And yet from here and there in the second line came reports of the German advance  so far back in some places that Curzon felt inclined to dismiss them as the result of over-imagination on the part of the officers responsible. The mist and the gas were causing confusion; and the German bombardment had been cunningly directed so as to cause as much havoc as possible in the means of communication. Curzon found himself talking to an artillery colonel who was reporting by telephone that the Germans were assaulting his battery positions.

Are you sure? asked Curzon.

Sure? Were firing over open sights with fuses set at zero, blazed the colonel at the other end. God damn it, sir, dyou think Im mad?

Through all the weak places in the British line  and they were many  the German attack was pouring forward like a tide through a faulty dyke. The strong points were being steadily cut off and surrounded  there was no heroic expenditure of German life to storm them by main force. Little handfuls of machine-gunners, assiduously trained, were creeping forward here and there, aided by the fog, taking up tactical positions which destroyed all possibility of unity in the defence.

Holnon and Dallon were lost. As the afternoon came Curzon sent orders to Challis and the Ninety-first Division to move up into the line and stop the advance. His old Ninety-first could be relied upon to do all their duty. Guns, ammunition dumps, bridges, all were falling intact into the hands of the enemy. At nightfall the British Army seemed to be on the verge of the greatest disaster it had ever experienced, and Curzons frantic appeals to Army Headquarters were meeting with no response.

Weve got no reserves to give you at all, said Hudson. Youll have to do the best you can with the Ninety-first. Itll be four days at least before we can give you any help. Youve just got to hold on, Curzon. We know youll do it.

All through the night the bombardment raved along the line. Challis was reporting difficulties in executing his orders. Roads were under fire, other roads were blocked with retreating transport. He could get no useful information from his fellow divisional generals. But he was not despairing. He was deploying his division where it stood, to cover what he guessed to be the largest gap opening in the British line. Curzon clung to that hope. Surely the Ninety-first would stop the Huns.

At dawn Franklin reported that he was shifting his headquarters  the German advance had reached that far. There was no news from Terry at all. He must have been surrounded, or his headquarters hit by a shell  four motor cyclists had been sent to find him, and none had returned. The coloured pins on Millers map indicated incredible bulgings of the line.

Message from Whiteman, sir, said Frobisher, white-cheeked. Hes lost all his guns. Doesnt know where Thomass brigade is. And he says Stantons is legging it back as fast as it can, what there is left of it.

That meant danger to the right flank of the Ninety-first. Before Curzon could reply Miller called to him.

Challis on the telephone, sir. He says both flanks are turned. There are Huns in Saint-Félice, and nothing can get through Boncourt cause of mustard gas. Shall he hold on?

Should he hold on? If he did the Ninety-first would be destroyed. If he did not there would be no solid point in the whole line, and in the absence of reserves there was no knowing how wide the gap would open. Could he trust the Ninety-first to hold together under the disintegrating stress of a retreat in the presence of the enemy? He went over to the telephone.

Hallo, Challis.

Yes, sir.

What are your men like?

All right, sir. Theyll do anything you ask of them  in reason.

Well 

Frobisher came running over to him at that moment with a scrap of paper which an orderly had brought in  a message dropped from an aeroplane. It bore only three important words, and they were Enemy in Félcourt. At that rate the Germans were far behind Challiss right flank, and on the point of intercepting his retreat. There could be no extricating the Ninety-first now.

I cant order you to retreat, Challis, said Curzon. The Huns are in Félcourt.

Christ!

Theres nothing for it but for you to hold on while you can. You must maintain your present position to the last man, Challis.

Very good, sir. Good-bye.

Those few words had condemned ten thousand men to death or mutilation.

If the Huns are in Flécourt, sir, said Miller, its time we got out of here.

Half a dozen eager pairs of eyes looked up at Curzon when Miller said that. He was voicing the general opinion.

Yes, said Curzon. What Miller said was only common sense. But Curzon suddenly felt very dispirited, almost apathetic. What was the use of withdrawing all this elaborate machinery of the Corps command when there was no Corps left? Three divisions were in ruins, and a fourth would be overwhelmed by converging attacks in the next two hours. And there was nothing to fill the gap. The Germans had achieved the break-through which the English had sought in vain for three years, and a break-through meant defeat and ruin. England had suffered a decisive defeat at a vital point. Curzon went back in his mind through a list of victories which had settled the fate of Europe  Sedan, Sadowa, Waterloo. Now England was among the conquered. He tried to find a precedent in English military history, and he went farther and farther back in his mind through the centuries. Not until he reached Hastings could he find a parallel. Hastings had laid England at the feet of the Normans, and this defeat would lay England at the feet of the Germans.

Well move in the usual two echelons, Miller was saying. Frobisher, youll go with the first.

What was the use of it all? A vivid flash of imagination, like lightning at night, revealed the future to Curzon. He would return to England a defeated general, one of the men who had let England down. There would be public reproaches. Courtsmartial, perhaps. Emily would stand by him, but he did not want her to have to do so. In an excruciating moment he realized that even with Emily at his side he could not face a future of professional failure. Emily whom he loved would make it all the worse. He would rather die, the way the old Ninety-first was dying.

He swung round upon Greven, who was standing helpless, as was only to be expected, amid the bustle of preparation for the transfer.

Send for my horse, he said.

Those who heard him gaped.

The motor cars are just coming round, sir, said Miller respectfully.

I shant want mine, replied Curzon. Even at that moment he sought to avoid the melodramatic by the use of curt military phrasing. Im going up the line. I shall leave you in charge, Miller.

Up the line, someone whispered, echoing his words. They knew now what he intended.

Ill send for my horse too, sir, said Follett. As A.D.C. it was his duty to stay by his generals side, even when the general was riding to his death. One or two people looked instinctively at Greven.

And me too, of course, said Greven slowly.

Right, said Curzon harshly. Miller, itll be your duty to reorganize whats left of the Corps. We can still go down fighting.

Yes, sir.

Two minutes, Follett, said Curzon, and under the gaze of every eye he strode across the room and through the green baize doors into his quarters.

Mason was running round like a squirrel in a cage, packing his officers things.

Get my sword, snapped Curzon.

Your sword, sir?

Yes, you fool.

While Mason plunged in search of the sword into the rolled valise, Curzon wrenched open the silver photograph frame upon the wall. He stuffed Emilys photograph into the breast of his tunic.

Here it is, sir, said Mason.

Curzon slipped the sword into the frog of his Sam Browne. There was still a queer military pleasure to be found in the tap of the sheath against his left boot. Mason was talking some foolishness or other, but Curzon did not stop to listen. He walked out to the front of the house, where among the motor vehicles Greven and Follett were on horseback and a groom was holding his own horse. Curzon swung himself up into his saddle. The horse was full of oats and insufficiently exercised lately, besides being infected by the excitement and bustle. He plunged madly as Curzons right foot found the stirrup. Curzon brought the brute back to the level with the cruel use of the curb, and swung his head round towards the gate. Then he dashed out to the road, with Greven and Follett clattering wildly behind him.

The road was crowded with evidences of a defeat. Transport of all sorts, ambulances, walking wounded, were all pouring down it with the one intention of escaping capture. Puzzled soldiers stared at the three red-tabbed officers, magnificently mounted, who were galloping so madly over the clattering pavé towards the enemy. Far ahead Curzon could hear the roar of the guns as the Ninety-first fought its last battle. His throat was dry although he swallowed repeatedly. There was no thought in his head as he abandoned himself to the smooth rhythm of his galloping horse. Suddenly a flash of colour penetrated into his consciousness. There was a group of unwounded soldiers on the road, and the little squares on their sleeves showed that they belonged to the Ninety-first. He pulled up his horse and turned upon them.

What the hell are you doing here? he demanded.

We aint got no officer, sir, said one.

They were stragglers escaped by a miracle from the shattered left wing of their division.

Dyou need an officer to show you how to do your duty? Turn back at once. Follett, bring them on with you. I expect youll find others up the road.

Curzon wheeled his lathered horse round again and dashed on, only Greven followed him now. They approached the cross-roads where a red-capped military policeman was still directing traffic. An officer there was trying to sort out the able-bodied from the others.

Ah! said Curzon.

At that very moment a German battery four miles away opened fire. They were shooting by the map, and they made extraordinarily good practice as they sought for the vital spots in the enemys rear. Shells came shrieking down out of the blue and burst full upon the cross-roads, and Curzon was hit both by a flying fragment of red-hot steel and by a jagged lump of pavé. His right leg was shattered, and his horse was killed.

Greven saved Curzons life  or at least always thought he did, although the credit ought really to be given to the two lightly wounded R.A.M.C. men who came to the rescue, and put on bandages and tourniquets, and stopped a passing lorry by the authority of Grevens red tabs, and hoisted Curzon in.

Pain came almost at once. No torment the Inquisition devised could equal the agony Curzon knew as the lorry heaved and pitched over the uneven road, jolting his mangled leg so that the fragments of bone grated together. Soon he was groaning, with the sweat running over his chalk-white face, and when they reached the hospital he was crying out loud, a mere shattered fragment of a man despite his crossed swords and baton and crown, and his red tabs and his silly sword.

They had drugged him and they operated upon him, and they operated again and again, so that he lay for months in a muddle of pain and drugs while England fought with her back to the wall and closed by a miracle the gap which had been torn in her line at Saint-Quentin.

While he lay bathed in waves of agony, or inert under the drugs, he was sometimes conscious of Emilys presence beside him, and sometimes Emily was crying quietly, just as she had done at that revue he took her to on the last night of his last leave after Paschendaele and someone sang Roses of Picardy. It was a long time before he was sure enough of this solid world again to put out his hand to her.

And now Lieutenant-General Sir Herbert Curzon and his wife, Lady Emily, are frequently to be seen on the promenade at Bournemouth, he in his bathchair with a plaid rug, she in tweeds striding behind. He smiles his old-maidish smile at his friends, and his friends are pleased with that distinction, although he plays such bad bridge and is a little inclined to irascibility when the east wind blows.
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…and at 11.30 the attacks ceased, although enemy aircraft were still occasionally visible…



Paymaster Commander George Brown put his fountain pen back into his pocket, put on his cap and got up from the table where he had been ciphering.

Im going for a prowl, he told the petty officer beside him.

He slid his rather rotund bulk out through the narrow door and down three successive ladders, turning each corner and making each steep descent with the careless facility of long practice, even in the darkness that prevailed with the doors all shut. Emerging on the deck he stood and blinked for a moment in the sunshine, clear, sparkling sunshine which gave less warmth than might be expected in the Mediterranean in March. The sky was blue and the tossing sea was grey, the two colours blending exquisitely, the white caps and the white stretch of the wake completing the colour scheme to an artists satisfaction.

The Paymaster Commander took a step or two farther into the waist, and stood and blinked again. He was not wasting time, nor idly taking the air; he was, as he might have expressed it himself, engaged in out-thinking Mussolini. The guns crews at the four-inch guns, at the pompoms and at the 50 calibre machine guns were standing at their stations; as Artemis rolled in the heavy sea the brass cases of the ammunition expended in beating off the last attack jangled on the iron decks on which they lay heaped like autumn leaves.

The men at the guns were vigilant and yet relaxed, they would lose no time, not one-tenth of a second, in opening fire should another attack be launched, but they were not wasting their strength in staying keyed up unnecessarily. These men were veterans of nearly three years of war, three years during which at any moment death might swoop at them from the skies, and every movement they made showed it. The weapons they handled were part of their lives by now; not toys for formal parade, nor wearisome nuisances to be kept cleaned and polished in accordance with a meaningless convention; those cannons were of the very essence of life, as was the long rifle to the frontier pioneer, the brush to the artist, the bow to the violinist. In a world where the law was kill or be killed they were determined to be the killers and not the killed  the tiger stalking his prey lived under the same law.

The Paymaster Commander had finished outguessing Mussolini; his experience of aerial attacks told him that another was unlikely in the immediate future. And at the same time what he knew from the signals he had been deciphering made him quite certain that the respite was only a respite, and that more desperate work lay ahead even than beating off Italian dive bombers. He turned into the galley, where the Chief Petty Officer Cook, burly and competent, stood waiting for orders  the only man in the ship (until the Paymaster Commander decided to take his stroll), apparently, not engaged in the business of making the ship the complete fighting machine; and yet he, too, had his part to play.

Half an hour to send food round, said the Paymaster Commander. He picked up the telephone. Wardroom.

In the wardroom the telephone squealed plaintively and the Surgeon Lieutenant Commander answered it.

Wardroom.

Hullo, PMO Purser here. Lets have some of my boys back. You can spare em.

The Surgeon Lieutenant Commander looked round him. When HMS Artemis was at action stations the wardroom ceased to be the officers mess and became the Medical Distributing Station. Here the wounded were brought for treatment  the sick bay, forward under the bridge, was both too small and too exposed to be used as anything other than a dressing station. The two casualties were quiet now, and the stretcher-bearer force was squatting on the deck. The Surgeon Lieutenant Commander carried grave responsibility in yielding to the Paymaster Commanders request. A sudden attack might leave twenty  fifty  wounded on the decks; a score of lives might depend on prompt collection and treatment. Wounded left lying were bad for discipline, bad for morale, apart from the guilty conscience which would torment the Surgeon Lieutenant Commander if his job were not properly done. But he had been shipmates for two years with the Paymaster Commander, and could appreciate his cool judgement and sober common sense. Pay was not the kind of man who would make a frivolous or unnecessary or ill-timed request. He could trust him.

Right-o, Pay. Ill send em along.

He looked along the row of squatting forms.

You eight. Youre all galley party? Report to the Paymaster Commander at the galley.

The eight queerly dressed men  between them all they hardly bore a single trace of uniform clothing  scrambled to their feet, and doubled forward into the sunshine which illuminated the waist and halted at the galley. The Surgeon Lieutenant Commander watched them go. Perhaps it was the sight of the ragged group running which started a train of subconscious memory, starting with the recollection of an inter-hospital cross-country race; the Surgeon Lieutenant Commander suddenly found before his minds eye a picture of the interior courtyard at Guys  the green grass, the dribbling fountain where pigeons tried to wash off London grime, the nurses, white aproned, in blue or lilac uniforms, first year students carrying microscopes, third year men lounging, pipe in mouth and comically manly, out from the gloomy entrance to the dissecting-room, the youthfulness and eager anticipation of the best in life. All bombed to hell now, he had heard. The Surgeon Lieutenant Commander shook the vision from him as though it were water out of his eyes when he was swimming; he turned back to take a fresh look at the rating with the head wound. There was a chance that the wounded man might live and be none the worse for his experience.

In the galley the Paymaster Commander was ready with the scheme he had long mapped out, had tested in a dozen engagements. He had six hundred men to feed, and none of them had eaten for six hours. The Paymaster Commander thought of the hungry six hundred with a queer tenderness. He was a man born for parenthood, for self-sacrifice, to think for others. If Fate had made him a millionaire, he might have been a notable philanthropist; if Fate had given him children, he might have been the much loved father of a family, but Fate had ruled that he should be a childless man and a poor one. And as the senior officer of the paymaster branch in a light cruiser his inborn instincts had play in other directions. At present his thoughts were queerly paralleling those of the housewife planning what would be best for her menfolk getting in the harvest or working at the mill  it was only common sense that they should be given the best available, and it was pleasant that that should be what he liked doing anyway.

There was no flame in the range by which cooking could be done  the oil fuel for the range had all been safely drained away below where it was less likely to start a fire  but there was a steam jet, and superheated steam, not the flabby vapour that issues from a kettles spout, but steam at four hundred degrees, live, active steam, can do remarkable things in the quickest time. The cook was already putting the ingredients into the cauldron. No economy soup this, but the best the ship could provide, the best the limited imagination of the Admiralty could encompass for the men who fought the battles. To make the forty gallons of soup necessary the cook was ripping open four dozen vast tins of tomatoes; stacked round him were the sixteen tins of corned beef which would go in next. The Paymaster Commander, without wasting time, took the fourteen pounds of cornflour and began to mix it into a paste with water so as to make it smooth for admixture with the soup. While he was doing so he issued his instructions to the men who came panting up to the galley at the Surgeon Lieutenant Commanders orders.

Get going on those sandwiches, he said. Hopkins, open the tins. Clarke and Stanton, cut the meat. The rest of you see to the spreading.

The men fell naturally into the parts they had to play, like actors in a well-rehearsed performance. The long loaves which the cooks crew had made and baked during the night were run through the slicer, the slabs of corned beef were slapped on the buttered slices, and the completed sandwiches were stacked aside; the knives flickered with the speed at which they worked, and they had no time for speech except for brief sentences  Lets have another tin here, Nobby; More butter here!

Cornflour, meat, vegetables, all had gone into the soup cauldron, and now the Chief Petty Officer Cook dropped in the three pounds of sugar and the handfuls of herbs which were his own contribution to the formula for producing appetizing soup. He stirred with his vast ladle, and then moved the lever of the steam valve round its pipe. Only a slight crackling and tremor indicated that steam from the ships boilers  steam as hot as red-hot iron  was heating up the cauldron.

The Canteen Manager and his assistant came to attention before the Paymaster Commander.

Weve been sent to report to you from the wardroom, sir, said the Canteen Manager.

Very good. Start on the cocoa. Murchie, get those pickles opened.

The Paymaster Commander swept his gaze round the galley. The soup was nearly hot, the forty gallons of cocoa were preparing, the mass of sandwiches nearly completed. He checked the other tubs  they were full of fresh water, in accordance with his standing orders. The Paymaster Commander had fought in another battle, once, in a cruiser which had filled with water nearly to the level of her maindeck. Desperate determination and brilliant seamanship had brought her in tow back to harbour after forty-eight hours of struggle against wind and sea, submarines and aircraft; but those forty-eight hours had been spent without drinking water, thanks to the holing of some tanks and the submersion of the others. The Paymaster Commander remembered the insanity of thirst and fatigue, and never again would he allow his men to suffer that agony as far as it was in his power to mitigate it. These tubs held half a gallon for each man of the ships company  men could go for days on two pints of water if necessary.

His final inspection completed, the Paymaster Commander stepped out again on deck, balancing against the roll and heave of the sea. The horizon was still clear; there were no planes in the sky. On the port quarter the convoy still rolled along over the grey surface. Mussolini, the Paymaster Commander decided, was not going to cause any more trouble immediately; so he took up the telephone again and said Commander. The Commander answered from his Damage Control Station on the boat deck.

Pay here, Commander. Dinners ready to serve. May I pipe to that effect?

Yes, carry on, said the Commander.

The Paymaster Commander made his way forward and heaved himself up over the prodigiously high coaming to the foot of the ladder leading to the bridge.

Bosuns mate, he ordered, pipe cooks to the galley.

The Bosuns mate switched on the loudspeaker, and the eerie squeal of his pipe went echoing through every corner of the ship.

He was a north-country man, and his years in the Navy had not eliminated the north-country tang of his speech. He drew out the double O of the word cooks until it was a treble or quadruple O, and he made no attempt to pronounce the the sound in the the.

Cooks to tgalley, he said into the loudspeaker. Cooks to tgalley.

The Paymaster Commander went back to the galley. In the hundreds of years of the history of the British Navy this meaning of the word cooks had suffered a change. They were no longer the men who actually cooked the food of their respective messes; they were merely the men who, each on his appointed day, carried the food from the galley to the mess. Already they were assembling there; men from the six-inch turrets and men from the four-inch HA guns; men from the magazines and men from the engine-room  in every quarter of the ship one man knew that it was his duty, as soon as he heard cooks to the galley piped, to come and fetch food for his mates who could not leave their stations. The Paymaster Commander watched the food being served out, from A mess right through the alphabet to Z mess; from AA to ZZ, and then from AAA to EEE  food for five men, food for seven men, food for nine men, according to the number in each quarter; for each mess the food was ready stacked, and the Paymaster Commander nodded in faint self-approval as he saw how smoothly the arrangements were working over which he had sat up late on so many evenings. This was his own special plan, and he thought it improved on the system prevailing in other ships. It called for forethought and organization to feed six hundred men in half an hour, men who could not leave their guns, their gauges, or their instruments even for a moment while death lay only just beyond the horizon.

I want those mess-traps brought back, said the Paymaster Commander sharply, dont leave them sculling about on the decks.

It was his duty to fill the bellies of his men, but at the same time it was his duty to safeguard Navy property. Just because a battle was being fought was no excuse for exposing crockery  even crockery of enamelled iron  to needless damage. The cooks had all left, and the Paymaster Commander picked up a sandwich and stood eating it, looking down at the galley party squatting on the decks spooning up soup into their mouths. Five minutes more of this let-up in the battle and everyone in the ship would have food inside him, and be fit and ready to go on fighting until nightfall or later.

He finished his sandwich and pulled out his cigarette case, and then stood with it unopened as a further thought struck him. He looked down fixedly at the Canteen Manager and his assistant.

The boysll want cigarettes, he said. I expect half of em are short already.

The Paymaster Commander was of the type that could use the word boys instead of men without being suspected of sentimentality.

I expect so, sir, said the Canteen Manager.

Better take some round, said the Paymaster Commander. You and Murchie see to it.

Aye aye, sir, said the Canteen Manager, and then he hesitated. Shall I issue them, sir?

Issue them? Good God, no.

The Paymaster Commander had visions of the endless reports and explanations he would have to make if he gave cigarettes away free to the Navy on the mere excuse that they were in action. And he had been in the service long enough to see nothing incongruous in the idea of sailors having to pay for their cigarettes in a ship which might during the next ten minutes be battered into a shapeless wreck.

Half of emll have no money, not after Alex, sir, said the Canteen Manager.

Well, said the Paymaster Commander, the struggle between regulations and expediency evident in his face, let em have credit. See that every man has what he wants. And some of the boysll like chocolate, I expect  take some round as well.

The Paymaster Commander really meant boys and not men when he said boys this time  there were plenty of boys on board, boys under eighteen, each with a sweet tooth and a growing frame which would clamour for sweetmeats, especially after the nervous strain of beating off aerial attack for four hours.

The mess-traps about which he had worried  the fannies of soup, the mugs and the plates  were already being returned to the galley. Things were going well. The Canteen Manager and his assistant filled mess-cans with packets of cigarettes and packets of chocolate, and began to make their way from action station to action station, selling their wares as though at a football match. Like the Paymaster Commander, neither the Canteen Manager nor the men saw anything incongruous in their having to put their hands into their pockets to find the pennies for their cigarettes and their bars of chocolate. It was a right and proper thing that they should do so, in fact.

You men return to your action stations, said the Paymaster Commander to the galley party.

He looked round the galley once more, and then turned away. He walked forward, stepped over the coaming, took one last glance backward at the blue sky and the grey sea, and then set himself to climb the dark ladders again back to the coding room. Even if he did nothing else in the battle he had supplied the food and the strength to keep the men going during a moment in the future when history would balance on a knife-edge  his forethought and his training and his rapid decision had played their part.


CHAPTER 2
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…At 12.05 smoke was sighted…



Ordinary Seaman Harold Quimsby sucked a hollow tooth in which a shred of corned beef had stuck apparently inextricably. He ought to have reported that hollow tooth at least a month ago, but Quimsby was of the type of man who crosses no bridges until he comes to them. He did not let anything worry him very much, for he was of a philosophical nature, filled with the steady fatalism to be expected of a veteran of so much service, even though Quimsby was merely an enlistment for hostilities only. Some men would be uncomfortable up here in the crows nest  not so Quimsby, whose ideal existence was one something like this, with a full belly and nothing particular to do. As HMS Artemis rolled and corkscrewed over the quartering sea the crows nest swung round and round in prodigious circles against the sky, but Quimsbys seasoned stomach positively enjoyed the motion and untroubled went on with the process of digestion.

Cold meat and pickles; that made a meal fit for a king. Quimsby liked nothing better than that. His portion of pickles had included no fewer than four onions, and Quimsby breathed out reminiscently, conscious of, and delighting in, his flavoured breath. He had swallowed down his soup and his cocoa, but they were only slop, unworthy of the name of food. Cold meat and pickles were the food for a man. He sucked at his tooth again, and breathed out again, sublimely contented with the world.

Everything seemed to be designed for his comfort. The chair in which he sat certainly was  the padded seat and back held him in exactly the right position for keeping the horizon under continuous observation through the binoculars laid upon the direction finder before his eyes. As Quimsby rolled and circled round in the crows nest he automatically kept the horizon swept by the binoculars; long practice had accustomed him to do so. A thrust of his feet one way or the other kept his stool rotating from port to starboard and back again, while his right hand on the lever kept the elevation in constant adjustment to correspond with the roll of the ship. Thanks to many hours of practice Quimsby was able to watch the whole horizon forward of the beam without allowing any of his automatic movements to break into his internal chain of thought, from the shred of beef in his tooth to the comfortable state of his inside and from that to unholy memories of that little bint at Alex who had made his last shore leave so lively.

And from there his memories went back to his first arrival at Alex, his first glimpse of the East, and from there to his first voyage to sea back in the almost unbelievably distant days of 1939. He had been up in the crows nest then, too, he remembered and his forehead wrinkled in faint bewilderment at the certainty that the scared, sea-sick, self-conscious youth at the direction finder in those days was, unbelievably but beyond all doubt, the same man who sat there so self-assured and competent now. That first report he had to make, when his binoculars picked up the dot on the distant surface and he had rung down to the bridge, his stomach heaving with excitement and sea-sickness.

Something over on the left, he had spluttered, all his previous instruction forgotten.

The unhurried voice of the First Lieutenant had steadied him.

Where are you speaking from?

Headmast  I mean masthead, sir.

Then thats what you say first, so that we know down here. And you dont say over on the left, do you? What do you say?

On  on the port bow, sir.

Thats right. But its better to give a bearing. What does your bearing indicator read?

Twenty-one, sir.

And how do you say it?

I  Ive forgotten, sir.

Port is red, and starboard is green, said the First Lieutenant patiently. Remember that port wine is red, and then you wont forget. And twenty-one isnt plain enough, is it?

No, sir  yes, sir.

Now lets have your report. Remember to say where youre speaking from first.

M  masthead, sir. Object in sight. Red two-one.

Very good, Quimsby. But you must say it twice over. You remember being told that? If the guns are firing we might not hear you the first time.

Yes, sir. I mean aye aye, sir.

He had been a very green hand at that time, decided Quimsby. He felt self-conscious all over again at the thought of how Number One had coaxed him into making his report in the proper form so that it could be instantly understood. The subject was almost unsavoury to him, and his thoughts began to drift farther back still, to the time when he was selling newspapers in Holborn  the evening rush, the coppers thrust into the one hand as with the other he whipped the copies out from under his arm.

Then he looked more attentively at the horizon, blinked, and looked again with his hand on the buzzer of the voice tube. Then he rang.

Forebridge, came the reply up the voice tube.

Masthead. Smoke on the starboard bow. Green one-nine. Masthead. Smoke on the starboard bow. Green one-nine, said Quimsby ungratefully, all memory of that early training passing from his mind as he said the words.


CHAPTER 3
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… and a signal to this effect was immediately made…



In HMS Artemis a high proportion of the brains of the ship was massed together on the bridge, Captain and Torpedo Officer, Navigating Lieutenant and Officer of the Watch, Asdic cabinet and signalmen. They stood there unprotected even from the weather, nothing over their heads, and, less than shoulder-high round them, the thin plating which served only to keep out the seas when the ship was taking green water in over her bows. Death could strike unhindered anywhere on that bridge; but then death could strike anywhere in the whole ship, for the plating of which she was constructed was hardly thicker than paper. Even a machine gun bullet could penetrate if it struck square. The brains might as well be exposed on the bridge as anywhere else  even the imposing looking turrets which housed the six-inch guns served no better purpose than to keep out the rain. The ship was an eggshell armed with sledgehammers, and her mission in life was to give without receiving.

Was it Voltaire who said that first? No, it was Molière, of course. Paymaster Sub-Lieutenant James Jerningham, the Captains secretary, was sometimes able to project himself out of the ship and look down on the whole organization objectively. It was he who was thinking about Voltaire and Molière as he squatted on the deck of the bridge eating his sandwich. Even after three years in the Navy he still had not learned to spend several hours consecutively on his feet the way these others did  they had learned the trick young (for that matter, save for the Captain, he was at twenty-seven the oldest officer on the bridge) and could stand all day long without fatigue. In the delirious days before the war he had written advertising copy, spending most of his time with his heels on his desk, and to this day he only felt really comfortable with his feet higher than his head.

One way of thinking of the ship was as of some huge marine animal. Here on the bridge was the animals brain, and radiating from it ran the nerves  the telephones and voice tubes  which carried the brains decisions to the parts which were to execute them. The engine-room was the muscles which actuated the tail  the propellers  and the guns were the teeth and claws of the animal. Up in the crows nest above, and all round the bridge where the lookouts sat raking sea and sky with their binoculars, were the animals eyes, seeking everywhere for enemies or prey, while the signal flags and the wireless transmitter were the animals voice, with which it could cry a warning to its fellows or scream for help.

It was a nice conceit, all this; Jerningham summoned up all his knowledge of anatomy and physiology (he had spent hours with a medical dictionary when he wrote advertising copy for patent medicines) to continue it in greater detail. The ratings detailed as telephone numbers on the bridge and scattered through the ship, with their instruments over their ears, were the ganglia which acted as relay stations in the animals nervous system. The rating who had just brought him his sandwich was like the blood vessel which carried food material from the galley  stomach and liver in one  to the unimportant part of the brain which he represented, to enable it to recuperate from fatigue and continue its functions.

The lower animals had important parts of their nervous systems dotted along their spinal cords  large expansions in the dorsal and lumbar regions to control the limbs. The Chief Engineer down in the engine-room would represent the lumbar expansion; the Gunnery Lieutenant in the Director Control Tower would be the dorsal expansion  the one managing the hind-limbs with which the animal swam, and the other the forelimbs with which it fought. Even if the brain were to be destroyed the animal would still move and fight for a time, just as a headless chicken runs round the yard; and, like the very lowest animals, like the earthworm or the hydra, if the head were cut off it could painfully grow itself a new one if given time  the Commander could come forward from his station aft and take command, the Torpedo Gunner take the place of the Torpedo Lieutenant. And, presumably, young Clare would come forward to take his place if he, Jerningham, were killed.

Jerningham shuddered suddenly, and, hoping that no one had noticed it, he pulled out a cigarette and lit it so as to disguise his feelings. For Jerningham was afraid. He knew himself to be a coward, and the knowledge was bitter. He could think of himself as lazy, he could think of himself as an unscrupulous seducer of women, he could tell himself that only because of the absence of need he had never robbed the blind or the helpless, and it did not disturb his equanimity. That was how he was made, and he could even smile at it. But it was far otherwise with cowardice. He was ashamed of that.

He attributed to his brother officers a kindly contemptuous tolerance for the fear that turned his face the colour of clay and set his lips trembling. He could not understand their stolid courage which ignored the dangers around them. He could see things only too clearly, imagine them only too vividly. A bomb could scream down from the sky  he had heard plenty that morning. Or from a shadowy ship on the horizon could be seen the bright orange flare that heralded a salvo, and then, racing ahead of the sound they made would come the shells. Bomb or shell, one would burst on the bridge, smashing and rending. Officers and ratings would fall dead like dolls, and he, the Jerningham he knew so well, the handsome smiling Jerningham whose good looks were only faintly marred by having a nose too big for the distance between his eyes, would be dead, too, that body of his torn into fragments of red warm flesh hanging in streamers on the battered steel of the bridge.

Closing his eyes only made the vision more clear to Jerningham. He drew desperately on his cigarette although it was hard to close his lips round the end. He felt a spasm of bitter envy for the other officers so stolid and impassive on the bridge  the Captain perched on his stool (he was a man of sense, and had had the stool made and clamped to the deck to save himself from standing through the days and nights at sea when he never left the bridge). Torps and Lightfoot, the Officers of the Watch, chatting together and actually smiling. They had been unmoved even during the hell of this morning, when planes had come shrieking down to the attack from every point of the compass, and the ship had rocked to the explosion of near-misses and the eardrums had been battered into fatigue by the unremitting din of the guns.

Part of the explanation  but only part, as Jerningham told himself with bitter self-contempt  was that they were so wrapped up in their professional interests that their personal interests became merely secondary. They had spent their lives, from the age of thirteen, preparing to be naval officers, preparing for action, tackling all the problems of naval warfare  it was only natural that they should be interested in seeing whether their solutions were correct. And Jerningham had spent his years rioting round town, drinking and gossiping and making love with a gang of men and women whose every reaction he had come to be able to anticipate infallibly, spending first a handsome allowance from his father and then a handsome salary for writing nonsense about patent medicines. He had always felt pleasantly superior to those men and women; he had felt his abilities to be superior to those of any of the men, and he had taken to his bed any of the women he had felt a fancy for, and they, poor creatures, had been flattered by his attentions and mostly fallen inconveniently in love with him. It was humiliating to feel now so utterly inferior to these officers round him, even though war was their trade while he was merely a temporary officer, drifted into the rank of Paymaster Sub-Lieutenant and the position of Captains secretary because for his own convenience he had once studied shorthand and typewriting. Those were happy years in which he had never felt this abasement and fear.

Jerningham remembered that in his pocket was a letter, unopened as yet, which he had picked up the day before when they left Alex, and which he had thrust away in the flurry of departure without bothering to open. It was a letter from that other world  it might as well be a letter from Mars, from that point of view  which ought to do something to restore his self-respect. It was in Dora Darbys writing, and Dora was nearly the prettiest, certainly the cleverest, and probably the woman who had been most in love with him of all that gang. She had written him heartbroken letters when he had first joined the Navy, telling how much she missed him and how she longed for his return  clever though she was, she had no idea that Dorothy Clough and Cicely French were receiving from him the same attentions as he was paying her. It would help to bolster up his ego to read what she had written this time, and to think that there were plenty of other women as well who would as eagerly take him into their arms. Only a partial compensation for this fear that rotted him, but compensation and distraction nevertheless. He opened the letter and read it  nearly six months old, of course, now that all mail save that by air was being routed via the Cape.

Dearest J. J.,

I expect you will laugh at what I have to tell you. In fact, I can just picture you doing so, but someone has to break the horrid news to you and I think I am the right person. The fact is that I am married!! To Bill Hunt!!! I suppose it will seem odd to you, especially after what Ive always said, but marriage is in the air here in England, and Bill (he is a First Lieutenant now) had a spot of leave coming to him, and we didnt see why we shouldnt. What will make you laugh even more is that Bill has been doing his best to get me with child, and I have been aiding and abetting him all I can. That is in the air too. And honestly, it means something to me after all these years of doing the other thing. And another thing is I shouldnt be surprised if Bills efforts have been successful, although I cant be sure yet 

Doras letter trailed off after that into inconsequential gossip which Jerningham made no effort to read. That opening paragraph was quite enough for him; was far too much in fact. He felt a wave of hot anger that he should have lost his hold over Dora, even though that hold was of no practical use to him at the moment. It touched his pride most bitterly that Dora should have even thought of marrying a brainless lout like Bill Hunt, and that she should never have expressed a moments regret at having to accept Bill as a poor sort of substitute for himself.

But this sort of jealousy was very mild compared with the other kind that he felt at the thought of Dora becoming pregnant. This simply infuriated him. He could not, he felt, bear the thought of it. And the brutal phrase Dora used  to get me with child  why in hell couldnt she have worded it more gently? He knew that he had always coached Dora to call a spade a spade  not that she needed much coaching  but she might have had a little regard for his feelings, all the same. Those pointed words conjured up in Jerninghams mind mental pictures as vivid as those of bombs dropping on the bridge. Dora and he and the others of his set  Bill among them, for that matter  had always assumed an attitude of lofty superiority towards people who were foolish enough to burden themselves with children and slack-fibred enough to lapse into domesticity; and in moments of high altruism they had always thought it selfish and unkind to bring a child into the sort of world they had to live in. And yet if anyone were going to get Dora with child, he wanted to do the job himself, and not have Bill Hunt do it. Up to this minute he had hardly even thought of marrying, far less of becoming the father of a family, and yet now he found himself bitterly regretting that he had not married Dora before Artemis left for the Mediterranean, and not merely married her but made her pregnant so that there would be a young Jerningham in England today.

He had never been jealous in his life before, and it hardly occurred to him that he had had almost no cause to be. He had always thought that he would smile a tolerant smile if one of his women before he had quite done with her should transfer her affections to someone else. But this was not the case, very much not the case. He was hot with anger about it, and yet the anger about this was merely nothing compared with his anger at the thought of Dora being made pregnant by Bill Hunt. His jealousy about this was something extraordinary. Jerningham found time even in the heat of his rage to note with surprise the intensity of his feelings on the subject; he had never thought for a moment, during the blasé twenties of his, that he would ever feel the emotions of uncultured humanity. For a harrowing moment he even began to wonder whether all his early cynicism had been quite natural to him. This was certainly the third instance of primitive emotion overcoming him  the first was away back in 1939, when he suddenly realized that Hitler was aiming at the enslavement of the world and he had found himself suddenly determined to fight, willing to risk even death and discomfort sooner than be enslaved; the second was when he had known physical fear, and this was the third time, this frightfully painful jealousy, this mad rage at being helpless here at sea while Bill Hunt enjoyed all the privileges of domesticity with Dora Darby. Self-analysis ceased abruptly as a fresh wave of bitter feeling swamped his reason.

He got on to his feet  he, who never stood when he could sit  because he simply could not remain physically quiescent while emotion banked up inside him. A buzz from the voice tube behind him made him swing round, and he took the message.

Masthead reports smoke, green one-nine, he sang out, his voice harsh and unwavering, as it would have been if it had been Dora Darby he had been addressing.

Very good, said the Captain, Chief Yeoman, make that to the flagship.


CHAPTER 4
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… Action was taken in accordance with the orders previously issued…



So thats that, said Captain the Honourable Miles Ernest Troughton-Harrington-Yorke to himself.

The signal flags were already racing up the halliards  the Chief Yeoman had begun to bellow the names of the flags before the last words of the order had left his lips. It would be the first warning to the Admiral that the possible danger which they had discussed previously was actually materializing. The Italian fleet was out, as the reconnaissance submarines had hinted; and if it was out it could be trusted to be out in full force. How many battleships they had managed to make seaworthy after Taranto and Matapan no British officer knew quite for sure, but now he would know. He would see them with his own eyes, for the Italians would never venture out except in the fullest possible force.

He twisted on his stool and looked round him over the heaving sea. Ahead of the Artemis stretched an attenuated line of destroyers, the destroyer screen to keep down possible submarines. Away to port lay the rest of the squadron of light cruisers; the light cruiser silhouette had altered less than that of any type of ship since Jutland, and the ships looked strangely old-fashioned and fragile  mid-Victorian, to exaggerate  in their parti-coloured paint. The White Ensigns with the gay block of colour in the corner, and the red crosses, seemed somehow to accentuate this effect of fragility. Flown by a battleship the White Ensign conveyed a message of menace, of irresistible force; but in a light cruiser it gave an impression of jauntiness, of reckless daring, of proudly flaunting itself in the face of peril.

In the centre flew the Rear-Admirals flag, beside the signal acknowledging that of the Artemis. The Captain wondered faintly what the Rear-Admiral was thinking about at this moment. Away over the port quarter wallowed the convoy, the fat helpless merchant ships, with a frail destroyer screen round them and the anti-aircraft cruiser in the centre. Helpless enough they looked, and yet they bore within them cargoes of most desperate urgency. Malta was threatened with every danger the imagination could conceive  the danger of attack from the air, of attack from the sea, of pestilence and of famine. A civilian population of a quarter of a million, and a garrison of God-only-knew how many were on short rations until the food these ships carried should be delivered to them. The anti-aircraft guns which took such toll of raiding aircraft were wearing their rifling smooth  here came new inner tubes to line them; and the barrages which they threw up consumed a ton of high explosive in five minutes  here were more shells to maintain those barrages. Here were heavy guns of position, with mountings and ammunition, in case the Italians should venture their fleet within range to cover a landing. Here were bandages and dressing and splints for the wounded, and medicines for the sick  the sick must be numerous, huddled below ground on meagre rations.

If the convoy did not get through Malta might fall, and the fall of Malta would mean the healing of a running ulcer which was eating into the strength of Mussolini and Hitler. And to escort the convoy through there were only these five light cruisers and a dozen destroyers  the convoy had to get through, and if it were reckless to risk it with such an escort, then recklessness had to be tolerated. The man over there whose Rear-Admirals flag fluttered so bravely could be relied upon to be reckless when necessary; the Captain knew of half a dozen incidents in which the Rear-Admiral had displayed a cold-blooded calculation of risks and an unwavering acceptance of them. Wars could only be waged by taking chances; no Admiral since history began had ever been able to congratulate himself upon a prospective certainty. The Captain knew how the Admiral proposed to neutralize the chances against him, to counter overwhelming strength with overwhelming skill. The next few minutes would show whether his calculations would be justified.

You can see the smoke now, sir, said the Chief Yeoman of Signals.

There it was, heavy and black, on the horizon.

Green one-o, sir, said the forward lookout on the starboard side.

The big difference in the bearing proved that whatever it was which was making the smoke was moving sharply across the path of the squadron so as to head it off. The Captain turned and looked up at the vane on the mast, and at the smoke from the funnels of Artemis. It was only the slightest breath of smoke, he was glad to see  not the dense mass which the Italians were making, revealing their course and position half an hour before it was necessary.

He doubted if his smoke were visible even yet to the enemy, but it sufficed for his own purpose, which was to show him in what direction the wind was blowing. It was only a moderate breeze  last nights gale which had kicked up the present rough sea had died down considerably  and it was blowing from nearly aft. It was a strange turn of the wheel of fortune that the captain of a modern light cruiser on his way into action should have to bear the direction of the wind in mind and manoeuvre for the weather gauge as if he were the captain of one of Nelsons frigates. But the weather gauge would be of vital importance in this battle, and the squadron held it. The Italians had lost the opening trick, even though they held all the cards in their hands. And this moderate breeze was ideal for the laying of a smoke screen  not strong enough to disperse it, and yet strong enough to roll it down slowly towards the enemy. It was a stroke of good fortune; but the squadron needed all the good fortune there was available if it had to face the whole Italian navy. If the wind had been in any other direction  but yet the Admirals orders had envisaged that possibility. There might have been some interesting manoeuvring in that case.

The Chief Yeoman of Signals was standing with his binoculars to his eyes, sweeping back and forth from the destroyers ahead to the flagship to port, but his gaze dwelt twice as long upon the flagship as upon all the other ships put together. For the Chief Yeoman, during the twenty-eight years of his service, had been in battles before, from the Dogger Bank to the present day, and he felt in his bones that the next signal would come from the flagship. The discipline and training of twenty-eight years, in gunboats on Chinese rivers, in battle cruisers in the North Sea, were at work upon him to catch that signal the moment it was hoisted, so that it did not matter to him that in addition his life might depend on the prompt obedience of the Artemis. He had stood so often, in peace and in war, ready to read a signal, that it was natural to him to ready himself in this fashion, as natural to him as breathing.

The wife he loved, back in England  the service had kept him apart from her during twenty of the twenty-five years of their married life  had been twice bombed out of her home, and all the furniture they had collected and of which he had been so modestly proud was now nothing but charred fragments and distorted springs; he had a son who was a Leading Seaman in one of the new battleships, and a daughter who was causing her mother a good deal of worry because she was seeing too much of a married man whom she had met in the factory. He was a living, sentient human being, a man who could love and who could hate, a man with a heart and bowels like any of his fellows, the grey-haired head of a household, an individual as distinct as any in the world, but at this moment he was merely the eye of HMS Artemis  less than that, a mere cell in the body of the marine creature which Jerningham had been visualizing, a cell in the retina of the creatures eyeball specialized to receive visual impressions.

Signal from the Flag, sir, said the Chief Yeoman of Signals, K for King.

Acknowledge, said the Captain.

The cell in the retina had done its job, had received its visual impression and passed it on to the brain.

The Captain had open on his knee, already, the typewritten orders which laid down what each ship should do in certain specified circumstances, and he had foreseen that the present circumstances were those which would be covered by scheme K  moderate wind abaft, enemy to leeward. A pity in some ways, from the artistic point of view; there would have been some pretty work if it had been necessary to manoeuvre the Italians into the leegauge.

Signals down, sir, said the Chief Yeoman.

Port ten, said the Captain. Two-one-o revolutions.

Port ten, said the Navigating Lieutenant into the voice pipe, two-one-o revolutions.

The moment when a signal is to be obeyed is the moment when it is hauled down; the squadron was moving out to defend the convoy from the Italian navy in the way that had been planned. The Captain swung his glasses round him; the convoy was executing a wheel to port under full helm, the cruisers were turning more gently and increasing speed so as to remain interposed between it and the enemy, and the destroyers in the advanced screen were doubling round, some to reinforce the immediate escort of the convoy in case of simultaneous aerial attack, some to clear the range for the light cruisers. It was a beautiful geometrical movement, like a figure in some complicated quadrille.

Midships, said the Captain.

Midships, repeated the Navigating Lieutenant into the voice pipe.

He broke the word into two, distinctly, for Able Seaman Dawkins was at the helm, perhaps the most reliable quartermaster in the ships company, but once  during that night action  Dawkins had misheard the word and the Navigating Lieutenant was taking no chances in the future. The ship was steady on her course now.

Deep down in the ship, below the water line, where there was the least chance of an enemys shell reaching him, Able Seaman Dawkins stood with his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the compass before him. With his legs spread wide he balanced himself with the ease of long practice against the roll of the ship; that had to be done automatically down here with no stable thing against which the movement could be contrasted, and with his eyes never straying from the compass. It was only a few minutes back  at noon  that he had come down here and taken over the wheel. He was comfortably full of food, and at the moment his cheek was distended and he was sucking rhythmically. A few years back one would have guessed at once that he was chewing tobacco, but with the new Navy one could not be sure  and in the present case one would have been wrong, for Dawkins was sucking a lollipop, a huge lump like yellow glass which he had slipped into his cheek before going below. He had a two-pound bottle of them in his locker, bought in Alexandria, for as Dawkins would have explained, he was partial to a bit of sweet. One of those vast things would last him during nearly the whole of his trick at the wheel if he did not crunch down upon it when it began to get small.

At the time when he left the deck full of soup, cocoa, and sandwich, and with his lollipop in his cheek to top up with, the aerial attacks had ceased, and convoy and escort had been rolling along at peace with the world. While he had been eating his sandwich Brand had told him that there was a buzz that the Eyety navy was out, but Dawkins was of too stable a temperament to pay much attention. He was a man of immense placidity and immense muscle; in fact, as he stood there sucking on his lollipop one could hardly help being reminded of a cow chewing the cud. It was hard, studying his expressionless face and his huge hairy arms and hands, to credit him with the sensitive reactions necessary to keep a light cruiser steady on her course in a heavy sea. He stood there at the wheel, the two telegraph men seated one on each side of him; he towered over them, the three of them, in that small grey compartment, constituting a group which in its balance and dramatic force seemed to cry out to be reproduced in sculpture.

Above his head the voice pipe curved down at the end of its long course through the ship from the bridge; it, too, had a functional beauty of its own.

Port ten, two-one-o revolutions, said the voice pipe unexpectedly in the Navigating Lieutenants voice; the sound came without warning, dropping into the silence of the compartment suddenly, as on a still day an apple may fall from a tree.

Port ten, two-one-o revs, sir, echoed Dawkins instantly, turning the wheel. At the same moment the telegraphman beside him spun the handle of the revolution indicator to two-one-o, and he was at once conscious of the faster beat of the ships propellers.

A sudden change of course; a sudden increase of speed; that meant action was imminent, but Dawkins had no means of knowing what sort of action. It might be dive bombers again. It might be torpedo bombers. A submarine might have been sighted and Artemis might be wheeling to the attack, or the track of a torpedo might have been sighted and Artemis might be turning in self-defence. It might be the Eyety navy, or it might be trouble in the convoy.

Midships, said the voice pipe.

A man of less placid temperament than Dawkins might be irritated at that pedantic enunciation; the Navigating Lieutenant always pronounced the word that way, but Dawkins was philosophic about it, because it was his fault in the first place; once when he had had to repeat the word he had been caught transferring his lollipop from one cheek to the other and had spluttered in consequence, so that the Navigating Lieutenant believed his order had not been correctly heard.

Midships, repeated Dawkins; the ship was lying now much more in the trough of the waves, and he had to bring into play a new series of trained reactions to keep Artemis steady on her course. Those minute adjustments of the wheel which he was continually making nipped in the bud each attempt of wind and sea to divert the ship from the straight line; a raw helmsman would do nothing of the sort, but would have to wait for each digression to develop before recognizing it so that the ship would steer a zigzag course infuriating the men controlling the guns.

The guns were not firing yet, perhaps would not fire in this new action, but it would not be Dawkinss fault if they were incorrectly aimed, just as it would not be his fault if there were any time wasted at all between a decision to change course forming itself in the brain of the Captain and its being executed by the ship. He stood there by the wheel, huge and yet sensitive, immobile and yet alert, eyes on the compass, sucking blissfully on his lollipop, satisfied to be doing best the work which he could best do without further thought for the turmoil of the world outside.


CHAPTER 5
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…an Italian force of two heavy cruisers of the Bolzano type and four cruisers of the Regolo type and Bande Nere type.



Another signal ran to the masthead of the flagship, fluttered to await acknowledgement, and then descended.

Starboard ten, said the Captain, with the Navigating Lieutenant repeating the order, Midships.

The squadron now was far ahead of the convoy, and lying a little way distant from a straight line drawn from the convoy astern to the tell-tale smoke ahead, ready at a moments notice, that was to say, to interpose as might be necessary either with a smoke screen or with gunfire. Italians and British were heading directly for each other now at a combined speed of more than fifty miles an hour. It could not be long before they would sight each other  already the smoke was as thick and dense as ever it would be.

The masthead voice pipe buzzed.

Forebridge, said Jerningham, answering it, and then he turned to yell the message to the Captain. Ships in sight!

As Ordinary Seaman Quimsbys binoculars picked out more details he elaborated his reports with Jerningham relaying them.

Six big ships! yelled Jerningham. Six destroyers. Two leading ships look like battleships. Might be heavy cruisers. Others are light cruisers.

The crows nest where Quimsby swayed and circled above the bridge was twenty feet higher than the bridge itself. It was an easy calculation that Quimsbys horizon lay one and a half miles beyond the captains, and that in two minutes or a little less the Italians would be in sight from the bridge. In two minutes they shot up suddenly over the curve of the world, climbing over it with astonishing rapidity. Visibility was at its maximum; they made hard, sharp silhouettes against the blue and grey background, not quite bows on to the British squadron, the ships ahead not quite masking the ships astern. Jerningham heard the voice of the rangetaker begin its chant, like a priest of some strange religion reciting a strange liturgy.

Range three-one-o. Range three-o-five. Range three-double-o.

There were other voices, other sounds, simultaneously. The ship, was rushing towards a great moment; every cell in her was functioning at full capacity.

Port fifteen, said the Captain, and Artemis heeled over as she executed the sudden turn. Revolutions for twenty-seven knots.

The squadron had turned into line ahead, and was working up to full speed to head off the Italians should it become necessary. As Jerningham watched the Italian ships he saw the leader turn sharply to starboard, revealing her profile; some seconds later the next ship turned to follow her, and then the next, and the next. Jerningham was reminded of some advertising display or other in a shop window. The vicious bad temper which Dora Darbys letter had aroused still endured within him, keying him up. The gap between imaginative fear and sublime courage, in a highly strung person, is only a small one; the residuum of bad temper sufficed to push Jerningham into boldness. He saw those six sharp profiles; the wind, blowing from the British to the Italians, kept them clear of smoke, unsoftened and undisguised. Jerningham went back through his memory, to those hours spent in his cabin of careful study of the pictured profiles of hostile ships, study carried out in a mood of desperate despair, when he knew himself to be a coward but was determined to be a coward deficient in nothing. He had the splendid memory which goes with a vivid pictorial imagination, and he could recall the very pages on which he had seen those profiles, the very print beneath them. He stepped forward to the Captains side.

The two leading ships are Bolzanos, sir, he said. Nine thousand tons, eight eight-inch, thirty-two knots.

Youre sure? asked the Captain mildly. Arent they Zaras?

No, sir, said Jerningham with unselfconscious certainty. And the last three light cruisers look like Bande Neres. I dont know about the first one, though, sir. Shes like nothing weve been told about. I suppose shes one of the new ones, Regolos, and the Intelligence people didnt get her profile right.

I expect youre right, said the Captain. He had turned a little on his stool to look at Jerningham; he was surprised to see his secretary thus self-assured and well poised, for the Captain had seen his secretary in action before and had struggled against the suspicion that Jerningham had not all the control over his emotions which was desirable in the British Navy. But the Captain had learned to control his own emotions, and not the slightest hint of his surprise appeared in his expression or his voice.

I think I am, sir, said Jerningham, dropping back again.

In the Long Acre office he had had the ideal secretary, Miss Horniman, always at hand, always acquainted with the latest development, ready to remind him of the appointment he had forgotten or the copy he had to deliver, sympathetic when his head ached in the morning, and wooden faced and unassuming when she put forward to him an idea which he had not been able to produce, content that her boss should receive the credit that was rightfully hers. Jerningham always modelled his behaviour towards the Captain on Miss Hornimans behaviour towards him. The Captain might possibly have been wrong in his report of what he had seen if his secretary had not put him right, and the Captain would have the credit and the secretary would not, but that was the destiny, the proper fate of Captains secretaries. He could grin to himself about that; the irony and incongruity of it all appealed to his particular sense of humour.

The Captain was a Captain RN; thought Jerningham, only a few grades lower than God; out of a hundred who started as naval cadets only very few ever reached that lofty rank  he was a picked man, with Staff College training behind him, but here was something his secretary could do better than he. It was a very considerable help to think about that; it saved Jerningham from some of the feeling of intense inferiority which plagued him.

But he respected the Captain none the less, admired him none the less. Jerningham looked at him in profile, with his glasses trained out to starboard on the Italian squadron. Those black eyebrows were turned up the tiniest trifle at the corners, giving him a faintly Mephistophelian appearance. It was a slightly fleshy face; the big mouth with its thick lips might well have been coarse if it had not been firmly compressed and helped out by the fine big chin. There was something of the artist about the long fingers which held the glasses, and the wrists were slender although muscular. Jerningham suddenly realized that the Captain was a slender man  he had always thought of him as big, powerful, and muscular. It was a surprise to him; the explanation must be that the Captain must have so much personality and force of character that anyone talking to him automatically credited him with physical strength.

It made more piquant still the sensation of discovering that the Captain had been in doubt of the identification of those Italian cruisers. Otherwise it would have been almost insufferable to see the steady matter of fact way in which the Captain looked across at the heavy odds opposed to him, the inhuman coolness with which he treated the situation, as if he were a spectator and not a participant, as if  what was certainly the case, for that matter  as if his professional interest in the tactics of the forthcoming battle, and his curiosity regarding what was going to happen, left him without a thought regarding his own personal danger.

Jerningham felt intense envy of the Captains natural gifts. It was an envy which blended with, and fed, the fires of the jealousy which Dora Darbys letter had aroused in him.
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… At 1310 the enemy opened fire…



Captain Miles Ernest Troughton-Harrington-Yorke kept his glasses trained on the Italians. Jerningham was undoubtedly right about the identification of them. The six best cruisers the Italians had left; and that was a Vice-Admirals flag which the leading ship was flying. They could not be more than a few hundred yards out of range, either, with those big eight-inch guns of theirs. The Captain looked to see them open fire at any moment, while the British six-inch still could not drop a shell within three thousand yards of them. With the very detailed reports which must have reached them from the air they could be in no doubt of the situation; they could fear no trap, have no doubt of their superiority of strength. It was possible  likely, in fact, in view of the other intelligence  that this Italian force was only a screen for a still stronger one, of battleships and more heavy cruisers, but there was no need to wait for reinforcements. They were strong enough to do the business themselves, two heavy cruisers and four light against five light cruisers.

Only two months ago the situation had been reversed, when Artemis and Hera had come upon that Italian convoy escorted by the two Italian destroyers. The disproportion of strength had not been very different. If the Italian destroyer captains had been realists they would have simply run away, and by their superior speed they could have saved their own ships while abandoning the convoy to destruction. But they had stayed to fight, like a couple of fools, advancing boldly towards the British cruisers, and endeavouring to lay a smoke screen. The first broadside of six-inch from Artemis had hit one of the destroyers  the Captain still felt intense professional pleasure at the recollection  and the third from Hera had hit the other. The two destroyers had been blown into flaming, sinking wrecks before even their feeble 120 mm guns had had a chance to fire; the British cruisers rushing down on them destroyed them in the few seconds which it took to cover the distance representing the difference in range. So the destroyers expended themselves uselessly, not having delayed for a moment the destruction of the transports they were escorting. Very foolish of them indeed.

If the Italian admiral over there  I wonder who he is? Nocentini, perhaps, or is it Pogetti?  knows his business he will turn two points to port and close with us and finish us off. And if we knew our business we would run like hares and save ourselves, and let the convoy go, and let Malta go.

The Captains tightly shut mouth stretched into a dry grin. That was logic, but logic was not war. If it were, Hitler would be dining in Buckingham Palace this evening, and Napoleon would have dined there a hundred and forty years ago. No, that was a slipshod way of putting it. War was perfectly logical, but to grasp all the premises of war was very difficult and it was as fatally easy to draw incorrect conclusions from incomplete premises in war as in everything else. A mere count of the tonnage and the guns of the opposing sides was insufficient; it was even insufficient to include an estimate of the relative excellence of the training and discipline of the personnel on the two sides. There were other factors  the memory of Matapan, of Taranto, of the River Plate; the memory even of the defeat of the Spaniards of the Armada or of the defeat of the Italians at Lissa eighty years back.

The Captain had read somewhere of an unpleasant child who used to find amusement in chasing the slaves round the compound with a hot poker. The child found out quite early that it was unnecessary to have the poker actually red hot; it would serve just as well if it were painted so that the slaves thought it was hot. The slaves might even suspect that it was only painted, but they would not take the chance involved in finding out. So it was at the present moment; the British Navy had a record of victory over odds, and the Italians one of defeat by inferior numbers. This time the Italians might suspect that the odds were too heavy, the numbers too inferior, for history to repeat itself. But it might call for more resolution than they possessed to put the matter to the proof. It was going to be interesting to see.

Something beautiful showed itself at that moment in the field of the Captains binoculars, a tall, lovely column of water, rising gracefully out of the sea like the arm clothed in white samite, mystic, wonderful, which rose from the mere to catch Excalibur. The Captain had vague theories of beauty; he had often wondered why one curve should be more beautiful than another, one motion more graceful than another. But he had never tried to crystallize his theories, to give definition to what he felt might be indefinable. Hogarth had once attempted it, with his Line of Beauty on the palette depicted in the corner of his self-portrait, and he had tried again, and failed disastrously, when he wrote his Analysis of Beauty.

But for all that, it might be worth someones while to try to analyse why the column of water thrown up by an eight-inch shell should be so beautiful. The rate of its rise (and the mathematics of the relative velocities of its constituent particles had their own charm as well) the proportion of height to girth, the very duration of its existence, were all so perfectly related to each other as to give pleasure to the eye. The faint yellow tinge that it possessed (that meant high explosive shell) was an added charm against that sky and sea. And farther away, to left and to right, rose its fellows at the same moment, each as beautiful as the other; they were widespread, and even allowing for the fact that those eight-inch were firing at extreme range that meant that the gunnery control instruments in the Italian ship were not lined up as carefully nor as accurately as they should be.

The leading ship was altering round towards the enemy. That was the way to deal with them; if they wont come and fight, go in and fight them.

Starboard ten, said the Navigating Officer into the voice tube, as Artemis reached the position where each of her four predecessors had made their two-point turns, and the cruiser heeled again as the rudder brought her round.
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… the enemy withdrew…



All down the line of Italian cruisers ran a sparkle of light, bright yellow flashes competing with faint success against the sunlight. Leading Seaman Alfred Lightfoot saw the flashes in the cruiser upon which he was training his rangefinder; he saw them double, because the rangefinder presented two images of the cruiser, just overlapping. That double image was something like what he had seen once or twice halfway through a binge, after the seventh drink or so. For a few minutes, then, the lights behind the bar, and the barmaids face, duplicated themselves in just the same fashion, just as substantially, so that one could swear that the girl had two faces, one overlapping the other by half, and that each electric bulb had another hung beside it.

Lightfoot twirled the controlling screws of the rangefinder, and the two images moved into each other; in the same way, when Lightfoot was getting drunk, he could by an effort make the two images of the barmaids face run together again, so that they would click into sharp unity instead of being hazy and oreoled with light. He read off the scale of the rangefinder.

Range two-seven-ho, he announced, his Cockney twang flavouring the dry tone in which he had been trained to make his statements; the vowel sound of the word range was exactly the same as he would have used in the word rind.

The sharp image at which he was peering was obscure again at once; two shadowy cruisers were replacing the single one  there were two red, white and green flags flying aft, a muddled double mass of funnels. With his Cockney quickness of thought Lightfoot could, if he had wanted to, have drawn the obvious conclusion, that the two squadrons were approaching each other rapidly, and he could from there have gone on to the next deduction, which was that in a very few seconds they would be pounding each other to pieces. But Lightfoot did not trouble to think in that fashion. Long ago he had told himself fatalistically that if a shell had his name on it he would cop it, and from no other shell. His job was to take ranges quickly and exactly; that was to be his contribution to the perfect whole which was the fighting ship, and he was set upon doing that without distraction. Just once or twice when he had strayed into self-analysis Lightfoot had felt a little pleased with himself at having attained this fatalistic Nirvana, but it is hard to apportion the credit for it  some of it was undoubtedly due to Lightfoot himself, but some also to the system under which he had been trained, some to the captain for his particular application of that system; and possibly some to Mussolini himself, who had given Lightfoot a cause in which to fight whose justice was so clearly apparent.

Lightfoot twisted the regulating screws again to bring the images together. It was twenty-one seconds since he had seen the flashes of the guns of the cruiser at which he was pointing, and Lightfoot had already forgotten them, so little impression had they made upon him. And during those twenty-one seconds the eight-inch shells had been hurtling towards Artemis at a speed through the air of more than a mile in two seconds because their path was curved, reaching far up into the upper atmosphere, higher than the highest Alps into the freezing stratosphere before plunging down again towards their target. Lightfoot heard a sudden noise as of rushing water and of tearing of sheets, and then the field of his range finder was blotted out in an immense upheaval of water as the nearest shell of the broadside pitched close beside starboard bow of Artemis. Twenty tons of water, yellowed slightly by the high explosive, came tumbling on board, deluging the upper works, flooding over Lightfoots rangefinder.

Ringe hobscured, said Lightfoot.

He reached to sweep the lenses clear, and darkness gave way to light again as he stared into the instrument. For a moment he was still nonplussed, so different was the picture he saw in it from what he had seen just before. The images were double, but the silhouettes were entirely changed, narrow instead of broad, and the two flecks of colour, the double images of the Italian flag, were right in the middle of each silhouette instead of aft of them. Lightfoots trained reactions were as quick as his mind; his fingers were spinning the screws round in the opposite direction at the same moment as he realized that the Eyeties had turned their sterns towards the British and were heading for the horizon as fast as they could go.

The spectacle astonished him; the surprise of it broke through his professional calm in a way in which the prospect of danger quite failed to do.

Coo! said Lightfoot; the exclamation (although Lightfoot did not know it) was a shortening of Coo blimey, itself a corruption of God blind me.

Coo! and then instantly training and professional pride mastered him again, and he brought the images together with a deft twirl of the screws Range two-nine-ho.

Paymaster Sub-Lieutenant James Jerningham saw the Italian ships turn away, and he gravely noted the time upon his pad. One of his duties was to keep a record of any action in which the ship was engaged, because experience had proved that after an action, even with the help of the ships plot which was kept up to date in the chart-room, and with the help of the various logs kept in different parts of the ship  signal logs, engine-room logs, and so on  it was difficult for anyone to remember the exact order of events as they had occurred. And reports had to be written, and the lessons of the action digested, if only for the benefit of the vast fleet in all the oceans of the world anxious to improve its professional knowledge.

The Captain slid down from his stool and stretched himself; Jerningham could tell just from his actions that he was relieved at not having to sit for a while  the lucky devil did not know that he was well off. Jerninghams feet ached with standing and he would have given something substantial in exchange for the chance to sit down. The Captain walked briskly up and down for a while, five paces aft and five paces forward; the bridge was too small and too crowded with officers and instruments to allow of a longer walk. And even during that five-pace walk the Captain kept shooting glances round him, at signalmen and flagship and lookouts so as to maintain himself in instant readiness for action.

It might be said that while the ship was at sea the Captain never went more than five paces from his stool; at night he lay on an air mattress laid on the steel deck with a blanket over him, or a tarpaulin when it rained. Jerningham had known him to sleep for as much as four hours at a stretch like that, with the rain rattling down upon him, a fold of the stiff tarpaulin keeping the rain from actually falling on his face. It was marvellous that any man could sleep in those conditions; it was marvellous that any man bearing that load of responsibility could sleep at all; but, that being granted, it was also marvellous that a man once asleep could rouse himself so instantly to action. At a touch on his shoulder the Captain would raise his head to hear a report and would issue his orders without a moment in which to recover himself.

The Captain was tough both mentally and physically, hard like steel  a picked man, Jerningham reminded himself. And no man could last long in command of a light cruiser in the Mediterranean if he were not tough. Yet toughness was only one essential requisite in the make-up of a cruiser captain. He had to be a man of the most sensitive and delicate reflexes, too, ready to react instantly to any stimulus. Mere vulgar physical courage was common enough, thought Jerningham, regretfully, even if he did not possess it himself, but in the Captains case it had to be combined with everything else, with moral courage, with the widest technical knowledge, with flexibility of mind and rapidity of thought and physical endurance  all this merely to command the ship in action, and that was only part of it. Before the ship could be brought into action it had to be made into an efficient fighting unit. Six hundred officers and men had to be trained to their work, and fitted into the intricate scheme of organization as complex as any jigsaw puzzle, and, once trained and organized, had to be maintained at fighting pitch. There were plenty of men who made reputations by successfully managing a big department store; managing a big ship of war was as great an achievement, even if not greater.

Jerningham, with nearly three years of experience, knew a great deal about the Navy now, and yet his temperament and his early life and his duties in the ship still enabled him to look on the service dispassionately as a disinterested observer. He knew better than anyone else in the ships company how little work the Captain seemed to do when it came to routine business, how freely he delegated his power, and having delegated it, how cheerfully he trusted his subordinates, with none of those after-thoughts and fussinesses which Jerningham had seen in city offices. That was partly moral courage, of course, again, the ability to abide by a decision once having made it. But partly it was the result of the mans own ability. His judgement was so sound, his sense of justice so exact, his foresight so keen, that everyone could rely on him. Jerningham suspected that there might be ships whose captains had not these advantages and who yet were not plagued with detail because officers and men united in keeping detail from them knowing that the decisions uttered would not be of help. Those would be unhappy ships. But the kind of captain under which he served was also not plagued with detail, because officers and men knew that when they should appeal to him the decisions that would be handed down to them would be correct, human, intelligent. In that case officers and men went on cheerfully working out their own destiny, secure in the knowledge that there was an ability greater than their own ready to help them should it become necessary. That would mean a happy, efficient ship like Artemis.

Jerninghams envy of the Captains capacity flared out anew as he thought about all this. It was a most remarkable sensation for Jerningham to feel that someone was a better man than he  Jerninghams sublime egotism of pre-war days had survived uncounted setbacks. Lost games of tennis or golf, failure to convince an advertising manager that the copy laid before him was ideal for its purpose, could be discounted on the grounds of their relative unimportance, or because of bad luck, or the mental blindness of the advertising manager. In this case there was no excuse of that sort to be found. Jerningham had never yet met an advertising manager whose work he did not think he could do better himself; the same applied to office heads  and to husbands. But Jerningham had to admit to himself that the Captain was better fitted than he was to command a light cruiser, and it was no mitigation that he did not want to command a light cruiser.

To recover his self-respect he called back into his mind again the fact that he had been quicker than the Captain in the identification of the Italian cruisers, and he went on to tell himself that the Captain would not stand a chance in competition with him for the affections of the young women of his set, with  not Dora Darby (Jerninghams mind shied away from that subject hastily)  but with Dorothy Clough or Cicely French, say. That was a comforting line of thought. The Captain might be the finest light cruiser captain, actual or potential, on the Seven Seas  Jerningham thought he was  but he was not to compare with Jerningham in anything else, in the social graces, or in appreciation of art or literature. The man had probably never seen beauty in anything. And it was quite laughable to think of him trying to woo Cicely French the way Jerningham had, finding her in a tantrum of temper, and subtly coaxing her out of it with womanish sympathy, and playing deftly on her reaction to win her regard, and telepathically noting the play of her mood so as to seize the right moment for the final advance. The very thought of the Captain trying to do anything like that made Jerningham smile through all his misery as he met the Captains eye.

The Captain smiled back, and stopped in his walk at Jerninghams side.

Was it a surprise to you, their running away like that? asked the Captain.

Jerningham had to think swiftly to get himself back on board Artemis today from a Paddington flat three years ago.

No, sir, he said. Not very much.

That was the truth, inasmuch as he had had no preconceived tactical theories so as to be surprised at all.

It may be just a trick to get us away from the convoy, said the Captain. Then their planes would have a chance. But I dont think so.

No, sir? said Jerningham.

Theres something bigger than cruisers out today, I fancy. They may be trying to head us into a trap.

The Captains eye was still everywhere. He saw at that moment, and Jerninghams glance following him saw too, the flagship leading around in a sixteen-point turn.

Starboard fifteen, said the Navigating Lieutenant, and the deck canted hugely as Artemis followed her next ahead round. She plunged deeply half a dozen times as she crashed across the stern waves thrown up first by her predecessors and then by herself, and white water foamed across her forecastle.

Flagships signalling to convoy, sir, said the Chief Yeoman of Signals,  Resume previous course.

Were staying between the Eyeties and the convoy, remarked the Captain, and every minute brings us nearer to Malta.

Yes, sir, said Jerningham. He cast frantically about in his mind for some contribution to make to this conversation other than Yes, sir, and No, sir. He wanted to appear bright.

And night is coming, said Jerningham, grasping desperately at inspiration.

Yes, said the Captain. The Eyeties are losing time. The most valuable asset they have, and theyre squandering it.

Jerningham looked at the Satanic eyebrows drawing together over the curved nose, the full lips compressed into a gash, and his telepathic sympathies told him how the Captain was thinking to himself what he would do if he commanded the Italian squadron, the resolution with which he would come plunging down into battle. And then the eyebrows separated again, and the lips softened into a smile.

The commonest mistake to make in war, said the Captain, is to think that because a certain course seems to you to be the best for the enemy, that is the course he will take. He may not think it the best, or there may be some reason against it which you dont know about.

Thats true, sir, said Jerningham. It was not an aspect of war he had ever thought about before; most of his thoughts in action were usually taken up by wondering what his own personal fate would be.

Ordinary Seaman Whipple was climbing the difficult ladder to the crows nest to relieve the lookout there. The Captain allowed himself to watch the changeover being effected, and Jerningham saw him put back his head and inflate his chest to hail the masthead, and then he relaxed again with the words unspoken.

And the next commonest mistake, grinned the Captain, is to give unnecessary orders. Whipple up there will keep a sharp lookout without my telling him. He knows thats what hes there for.

Jerningham gaped at him, wordless now, despite his efforts to appear bright. This was an aspect of the Captains character which he had never seen before, this courteous gentleman with his smiling common sense and insight into character. It crossed Jerninghams mind, insanely at that moment, that perhaps the Captain after all might be able to make some progress with Cicely French if he wanted to.


CHAPTER 8
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…the enemys cruisers were then joined by a fresh force consisting of two battleships of the Littorio class and another cruiser of the Bolzano class…



Ordinary Seaman Albert Whipple was a crusader. Like most crusaders he was inclined to take himself a little too seriously, and that made him something of a butt to his friends. When he took over from Quimsby the latter grinned tolerantly and poked him in the ribs while pointing out to him the things in sight  the smoke of the Italian cruiser squadron, and their funnels just visible over the horizon, the distant shapes of the convoy wallowing doggedly along towards Malta.

An that thing in the front of the line is the flagship, concluded Quimsby with heavy-handed humour. Give my regards to the Admiral when you get your commission.

For one of the theories that the lower deck maintained about Whipples seriousness was that he wanted promotion, aspiring to the quarterdeck, for Whipple had a secondary school education. The lower deck was wrong about this. All that Whipple wanted to do was to fight the enemy as efficiently as was in his power, in accordance with the precepts of his mother.

Albert was the youngest of a large family, and his elder brothers and sisters were quite unlike him, big and burly, given to the drinking of beer and to riotous Saturday nights; they had all gone out to work at fourteen, and it was partly because of the consequent relief to the family finances that Albert had been able to set his foot on the lower rungs of the higher education. The brothers and sisters had not objected, had shown no jealousy that the youngest should have had better treatment than they; in fact, they had been mildly proud of him when he came home and reported proudly that he had won the scholarship which might be the beginning of a career. Albert was white-faced and skinny, like his mother, and desperately serious. The brothers and sisters had never paid any attention to their mothers queer behaviour; their work in the tannery and the toy factory had made them good union members, but they had no sympathy with her further aspirations, with her desperate interest in the League of Nations, in the Japanese invasion of China and Francos rebellion in Spain. They had laughed, as their father had learned to do before they were born. Their father could remember as far back as 1914, when the eldest child  George  was on the way, finding her standing on the kerb watching the soldiers of the new army marching down the street, bands playing and people cheering, and yet she had tears running down her cheeks at the sight of it. Mr Whipple had clapped her on the back and told her to cheer up, and as soon as George was born had gone off and joined the army and had done his bit in Mespot. And when he had come back, long after the war was over, he had found her all worked up about the Treaty of Versailles, and when it was not the Treaty of Versailles it was some new worry about the Balkans or the militarization of the Rhine or something.

She had tried to capture the interest of each of her children in turn regarding the problems of the world, and she had failed with each until Albert began to grow up. He listened to her; it was a help that during his formative years he came home to dinner while the rest ate sandwiches at the factory. Those tête-à-têtes across the kitchen table, the skinny little son listening rapt to the burning words of his skinny little mother, had had their effect. Albert had it in mind when he was still quite young that when he grew up it would be his mission to reform the world; he was a little priggish about it, feeling marked out from the rest of humanity, and this conception of himself had been accentuated by the fact that unlike his brothers and sisters he had started a secondary education, and that he passed, the summer in which war began, his school examination a year younger than the average of his fellows and with distinctions innumerable.

The brothers had joined the Air Force or the Army, but with pitiably small sense of its being a sacred duty; they did not hold with Hitlers goings on, and it was time something was done about it, but they did not think of themselves as crusaders and would have laughed at anyone who called them that. And Albert had stayed with his mother, while his father worked double shifts at the tannery, until after a few months Albert and his mother talked over the fact that now he was old enough to join one of the Services at least  a poster had told them how boys could join the Royal Navy. Mrs Whipple kept back her tears as they talked about it; in fact, she jealously hugged her pain to her breast, womanlike. At the back of her mind there was the thought of atonement, of a bloody sacrifice of what she held dearest in the world, to make amends for her countrys earlier lethargy and indifference. She was giving up her best loved son, but to him she talked only of his duty, of how his call had come to him when he was hardly old enough for the glory of it. And Albert had answered the call, and his confident certainty in the rightness of his mission had carried him through homesickness and seasickness, had left him unspotted by his messmates spoken filth and casual blasphemies. He had endured serenely their amused tolerance of his queer ways and priggish demeanour, and he devoted himself to the work in hand with a fanaticism which had raised the eyebrows of the petty officers of HMS Collingwood so that now he was Ordinary Seaman in Artemis and noted down in the Commanders mental books  and in those of the Captain, too  as certain to make a good Leading Seaman in time.

Sea service weathered his complexion to a healthy tan, but neither good food nor exercise had filled him out at all. Perhaps the thought of his mission kept him thin. He was still hollow-cheeked, and his comparatively wide forehead above his hollow cheeks and his little pointed chin made his face strangely wedge-shaped, which intensified the gleam in his eyes sunk deep under their brows. All his movements were quick and eager; he grabbed feverishly at the binoculars resting in their frame before his face, so anxious was he to take up his duties again, to resume his task of avenging Abyssinia and hastening the coming of the millennium. Lying in a hospital at that moment, her legs shattered by the ruins that a bomb from a German aeroplane had brought down, his mother was thinking of him, two thousand miles away; either through space or through time it was her spirit which was animating him.

Whipple searched the horizon carefully, section by section, from the starboard beam to right ahead and then round to the port beam and back again; there was nothing to report, nothing in sight beyond what Quimsby had pointed out to him. He swivelled back again to the Italian squadron; his hatred might have been focused through lenses and prisms like some death-dealing ray, so intense was it. There were only the funnels of the cruisers to see, and the pall of smoke above them stretching back behind them in a dwindling plume. He swivelled slowly forward again, and checked his motion abruptly. There was a hint of smoke on the horizon at a point forward of the Italians, almost nothing to speak of, and yet a definite trace of smoke, all the same, and clearly it was no residual fragment of the smoke of any of the ships which Whipple had in sight. For five seconds Whipple watched it grow before he pressed the buzzer.

The Captains secretary answered it  a man Whipple had never cared for. He suspected him of he knew not what, but he had also seen him drunk, only just able to stagger along the brow back into the ship, and Whipple had no use for a man who let himself get drunk when there was work to be done, while there was a mission still unfulfilled. But Whipple did not allow his dislike to interfere with his duty. If anything, it made him more careful than ever with his enunciation, more painstaking to make an exact report of what he could see.

Forebridge, said Jerningham.

Masthead. More smoke visible on the port bow, said Whipple pedantically. Beyond the enemy cruisers. Green three-eight.

He repeated himself just as pedantically. Back through the voice pipe, before Jerningham closed it, he could hear his report being relayed to the Captain, and that gave him the comforting assurance that Jerningham had got it right. He swept the horizon, rapidly and thoroughly, before looking at the new smoke again; it was always as well to take every possible precaution. But there was nothing further to report except as regards the new smoke. He pressed the buzzer again.

Masthead, he said. The new lot of smoke is closing us. The same bearing. No, green three-nine.

A bigger wave than usual, or a combination of waves, lifted Artemis ten feet vertically at the same moment as beyond the horizon another combination of waves lifted the Italian battleship Legnano ten feet also. In that crystal clear air against the blue sky, Whipple caught a glimpse of solid grey  funnel tops and upperworks, the latter apparently the top storey of a massive gunnery control tower. It came and went almost instantaneously, but Whipple knew what it was, and felt a wave of fierce excitement pass over him like a flame. Yet excitement could not shake the cold fixity of his purpose to do his duty with exactitude.

Masthead, he said down the tube, dryly and unemotionally. Battleship in sight. Green four-o.

The blood was pulsing faster in his veins. A bibliophile finding in the twopenny box a long-sought first edition would know nearly the same thrill as Whipple felt, or a knight of the Round Table at a vision of the Grail. There were thousands of Italians there to be killed, ships which were the pride of the Italian navy were there to be destroyed. The thicker the hay, said Alaric once, when the odds against his army were being pointed out to him, the easier it is mown. The bigger they come, said Bob Fitzsimmons, the harder they fall. Whipple thought along the same lines. The appalling strength of the hostile force meant nothing to him, literally nothing, from the point of view of frightening him. He was merely glad that the enemy were presenting themselves in such numbers to be killed. If at that moment some impossible chance had put Whipple without time for reflexion in command of the English squadron, the light cruisers would have dashed headlong into action and destruction. But Whipple was not in command. He was perfectly conscious that he was merely the masthead lookout in HMS Artemis, and as such a man with a definite duty to perform to the best of his ability.

Two battleships and a heavy cruiser, he reported down the voice pipe, heading a little abaft our beam. On the same bearing now as the other ships. The other ships are turning now astern of them.

Whipple was reporting the development of the Italian fleet into line of battle, and in exactly the same tone as he would have used if he had been reporting sighting a buoy. That was the contribution he was privileged to make to the cause his mother had talked about to him over the midday dinner table in Bermondsey. Ordinary Seaman Albert Whipple, aged eighteen, was a prig and a self-righteous one. A cynic might well define esprit de corps as self-righteous priggishness  the spirit which inspired Sir Richard Grenville or Cromwells Ironsides. From the yardarm close beside Whipple fluttered the signal flags which he had set a-flying.


CHAPTER 9
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…the behaviour of the ships company was most satisfactory…



The Italian fleet was up over the horizon now, their upper works visible under the smoke, and the British squadron had wheeled about once more. The Italians were heading to interpose between the convoy and Malta; if it were not for that slow, lumbering convoy, crawling along at its miserable eleven knots, the light cruisers could have circled round the Italian battleships like a hawk round a heron. As it was the British squadron was like a man with a cannon ball chained to his leg, crippled and slow, forced to keep its position between the convoy and the Italian warships  those battleships were designed for twenty-nine knots and even when mishandled were quite capable of twenty-five. They could work steadily ahead, until they barred the route, forcing the British to attack to clear the path  as if a man with a penknife could clear a path out of a steel safe  and if the British sensibly declined the attempt and turned back, they would be pursued by the Italians, whose superior speed would then compel the light cruisers either to stay and be shot at or move out of the Italian path and leave the convoy to destruction.

It was all perfectly logical, positive, and inevitable when the data were considered  the eleven-knot convoy, the thirty-knot battleships, the Italian fifteen-inch guns, the British six-inch; the four hours remaining of daylight and the extraordinary clearness of the air. Fog might save the English, but there was no chance of fog in that sparkling air. Nightfall might save the English, too, for it would be most imprudent for battleships to engage in a night action with cruisers  that would be like staking guineas against shillings in a game of pitch-and-toss. But it was still early afternoon, and no more than half an hour would be needed for the Italians to reach their most advantageous position. Then five minutes of steady shelling would be sufficient to sink every cruiser in the British line; less than that to destroy the helpless convoy. Then Malta would fall; the running ulcer in Italys side would be healed; Rommel in Africa, the submarines in the Atlantic would feel an instant lessening of the strain upon them; the Vichy government would be informed of one more step towards the German conquest of the world; the very Japanese in seas ten thousand miles away would be aware of a lightening of their task.

So obvious and logical was all this that the inferences must be clear to the rawest hand anywhere in the ship. It was not necessary to have studied Mahan, or to have graduated from the Staff College, to understand the situation. The ships company of Artemis might not stop to think about Vichy or Rommel or the Japanese; but they knew the speed of the convoy, and the merest whisper of the word battleships would tell them that their situation was a perilous one. And a mere whisper  with implied doubt  would be far more unsettling than any certainty. Not one man in ten in Artemis could see what was going on, and in a ship at action stations it was hard for information to filter through by word of mouth.

In the Captains opinion distorted news was dangerous. He knew his men, and he believed that his men knew him; if they heard the truth he could rely upon them whatever the truth might be. A crisis in the battle was close at hand, and he could spare not one moment from the bridge to tell them himself. He turned a little on his stool, caught Jerninghams eye, and beckoned to him. Jerningham had to wait a second or two while the Captain brought himself up to date again regarding the situation, looking at flagship and convoy and enemy, before he took the glasses from his eyes and turned a searching glance at his secretary. Jerningham was acutely conscious of that glance. He was not being sized up for any trifle; it was not as if he was a mere applicant for a job in a City office. The business he was to do was something touching the whole efficiency of the ship  the safety of Malta  the life or death of England. The Captain would not have trusted him with it if he were not absolutely sure of him. In fact, the Captain was faintly surprised at finding that he was sure of him; he wondered a little whether he had previously misjudged his secretary or whether the latter was one of those people who had moods, and was sometimes reliable and sometimes not. But whether he had misjudged him or not, and whether he had moods or not, this was the right time to impose responsibility upon him and to make amends if he had misjudged him, or to give him confidence in the future if this was merely an exalted mood.

Go down, said the Captain, and tell the ship about the situation.

Jerningham stood a little startled, but the Captain already had his binoculars to his eyes again. He had given his order, and an order given by a Captain in a ship of war is carried out.

Aye aye, sir, said Jerningham, saluting as he jerked himself out of his surprise.

He turned away and started down the ladder. He was an intelligent man, accustomed in his private life to think for himself, accustomed to selling ideas to advertising managers, accustomed to conveying ideas to commercial artists, accustomed to telling the public truths or fictions in the fewest and clearest words. The Captain might easily have expanded the brief order he gave his secretary, telling him what to say and how to say it, but the Captain knew that it was not necessary; and also that to leave the responsibility to his secretary would be good for him.

Jerninghams mind was feverishly turning over words and phrases as he descended the ladder; he did not have time to assemble any, but, on the other hand, he did not have time in those few seconds to become self-conscious, nor had his weakness time to reassert itself.

Ive a message for the ship from the Captain, he said to the bosuns mate beside the loudspeaker bolted to the bulkhead.

The petty officer switched on and piped shrilly, the sound of his call audible in every part of the ship.

The Captain has sent me to tell you, said Jerningham to the mouthpiece, weve got the Eyety navy in front of us. Battleships, heavy cruisers, and all. Theyve run away from us once, the heavy cruisers have. Now were going to see if the battleshipsll run too. Three hours of daylight left, and the convoys got to reach Malta. Good luck to us all. Theres none like us.

Jerningham opened his mouth to say more, but his good judgement came to his rescue and he closed it again. He had said all there was to say, and in an illuminated moment he knew that anything he were to add would be not only superfluous but possibly harmful. Men of the temper of the crew of Artemis did not need rhetoric; a plain statement of the facts for the benefit of those men below decks who had no idea what was happening was all that was needed.

He turned away from the unresponsive instrument, not knowing whether he had done well or badly; in the days of wooden ships, before public address systems had even been heard of, his words might have been received with cheers  or boos  which would have been informative. The ludicrous thought crossed his active mind that it was just like an advertising problem. How often had he devised ingenious methods by which to key advertisements to discover which had the greateat pulling power?

His eyes met those of the bosuns mate, and then travelled on to exchange glances with the other ratings  messengers and resting lookouts  stationed here. One or two of the men still wore the expression of philosophic indifference which so often characterized the lower deck, but there was a gleam in the eyes of the others, a smile at the corners of their mouths, which told him that they were excited, and pleasurably excited. That telepathic sympathy of his, which had assisted him to the downfall of so many young women, made him aware that the men were feeling the same inconsequent exhilaration as he felt  inconsequent to him, and novel and strange, but something they had known before and recognized. A climax was at hand, the climax to months and years of training and forethought, to the unobtrusive mental conditioning for which the Mephistophelian Captain on the bridge was responsible, to the lifes mission to which men like Ordinary Seaman Albert Whipple had devoted themselves, or to the long line of fighting ancestors, which had generated them  like A. B. Dawkins down at the wheel, whose great-great-grandfather had run with powder charges over the bloody decks of the Temeraire at Trafalgar. It was the prospect of such a climax which exhilarated them, just as, ridiculously, it exhilarated him, and left them all careless of any possible consequences to themselves. He ran up the steep ladder again to the bridge, disregarding the way in which it swayed and swung to the send of the sea.


CHAPTER 10
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… increasing speed and at the same time making smoke…



Back on the bridge, Jerningham looked round him to see that there had been no radical change in the situation during the short time of his absence. There were the minutest possible dots on the horizon below the Italian funnel smoke which showed that the Italian fleet was now actually in sight. A new string of flags was breaking out on the halliards of the flagship.

The Captain knew this was the moment. The Admiral had let them round until they were properly stationed with regard to the wind which now blew in a line from them to a point ahead of the Italians  that blessed wind, of such a convenient strength and from such a convenient quarter  and he had timed his arrival in this situation at the very moment when the Italians would be almost within range with their fourteen-inch guns. And so far the Admiral had shown none of his hand, except to display a determination to yield nothing without fighting for it, and the Italians must have been expecting that at least, as was proved by their caution in bringing up their battleships only behind a heavy force of cruisers.

The Chief Yeoman of Signals interpreted the flagships signal, and the Captain was ready for it  the plan which he held on his knee laid it down as the next step.

Revolutions for thirty-one knots, he ordered. Make smoke.

The Navigating Lieutenant repeated the order, and the Officer of the Watch pressed the plunger which ordered smoke.

Down in the engine-room the Commander (E) stood on the iron grating; being a tall man the top of his head was no more than a few inches below the level of the sea. He stood there with the immeasurable patience of his breed, acquired during countless hours of standing on countless gratings, and with his feet apart and his hands clasped behind him in the attitude he had first been taught as a cadet eighteen years before. He was the supreme lord of this underworld of his, like Lucifer, and he seemed marked out as such by the loneliness of his position, without a soul within yards of him, and by the light-coloured boiler suit which he wore, and by the untroubled loftiness of his expression. The very lighting of the engine-room by some strange chance accentuated the fact, glaring down upon his face and figure with a particular brightness, specially illuminating him like a character on the stage. He was a young man to have the rank of Commander and to carry the responsibilities of his position, to have hundreds of men obedient to him, to have sixty-four thousand horse-power under his control, to be master of the pulsating life of a light cruiser, but it would be a hard task to guess his age, so deliberate were his movements and so unlined and yet so mature was his face.

All the Commander (E) had to do was to stand there on the grating and do nothing else. A crisis might be at hand, but it could not affect the Commander (E) unless some catastrophe occurred. His work was done for the moment; it had been accomplished already during the years Artemis had been in commission. He had trained the engine-room complement into complete efficiency  the Engine-room Artificers and the Mechanicians and the Stokers; the Lieutenants and Sub-Lieutenants (E) who were his heads of department and his subordinates  not so many years younger than he  loved him as if he were their father, and would have found it hard to explain why if called upon to do so. None could appreciate the magic serenity, that endless patience, who had not served under him. Because of the love they bore him they knew his will without his expressing it, and they laboured constantly to anticipate it, to perfect themselves in their duty because he wished it, so that the organization and routine of the engine-room ran as smoothly and as efficiently as did the turbines at that moment.

And the turbines ran smoothly because of the previous labours of the Commander (E)  the sleepless vigilance which had watched over material and supplies, had read every engine-room log, had studied the temperatures of every bearing, the idiosyncrasies of every oil jet. There had been the endless desk-work, the reports written to the Admiralty (the strange gods of Whitehall whose motives had to be guessed, and who had to be propitiated by exact and complicated paper ceremonial, but who, once propitiated, were lavish like the savage rain gods of Africa), the statistics to be gathered and studied, the plans that had to be made against future contingencies. In time of war a light cruiser repairs and reconditions when she can and not when she should; and the Commander (E) had had to use forethought, and had had to display prompt decision, deciding what should be done, what opportunities snatched at, what might safely be postponed, anticipating future needs, doing today what would have to be done anyway during the next two weeks, leaving until some uncovenanted future doing the things which were not immediately essential.

As a result of all this the Commander (E) had nothing to do now; everything was being done by itself. Even the Senior Engineer, Lieutenant (E) Charles Norton Bastwick, felt a lack of anything to do, and came lounging up to take his stand beside the Commander (E), hands behind him, feet apart, in the at ease position; it would be some minutes before he would once more feel the urge to walk round again, reading gauges and thermometers, and thereby debarring the Commander (E) from doing the same. It would only be if an emergency arose  if some near-miss shook up a condenser so that it leaked, or if a torpedo hit flooded a compartment, or some similar damage was inflicted  that they would have their hands full, improvising and extemporizing, toiling along with their men to keep the ship afloat and the propellers turning. And if the ship were to meet her death, if the sea were to come flooding in and the scalding steam  steam as hot as red-hot iron, steam that could roast meat to a frizzled brown  should pour into boiler-room and engine-room, and the order abandon ship should be given, they would be the last of all to leave, the last to climb the treacherous iron ladders up to sea level and possible safety.

The engine-room was hot, because the ship had been going twenty-seven knots for some time now. The thermometer on the forward bulkhead registered 105 degrees, but for an engine-room, and according to the ideas of men accustomed to working in one, that was not really hot. And the place was full of noise, the high-pitched note of the turbines dominating everything  a curious noise, in its way an unobtrusive noise, which sounded as if it did not want to call attention to itself, the loudest whisper one could possibly imagine. The ears of a newcomer to the engine-room would be filled with it, all the same, so that he could hear nothing else. Only after long experience would he grow so accustomed to the noise that he could distinguish other noises through it, and hear human voices speaking at their normal pitch. Until that should come about he would see lips move and not be able to understand a word.

Bastwick and the Commander (E) were aware that above them, on the surface of the sea some sort of action was taking place. All through the forenoon they had heard the four-inch and the Oerlikons and the pompoms firing in savage bursts, and they had known that the convoy and escort were under aerial attack; but then the guns fell silent over their heads, and food had been brought to them, and there had been a brief moment of tranquillity. But then the bridge had rung down for twenty-seven knots, and they had had to switch over from the cruising turbines to the main engines (that blessed fluid flywheel which made the changeover so rapid and easy!) and the ship had begun rapid manoeuvring. Since then course had been altered so often that it was hard to reconstruct the situation in the mind. And once the ship had rolled and quivered to an explosion close alongside  God only knew what that was, for not a gun had been fired in the ship since the morning.

The squeal of the bosuns pipe suddenly made itself heard through the loudspeaker in the engine-room, attracting everyones attention to Jerninghams voice which followed it. Weve got the Eyety navy in front of us… now were going to see if the battleshipsll run too… Jerninghams voice came to an end, but the Commander (E) and Bastwick still stood at ease on the iron grating, unmoved and unmoving. At any moment a fifteen-inch shell might come crashing through the deck above them, to burst in the engine-room and rend the ship apart while dashing them to atoms. Around them and beneath them a thousand-odd tons of fuel oil awaited the chance to burst into flame and burn them like ants in a furnace. A hundred tons of high explosive, forward and aft, needed only to be touched off.

But it was of the essence of life down here below the protective deck that destruction might come at any second, without any warning at all, and  more important from the point of view of mental attitude  without any possibility of raising a hand to ward it off. There was nothing to do but ones duty, just as the comic poet once declared that he had nothing to eat save food. Down there Jerninghams announcement on the loudspeaker had the effect of making everyone feel a little superior to the world above them, as the white settlers in Africa in time of drought might watch the natives sacrificing chickens or dancing wild dances to bring rain; the whites could feel contemptuous or compassionate  but they could not make it rain any more than the natives could. Above decks, Jerninghams announcement was like a stone dropped into a pool, sending a ripple of excitement over the surface; below them it was like a stone dropped into treacle, absorbed without any apparent reaction. The Commander (E) and Bastwick were watching Engine-room Artificer Henrose making the routine test of the boiler water, making sure that under the stress of continuous high speed the sea water pumped through the condenser to cool the used steam and to make it available for reuse was not leaking through any one of the thousand joints. Henrose, balancing against the roll of the ship, held the test-tube of boiler water in his left hand and poised the bottle of silver nitrate over it, letting the reagent fall into it drop by drop. Jerninghams announcement made itself heard, but Henrose might just as well not have heard it as far as any apparent reaction was concerned. He levelled the bottle of silver nitrate, squinted at the test-tube, and shook it, and squinted again. There was not the slightest trace of the white precipitate of silver chloride which would indicate that there was salt in the boiler water  salt which would eat through joints and tubes and cripple the ship in a few hours. Henrose went swaying back along the heaving grating to spill out the test-tube of water and replace the silver nitrate bottle. Italian dreadnoughts might be within range; that was interesting, just as was the fact that Henry VIII had six wives, but there was no salt in the boiler water, and it was that which mattered.

To starboard and port the needles of the revolution indicators moved sharply round the dial; the Commander (E) from where he stood  he stood there because although he had ostensibly nothing to do he could see from there, everything of importance  could see that the number of revolutions ordered would give the ship thirty-one knots, full speed save for a knot or two in hand for emergencies. The Commander (E) was serenely aware that there was ample pressure available to satisfy this demand; it was because he could foresee such demands and plan economically for them ahead of time that he held the rank of Commander.

The four ratings who stood at the valves admitting steam to the four turbines began to spin the valves open, turning the horizontal wheels while watching the restless needles  two black and one red  of the dials. The note of the turbines began unbelievably to rise, unbelievably because the ear would not have believed that there could be a note higher than the previous one. More and more steam poured into the turbines, a tremendous torrent of steam, steam with a strength of sixty thousand horse-power. The beat of the propellers quickened, the needles crept farther round the dials until they caught up with and rested upon the others. The orders from the bridge were obeyed; the ship was making thirty-one knots, and in the engine-room it felt as if she were leaping like a stag from wave to wave over the lively sea.

A fresh noise broke through the whine of the turbines; this time it was a loud imperious clatter that none could mistake. A red light glowed high up on the bulkhead, and an indicator hand moved across from Stop making smoke to Make smoke. Bastwick moved forward leisurely towards the boiler-room. He knew that the signal was being repeated there  during the night before he had personally tested every communication  and he knew that Stoker Petty Officer Harmsworth was perfectly reliable, but he knew, too, that nothing is certain in war. As he went through the double door his ears clicked with the rise in pressure; at thirty-one knots the furnaces burnt in a few minutes enough oil fuel to warm the average house for a whole winter, and the air to consume that oil was a rushing mighty tempest dragged into the boiler-room by the partial vacuum set up by the combustion.

Harmsworth was completing the adjustment of the valves admitting just too much oil and shutting off just too much air to allow of complete combustion in this furnace. Bastwick stooped and peered through the glazed peephole. Normally it gave a view of a white-hot whirl of flame, but now it showed a hideous gloomy blackness; some of the oil was being burnt, but only just enough to break down the remainder into thick black greasy hydrocarbons whose sooty smoke was being caught up in the draught and poured through the after-funnel.

Very good, said Bastwick, straightening up.

The heat in here was oppressive, and the temperature would rise still higher with this increase in speed; there were trickles of sweat down Harmsworths bull neck and among the hairs of his bare chest. Bastwick looked round the boiler-room, nodded to Sub-Lieutenant (E) Pilkington, and got a grin back in return. Pilkington was a brilliant youngster; one of these days he would be an Admiral. Bastwick completed a brief inspection and found everything satisfactory as it would be with Pilkington there. Then Bastwick made his way back to the engine-room, where the Commander (E) still stood on the iron grating, his handsome ageless face lit up by the harsh electric bulbs like that of a marble saint. But Bastwick knew that the Commander (E) had taken note that he, Bastwick, had recently inspected the boiler-room. The rudder indicator on the bulkhead, below the smoke telegraph, showed that the ship was changing course, and the two red lights beside it confirmed it by showing that the steering engines were at work. Bastwick knew, too, that the Commander (E) had noted this fact as well, and was making deductions from it regarding the battle. The saint might appear lost in contemplation, but when, or if, an emergency should arise he would be as prepared to deal with it as he could be, as any man could be.


CHAPTER 11

[image: img70.jpg]

FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… I found the smoke screen to be extremely effective…



Artemis was flying through the water now; at that speed with the wind abeam and the sea nearly so she lurched savagely and with unremitting regularity, hitting each wave as if it were something solid, her forecastle awash with the white water which came leaping over her port bow. Last of the line, she tore along over a surface already whipped creamy white by the four ships ahead of her; the mountainous waves thrown up by five hulls each of nearly six thousand tons travelling at that speed diverged on either side of her and broke into white water where they crossed the waves thrown up by the destroyers racing in a parallel line. The five cruisers went tearing along in their rigid line. Smoke began to pour from the after-funnel of the flagship in the van, a wisp or two at first, and then a thick greasy never-ending cloud; within two seconds of the first wisps there was smoke pouring from the after-funnels of all five of them  five thick cylinders of smoke, each so dense as to appear liquid rather than gaseous. They drooped down to the surface of the sea, and rolled over it, pushed gently by that convenient wind towards the enemy, and hardly dissipating at all, spreading just enough to blend with each other in a wide bank of smoke diagonal to the squadrons course so that even the second ship in the line, to say nothing of Artemis at the rear, was completely obscured from the sight of the Italians. And the thirty-one knots at which the squadron was moving was far faster than anything the dreadnoughts could do, so that although the Italian fleet was faster than the convoy the smoke screen was being laid between the two; to attack the convoy the battleships would still have to come through the screen  they could not work round the end of it.

But to lay a smoke screen and to hide behind it was mere defensive warfare of the most pusillanimous kind. The enemy must be smitten, and smitten again, even though the smiting was with mere six-inch guns against twelve inches of armour-plate. Even though the enemy could not be hurt, his resolution must be broken down, his nerve shattered; he must be taught the lesson that he could not venture out to sea without submitting to vicious attack. And Artemis was last of the line of cruisers; abeam of her the smoke lay thickest, and it would be her movements that would be the most unpredictable to the enemy. It was her duty to smite, even though to smite she must expose those eggshell sides of hers to the sledgehammer blows of the enemy, and run the gauntlet of one-ton shells hurled with the velocity of a meteor, with an accuracy which could hit a tennis court from ten miles distance.

The Captain sat on the stool which bucked beneath him like a playful horse; the motion was unnoticed by him even though the reflexes developed during years at sea were continually at work keeping him steady in his seat. He was thinking deeply, but on subjects so logical, and with such a comforting ingredient of mathematics, that his expression gave no sign of it. The Mephistophelian eyebrows were their normal distance apart; and although the plan he was to carry out called for the highest degree of resolution, the firm mouth was no more firmly compressed than usual, for the plan was a part of the Captains life, something he was going to do, not something he wished to do or did not wish to do; something the advisability of which was not in doubt even though the details of execution had had to be left to this last moment for consideration because of possible freaks of weather or possible unexpected moves on the part of the enemy.

Three minutes of smoke meant a smoke bank a mile and a half long, far too wide for the enemy to watch with care all along its length. And with the smoke being continually added to at one end, the other end would probably not be under observation at all. And the smoke bank, allowing for spread, would be a quarter of a mile thick, but Artemis would be going through it diagonally, and it would take her (the Captain solved a Pythagorean problem in his head) fifty-five seconds to emerge on the other side, without allowing for the drift of the bank before the wind. This fifteen-knot breeze added a refreshing complication to the mathematics of it. It would take over two minutes to traverse the smoke bank; two minutes and ten seconds. The Captain turned to the voice pipe beside him.

Captain  Gunnery Officer, he said. The Gunnery Lieutenant answered him.

I am turning to starboard now, Guns. It will take us two minutes and ten seconds approximately to go through the smoke. Youll find the Eyeties about red five when we come out, but I shall turn to port parallel to their course immediately. Open fire when you are ready. All right? Goodbye.

Artemis was the last ship in the line, and consequently the first to take action independently of the rest of the squadron.

Turn eight points to starboard, Pilot, he said to the Navigating Lieutenant.

Starboard fifteen, said the Navigating Lieutenant down the voice pipe; Artemis leaned far over outwards as she made the right-angle turn  full speed and plenty of helm. Midships. Steady!

Stop making smoke, ordered the Captain; he wanted the range clear for the guns when he emerged, and the signal went down through five decks to Stoker Petty Officer Harmsworth in the boiler-room.

So far the wind had been carrying the smoke solidly away to starboard, but now Artemis was heading squarely into it. One moment they were out in the clear sunshine with its infinite visibility. The next moment they were in reeking darkness. The stink of unburnt fuel oil was in their nostrils and their lungs. It made them cough. And in the smoke it was dark, far darker than the darkest coloured spectacles would make it; the Captain looked round, and he could only just see the white uniform of the Navigating Lieutenant two yards away. It was most satisfactory smoke as far as he could tell  he looked aft towards the masthead and could see nothing. But there was just the chance that the mast was protruding through the smoke and betraying the movements of the ship to the Italians.

Call the masthead and see if the lookout is in the smoke, ordered the Captain, and Jerningham obeyed him.

Masthead lookout reports he is in the smoke and cant see anything, he called into the darkness when he had received Ordinary Seaman Whipples reassurance.

The duty had been useful to him. When they had plunged into the smoke his heart had seemed to rise in his throat, and it was only with an effort that he had seemed to swallow it down. It was beating fast, and the beating seemed to find an echo in his finger tips so that they shook. But the distraction of having to speak to Whipple had saved him, and he was able to recapture his new found sang-froid.

Thirty seconds, said the Torpedo Lieutenant. He had switched on the light at the hooded desk and, stooping with his face close down, he was reading the movement of the second-hand of the deck-watch.

Forty-five seconds.

It was strange how silent the ship seemed to be, here in the smoke. The sound of the sea overside was much more obvious than out in the sunshine. Within the ship as she pitched over the waves, vibrating gently to the thrust of the propellers, there was a silence in seeming accord with the gloomy darkness that engulfed them. The Captain knew that darkness did not necessitate absence of noise; it was a curious psychic phenomenon this assumption that it was quieter. No, it was not. In the smoke or out of it the wind was still blowing, and the turn which Artemis had just made had brought the wind abaft when before it was squarely abeam. That accounted for it; the ship really was quieter.

One minute, said the Torpedo Lieutenant.

That was interesting, to discover that it had taken him fifteen seconds to make that deduction about the wind. The opportunity of honestly timing mental processes came quite rarely. And the study of the speed of thought was an important one, with its bearing on the reaction times of officers and men.

Seventy-five seconds, said the Torpedo Lieutenant.

He must remember, when he thought about this later, that at the moment he was keyed up and as mentally active as he well could be. Perhaps the brain really did work more quickly in those circumstances, although it was hard to imagine the physiological and anatomical adjustments which such a theory could postulate.

Ninety seconds, said the Torpedo Lieutenant.

Presumably the RAF doctors had been on a similar track for years. He must remember at some time or other to find out how much they had discovered; but they would of course be more interested in split seconds than in reactions lasting a quarter of a minute.

One-o-five seconds, said the Torpedo Lieutenant.

Not long to go now. But the smoke was just as thick as ever  extremely good. He must remember to put that in his report. The Captain shifted in his position on the stool, poising himself ready for instant action. It seemed to him as if the smoke were thinning. Just possibly the Italians could see by now the shadowy grey form of the Artemis emerging.

Two minutes, said the Torpedo Lieutenant.

Yes, he could see the Navigating Lieutenant plainly now. There was a second of sunshine, and then darkness again, and then they were out of the smoke, blinded a little by the sun, but not so blind as to be unable to see, full and clear, within six-inch gun range, the massive silhouettes of the Italian battle line almost right ahead of them, every detail plain, the complex gunnery control towers, the tripod masts, the huge guns, the reeking funnels.

Port fifteen, said the Captain, and Artemis, beautiful in the sunshine, swung round to turn her broadside upon that colossal force, like Ariel coming out to combat a horde of Calibans.


CHAPTER 12
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… fire was opened…



The Gunnery Lieutenant wore the ribbon of the DSC on the breast of his coat. Artemis had won victories before, and, under the Captain, it was to the Gunnery Lieutenants credit that those victories had been so overwhelming. There was the daylight action against the Italian convoy, when the first broadside which he had fired had struck home upon the wretched Italian destroyer which was trying to lay a smoke screen, had blown the destroyer into a wreck, and had enormously simplified the problem of the destruction of the convoy. The night action against another convoy had in certain respects been simpler, thanks to the Italians. They had not been so well trained, and because of their long confinement in harbour they had not had nearly as much experience at sea as the British. They had failed to spot Artemis in the darkness, and the Captain had been able to circle, to silhouette the Italians against the declining moon, and to creep up to them with guns trained and ready until they were within point-blank range at which no one could have missed. Two broadsides for one destroyer  the sheets of flame which engulfed her must have killed the men running to their guns, for she never fired a shot in return  and then a quick training-round and another broadside into the other destroyer. The latter actually fired in return, but the shells went into the sky; apparently her guns were trained ready for anti-aircraft action and some startled person just fired them off. Then nothing more from that destroyer after the second broadside crashed into her; only the roaring orange flames and the explosion of shells and torpedoes as the fire reached them and her crew roasted.

But at least Artemis had hit, with every broadside she had fired, and the loftiest gunnery officer in the British Navy could not have done better than that. It was proof at least that her gunnery was efficient, her gun crews fully trained, her infinite instruments properly adjusted, her gunnery officer steady of nerve and hand. In itself that was in no way enough to merit a decoration  it was no more than was expected of him  but the Admiralty must have decided that there was something more of credit to be given him, so that now he wore that blue-and-white ribbon.

Today the Gunnery Lieutenants heart was singing. He was big and burly and fair. Perhaps in his veins there coursed some of the blood of a berserker ancestor; always at the prospect of action he felt this elation, this anticipation of pleasure. He felt it, but he was not conscious of it, for he was not given at all to self-analysis and introspection. Perhaps if someone whom he respected called his attention to it he would recognize it, this rapture of the strife, although years of schooling in the concealment of emotion would make the discovery a source of irritation. He was clear-headed and fierce, a dangerous kind of animal, employing his brain only along certain lines of thought. The men who swung the double axes beside Harold at Hastings and the reckless buccaneers who plundered the Spanish Main in defiance of odds must have been of the same type. With a Morgan or a Nelson or a Wellington or a Marlborough to direct their tireless energy and their frantic bravery, there was nothing that could stand against them.

It was tireless energy which had brought the Gunnery Lieutenant his present appointment. Not for him was the profound study of ballistics, or patient research into the nature of the stresses inside a gun; more clerkly brains than his could correlate experimental results and theoretical data; more cunning minds than his could devise fantastically complicated pieces of apparatus to facilitate the employment of the latent energy of high explosive. For the Gunnery Lieutenant it was sufficient that the results and the data had been correlated, that guns had been built to resist the stresses, that the apparatus for directing them had been invented. Dogged hard work  like that of an explorer unrelentingly making his way across a desert  had carried him through the mathematics of his gunnery courses and had given him a thorough grounding in the weapons he was to use. He knew how they worked  let others bother their heads about why they did. He had personality and patience enough to train his men in their use; the fiddling tiny details of maintenance and repair could be entrusted to highly skilled ratings who knew that their work was to stand the supreme test of action and that in the event of any failure they would have to face the Gunnery Lieutenants wrath. Endless drills and battle practice had trained both the Gunnery Lieutenant and his men until he and they and the guns worked as a single whole, the berserker now instead of with the double axe was armed with weapons which could strike at twelve miles, could pull down an aeroplane six miles up.

He sat in the Gunnery Control Tower which he had not left since dawn, one knee crossed over the other and his foot swinging impatiently. His big white teeth champed upon the chocolate with which he stuffed his mouth; he was still hungry despite the vast sandwich which the Paymaster Commander had sent up to him, and the soup, and the cocoa. Indeed, it was fortunate that the Canteen Manager had made his way up to him and had sold him that chocolate, for the exertions of the morning had given the Gunnery Lieutenant a keen appetite, partly on account of the irritation he experienced at being on the defensive. Beating off aeroplane attacks, controlling the four-inch AA fire, was strictly defensive work and left him irritable  and hungry.

The opening moves of the battle on the surface mollified him to some extent. He admired the neat way in which the Admiral had parried the first feeble thrust of the Italians, and reluctantly he agreed that it was all to the good when the Italian cruiser screen withdrew after having done nothing more than pitch a few salvoes into the sea alongside the British ships. His ancestors had been lured out from the palisade wall at Hastings in a mad charge which had left them exposed to William the Conquerors mailed horsemen; but the Gunnery Lieutenant, as one of the Captains heads of department, had been for some time under a sobering influence and had been kept informed as to the possibility of Italian battleships being out. And he was aware of the importance of the convoy; and he was a veteran of nearly three years of life and death warfare. He had learned to wait cheerfully now, and not to allow inaction or defensive war to chafe him too much. But all the same the laying of the smoke screen, which (after all those careful conferences) he knew to be the first move in a greater game brought him a great upsurge of spirits. He listened carefully to what the Captain told him on the telephone.

Aye aye, sir.

Then Artemis leaned over outwards as she turned abruptly and plunged into the smoke screen.

In the Director Control Tower it remained bright; the smoke found it difficult to penetrate into the steel box, and the electric bulbs were continuously alight. The Gunnery Lieutenants steel and leather chair was in the centre of the upper tier; on his right sat the spotting officer, young Sub-Lieutenant Raikes, binoculars poised before him, and on his left Petty Officer Saddler to observe the rate of change of range. In front of him sat Chief Petty Officer OFlaherty, the Irishman from Connaught, at the director, and below him and before him sat a whole group of trained men, the pick of the gunnery ratings  picked by the Gunnery Lieutenant and tried and tested in battle and in practice. One of them was Alfred Lightfoot, his brows against the rubber eyepiece of his rangefinder; in the other corner was John Oldroyd, who had spent his boyhood in a Yorkshire mine and was now a rangetaker as good as Lightfoot. Behind them were the inclinometer operator and the range-to-elevation-and-deflection operator; the latter was a pop-eyed little man with neither chin nor dignity, his appearance oddly at variance with his pompous title, but the Gunnery Lieutenant knew him to be a man who did not allow himself to be flurried by danger or excitement. He was of the prim old-maidish type who could be trusted to keep his complex instrument in operation whatever happened, just as the Gunnery Lieutenants maiden aunts kept their skirts down come what might. Even the telephone rating, his instrument over his head, had been hand-picked; in the ships records he was noted as having been a domestic servant, and he found his present task of keeping track of telephone calls a little like his pre-war job when as a bachelors valet he had had to converse over the telephone with creditors and relations and women friends and be polite to all of them. He had acquired then a rather pompous manner which stood him in good stead now in action  he had learned to recall it and employ it at times of greatest stress.

We shall be opening fire on the enemy, said the Gunnery Lieutenant into the telephone which connected him with the turrets, on a bearing about green eight-five.

Long ago the Transmitting Station had passed the order all guns load, and before that the guns crew had been in the first degree of readiness. The team in the Director Control Tower, the marines stationed in the Transmitting Station, the men at the guns, were like men down on their marks waiting for the pistol before a sprint race. They would have to be off to a quick start  it would be on the start that everything would depend, because they must hit the enemy and get away again before the enemy could hit them back. Everybody in the ship knew that. Everybody in the ship had contributed something to the effort of making the thing possible, and now it was up to the gunnery men to carry the plan to completion.

Sunshine flicked into the Director Control Tower, flicked off again, and then shone strongly.

Green five, said the Spotting Officer as he caught sight of the Italian fleet, but the bearing changed instantly as Artemis swung round on a course parallel to the Italians.

Fire at the leading ship, said the Gunnery Officer, coldly brave. That was a battleship, least vulnerable of all to Artemiss fire, but she flew the flag of the Italian Admiral. The three rangefinders in the ship were at work on the instant: Lightfoot and Oldroyd and their colleague Maxwell at the after-rangefinder spinning the screws and, as the double image that each saw resolved itself into one, thrusting with their feet at the pedals before them. Down in the Transmitting Station a machine of more than human speed and reliability read off all three recordings and averaged them. Each of the other observers in the Director Control Tower was making his particular estimate and passing it down to the Transmitting Station, and down there, by the aid of these new readings, the calculation having been made of how distant the Italian flagship was at that moment, other machines proceeded to calculate where the Italian flagship would be in fifteen seconds time. Still other machines had already made other calculations; one of them had been informed of the force and direction of the wind, and would go on making allowance for that, automatically varying itself according to the twists and turns of the ship. Because every gun in the ship had its own little peculiarities, each gun had been given its individual setting to adjust it to its fellows. Variations in temperature would minutely affect the behaviour of the propellant in the guns, which would in turn affect the muzzle velocities of the shells, so that one machine stood by to make the corresponding corrections; and barometric pressure would affect both the propellant and the subsequent flight of the shells  barometric pressure, like temperature, varied from hour to hour and the Transmitting Station had to allow for it. And the ship was rolling in a beam sea  the Transmitting Station dealt with that problem as well.

Table tuned for deflection, sir, said the telephone to the Gunnery Lieutenant.

Broadsides, said the Gunnery Lieutenant coldly again. That was the way fighting madness affected him, so that he would take the wildest risks with the calmest manner.

All the repeaters before him had stopped moving now, and at this moment the last gun ready lamp came on. There was no need to report to the Captain and ask permission to open fire; that had already been given. In those infinitesimal seconds the observations and calculations had been completed which were necessary to the solution of the problem of how, from a ship moving at thirty-one knots, to throw a quarter of a ton of steel and high explosive at another ship moving at twenty knots nine miles away.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant loudly and still calmly, and then, as OFlaherty pressed the trigger, he gave his next order. Up ladder, shoot!


CHAPTER 13

[image: img70.jpg]

FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… and hits were observed…



Chief Petty Officer Patrick OFlaherty had been born a subject of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and for a short time he had been a subject of the Irish Free State before he enlisted in the British Navy and took the oath of allegiance to His Majesty the King of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. In the early days a few ill-mannered and stupid individuals among his shipmates had questioned him teasingly or casually as to the reason for his enlistment, but not one of them had asked him twice; even the stupidest could learn the lesson which OFlaherty dealt out to them.

There had been wild times and black doings in Ireland in those days, and OFlaherty as a child in his early teens had been through scenes of horror and blood; he may possibly have made enemies at that early age, although it is hard to imagine OFlaherty even at fifteen being frightened of human enemies. One turn or another of Irish politics and of Irish guerrilla warfare may have resulted in OFlaherty being deemed a traitor by his friends. In that fashion the boy may have found himself alone; or it may have been mere chance, some coincidence of raid and counter-raid that threw suspicion on him. There may have been no suspicion at all; the blood on OFlahertys hands may have called for the vengeance of someone too powerful or too cunning for the boy to oppose.

Perhaps, on the other hand, when peace descended upon Ireland, OFlaherty may have joined the Navy out of mere desire for adventure, out of mere yearning for the sea that he knew in Clew Bay and Blacksod, possibly with the thought at the back of his mind that if he were ready to desert he would find in the British Navy endless opportunities of making a start in a fresh country without having to pay his fare thither.

But whatever was his motive, the British Navy had absorbed him. Its placid routine and its paternal discipline had been able to take a hold even on the wild Irish boy with the nerves of an unbroken colt. The kindly tolerance of the lower deck, where tolerance is the breath of life because there men have to live elbow to elbow for months together, won him over in the end  it cloyed him at first, sickened him at first, before he grew to understand it, and then to rely upon it. He came to love the breath of the sea, under equatorial stars in the Indian Ocean or freezing spray in the North Atlantic, as he had loved the soft air of Joyces country. There had been black periods when the exile went through the uncontrollable misery of homesickness, but they had grown rarer with the years, as the boy of fifteen grew into the man of thirty-five, and providence, or good luck  or conceivably good management  had saved him during those times from breaches of discipline serious enough to ruin him.

Twenty years of service is a long time. Once he had been a pink-cheeked boy, in the days when, ragged and hungry, he had been a thirteen-year-old soldier of Ireland, sleeping in the hills, hiding in the bogs, crouching behind a bank with half a dozen of his fellows waiting to pitch a bomb into a lorry-load of Black-and-Tans at the point where a bend in the road hid the felled tree. Now his cheeks were blue-black, and he was lantern-jawed; there were a few grey hairs among his wavy black ones, although the blue eyes under the black brows were as bright as ever, and the smile of the soft lips was as winning as ever. All the contradictions of Ireland were embodied in his person as in his career, just as obviously as they had been in the old days when the fighting blackguards of Wellingtons Connaught Rangers had stormed the castle of Badajoz in the teeth of the flailing musketry of Napoleons garrison.

Today Chief Petty Officer OFlaherty faced odds equally dreadful with his fighting blood as much aflame. His Irish sensitiveness and quickness of thought would not desert him, even when the Irish lust for battle consumed him  so that he reached by a different path the same exalted mental condition as the Gunnery Lieutenant who had entrusted him with his present duty. He kept the director sight upon the Italian flagship, holding it steady while the ship rolled, deeply to starboard, deeply to port, sighting for the base of the foremast and easing the director round millimetre by millimetre as Artemis head-reached upon the target ship. And with every microscopic variation of the director sight the six guns moved, too, along with their three turrets, five hundred tons of steel and machinery swaying to each featherweight touch upon the director, as miraculous as any wonder an Irish bard had ever sung about over his harp.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant, loudly, and OFlaherty pressed the trigger, completing the circuits in the six guns.

They bellowed aloud with their hideous voices, their deafening outcry tapering abruptly into the harsh murmur of the shells tearing through the air. And the shells were still on their way across the grey sea when the gun ready lamps lit before the Gunnery Lieutenants eyes.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant.

OFlaherty pressed the trigger again; the sights were still aligned upon the base of the Italian flagships foremast.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant, and again, Shoot!

Twelve shells were in the air at once while the fountains raised by the six preceding ones still hung poised above the surface. This was the moment when heads must be utterly clear and hands utterly steady. Gunnery Lieutenant and Spotting Officer and Sub-Lieutenant Home forward in B turret were watching those fountains, and pressing on the buttons before them to signal short or straddle or over. Down in the Transmitting Station the signals from the three officers arrived together; if they were in agreement, or, if not, in accordance with the majority, the elevation of the guns was adjusted up or down the scale  the ladder which the Gunnery Lieutenant had ordered  and to every round fired there were also added the innumerable other corrections: with an additional one now, because the guns were heating up. Yet every ten seconds the guns were ready and loaded, and every ten seconds the shells were hurled out of them, and the point where they fell, every ten seconds, had to be carefully noted  any confusion between one broadside and its predecessor or successor would ruin the subsequent shooting. The Gunnery Lieutenant could, when he wanted to, cut out completely the signals of the Spotting Officer and of B turret officer, and rely entirely upon his own observations. But Raikes and Home were old and tried companions in arms. He could trust them  he stole a glance at Raikes profile, composed and steady, and was confirmed in his decision. The Gunnery Lieutenant looked back quickly at the target. The next broadside raised a single splash this side of the target, and along the grey profile of the battleship a sparkling yellow flash, minute in the sunshine  another hit. Four hits with six broadsides was good shooting. That yellow flash was the consummation of a gunnery officers career. It was for the sake of that that he endured the toil and drudgery of Whale Island, the endless drills, the constant inspection of apparatus; years of unremitting labour in order at the end of them to glimpse that yellow flash which told that the shells were hitting. The Gunnery Lieutenant stirred uneasily in his seat as within him surged the fighting spirit clamouring to hit and hit and go on hitting.

Now those bright flashes from the Italian flagships sides were not hits. It was three seconds before the fall of another broadside was due. The Gunnery Lieutenant knew what they were. He spotted the fall of the next broadside and signalled it as short, and the fall of the next as straddle. His finger was still on the button as the surface of the sea between him and the target rose in mountains, the incredible masses of water flung up by fifteen-inch shells.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant.

With the bellow of the broadside sounded another tremendous noise, like that of a tube train hurtling through a tunnel  the sound of big shells passing close overhead. The Italian navy was firing back now. There were bright flashes all down the line; sea and air were flung into convulsions.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant, and he marked up the next fall of shot.

And OFlaherty at the director still kept the sights steady on the base of the Italian flagships foremast, pressing the trigger as he was ordered, while the shells roared over him or burst in front of him and the guns thundered below him. That sensitive mouth of his  there was a girl in Southsea who still dreamed about that mouth occasionally  was smiling.


CHAPTER 14
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… until I turned back again into the smoke screen…



On the bridge the sudden crash of the guns made Jerningham jump, the way it always did. He told himself that if he had any means of knowing just when that crash was coming he would not jump, but up here on the bridge there was no warning. He felt the hot blast of the explosion, and looked towards the enemy to see if he could spot the fall of the shot; so the crash of the next broadside caught him off his guard again and made him jump and miss it. He hoped none of the ratings on duty up here had seen him jump  that second time he was sure his feet had left the deck. The third crash came at that moment and he jumped again. The din was appalling, and with every broadside he was shaken by the blast of the guns.

He straightened his cap, which had fallen perilously lopsided: and tried to stiffen himself against the next broadside. It was hard to think in these conditions; those explosions jumbled a mans thoughts like shaking up a jigsaw puzzle. He felt envy, almost hatred, for the Officer of the Watch and the Torpedo Lieutenant and the Navigating Lieutenant standing together like a group of statuary. By the time he pulled himself together half a dozen broadsides had been fired; Artemis had been out of the smoke bank a full minute, Jerningham looked again to starboard in time to see the first Italian salvo fling up the sea before his eyes; then he heard another rumble terrifyingly close over his head. He saw the whole Italian line a-sparkle with gunfire. Every one of those ships was firing at him.

He gulped, and then with one last effort regained his self-control, panic fading out miraculously the way neuralgia sometimes did, and he was left savouring, almost doubtingly, his new-won calm, as, when the neuralgia had gone, he savoured doubtingly his freedom from pain. Remembering the notes he had to take regarding the course of the battle he took out pad and pencil again, referring to his wrist watch and making a hasty average of the time which had elapsed since his last entries and now. When he looked up again he saw the sea boiling with shell-splashes. It seemed incredible that Artemis could go through such a fire without being hit.

But the Captain was turning and giving an order to the Navigating Lieutenant, and then speaking into the voice pipe; the din was so terrific that Jerningham at his distance could hear nothing that he said. Artemis heeled and turned abruptly away from the enemy, and the gunfire ended with equal abruptness. Only a second or two elapsed before they were back again in the comforting smoke and darkness and silence; the smoke bank took the ship into its protection like a mother enfolding her child.

God! said Jerningham aloud, were well out of that.

He heard, but could not see, another salvo strike the water close alongside; some of the spray which it threw up spattered on to the bridge. He wondered if the Italians were purposefully firing, blind, into the smoke, or if this was a salvo fired off by a shaken and untrained ship unable to check its guns crews; as it became apparent that this was the only salvo fired it seemed that the second theory was the correct one.

The smoke was beginning to thin.

Hard-a-starboard! said the Captain, suddenly and a trifle more loudly than was his wont.

Artemis leaned steeply over, so steeply that the empty ammunition cases went cascading over the decks with a clatter that rang through the ship. The Navigating Lieutenant was saying the name of God as loudly as Jerningham had done, and was grabbing nervously at the compass before him. Jerningham looked forward. Dimly visible on the port bow were the upper works of a light cruiser, and right ahead was another, old Hera, the companion of Artemis in so many Mediterranean sallies. The ships were approaching each other at seventy miles an hour.

Jesus! said the Navigating Lieutenant, his face contorted with strain.

Jerningham saw Hera swing, felt Artemis swing. The two ships flashed past each other on opposite courses not twenty yards apart; Jerningham could see the officers on Heras bridge staring across at them, and the set faces of the ratings posted at Heras portside Oerlikon gun.

Midships, said the Captain. Steady!

Artemis went back to a level keel, dashing along the windward edge of the smoke bank away from the rest of the squadron. The Navigating Lieutenant put two fingers into his collar and pulled against its constriction.

That was a near thing, sir, he said to the Captain; the calmness in his voice was artificial.

Yes, pretty close, replied the Captain simply.

It must have been very shortly after Artemis had turned into the smoke to attack the enemy that the Admiral had led the rest of the squadron back again on an opposite course, so that Artemis turning back through the smoke had only just missed collision with the last two ships in the line. But because of good seamanship and quick thinking no collision had taken place; that was the justification of the risk taken.

The Captain smiled, grimly and secretly, as he reconstructed the encounter in his mind. When ships dash about at thirty knots in a fogbank surprising things are likely to happen. A twenty-yard margin and a combined speed of sixty-two knots meant that he had given the order to starboard the helm with just half a second to spare. As a boy he had been trained, and as a man he had been training himself for twenty years, to make quick decisions in anticipation of moments just like that.

Back in 1918 the Captain had been a midshipman in the Grand Fleet, and he had been sent in his picket-boat with a message to the Fleet Flagship one day when they were lying at Rosyth. He had swung his boat neatly under Queen Elizabeths stern, turning at full speed, and then, going astern with his engines, had come to a perfect stop at the foot of Queen Elizabeths gangway. He had delivered his message and was about to leave again when a messenger stopped him.

The Admiral would like to see you on the quarterdeck, sir.

He went aft to where Acting-Admiral Sir David Beatty, GCB, commanding the Grand Fleet, was pacing the deck.

Are you the wart who brought that picket-boat alongside?

Yes, sir.

Did you see my notice?

No, sir.

Youve flooded my damned cabin with your damned wash. The first time the scuttles have been open for weeks. I go to the trouble of putting out a notice to say slow and the first damned little wart in his damned little picket-boat that comes alongside sends half the damned Firth of Forth over my damned furniture. My compliments to your Lieutenant, and youre to have six of the best. Of the best, remember.

The midshipman displayed quickness of thought and firmness of decision to save himself from the pain and indignity of a beating. He stood his ground stubbornly.

Well? snapped the Admiral.

That notice isnt hung so that anyone can see it coming under the ships stern, sir. Its quite invisible from there.

Are you arguing with me?

Yes, sir. If the notice had been visible I should have seen it.

That was a downright statement of fact, addressed boldly by a sixteen-year-old midshipman to the Commander-in-Chief. Beatty looked the boy up and down keenly, realizing that in this particular case a midshipman was sure of what he was saying. If his statement were to be put to the test it would probably prove to be correct; and to make the test would be a most undignified proceeding for an Admiral.

Very good, then. Ill cancel my order. Instead you will report to your Lieutenant that you have been arguing with the Commander-in-Chief. Ill leave the verdict to him. Carry on.

That was Beattys quickness of decision. He could not be guilty of an act of injustice, but discipline might suffer if some unfledged midshipman would be able to boast of having bested him in an argument. He could rely on the Lieutenant to see to it that discipline did not suffer, to administer a beating for the purpose of making sure that the midshipman did not get too big for his boots. And in the end, the midshipman had escaped the beating by simply disobeying the Admirals order. He had made no report to the Lieutenant, thereby imperilling his whole professional career and running the risk of dire punishment in addition; a big stake. But the odds were so heavy against the Commander-in-Chief inquiring as to whether a midshipman had made an obviously trivial report to his Lieutenant that it was a safe gamble which had succeeded.

In the mind of a boy of sixteen to argue with an Admiral and to disobey an order was as great a risk as it was for a captain to face the fire of the Italian navy and to charge through a smoke screen at thirty knots. There was risk in exposing a light cruiser to the fire of battleships. But, carefully calculated, the odds were not so great. Artemis emerged from the smoke screen ready to open fire. The Italians had to see her first, and then train their guns around, ascertain the range, open fire. Their instruments would not be as carefully looked after, nor as skilfully handled. It would take them much longer to get on to the target. And the more ships which fired upon Artemis the better; the numerous splashes would only serve to confuse the spotters and gunnery officers  a ship that tried to correct its guns elevations by observing the fall of another ships shells was lost indeed. The greatest risk to be run was that of pure chance, of a fluke salvo hitting the target, and against that risk must be balanced the utter necessity of hitting the Italians. The Captain had calculated the odds to a close approximation.
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… I then returned to continue the action…



That was a near one, said Leading Seaman Harris. He sat in the gunners seat at the portside pompom and swung his legs as Hera tore past them. He grinned hugely, for Harris was of the graceless type that refuses to be impressed.

Wonder ow old Corkys feeling, said Able Seaman Ryder. Dyou remember old Corky, Nibs? You know, the crusher. I eard e was in Era now.

A crusher is a member of the ships police, and Ryder was a seaman familiar with those officials, like the majority of the pompoms crew. The ships bad characters seemed to have gravitated naturally to the pompom. Leading Seaman Harris had been disrated more than once, and only held his responsible position because of a special endowment by nature, for Harris was a natural marksman with a pompom. To handle the gun accurately called for peculiar abilities  one hand controlling elevation and the other hand traversing the gun round, like playing the treble and the bass on a piano. And it had to be done instinctively, for there was no time to think when firing at an aeroplane moving at three hundred miles an hour. The complex four-barrelled gun, a couple of tons of elaborate machinery, had to be swung forward and back, up and down, not to keep on the target but to lead it by fifty yards or more so as to send its two-pound shells to rendezvous with the flying enemy. Even with a gun that fired four shells in a second, each with a muzzle velocity of unimaginable magnitude, and even with the help of tracer shells, it was a difficult task  the gunner had to be a natural shot and at the same time flexible enough of mind to submit to the necessary artificial restrictions of the training gear, lightning quick of hand and eye and mind  with the more vulgar attribute of plain courage so as to face unflurried the appalling attack of the dive bombers.

In Artemis, as in every ship, there was courage in plenty, but the ship had been combed unavailingly to find another pompom gunner as good as Leading Seaman Harris. He handled that gun of his as though it were a part of himself, looking along the sights with both eyes open, his unique mind leaping to conclusions where another would calculate. And experience had improved even Harris, because now he could out-think the bomber pilots and anticipate with equal intuition just what manoeuvres they would employ to throw off his aim. He was a virtuoso of the two-pounder pompom; this very morning he had increased his score by five  five shattered aeroplanes lay a hundred miles back at the bottom of the Mediterranean torn open by the shells Harris had fired into them.

So his crew were in higher spirits even than usual, like a successful football team after a match  it was a matter of teamwork, for the crew had to work in close coordination, supplying ammunition and clearing jams, like the half-backs making the openings for Harris the gifted centre-forward who shot the goals. Exultation rose high in their breasts, especially as the starboard side pompom could only claim one victim, and that doubtful. If the opportunity were to present itself before the exultation had a chance to die down the success would be celebrated in the way the gang celebrated every success, in indiscipline and lack of respect for superior officers  along with drunkenness and leave-breaking, these offences kept the port-side pompom crew under punishment with monotonous consistency.

Convoys copping it, remarked Able Seaman Nye; a sudden burst of gunfire indicated that the convoy and its depleted escort were firing at the aeroplanes which had renewed the attack now that the cruisers, and destroyers, screen was out of the way.

They wont come to no arm, said Ryder. We got the cream of the Eyeties smorning.

Remember that one wiv the red stripes on is wings? said Nibs. You got im properly, Leader.

Harris nodded in happy reminiscence.

Howre you getting on, Curly? he asked, suddenly.

Able Seaman Presteign smiled.

All right, he said.

Presteign was the right-handed loader of the pompom, his duty being to replace regularly the short heavy belts of shells on that side, a job he carried out accurately and unfailingly; that goes without saying, for if he had not he would never have remained entrusted with it, Harriss friendship notwithstanding. It was odd that he and Harris were such devoted friends. It was odd that Presteign was so quick and efficient at his work. For Presteign was a poet.

Not many people knew that. Jerningham did  one evening in the wardroom the Gunnery Lieutenant had tossed over to him one of the letters he was censoring, with a brief introduction.

Here, Jerningham, youre a literary man. This ought to be in your line.

Jerningham glanced over the sheet. It was a piece of verse, written in the typical uneducated scrawl of the lower deck, and Jerningham smiled pityingly as he first observed the shortness of the lines which revealed it to be lower-deck poetry. He nearly tossed it back again unread, for it went against the grain a little to laugh at someones ineffective soul-stirrings. It was a little like laughing at a cripple; there are strange things to be read occasionally in the correspondence of six hundred men. But to oblige the Gunnery Lieutenant, Jerningham looked through the thing, reluctantly  he did not want to have to smile at crude rhymes and weak scansion. The rhymes were correct, he noted with surprise, and something in the sequence of them caught his notice so that he looked again. The verse was a sonnet in the Shakespearian form, perfectly correct, and for the first time he read it through with attention. It was a thing of beauty, of loveliness, exquisitely sweet, with a honeyed rhythm; as he read it the rhymes rang in his mental ear like the chiming of a distant church bell across a beautiful landscape. He looked up at the Gunnery Lieutenant.

This is all right, he said, with the misleading understatement of all the wardrooms of the British Navy. Its the real thing.

The Gunnery Lieutenant smiled sceptically.

Yes it is, persisted Jerningham. He looked at the signature. Whos this A. B. Presteign?

Nobody special. Nice-looking kid. Curly, they call him. Came to us from Excellent.

Hostilities only?

No. Joined the Navy as a boy in 1938. Orphanage boy.

So that hes twenty now?

About that.

Jerningham looked through the poem again, with the same intense pleasure. There was genius, not talent, here  genius at twenty. Unless  Jerningham went back through his mind in search of any earlier recollection of that sonnet. The man might easily have borrowed another mans work for his own. But Jerningham could not place it; he was sure that if ever it had been published it would be known to him.

Whos it addressed to?

Oh, some girl or other. The Gunnery Lieutenant picked out the envelope from the letters before him. Barmaid, I fancy.

The envelope was addressed to Miss Jean Wardell, The Somerset Arms, Page Street, Gravesend; most likely a barmaid, as the Gunnery Lieutenant said.

Well, lets have it back, said the Gunnery Lieutenant. I cant spend all night over these dam letters.

There had been three other sonnets after that, each as lovely as the first, and each addressed to the same public house. Jerningham had wondered often about the unknown Keats on board Artemis and made a point of identifying him, but it was some time before he encountered him in person; it was not until much later that this happened, when they found themselves together on the pier waiting for the ships boat with no one else present. Jerningham was a little drunk.

Ive seen some of your poetry, Presteign, he said, its pretty good.

Presteign flushed slightly.

Thank you, sir, he said.

What started you writing sonnets? asked Jerningham.

Well, sir 

Presteign talked with a restrained fluency, handicapped by the fact that he was addressing an officer; also it was a subject he had never discussed before with anyone, never with anyone. He had read Shakespeare, borrowing the copy of the complete works from the ships library; he gave Jerningham the impression of having revelled in Shakespeare during some weeks of debauch, like some other sailor on a drinking bout.

And at the end of the book, sir 

There were the sonnets, of course.

Yes, sir. I never read anything like them before. They showed me something new.

 Then felt I like some watcher of the skies,  quoted Jerningham,  When a new planet swims into his ken.

Yes, sir, said Presteign respectfully, but with no other reaction that Jerninghams sharp glance could observe.

Thats Keats. Do you know Keats?

No, sir.

Come to my cabin and Ill lend you a copy.

There was something strangely dramatic about introducing Presteign to Keats. If ever there were two poets with everything in common, it was those two. In one way Jerningham regretted having made the introduction; he would have been interested to discover if Presteign would evolve for himself the classical sonnet form of octet and sextet. Presteign had undoubtedly been moving towards it already. But on the other hand there had been Presteigns enchanted enthusiasm over the Odes, his appreciation of the rich colour of The Eve of St Agnes. There was something fantastically odd about the boys beauty (there was no other word for it) in the strange setting of a sailors uniform; his enthusiasm brought more colour to his cheeks and far more sparkle to his eyes. From the way his cropped fair hair curled over his head it was obvious how he came by his nickname.

And it was basically odd, too, to be talking about the Ode to a Nightingale to a man whose duty it was to feed shells into a pompom, when England was fighting for her life and the world was in flames; and when Jerningham himself was in danger. Yet it was charming to listen to Presteigns intuitive yet subtle criticism of the Spenserian stanza as used by Keats in St Agnes.

It was all intuitive, of course. The boy had never been educated; Jerningham ascertained the bald facts of his life partly from his own lips, partly from the ships papers. He was a foundling (Jerningham guessed that his name of Presteign was given him after that of the Herefordshire village), a mere orphanage child. Institution life might have killed talent, but it could not kill genius; nothing could do that, not even the bleak routine, the ordered timetable, the wearisome drill, the uninspired food, the colourless life, the drab clothing, the poor teaching, the not-unkind guardianship. Sixteen years in an institution, and then the Navy, and then the war. The boy could not write an Ode to a Grecian Urn, he had never read an ode nor seen a Grecian urn. He had never heard a nightingale, and the stained glass in the institution chapel could never have suggested to him nor to Keats the rose-bloom falling on Madelines hands.

He wrote about the beauties he knew of  the following gull; the blue and silver stern wave which curved so exquisitely above the stern of a fast-moving cruiser, as lovely as any Grecian urn; the ensign whipping stiffly from the staff; and he wrote about them in the vocabularies of the institution and the Navy, gaunt, exact words, transmuted by him into glowing jewels. Keats would have done the same, thought Jerningham, save that Milton and Byron had given him a freer choice.

And it is humanly possible that Navy discipline  Whale Island discipline  played its part in forming that disciplined poetic style. Jerningham formed the opinion that it had done so. That interested Jerningham enormously. Outwardly Presteign  save for his handsome face  was as typical a matelot as ever Jerningham had seen; if the institution had not taught him how to live in a crowded community the Navy certainly had done so. There was nothing of the rebel against society about Presteign; he had never come into conflict with rules and regulations  he wandered unharmed through them like a sleepwalker through bodily perils, carrying his supreme lyrical gift with him.

Yet in addition Jerningham came to realize that much of Presteigns immunity from trouble was due to his friendship with Harris  a strange friendship between the poet and the hard-headed sailor, but very real and intense for all that. Harris watched over and guarded Presteign like a big brother, and had done so ever since they first came into touch with each other at Whale Island  it was a fortunate chance that had transferred the pair of them simultaneously to Artemis. It was Harris who fought the battles for him that Presteign disdained to fight, and Harris who planned the breaches of the regulations that smoothed Presteigns path, and who did the necessary lying to save him from the consequences; Harris saw to it that Presteigns kit was complete and his hammock lashed up and stowed, reminded him of duties for which he had to report, and shielded him from the harsher contacts with his fellow men. Presteigns poetic gifts were something for Harris to wonder at, to admire without understanding; something which played no part in their friendship, something that Harris accepted unquestioning as part of his friends make-up, on a par with the fact that his hair curled. And it may have been Presteigns exquisite sense of timing and rhythm which made him an efficient loader at the portside pompom, and that was the only return Harris wanted.

Up to the present moment Jerningham had only had three interviews with Presteign  not very long in which to gather all these facts about him, especially considering that he had spoilt the last interview rather badly.

And who is Miss Jean Wardell? asked Jerningham, as casually as he could  casually, but a sullen frown closed down over Presteigns sunny face when he heard the words.

A girl I know, he said, and then, as Jerningham looked further questions, a barmaid. In Gravesend.

That sullenness told Jerningham much of what he wanted to know. He could picture the type, shopworn and a little overblown, uneducated and insensitive. Jerningham could picture the way a girl like that would receive Presteigns poems  the raised eyebrows, the puzzlement, the pretended interest for fear lest she should be suspected of a lack of culture. Now that they came by post they would be laid aside pettishly with no more than a glance  thrown away, probably. And Presteign knew all this about her, as that sullen glance of his disclosed; he was aware of her blowsiness and yet remained in thrall to her, the flesh warring with the spirit. The boy was probably doomed for the rest of his life to hopeless love for women older and more experienced than him  Jerningham saw that with crystal clearness at that very moment, at the same time as he realized that his rash question had, at least temporarily, upset the delicate relationship existing between officer and seaman, poet and patron. He had to postpone indefinitely the request he was going to put forward for a complete collection of Presteigns poetical works; and he had to terminate the interview as speedily as he decently could. After Presteign had left him he told himself again that poetry was something that did not matter, that a torpedo into a German submarines side was worth more than all the sonnets in the world; and more bitterly he told himself that he would give all Presteigns poetry, written and to come, in exchange for a promise of personal immunity for himself during this war.

Howre you getting on, Curly? asked Leading Seaman Harris, swinging his legs in the gunlayers seat.

All right, said Presteign.

Something was forming in his mind; it was like the elaborate gold framework of a carefully designed and beautiful piece of jewellery, before the enamels and the gems are worked into it. It was the formula of a sonnet; the rhymes were grouping themselves together, with an overflow at the fifth line that would carry the sense on more vividly. That falling bomber, with the smoke pouring from it and the pilot dead at the controls, was the inspiration of that sonnet; Presteign could feel the poem forming itself, and knew it to be lovely. And farther back still in his mind there were other frameworks, other settings, constituting themselves, more shadowy as yet, and yet of a promise equally lovely. Presteign knew himself to be on the verge of a great outburst of poetry; a sequence of sonnets; the falling bomber, the Italian Navy ranged along the horizon, the Italian destroyer bursting into flames to split the night, the German submarine rising tortured to the surface; these were what he was going to write about. Presteign did not know whether ever before naval warfare had been made the subject of a sonnet-cycle, neither did he care. He was sure of himself with the perfect certainty of the artist as the words aligned themselves in his mind. The happiness of creation was upon him as he stood there beside the pompom with the wind flapping his clothes, and the stern wave curling gracefully behind the ship; grey water and white wake and blue sky; and the black smoke screen behind him. The chatter of his friends was faint in his ears as the first of the sonnet-cycle grew ever more and more definite in his mind.

Ere we go again, said Nibs.

Artemis was heeling over on the turn as she plunged back into the smoke screen to seek out her enemies once more.
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… further hits were observed until…



The smoke screen was only a little less dense this time; it was holding together marvellously well as that beautiful wind rolled it down upon the Italian line. The ventilating shafts took hold of the smoke and pumped it down into the interior of the ship, driving it along with the air into every compartment where men breathed. Acrid and oily at the same time, it dimmed the lights and it set men coughing and cursing. In B turret, forward of the bridge and only just lower than it, the guns crews stood by with the smoke eddying round them; their situation was better than that of most, because the ventilation here was speedier and more effective than in any other enclosed part of the ship. The guns were already loaded and they could feel the turret training round. Every man of the guns crews had a skilled job to do, at some precise moment of the operation of loading and firing, and to keep a six-inch gun firing every ten seconds meant that each man must so concentrate on doing his work that he had no time to think of anything else; after a few minutes of action they would find it hard to say offhand on which side the turret was trained, and unless the loudspeaker or Sub-Lieutenant Home told them they would know nothing about the damage their shots were doing. Their business was to get the guns loaded every ten seconds; the transmitting station would do their calculation for them, the director would point the guns and fire them. But they knew what the return into the smoke screen implied. It was hardly necessary for Sub-Lieutenant Home to tell them quietly.

We shall be opening fire again in two minutes time.

Most of the men in B turret were at least five years older than Home, and most of them, too, were still devotees of the beard-growing fashion which had swept the Royal Navy during the opening months of the war. There were black beards and fair beards and red beards in B turret; the men could well have passed for a pirate crew instead of seamen of the Royal Navy. Most of them were dressed in soiled and ragged clothes, for, very sensibly, none of them saw any purpose in exposing their smart uniforms to damage in battle, especially as the majority of them spent a proportion of their pay in making their clothes smarter and better fitting than when issued by the Government.

A devotee of discipline of the old school would have been just as shocked to see the easy way in which they attended to their duties; a man did not spring to stiff attention when he had completed the operation for which he was responsible. He took himself out of the way of the others and stood poised to spring forward again. There was no need for the outward show of discipline, of the Prussian Guard type, with these men. They understood their business; they had worked those guns in half a dozen victories; they knew what they were fighting for; they were men of independent habit of thought working together with a common aim. They did not have to be broken into unthinking obedience to ensure that they would do what they were told; thanks to their victories and to the age-long victorious tradition of their service they could be sure that their efforts would be directly aimed towards victory.

It was true as well that every man knew that the better he did his work the better would be his chance of life, that for every Italian he helped to kill in this battle there was one less Italian who might kill him, but that was only a minor, a very minor reason for his doing his best. Love of life did not have nearly as much strength as did the love for the service which actuated these men, the love for the ship, and especially the artistic desire to do perfectly the task before them. They were in that way like the instrumentalists in an orchestra, playing their best and obedient to the conductor not through fear of dismissal but solely to produce a good performance. This state of mind of the men  this discipline and esprit de corps in other words, which would excite the hopeless envy of admirals not fortunate enough to command such men  made anything possible in the ship save cowardice and wilful inefficiency. The martyr at the stake refusing to recant to save his life, the artist unthinkingly putting his whole best into his work, were actuated by motives similar to those actuating these gunners  although anyone who rashly told those gunners that they were martyrs or artists would at best be answered only with the tolerance extended by the Navy towards an eccentric. They were masters of their craft, balancing easily on the heaving deck, ready for instant action although relaxed, the jokes which were passing among them having nothing to do with the situation in which they found themselves.

The ship passed out of the smoke screen; sunlight came in through the slits, and the smoke within began to dissipate under the forced ventilation. The deck under their feet took up a steep slant as Artemis turned; the pointer moved on the dial, and the turret rotated its heavy weight smoothly as Gunlayer Wayne kept his pointer following it. As the pointers coincided, with the guns loaded, the circuit was closed which illuminated the gun ready lamp before the eyes of the Gunnery Lieutenant in the Gunnery Control Tower. And when Chief Petty Officer OFlaherty pressed the trigger of the director, the little bridges in the ignition tubes heated up, the tubes took fire, the detonators at their ends exploded into the cordite charges, the cordite exploded, and the guns went off in a smashing madness of sound, like a clap of thunder confined in a small room. The solid charges of cordite changed themselves into vast masses of heated gas, so much gas that if expanded at that temperature it would form a volume more than equal to that of the five-thousand-ton ship itself, but confined at the moment of firing into a bulk no bigger than a large loaf of bread under a pressure a hundred times as great as the heaviest pressure in any ships boiler. The pressure thrust itself against the bases of the shells, forcing them up the twenty-five-feet guns, faster and faster and faster. The lands of the rifling took hold of the driving bands of the shells  that rifling was of the finest steel, for the pressure against the sides of the lands, as the shells inertly resisted rotation, was as powerful as that of a hydraulic press. Up the guns went the shells, faster and faster forward, and spinning faster and faster on their axes, until when they reached the muzzles twenty-five feet from the breech, they were rushing through the air at four times the speed of sound, having each acquired during that brief twenty-five feet an energy equal to that of a locomotive engine travelling at thirty miles an hour. And the recoil was exactly of the same amount of energy, as if each turret had been struck simultaneously by two locomotives moving at thirty miles an hour; but these two enormous blows fell merely on the recoiling systems of the guns  those recoiling systems over which so many ingenious brains had laboured, which represented the labour of so many skilled workmen, and which B turret crew had kept in high condition through years of warfare. Unseen and unfelt, the hydraulic tubes of the recoil systems absorbed those two tremendous shocks; all that could be seen of their activity was the guns sliding slowly back and forward again. The two locomotives had been stopped in two seconds, as quietly as a woman might lean back against a cushion.

Number two at the right-hand gun was Leading Seaman Harley  the bearded seaman with the appearance of a benevolent Old Testament prophet; as the recoil ceased he opened the breech, and by that action sent a huge gust of compressed air tearing up the bore of the gun to sweep away the hot gases and any possible smouldering residue. He flicked out the old firing tube and pushed in a new one, closing the venthole. Numbers four and five were Seamen Cunliffe and Holt; they already had hold of the new shell, taken from the hoist, and they thrust it into the hot chamber of the gun. Cunliffe pushed with the rammer until the shell rested solidly against the rifling.

Home! shouted Cunliffe.

Able Seaman James was ready with the charge, and as Cunliffe withdrew the rammer James slid the charge into the breech and sprang back. Harley swung the breech shut, and the forward swing of the screw plug converted itself into a rotatory motion which interlocked the screw threads on breech and plug. As its motion stopped, Harley flicked over the interceptor which had up to that moment been guarding against accidents.

Ready! shouted Harley.

Waynes pointer was exactly above the director pointer, and Harley had scarcely spoken when the guns crashed out anew, and the shells left the muzzles of the guns exactly ten seconds after their predecessors. Sub-Lieutenant Home looked through the glasses that were trained through the narrow slit under the roof of the turret. His gaze was fixed on the Italian flagship, but he was conscious, in the vague outer field of his vision, in the blue sky above the battleship, of a mysterious black line that rose and fell there, erasing itself at one end at the same time as it prolonged itself at the other. What he could see was the actual track of the shells winging their way through the air at two thousand feet a second; his position directly behind the guns gave him the advantage of following them with his glance as they rose three miles high and then descended again. The guns crashed out again below him, but he did not allow that to distract him, for he was looking for splashes. Just after this new explosion of the guns he saw the tiniest white chalk marks against the blue sky, appearing here and there behind the upper works of the battleship  hard to tell whether before or behind, but these had no visible roots, he was certain. Home snicked the over button decisively, but this was no time to relax, for the next broadside was already on its way, writing its black line against the sky.

A single splash whose root he could see, white against the dark grey of the battleship; two more tiny white tips beyond, and a reddish-yellow gleam, at the base of the foremost funnel.

Straddle, muttered Home, marking it up.

He had to keep his head clear despite the din and the excitement. Artemis might have the most perfect instruments, the finest guns, the best ammunition ever made, but they were useless without clear heads and steady hands and keen eyes. It took a keen eye to see an over, so that it usually called for a bold decision to mark it up, and the three buttons were temptingly close to each other; a nervous man or a clumsy man or a shaken man could easily signal over when he meant to signal short. Home was only twenty years old; a mature man would smile at the idea of buying a house on Homes recommendation, or investing his money on Homes advice, or even backing a horse that Home might fancy. The women who might meet him in drawing-rooms or at cocktail parties would think of him  if they thought of him at all  as a nice boy; even the girls younger than him would hardly bother their heads about a penniless sub-lieutenant  someone they could dance with, a convenient escort on an otherwise empty evening, perhaps, but not someone to be taken seriously. Moreover, Sub-Lieutenant Home was not a young man with social graces, and he had an inborn tendency to mild stupidity; hostesses found him heavy in the hand.

He was not a man of active and ingenious mind, and people who knew him well would predict for him only the most undistinguished future  retirement from the Navy in twenty years or so with the rank of Lieutenant-Commander, presumably. It might in consequence be considered strange to find him in such a responsible position as captain of B turret, but there was really nothing strange about it. Home was a man with all the dogged courage of the society whence he came. He could be relied upon to die where he stood  where he sat, rather  sooner than desert his post. His quiet unimaginative mind was unmoved by fear or by fear of responsibility; as he pressed those buttons he did not dwell mentally on the consequences of pressing the wrong one  the broadside that might miss, the defeat that might ensue from that, the fall of Malta as a consequence of the defeat, the loss of Egypt as a result of the fall of Malta, the victory of Germany, the enslavement of the world. Home may have been worried a little at the thought of a ticking-off from the Gunnery Lieutenant, but beyond that his imagination did not stray. He merely made sure that he pressed the right button and observed the fall of the successive broadsides in their proper sequence. He would go on doing that until the end of time; and if evil fortune should wipe out the Gunnery Control Tower and the Gunnery Lieutenant he was perfectly prepared to take over the direction of the three turrets from where he sat and carry the responsibility of the whole ships armament.

The bearded ruffians who manned B turret accorded him the respect due to his rank and the devotion they were ready to give anyone who could be relied upon come what might to direct their endeavours to destroy the Eyeties. They knew him well after all these months of service, could predict with complete certainty what would be his attitude towards any of the usual crimes or requests. Even though he still only had to shave alternate days while their beards had grey hairs in them, he wore a gold stripe on his sleeve and he could (with discreet aid from tables) work out problems in ballistics or navigation which they never had any hope of solving  the two attributes were very much on a par with each other in their estimation; in other words they knew him to be a major cog in the complex machine in which they were minor cogs, but they also knew that the major cog would never break under the strain or jam through some unpredictable flaw.


CHAPTER 17
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… a hit started a small fire…



Artemis was shooting superbly. The Captain could see that, with his own eyes, as he turned his binoculars upon the Italian flagship. With the shortened range it was possible to see not merely whether the splashes fell this side or the other of the target, but how close they fell, and they were raining so densely round the battleship that there must be many more hits being scored than were revealed by the fleeting gleams of the bursting shells which he could see; others were being obscured by the splashes or were bursting inside plating. It was impossible that they could do any serious damage to the big battleship with her vitals encased in twelve-inch steel, but they must be discommoding, all the same. The Captain experienced a feeling of elation which was extraordinarily pleasant. He was a man who was profoundly interested in the art of living. Rembrandt gave him pleasure, and so did the Fifth Symphony; so did bouillabaisse at Marseilles or southern cooking at New Orleans or a properly served Yorkshire pudding in the north of England; so did a pretty girl or an elegant woman; so did a successful winning hazard from a difficult position at billiards, or a Vienna coup at bridge; and so did success in battle. These were the things that gilded the bitter pill of life which everyone had to swallow. They were as important as life and death; not because they were very important, but because life and death were not very important. So the Captain allowed himself to enjoy both the spectacle of shells raining down upon the Italian flagship, and the knowledge that it was his own achievement that they should rain down like that.

The enemys salvoes were creeping closer; it was nearly time to retire again. A mile away Hera had emerged from the smoke screen, spitting fire from all her turrets. It seemed for a moment as if she were on fire herself, for during her passage through the smoke screen she had breathed the smoke in through her ventilators, and now her forced ventilation system was blowing it out again in wreathes that curled round her superstructure so that she looked like a ghost ship. Artemis must have presented the same appearance when she came through the screen; the Captain was a little annoyed with himself for not having thought of it and borne it in mind  it would be of some importance in hampering the Italian rangefinders and gunlayers.

But with Hera out of the screen, and the other cruisers beginning to show beyond her, it was for Artemis to withdraw and leave the Italians to their weary task of getting the range of these new elusive targets. It would be ideal if the English ships were only to show themselves for so long that the Italians had no chance of firing on them at all, but that was a council of perfection, and impractical; what was to be aimed at was to strike an exact balance between rashness and timidity, to stay out as long as possible so as to do the most damage and yet not to run undue risks from the enemys fire.

Port ten, said the Captain, waiting until a broadside did not drown his voice, and Artemis plunged back into the protecting smoke.

Gawd! said Leading Seaman Harris down at the portside pompom, back in the smoke again! Slow, I call it.

Not many of the ships company of Artemis would have called her proceedings slow, but Harris had something of the spoilt prima donna about him. He wanted to be in action with his gun against dive bombers, and he faintly resented the main battery of the ship having a turn at all.

Its this blasted smoke I cant stand, grumbled Nibs. It makes me feel filthy under my clothes.

An Italian salvo rumbled overhead and plunged unseen into the sea beyond.

Wouldnt call it slow meself, said Ryder.

Wheres Curly? asked Harris. You all right, Curly?

Yes, said Presteign. He was all right. The sonnet on the falling bomber, plummetting in flames into the sea, was nearly fully shaped in his mind, and he knew it to be good. Im all right, Leader.

Then it happened. No one can explain it. Fifty salvoes had been fired at Artemis without scoring a hit, and now, when she was invisible in the fog, a chance shell hit her. It struck full on the portside pompom, smashing it into jagged splinters of steel as swift as rifle bullets, plunged on and down, through the deck, and there it burst. On the edge of the huge crater it opened in the deck lay what was left of Presteign and Harris, and their blood mingled in the scuppers, so that in their deaths they were joined together.

Artemis staggered under the blow. In the engine-room, in the turrets, on the bridge, men grabbed for handhold to preserve their footing. That shell had struck Artemis with the force of an express train travelling at sixty miles an hour, with nothing to cushion the shock, nothing to resist it save the frail plating. But a trifle had saved her from utter destruction; the fact that in its plunging course the shell had struck the heavy pompom, five feet above the deck. The gun had been smashed into unrecognizable fragments by the blow, all its tons of steel torn into splinters, but on the other hand the fuse of the shell had been started into action. The ingenuity of man has progressed so far that as well as being able to throw a shell weighing a ton at a speed of two thousand feet a second, he can divide that second into thousandths, and arrange for the shell to explode either on impact or one two-hundredth of a second later, when it might be expected to be inside any armour plate it might strike. Having struck the pompom, the shell burst only just beneath the upper deck; had it not done so, it would have burst below the main deck, and it would have torn Artemis in two.

What it did was bad enough. It tore open a huge crater in the deck  a vast hole ringed round with a rough edge  long jagged blades of steel, blown vertical by the explosion. It tore huge holes in the ships side, and drove red-hot fragments here, there and everywhere, forward through the frail bulkheads, down through the main deck, aft through the plating into the

handing-room of X turret. The mere force of its impact, the conversion of its energy of motion into heat, was sufficient to make steel white hot, and within the shell were hundreds of pounds of high explosive which turned the middle of the ship into a raging furnace. Below the upper deck, at the point where the shell burst, was the wardroom, where were the Surgeon Lieutenant-Commander and his men, and two casualties hit by bomb splinters earlier in the morning. One moment they were alive, and the next they were dead, one moment they were men, and then the shell burst right in their midst, and they were nothing  nothing.

The heat of the explosion was like the heat of an oxy-acetylene flame, like the heat of an electric furnace. The paint on the bulkheads of the wardroom was only the thinnest possible layer  kept thin with this particular emergency in view  but it burst into raging flames, as if the very plating had caught fire. The scant covering of linoleum on the deck burst into flames. The padding of the chairs caught fire. The bulkhead forward, dividing the wardroom from its stores, had been torn open, and the stores caught fire, all the sparse pitiful little things which brought some amenity into the lives of the officers: tablecloths and table-napkins, newspapers and spirits, the very bread and sugar, all blazed together. On the starboard side of the ship beside the wardroom were the senior officers cabins. They blazed as well  bedding and desks and clothing, paint and woodwork, and photographs of their wives and children, hockey sticks and tennis rackets. From side to side of the ship, from X turret aft beyond the warrant officers mess forward, the ship was a raging furnace, with flames and smoke pouring out of her riddled hull. Cascading into the flames fell the ammunition of the shattered pompom  deadly little shells, bursting in a devils tattoo of explosions and feeding the flames which blazed luridly in the gloom of the smoke screen.

The Commander  Commander James Hipkin Rhodes, DSO, DSC  had been squatting on the boat deck aft, complaining bitterly to himself. When he had been a young lieutenant it had appeared such an unattainable apothesis to become a Commander even when he attained the unattainable and won the vital promotion  the most difficult and most significant in a naval officers career  from lieutenant-commander to commander it had been delightful and gratifying. But to be Commander in a light cruiser in action was to be a fifth wheel to a coach: it meant squatting here on the boat deck doing nothing at all, waiting merely for unpleasantness  waiting in case the Captain should be killed (and the Commander would rather be killed himself, with no sort of pose about that option) and waiting for the ship to be hit (and the Commander loved Artemis more dearly than most men love their wives).

On active service it was hard enough to keep the ship at all clean and presentable, the way any self-respecting commander would have his ship appear. He groaned each time Artemis dashed into the smoke screen  he knew too well the effect that oily vapour would have on paint and bedding and clothing. A commanders duty in a big ship is largely one of routine, and after two years of that duty it can be understood that Rhodes had become too deeply involved in it, was liable to think too much about details and not about the broad outline of the fact that England was fighting for her life. As Artemis went into action he had been wondering what damage would be done to his precious paint, just as a womans first reaction when she and her husband receive an invitation to some important function might be to wonder what she should wear. Rhodes, in fact, was in grave danger of becoming an old woman.

The shell burst, and the blast of the explosion flung him from his seat sprawling on the deck. His chin was lacerated, and when he got to his feet blood poured down his chest, but he paid no attention to it. He staggered to the rail, sick and shaken, and gazed down at the ruin six feet below him. The heat of the flames scorched his face. Then he rallied.

Hoses, there! he bellowed; the crew of the starboard side pompom  those who had not been mown down by the splinters  were picking themselves up out of the fantastic attitudes into which they had been flung, and the light of the flames lit them vaguely in the artificial darkness of the smoke. The voice of an officer pulled them together. Without knowing what they did they got out the hoses, going like automatons through the drill that had been grained into them. Artemis came out of the smoke screen, and the flames paled almost into invisibility against the sunshine, masked by the thick grey smoke pouring up through the deck  foul, stinking smoke, for many things were burning there.

Rhodes half fell, half ran down the ladder to the upper deck, calling together the fire-fighting parties in the waist. The pumps began to sing; the prescience of the Commander (E) had provided ample steam for them. Rhodes plunged down to the mess flat below; it was full of smoke both from the screen and from the fire, and pitchy-black with the failure of the electric circuits  so dark that he could see, as he looked aft, the afterbulkhead glowing lurid red with the heat beyond it.

Rhodes was an old woman no longer. The explosion of a fifteen-inch shell had been sufficient to shake him at least temporarily out of his old-womanishness. He organized the fire-fighting arrangements here, and then dashed up again to the boat deck where he could have the clearest view of the damage. There was no way of getting aft from here direct  the ship was ablaze from side to side  and the only way left would be to go down into the boiler-room and aft from there, under the fire. That would take a long time. He caught sight of Richards on the quarterdeck; he was in charge of damage control in the after part of the ship, and as Richards was alive and had a working party with him there was no urgent need for Rhodess presence. He turned to the telephone.

Forebridge, he said, and then when Jerningham answered, Commander to Captain.

The two brief waits, of a second or two each time, gave him time to get his breath and steady himself. For Rhodes there was some advantage about being old-maidish and fussy about detail. Being deeply immersed in his job shut out other considerations from his mind. He had to make a formal report, and it had to be done exactly right.

Yes, Commander? said the Captains voice.

Rhodes reported what he had seen and done.

Is it a bad fire? asked the Captain.

The Commander let his eyes roam back aft, to the smoke and flame. From a commanders point of view it was a very bad fire indeed, but Rhodes still had some common sense left to save him from exaggeration. He made himself look at the flames with a dispassionate eye, the eye of a fighting man and not that of the ships head housemaid.

No, sir, he said. Not a bad fire. Itll be under control directly.

He put back the receiver and the instrument squealed at once so that he took it up again. The damage reports were coming in from the different compartments  a small leak here, a shattered bulkhead there. Nothing to call for a serious transference of his damage-control strength. Jerningham showed up beside him, a little white about the gills, but his manner was quite composed. Jerningham and the Commander disliked each other for a variety of reasons, and there was no pretence of cordiality as they spoke to each other. The Commander hastily recapitulated the reports which had come in to him, and Jerningham made notes on his pad, before they turned back to look at the fire.

A score of hoses were pouring water into the flaming crater; one or two pompom shells were still exploding down below, each explosion sending up a torrent of sparks like some vast firework. Another hose party came running down the waist on the portside; the man who held the nozzle dragged Presteigns dead body viciously out of the way. The jets would have mastered the fire soon enough, but a more powerful agency came into play. Artemis put her helm over, and as she heeled the hole torn in her side was brought below the surface, and the sea rushed in. Even on the upper deck they could hear the crackling as the water quenched the red-hot surfaces, and steam poured in a huge cloud up through the crater, enwreathing the whole stern of the ship. Then she righted herself as she took up her new course, then leaned a little the other way as the rudder steadied her, sending fifty tons of water washing through the compartment into every corner and cranny before it poured down in sooty warm shower-baths through the few holes torn in the main deck by the shell fragments. Only a little steam and smoke came up through the deck now; Richards stood on the jagged edge of the crater and looked down, while a petty officer beside him jumped down into the wrecked wardroom amid the unspeakable mess inside. Richards with his hands to his mouth bellowed the result of his inspection to the Commander  the holes in both sides of the ship above the water line, the minor holes in the deck.

Ill get those holes patched in a jiffy, said the Commander to Jerningham. Report that to the Captain.

Aye aye, sir, said Jerningham, remembering the need to salute only in the nick of time as he turned away.

The Commander promptly forgot Jerningham in the happier business of organizing. He was calling up in his mind where he had stored the rubber slabs, the battens and timbers that he would need for patching the holes, the ratings whom he would detail for the work. He had in his mind a clear picture of the things he had to do and the order in which he would do them as he ran down to the upper deck and set about the work, while Jerningham made his way back from the boat deck to the bridge and delivered his message to the Captain.

It had been rank bad luck that Artemis had been hit at all, but on the other hand the bad luck was balanced by the good luck that dictated how little damage had been done. A shell in the wardroom, with only the most minor damage below the main deck, would do the ship less harm practically than if it had burst in any other spot. No damage had been done to the ships main armament, and the casualty list was small. The wardroom flat would flood and flood again as Artemis manoeuvred, before the Commander could get his patches into place, but (the Captain worked out the problem roughly in his head) her stability would not be greatly endangered by the weight of that mass of water above the water line. She had plenty of reserve to deal with that, despite the shifting of weights as a result of firing off thirty tons of shells. A pity about the Surgeon Lieutenant-Commander and his men.

The port-side pompoms crews wiped out, you say? said the Captain.

Yes, sir.

Then Harris has gone.

Yes, sir.

So Artemis had lost her phenomenal pompom gunner. Probably he was irreplaceable  the ship would never see his like again.

Jerningham thought of Presteign. He knew  he felt in his bones  that the Gravesend barmaid had crumpled up and thrown away each of those sonnets as they had reached her. And he had never got from Presteign that complete copy of his work. Something had been lost to civilization. Jerningham had been shaken by the explosion into a numbed state of mind; that part of him which had been trained into a naval officer was functioning only dully and semi-automatically, and it was strange that the other part of him should have this piercing insight and feel this bitter sense of loss. He would tell the Captain about Presteign some day if they ever came out of this battle alive.

Four destroyers were racing alongside of Artemis, overhauling her as they dashed to head off the Italian line. Signal flags went fluttering to the masthead of the leader, and the Chief Yeoman of Signals began to bellow his interpretation of them.


CHAPTER 18
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…without serious damage…



The ships company of Artemis knew the Torpedo Gunners Mate to be a misanthrope  they had suffered for long under his misanthropy  and it may have been that which led the lower deck to believe him to be a bigamist. Certainly the most circumstantial stories were told about the Torpedo Gunners Mates matrimonial affairs, of the grim wife he had in Pompey, a wife apparently as repellent as himself, and of the charming young girl he was reputed to be bigamously married to in Winchester. Some went as far as to say that this new wife was his first wifes niece, or some blood relation at least, and there was always much speculation about the occult power by which he had contrived to win her affection and induce her to be an accessory in that particular crime of all crimes. He was an old man, too, as sailors count age, called back into service after retiring on pension, and the wags would raise a laugh sometimes by wondering what Nelson had said to the Torpedo Gunners Mate when they last met.

Whatever might be the Torpedo Gunners Mates matrimonial vagaries on shore, at sea he was a single-minded man, a man with only one interest, which probably accounted for the ships companys jests  a single-minded man is a natural butt. He was engrossed, to the exclusion of all other interests, in the ships electricity supply and distribution. All his waking thoughts and most of his dreams dealt with electricity, as a miser can only think of his hoard. According to the Torpedo Gunners Mate, no one else in the ship knew anything worth knowing about electricity; the Torpedo Lieutenant might be able to work out the text-book problems about inductance and hysteresis, but that sort of theoretical nonsense was of no use to a man confronted with the necessity of supplying electricity to every nook and cranny of a ship in every condition. The Torpedo Lieutenant certainly could not shut his eyes and count slowly along the main port-side distributing main, ticking off one by one every branch, every fuse-box, and every switch, but the Torpedo Gunners Mate could do that, and he could do the same for the accessory port-side distributing main, and then pass over to the starboard side and do it all over again.

The Torpedo Gunners Mate had the loftiest contempt for anyone who could not do that, which meant that he had the loftiest contempt for everyone in the ship. And because nothing in the ship could operate properly without electricity everybody on board, the Captain, the Commander, whose word was law, the Commander (E), the Torpedo Lieutenant, the Gunnery Lieutenant whose guns crews considered themselves the most important people in the ship, every man Jack of them, in the Torpedo Gunners Mates mind, was a mere puppet dependent upon him for everything beyond the mere breath of life  and, considering the number of electrically operated fans, they were dependent on him for that as well. He knew, even although no one else knew it, that he was lord and master of HMS Artemis; that by opening or closing a few switches he could cut the thread of her life just as the Greek Fates cut the thread of the lives of mankind. He hugged that knowledge to himself secretly, as passionately as he hugged to his bosom the fair-haired charmer of Winchester. It was a constant source of secret gratification to him, not realizing in his blindness that at the same time the power was quite useless to him in consequence of his fixed determination to keep the electricity supply of Artemis functioning perfectly  he could no more have flouted that determination than he could have cut off his own nose.

The Torpedo Gunners Mates action station was beside the great switchboard, deep down in the bowels of the ship, and that was the place where he would rather be than anywhere else in the world  with the occasional exception of Winchester. He could feast his eyes on the dials and the indicator lights, run them once more over the huge wiring diagram, enjoying every moment of it  like a miser with his hoard again, fingering the coins and adding up the totals for the thousandth time with as much pleasure as the first. He took a glance at the specific gravity of the acid in the storage batteries; there was enough electricity there to fill the demands of. the whole ship for three hours if necessary should the generators be damaged, and in three hours either the poor fools could get the generators working again or the damage must be such that the ship was lost. He was checking over the switchboard again when the shell struck and burst, and the deck beneath his feet heaved and flung him crashing down. He was on his feet again directly, disentangling himself from the rating who was stationed there with him to take his place if he became a casualty  as if the miserable ignoramus could possibly take his place!  and turned his eyes at once to the switchboard, to the dials and the indicator lamps. His assistant got to his feet beside him, but the Torpedo Gunners Mate jealously elbowed him back; no man while he was on duty would touch that switchboard except himself.

Some of the lamps were out; some of the needles on the dials were back to zero. The Torpedo Gunners Mate ran his hands over the switches like a pianist trying out a piano. He played a scale on them, switched over to the alternative main, and played the scale again, never having to take his eyes from the indicators as he did so  he could lay his hands blindfolded on any switch he chose. The lighting circuit to the after-mess flat was broken, and the Torpedo Gunners Mate restored it; he did the same for other parts of the ship, for all except the wardroom flat. The indicator here remained obstinate. Nothing he could do could restore the flow of electricity in the wardroom flat. As far as the Torpedo Gunners Mate was concerned, the wardroom flat had ceased to exist. He grunted as he reached this conclusion; not even his assistant, who was looking now at him instead of at the board, and who had borne with his moods for two and a half years, could tell what that grunt meant, or could interpret the stony expression in his face.

The Torpedo Gunners Mate grunted again, and let his hand fall from the switchboard. He walked forward, rolling a trifle stiffly with the motion of the ship  he was a little troubled with rheumatism in the knees  and passed through the door into the telephone exchange. Here he surveyed the scene with a jealous eye, for only very partially was the telephone exchange under his charge. He supplied it with electricity, but Seamen Howlett and Grant who manned the telephone switchboard were not under the orders of his department, and the Torpedo Gunners Mate strongly believed that they would be more efficient if they were. He did not like the fact that men who dispensed electricity  even in the minute quantities necessary to actuate a telephone receiver  should not be under his supervision, and the work they were doing now, of testing the circuits and ascertaining which ones were still functioning, was so like the duty he had just completed as to rouse his jealousy still further.

He watched their deft motions for a brief space  he knew as much about their duty as they did themselves  and ran his eye over the telephone switchboard to check what they were doing. Here and there the board was spanned criss-cross by wires plugged in for the duration of the action, completing circuits which enabled the Gunnery Lieutenant to speak at will with his turrets and magazines, the boiler-room with the engine-room, and so on. The Torpedo Gunners Mate was a little disappointed to see that the permanent circuits were correct; he could tell by the set of their shoulders that Howlett and Grant, despite the earphones on their ears and their preoccupation with their duty, were aware of his entrance and of the fact that he was brooding over them.

A light glowed on the switchboard and Howlett plugged in.

Exchange, he said.

The Torpedo Gunners Mate could not hear the murmur in Howletts earphone, but he saw where he plugged in the connection. Forebridge wanted to speak with sick bay  nothing very remarkable about that.

One of you lads get me the Damage Control Officer, said the Torpedo Gunners Mate, picking up the telephone receiver beside him. This is a priority call.

That was a gratifying thing to be able to say; during his brief watch over the switchboard he had been able to see how much in demand was the Damage Control Officers telephone, and the fact that he could claim priority and insist on his own call being put through next, was a most satisfactory tribute to the importance of electricity. He heard the Commanders voice, and proceeded to report the result of his tests at the main switchboard.

Very good, said the Commander. Yes. Yes, the wardroom flats been burnt out.

The Torpedo Gunners Mate put back the receiver and eyed again for a moment the unresponsive backs of Howlett and Grant. He was jealous of these two. They could listen to the telephone conversations, and even if they were too busy to do that they could still guess, from the origins and destinations of the calls coming through, what was going on in the ship. They shared his knowledge about the wardroom flat, and it was not fair  it was actually indecent  that it should be so. What he knew and ought to know by virtue of his position as dispenser of electricity they knew because they could take advantage of the duty to which they happened to be assigned. It was not consistent with the dignity of the Torpedo Gunners Mate, in charge of the main switchboard  no, much more than that, it was not consistent with the dignity of electricity itself  that he should not be solitary on a pinnacle of exclusive knowledge. He saw Howlett dart a glance at Grant, and he read amusement in it, something almost approaching insolence; what mollified the Torpedo Gunners Mate and distracted him from taking instant action in defence of his dignity was the sight of the left side of Grants face  so far he had seen only the back of Grants head. Grants left eye was blackened and puffy, the lids swollen and gorged. There was a contusion on his cheekbone which would probably turn black as well, and the cheek itself showed a faint bruise which reappeared lower down over the jawbone in more marked fashion.

Thats a rare shiner youve got there, Grant, said the Torpedo Gunners Mate.

It is an all, said Grant, who despite his name, was born and bred in Manchester. Another light glowed on the switchboard, and Grant plugged in. Exchange.

The explosion of the shell must have lifted Grant up from his chair and dashed him, face foremost, against the switchboard.

Exchange, said Grant and Howlett simultaneously, plugging in.

It was a trifle of a pill for the Torpedo Gunners Mate to swallow for him to acknowledge to himself that the telephone switchboard was being properly looked after without his supervision, that these children of twenty or so would do their duty whether he kept his eye on them or not. The Torpedo Gunners Mate had little faith in the young. He sighed and turned away, walking out of the telephone room back to his own treasured switchboard; his rheumatism gave him an old mans gait. He ran his eye over the dials and indicator lights; all was still well here; even his fool of an assistant rating had not managed to do anything wrong. The Torpedo Gunners Mate continued to walk aft, through another door and into the most secret part of the ship.

He closed the door behind him and looked round. This was the Transmitting Station; the Torpedo Gunners Mate knew that any foreign power, even in time of peace, would pay a Kings ransom for the chance of having one of their experts stand for half an hour where he stood now. All about him were the superhuman machines upon which the best brains of the Navy had laboured for years in search of perfection, the machines which solved instantaneously the differential equations which would occupy a skilled mathematician for a couple of days or more, the machines which correlated half a dozen different sets of data at once, the machines which allowed for barometric pressure and for gun temperatures, machines that looked into the future and yet never forgot the past.

It was comforting to the Torpedo Gunners Mate to know that these superhuman things were dependent on him for the supply of electricity which alone allowed them to function; the only crony he had in the ship, Chief Electrical Artificer Sands (another man with proper ideas regarding the importance of electricity), spent most of his waking hours adjusting them and tuning them, pandering to their weaknesses and being patient with them when they turned obstinate.

In the centre of the room, ranged round a table large enough for a Lord Mayors banquet to be served on it, sat the Marine band. In the old days travelling theatrical companies expected their players to do a double job, and take their places nightly in the orchestra preliminary to appearing on the stage; there would be advertisements in the theatrical papers for a heavy who could double in brass. Similarly, in Artemis, the musicians had a double duty, and the provision of music was the less important. The time they spent rehearsing Colonel Bogey and A Life on the Ocean Wave was only the time that could be spared from rehearsals of a more exacting piece of teamwork. The machines all round them, the superhuman machines, even when the Torpedo Gunners Mate had supplied them with electricity and Chief Electrical Artificer Sands had tuned them to perfection, were still dependent upon human agency to interpret and implement their findings. Under the glass top of the table there were needles which moved steadily and needles which moved erratically, needles which crept and needles which jumped, and each needle was watched by a bandsman who had his own individual pointer under his control which had to keep pace with it, creep when it crept, jump when it jumped, utterly unpredictably. At the Transmitting Station table every item the Marine band played was unrehearsed and without score; the instrumentalists could never look ahead and find that some individuals among them had been allotted twenty bars rest by the composer. There was no looking ahead, and each bandsman was obeying a different baton which might at any moment leap into activity and summon him to action.

At the head of the table, sitting on a higher chair which gave him a view over the whole expanse, sat the Commissioned Gunner, Mr Kaile, his telephone instrument clasped over his head, the other telephones within reach. In one sense, Mr Kaile was conductor of this mad hatters orchestra. He had no control over what air should be played, nor when it should begin or end. He was rather in the position of a band leader who may find his instrumentalists suddenly striking up together at any moment without agreeing on the tune. He had to see that at least every instrument was in the same key and kept the same time, and, in accordance with the orders that came down from the bridge and from the Gunnery Lieutenant, and guided by the triple reports of the spotting officers, he was also expected  to continue the analogy  to swell or diminish the volume of sound as might be considered necessary; in other words, to send the range up or down the ladder, deflect to right or to left, as the direct observation of the fall of the shells might dictate.

However perfect the machines, war in the last analysis is fought by men whose nerves must remain steady to direct the machines, whose courage must remain high when they, as well as their machines, are in danger; whose discipline and training must be such that they work together. Every improvement in the machines does not dispose of this problem, but only pushes it one remove farther along. The Paleolithic man who first thought of setting his flint axe in a haft instead of holding it clumsily in his hand still had to face and fight his enemy. Nelsons gunners had their ammunition brought to them by powder monkeys instead of by an automatic hydraulic hoist like the gunners in Artemis, but in either case the gunners had to stand by their guns to achieve anything.

So similarly round the table of the Transmitting Station it was necessary that there should be discipline and courage. Trembling hands could not keep those pointers steady, nor could minds distracted by fear be alert to follow the aimless wanderings of the guiding needles so that the guns above could continue to hurl forth their broadsides every ten seconds. Down here, far below the level of the sea, the men were comparatively protected from shell fire, but not far below their feet was the outer skin of the ship, and around them were the bunkers of oil fuel. Mine or torpedo might strike there, engulfing them in flame or water. Other compartments of the ship might be holed, and the sea pour in as the ship sank slowly; in that case it would be their duty to remain at their posts to keep the guns firing to the last, while above them there were only the difficult iron ladders up which they might eventually climb to precarious life.

The Marine bandsmen were perfectly aware of all this  they were far too intelligent not to be. It was discipline which kept them at the table; it was even discipline which kept their hands steady and their heads clear. Intangible and indefinable, discipline might perhaps be more clearly understood by consideration of one of its opposites. Panic can seize a crowd or an individual, making men run for no known reason in search of no known objective; in panic men shake with fear, act without aim or purpose, hear nothing, see nothing. Disciplined men stay calm and steady, do their duty purposefully, and are attentive to orders and instructions. The one is a state of mind just as is the other, and every state of mind grows out of the past. A myriad factors contribute to discipline  old habit, confidence in ones fellows, belief in the importance of ones duty. Roman discipline came to be based on fear of consequences; it was axiomatic in the Roman army that the soldier should fear his officers more than the enemy, and Frederick the Great used the same method with the Prussian Guard. An enthusiast will charge into danger, but, once stopped, he is likely to run away, and, running away, he is as hard to stop as when he is charging. Fear and enthusiasm are narrow and precarious bases for discipline. Perhaps the principal element in the Marines discipline was pride  pride in themselves, pride in the duty entrusted them, pride in the cause in which they fought, and pride in the Navy in which they served.

The Torpedo Gunners Mate indulged in none of these highly theoretical speculations. His glance round the Transmitting Station told him that the men were doing their duty, and gratified his curiosity; and a glance at Mr Kaile told him that all the apparatus was functioning correctly, thanks to the electricity which he was supplying to them. In reply to the Torpedo Gunners Mates lifted eyebrows, Mr Kaile gave a nod, and, having no more excuse to linger, the Torpedo Gunners Mate withdrew to his action station.

Nosey old bastard, said Mr Kaile; he said it half to himself, but the other half into the telephone, and he had to add hastily to the Gunnery Lieutenant who heard it, Sorry, sir, I wasnt speaking to you.

The telephone gurgled back at him with the information that Artemis was turning again to the attack.

Yes, sir, said Mr Kaile.

Mr Kailes war experience went back twenty-eight years. At the battle of the Falkland Islands as a very young Ordinary Seaman he had played an undistinguished part, being merely one of the hands in HMS Kent who had been used as living ballast, sent aft with every man who could be spared from his station to stand on the quarterdeck so as to help lift the bows a trifle and add to the speed of the ship in her desperate pursuit of Nürnberg. Mr Kaile had stood there patiently while Kent plunged through the drizzling rain of that dramatic evening, and he had cheered with the others when Nürnberg, shot to pieces, had sunk into the freezing South Atlantic.

He had married a girl when at last Kent reached England again, Bessie  Bessie had been no oil-painting even then, as Mr Kaile politely described her looks to himself, but it was largely owing to Bessie that Mr Kaile now held his present exalted rank, with a Mr before his name and a gold stripe on his sleeve. Oil-painting or not, Mr Kaile had loved Bessie from the first, and had never ceased to love her, with her gentleness and sympathy and her unbounded faith in her husband. Nothing was too good for Bessie. On Bessies account Mr Kaile had become a man of towering ambition, with dreams that he hardly dared admit even to himself; even he had never ventured so far into the realms of the wildly improbable as to imagine his holding commissioned rank, but some of his dreams had been almost equally fantastic  he had dreamed of Bessie living in a house of their own, a house bought and paid for with the money he earned, and filled with furniture, good furniture, on which all the instalments were paid. It was too lofty a dream that Bessie should have a maid in the house, wearing cap and apron, but Mr Kaile certainly had aspired in those old days to Bessies having a charwoman to do the rough work of the dream house  a respectable old body who would call Mrs Kaile Mum. Mr Kaile as a young Leading Seaman had thrilled to the idea of someone doing that, but when he spoke of it to his wife she had only smiled tolerantly and stroked his hair as if he were a child telling about fairies.

And Leading Seaman Kaile had gone back to sea with the ambition rooted more deeply still, to earn his first medal by the way he handled a machine gun on the deck of the old Vindictive when she lay against Zeebrugge Mole with her upper works being torn to splinters by the German artillery. The ambition had stayed with him when the war ended, and sustained him through the years of the peace, while he slaved to supplement an elementary education and master the complexities (complexities which grew ever more complex) of the technical side of gunnery. Mr Kaile was not a brilliant man, but he was a man willing to go to endless effort, and under the stimulus of his ambition his mind grew more and more retentive in its memory for elaborate detail, and more and more orderly in its processes. He fell naturally into the discipline of HMS Excellent, and when the text-books that he read went beyond his comprehension he turned patiently back again to page one and started afresh analysing each sentence until he had cleared up the difficulty. He acquired the most complex assortment of rule of thumb knowledge, from the temperature at which cordite should be stored in a magazine to the breaking strain of chain cable. There was no gun in use in the British Navy which he could not repair or serve. He made orderly thinking an efficient substitute for the higher mathematics which he could never hope to learn, so that he could deal with muzzle velocities and trajectories in a workmanlike fashion. And he had risen from Leading Seaman to Petty Officer, and from Petty Officer to warrant rank, until at last he was what he had never hoped to be, a Commissioned Gunner, Mr Kaile; and Bessie lived in her own house  Mr Kaile deeded it over to her the day he paid the last instalment  full of her own furniture, and two days a week, before the war began in 1939, she had a charwoman in who called her Mum to do the washing and the rough work. Mr Kaile did not know whether after the war there would be any servants again who would wear cap and apron, but so many unbelievable things had happened to him in his career that he had even thought this might be possible some day, and that he might have the last, ultimate pleasure of sitting in Bessies own sitting-room hearing Bessie give instructions to her own servant.

Even without that prospect, merely to keep Bessie in her own house and surrounded by her own furniture, Mr Kaile would fight every Wop in the Eyety navy. He had realized so many of his ambitions, with Bessie undisputably leader of society in the circles in which she moved as wife of a Commissioned Gunner she could queen it, if she willed, over the wives of Chief Petty Officers and Sergeants of Marines. In point of fact, Bessie did not queen it very obviously, as Mr Kaile had noticed just as he noticed everything nice about Bessie. The pleasure for Mr Kaile lay in knowing that she could if she wanted to. Mr Kailes present position, sitting at the head of the table in the Transmitting Station, was closely enough related in Mr Kailes mind with the continuance of that pleasure.

Mr Kaile was fully aware that the Eyeties had good machinery of their own. He had read with the utmost care the confidential notes which had been circulated to gunnery officers in the Royal Navy regarding the discoveries made in captured Italian ships. Captured submarines had contributed a little  the submersible six-inch gun mounting was a most ingenious adaptation of an idea which the Navy had been (in Mr Kailes mind) a little premature in discarding  and the destroyer captured in the Red Sea had told much more. Reconstructing in theory the Italian system of gunnery control in big ships from what could be seen in a destroyer was a sort of Sherlock Holmes job, like guessing a mans height from the length of his stride between footprints, and it was just the sort of thing Mr Kaile was good at. In his pocket at that moment there was a nice letter from the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty thanking Mr Kaile for some suggestions he had made on the subject. One of these days the English would lay their hands on an intact Italian cruiser, or even a battleship  Mr Kaile hoped when that happened he would be there to see. It would be pretty good material, Mr Kaile was sure, but Mr Kaile was not so wrapped up in materials as to be unaware that the best of material is still dependent on men to be handled properly. He looked down the double row of serious faces along the Transmitting Station table and was satisfied. These kids were sometimes inclined to a frivolity which needed restraint. They were well enough behaved; when the big explosion had come, and the ship had jerked as if she had struck a rock, the lights had gone out instantly. But when they had come on again (Mr Kaile gave grudging credit to the Torpedo Gunners Mate for the promptitude with which the circuits had been restored) they were still all sitting in their places, and each had reported quietly that the pointer each was observing was still functioning. They were quite steady, and Mr Kaile was human enough to realize that they might not be so in that atmosphere, for some freak of the ships ventilation was dragging into the Transmitting Station a horrible stench  of burning paint, perhaps, but with other elements added; possibly burning meat. Mr Kaile could be single-minded and ignore that stench, and he could control his thoughts so as not to speculate about what might be happening elsewhere in the ship to cause that stench, but he knew that might not be the case with these lads. He was glad to see that it was.

Enemy in sight. Green four-o, said the telephones to Mr Kaile.

All guns load, said Mr Kaile to the turrets. That was an automatic reaction. The Transmitting Station was as quiet as a church, save for the curt sentences passing back and forth. Band Corporal Jones at his telephone was receiving, and repeating aloud, the enemys course and deflection, as the Rate Officer announced it. The marvellous machines were making their calculations. Mr Kaile swept his eye over the table.

Table tuned for deflection, sir, he reported.

Broadsides, said the telephone back to him.

Broadsides, repeated Mr Kaile to the turrets.

A gong pealed sharply, and then Artemis heaved beneath their feet to her own broadside, and the rigid steel of her structure transported the din and the shock of the explosion into the Transmitting Station, astoundingly. And the new data began to pour into the Transmitting Station, and the pointers moved, tracked steadily by the Marine band, while every ten seconds came the crash of the broadside, and the stench from the burning wardroom flat seeped down into the Transmitting Station, polluting their nostrils.


CHAPTER 19
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… so that the ship was ready to attack again…



The battle was approaching a climax. The wind had steadily rolled the smoke screen down upon the Italian battle line, and the British ships had advanced with it, nearer and nearer to the Italian ships. The Captain on the bridge of Artemis was considering the possibilities and potentialities of an attack by the destroyers with torpedoes. A destroyer is even more fragile than a light cruiser, and her attack must be launched only after careful preparation of it to be successful. At more than five thousand yards her torpedoes are running too slowly to have much chance of hitting a well-handled target, and the longer the range the more difficult it is to send the torpedo near the target. Fired at a line of ships, a salvo of torpedoes nominally stands a chance of hitting with one torpedo in three, because between each pair of ships there is an empty space twice as long as any ship, but slow torpedoes and alert handling makes this chance far slighter.

A forty-knot torpedo fired at a range of three miles at a ship advancing at twenty knots reaches its target in three minutes having only travelled two miles; but if the ship is retreating instead of advancing the torpedo must run for nine minutes, travelling six miles, before it overtakes its target. So a torpedo attack must always be delivered from ahead of the enemys line, and it must be pressed home to the farthest limit in the teeth of the enemys fire. That Italian battle line mounted over a hundred guns, which each fired a shell big enough to cripple a destroyer, over ranges at least three times as long as the maximum efficient torpedo range; if the destroyers were to launch a simple attack they would have a long and perilous gauntlet to run before they could fire their torpedoes with any hope of success. In fact, if even one of the six available destroyers got within torpedo range it would be surprising. And if, more surprisingly, that one destroyer had the opportunity to send off six torpedoes the chances would be against scoring two hits, and even two hits would probably not sink one of those big fellows over there. So the net result would be the loss of six destroyers in exchange for a temporary crippling of one or two major Italian units  a very bad bargain in the beggar-your-neighbour game of war.

The Captain had no need to recapitulate all this in his mind; his reasoning processes started at this point, up to which the facts were as much part of his mental equipment as a musicians knowledge of the number of flats in a scale. For the destroyers to stand any chance of success in the attack which the leaders flag signals were proposing to him the Italians must be distracted, their attention diverted and their aim divided. That meant launching another attack with the cruisers through the smoke screen so that they could attract the Italian fire to themselves, and then the destroyers could slip round the end of the screen ahead of the Italians and charge in. The Italian reply to this would be to keep their big guns firing at the cruisers and turn their secondary armament against the destroyers; but the Captain doubted whether in the stress of action the Italian fire control would be effective enough to master this added complication. And when the Italians attempted it they would be under the rapid fire of the British cruisers, shaken by hits and blinded by splashes. Some of their secondary armament, behind thin armour, might be put out of action  by some good fortune perhaps even the secondary gunnery control in some of the ships might be knocked out by lucky shells. That would make all the difference in the world. Another attack of the cruisers would increase the stake thrown on the board  exposing them again to the Italian fire at ever-lessening range  but it increased the chances of success to a far greater proportion. It made a good gamble of it.

The Captain pulled himself up sharply; his thoughts were running away with themselves. He was allowing himself to be carried away by his emotions. The realization was thrust upon him by the discovery that he was pleased with the prospect of plunging once more through the smoke screen, of being deafened again by the guns of Artemis, of seeing the shells he fired striking the Italian line. There was pleasure in the thought, and that meant danger. The Captain was a man of violent passions, although no mere acquaintance would ever have guessed it. People said that Methy  Captain the Hon. Miles Ernest Troughton-Harrington-Yorke  had ice water in his veins instead of the blue blood one would expect of the son of the tenth Viscount Severne, but the people who said so did not know him, however close their acquaintance with him. The fact that he had a nickname should have warned them of the contrary, for even when their initials run together so conveniently, nicknames are not given to men who are as cold and hard and unemotional as they thought the Captain to be. As a boy and a youth Methy had indulged and indulged again in the rich dark pleasure of insane evil temper. He had revelled in the joy of having no bounds to his passion, of every restraint cast aside  the sort of joy whose intensity not even the drunkard or the drug-addict can know. One of Methys brothers carried to his grave the scar across his scalp which resulted from a blow Methy dealt him  a blow not dealt to kill, for in his rage Methy never stopped to think of the possibility of killing, but a blow that might have killed. Methys brother carried that scar to his grave, the unmarked grave amidst the shattered ruins of Boulogne where he fought to the last with the Guards.

Methys wife knew about the frightful passions that could shake the man, for she had seen something of them. She could remember the young Lieutenant about to sail for the East Indian Station, frantic with jealousy that duty was taking him to the other side of the world while his rival stayed in England. He had been brutal, violent, demanding that she swear to be faithful to him, and she had been cold, aloof  concealing her fright  reminding him that they were not married or betrothed and that she had no intention of being either as long as he behaved like a madman.

That had been a very late manifestation of passion, called forth by his love for a woman; long before that he had come to realize the insidious danger of a lack of self-control, and the insidious habit that could be formed by self-indulgence, more binding even than a drunkards. He had mastered his passions, slowly and determinedly. Luckily he had matured early; luckily the discipline of the life of a naval cadet had been reinforced by the discipline of the life of a poor mans son  the tenth Viscount Severne had no money to speak of, and his three elder sons were in the army. When Gievess agent came on board at Gibraltar and displayed shocked disapproval of jacket or cap, Methy had to smile and refuse to take the easy step of ordering new ones; when his rivals thought nothing of dinner at the Savoy or the Berkeley he had to suggest Soho. And he had come through without becoming either embittered or inhuman. Only a very few people knew that the Captain, good humoured, easy going in everything unconnected with the Service, witty and reliable and even tempered, had been compelled to learn to be each of these things; and most people who were in that secret thought the change was absolutely permanent. They looked upon Methy as an extinct volcano; but he himself knew, only too well, that he was only a dormant volcano, that mad rage could still master him  like some half-tamed animal it would still rise against him the moment he took his eye off it.

So the Captain regarded with suspicion his decision in favour of attacking the Italians again; warned by the surge of fighting madness in his brain he waited to cool off before reconsidering. He turned on his stool and looked about him at the homely and familiar surroundings, at the Torpedo Lieutenant and the Navigating Lieutenant and at Jerningham, at the compass and the voice pipes and the hasty after-thought of the Asdic cabinet. That had been hurriedly knocked together of three-ply; the Captain clairvoyantly foresaw a day when peace-time warships would have Asdic cabinets beautifully constructed of teak, elaborately polished and varnished. Three-ply was good enough for a light cruiser which might not be afloat by evening.

The fighting madness passed, his emotions under control again, the Captain reconsidered the idea of covering the destroyers attack with the cruisers fire. It was sound enough; the balance sheet of possible losses weighed against the chances of possible gains showed a profit. It was worth doing. Yet before deciding on a plan, it was as well to think about the enemys possible plans; the Italians the other side of the smoke screen might be making some movement which could entirely nullify the destroyer attack, and they might also have up their sleeves some counter-move which could bring disaster on the cruiser squadron. The Captain thought seriously about it; if the Italian Admiral had any tactical sense he would have turned towards the smoke screen so that when the British ship emerged again they would find him not ten thousand yards, but only five thousand yards away; at that range the Italian salvoes could hardly miss. In a five-minute advance the Italians could reach the smoke screen, and in another minute they could be through it, with the convoy in sight and in range of their heavy guns. There might be a mêlée in the smoke screen at close quarters, where chance could play a decisive part, and where a light cruiser would be as valuable as a battleship. But chance was always inclined to favour the bigger squadrons and the bigger ships. The Italians could afford to lose heavily if in exchange they could destroy the British squadron first and the convoy, inevitably, later. Malta was worth a heavy cruiser or two or even a battleship. Far more than that; Malta was worth every ship the Italians had at sea, whether the island fortress were considered as the bastion of defence of the Eastern Mediterranean  as it was today  or as the advanced work from which an attack could be launched upon Italy  as it would be tomorrow.

It was only logical that the Italians should plunge forward into the attack  even if there were no other motive than the maintenance of the morale and the self-respect of the Italian crews, shaken by Matapan and Taranto and doomed to utter ruin if once more the Italian high command refused action with a greatly inferior force. That was all logical; the Captain reminded himself, smiling bleakly, that in war logic can be refuted by new arguments, and courage and dash on the part of the light cruisers could supply those. Time was passing, and the sun was sinking lower towards the horizon. The Italians had frittered time away. Even if now they made up their minds to attack there was a bare chance that a well-fought rearguard action might save the convoy  the British ships that survived the smoke screen action might lay another screen, and, when that was pierced, another yet, and so on, until sunset. A bare chance, but it was a chance.

The flagship astern, re-emerging from the smoke screen, was flashing a searchlight signal to Artemis, and the Captain heard the Chief Yeoman read off the letters one by one. By the time the message was one-third completed the Captain could guess what the end of it was going to be. The Admiral had reached the same decision regarding the destroyer attack as had the Captain, and this was the order putting into effect the plans discussed so long ago in contemplation of this very state of affairs.

Acknowledge, said the Captain to the Chief Yeoman of Signals, and then, to the Navigating Lieutenant, Well attack again, Pilot. Starboard ten.


CHAPTER 20
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… and the attack was made…



X turret was not under the command of a commissioned officer. The Gunnery Lieutenant had found a kindred spirit in his chief gunners mate; Allonby was one of those inspired fighting men  the Gunnery Lieutenant was another good example  that England produces in such numbers. At twenty-four, with his profound gunnery experience and his powers of leadership, Allonby had a career before him. Chief Petty Officer now, he was obviously destined to be commissioned Sub-Lieutenant shortly and Lieutenant immediately after, as soon as he should fill in the gaps in his technical education. The Captain had his eye on Allonby as a future Admiral. Aft through the hawse hole the expression went, for describing the promotion of a man from the lower deck. Allonby would start with a handicap of six years in age, but prompt promotion would soon remedy that. No one could ever be quite sure how a man would react to promotion and added responsibility; Allonby might be a disappointment, but the Captain did not think it probable. On the contrary, he confidently expected that Allonby would clear all the hurdles before him and that one of these days Rear-Admiral Allonby would hoist his flag in command of a squadron. But that was part of the problematical future. In the pressing, concrete present, Allonby was in command of X turret. He was a hard man and a good-tempered man simultaneously, with no mercy for any lazy or careless individual who came under his orders; a martinet despite his ease of manner and his unconstrained good humour. The energetic men of X turrets crew liked him and admired him; the lazy ones admired him equally and liked him nearly as much despite themselves. It had not been easy for Allonby; the man promoted from the lower deck to a post of great power and responsibility has to face a certain amount of inevitable friction with his subordinates. His good temper was only partly responsible for his success with his men; the most potent factor was his consistency. The man who smarted under Allonbys reprimands or who went under punishment as a result of his charges could see clearly enough that Allonby was not gratifying his own ego, or asserting himself in beggar-on-horseback fashion. There was nothing moody about Allonby. He worked steadily for the efficiency of X turret, and he worked for it in the same way every day. He might rule X turret with a rod of iron, but it was always a rod of iron, not a rod of iron one day and a rod of clay the next.

Even Ordinary Seaman Triggs could appreciate that fact, dimly and without understanding. Triggs was the ships bad character, careless, lazy, drunken, stupid, dirty  possessed, in other words, of all the qualities likely to get him into trouble. Most likely Triggs was of an intelligence well below standard, having slipped through the

Navys tests by misfortune or oversight. In civil life he would have sunk to the lowest levels of society, or rather have stayed there, among the shiftless drunken dregs which gave him birth. As it was, the Navy could feed him and clothe him, build up his physique and keep him at work which was not too exacting, but even the Navy could not give him the intelligence to profit by all this. His limited brain was almost incapable of grasping an order  the sharpest punishment could not impress upon him the necessity for listening to what he was told to do and then doing it. In at one ear and out at the other as his exasperated shipmates said, and some would add that this was because there was nothing between his ears to act as an impediment. Five minutes after the six-inch guns crews had been told to fall in for exercise the ships loudspeaker would always say Ordinary Seaman Triggs, close up, and it might even be two or three times that Ordinary Seaman Triggs was ordered to close up before he came tumbling aft to X turret, his usual inane grin on his face, while Chief Petty Officer Allonby fumed and seethed. Time and place meant nothing to him. As a confirmed leave-breaker he rarely could be trusted ashore; when, after months on board perforce, he had at last purged himself of the sin of leave-breaking and was allowed on shore, it was only to be brought back by the naval police, hideously drunk and long overdue, to begin the weary cycle over again. There was always something of Triggss in the ships scranbag  lost property office  it was always Triggs who had to be told to get his hair cut or his nails cleaned. Captain and Commander had learned to sigh when they saw his name among the ships defaulters and had him brought

up before them, the silly smile on his face and his fingers twining aimlessly as he held his cap. The Captain had set in motion the official mechanism which would bring about Triggss discharge from the Navy as unlikely to become an efficient seaman, but in time of war, with every man needed, and a personnel of a million men to be administered, the mechanism moved slowly, and Triggs was still on board Artemis when the battle was fought which decided the fate of the Mediterranean.

Allonby had stationed Triggs down in the magazine of X turret, along with the officers steward and the other untrained men, where he could do no harm. It was odd to think of Triggs put among tons of high explosive deliberately, but it was perfectly correct that he was harmless there, for cordite is a stubborn material. It will burn readily enough, but nothing save high pressure or another explosive will induce it to explode. As long as there was no chance of their catching fire the big cylinders of high explosive which Triggs handled were as harmless as so many pounds of butter. In the magazine with Triggs was Supply Assistant Burney, with more brains and reliability, and what Triggs and Burney had to do when the guns were in action was to take the tin boxes one by one from the racks in the magazine, extract the cordite charges from the boxes, and pass the charges through the flash-tight shutter in the bulkhead into the handling-room. Every ten seconds the two guns fifty feet above their heads each fired a round; every ten seconds two cordite charges in the magazine had to be stripped of their tin cases and passed through the shutter. That was all that had to be done; possibly in the whole ship when she was in action there was no duty calling for less practice or intelligence. Supply Assistant Burney may have felt himself wasted in the after magazine, but his routine duties in the ship made it hard to train him for a more exacting task, and his friends told him cheerfully that he could devote any attention he had to spare to seeing that Triggs did not strike matches down there. How Burney actually spent his time during the long and dreary waits while the guns were not firing was in squatting on the steel deck, with a couple of tons of high explosive round him and the sea just outside, reading Economics in Theory and Practice, for Burneys hobby was economics and he had vague ideas about some sort of career when he should leave the Navy. And Triggs would whistle tunelessly, and fidget about the steel cell that enclosed them, and, possibly, think vaguely whatever thoughts may come by chance into such a mind as Triggs possessed. He would finger the telephone, and peer at the thermometer, and drum with his fingers on the bulkhead. It was always a relief to Burney when the gong jangled and the guns bellowed atrociously overhead and he and Triggs had to resume their task of passing cordite through the shutters.

Down here in the magazine the forced ventilation was always hard at work, for cordite is peculiarly susceptible to changes in temperature, and if the after magazine was ever warmer or colder than the forward magazine the six guns would not shoot identically, the broadsides would spread, and all the skill of the spotters, all the uncanny intelligence of the machines, all the training of the guns crews, would be wasted. So the ventilators hummed their monotonous note as air from the outside was forced down, and with it came the greasy smoke of the smoke screen, and the sickening stench from the burnt-out wardroom flat. For the fifth time now the oil smoke was being drawn into the magazine, as Artemis made her third attack, but Burney and Triggs had not troubled to count, and could not have guessed at the number of times; they were probably vaguer about the course of the battle than anyone else in the ship. Petty Officer Hannay, in the handing-room, had not much chance of telling them, during the brief seconds the flash-tight shutter was open, the news he heard over the loudspeaker. Burney had learned to be fatalistic about his ignorance, and Triggs did not care.


CHAPTER 21
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… in support of the attack made by the destroyers…



The Captain made himself ready to meet any emergency as Artemis shot out of the smoke screen. Anything might be awaiting him on the other side. He might find himself right under the guns of the Italian battleships and heavy cruisers if they had moved forward to anticipate the attack. The Italian destroyers might be lurking in ambush beyond the smoke screen, ready to send in a salvo of torpedoes. It was hard to believe that the Italian battle line would remain on the defensive under the repeated goading of these attacks.

The smoke wreaths thinned, the blue sky overhead became visible, and there ahead was the Italian line, nine thousand yards away, still fumbling to find an unopposed path round the smoke screen that lay between them and their prey. The Captain kept his glasses on them as he gave his orders. It was the same line of battle  the two elephantine battleships in the van, massive and menacing, their silhouetted upper works showing no sign of damage at that distance, and the heavy cruisers in their wake, smoke coiling greasily from their funnels. The second cruiser in the line had other smoke leaking from her upper works  clear proof that a shell had got home somewhere in her.

Artemis came round on a parallel course, and her guns crashed out, the hot blast from them eddying over the bridge, the unbelievable noise of them beating against the eardrum of officers and men, and the faint smoke from the muzzles whirling by alongside. Through his glasses the Captain saw the long stout silhouettes of the leading battleships big guns against the horizon. Slowly they shortened as the turrets trained round. They disappeared behind a screen of splashes as Artemiss broadside struck  through the splashes the Captain saw the gleam of a hit  and then when the splashes were gone the guns were still no longer visible, and the Captain knew that they were pointed straight at him. Artemis had fired two more broadsides, and at this range the shells reached the target a second before the next was fired. Splashes and flashes, smoke and spray made the battleships outline uncertain, as the Captain held her in the field of his glasses, countering the roll and vibration of his own ship. But then the Captain saw, through all the vagueness, the sudden intense flames of the battleships salvo. She had fired, and in that second the Captain was aware of four momentary black dots against the blue above her silhouette, come and gone so quickly that he could hardly be quite sure of what he had seen. It might be a subjective illusion, like the black spots that dance before the eyes in a bilious attack. This was no bilious attack; the Captain knew that what he had seen were the four big shells of the Italians salvo on their way towards him, travelling faster than the speed of sound and charged with destruction and death. The Captain faced their coming unabashed and impersonal. A hundred yards from Artemiss starboard side rose the massive yellow columns of water; surprisingly, one big shell richocheted from the surface, bouncing up without exploding, turning end-over-end and travelling slowly enough for the eye to follow it as it passed fifty feet above Artemiss stern. Everything was happening at once; a broadside from Artemis reached its target while the flash of the Italian salvo still lingered on the Captains retina, and another was fired at the very moment that shell was passing overhead.

Turn two points to starboard, Pilot, said the Captain to the Navigating Lieutenant.

In response Artemis sheered towards the enemys line, shortening the range. The Italian salvo had fallen short; they would lengthen the range for the next. The Captain saw the gleam of it, saw the black spots dance again before his eyes, and then he heard the rumble of the shells overhead, high-pitched for a moment and then dropping two tones in the musical scale as they passed to fling up their vast fountains a hundred and fifty yards to port; Artemis had ducked under the arc of their trajectory like a boxer under a punch.

Four points to port, Pilot, said the Captain.

The Italians would shorten their range this time, and Artemis must withdraw from the blow like a boxer stepping back. All this time her guns were bellowing in reply; the erratic course she was steering would make the Gunnery Lieutenants task harder, because the range would be opening and closing for her just as much as for the Italians; but the Gunnery Lieutenant, and the machines in the Transmitting Station would be kept informed of the alterations of course, and would not have to guess at them  over in the Italian ships the Captain could imagine the inclinometer operators at work, peering at their smoke-wreathed, splash-surrounded target and trying to guess whether the vague image they saw was growing fatter or thinner. If Artemis zigzagged while the Italians maintained a steady course it would be to Artemiss advantage, therefore, and she would have more chance of hitting than the Italians had; while if the Italians should decide to zigzag, too, it would merely make it harder for everyone so as to give the British superiority in training and discipline more opportunity still.

The Captain was handling his ship, watching the Italian gunnery and observing the effect of his own. He turned and looked aft; the other cruisers had broken through the smoke screen and were blazing away at the Italian line, a chain of Davids attacking Goliaths. He turned his attention forward again; that was where the destroyers would launch their attack as soon as the Italians were fully distracted by the light cruisers. It was a matter for the nicest judgement on the part of the destroyer leader, for the cruisers could not be subjected for too long to the fire of the Italian battle line. In the very nature of things, by pure laws of chance, one or other of those innumerable salvoes must strike home at last; he ordered a new change of course, and a sudden flash of thought set him smiling grimly again as it crossed his mind momentarily that perhaps, if the Italian spotters were rattled and the Italian gunnery officers unskilful, the short might be corrected as if it were an over and he might be steering right into the salvo instead of away from it. There was no predicting what unnerved men might do. But still it certainly could not be worse than pure chance, and the sea was wide and the spread even of an Italian salvo was small; the Captains sane and sanguine temperament reasserted itself. Despite that tremendous din, with Artemis rolling in a beam sea, and with a dozen factors demanding his attention and his calculation, and in face of appalling odds it was necessary that he should remain both clear-headed and cheerful.

Jerningham behind the Captain felt physically exhausted. The noise and the nervous strain were wearing him down. This was the third time Artemis had emerged from the shelter of the smoke screen to run the gauntlet of the Italian salvoes. How many more times would they have to do this  how many more times would they be able to? He was tired, for many emotions had shaken him that day, from terror under the mornings bombing attack to exasperation at reading Dora Darbys letter, and thence to exultation after the first successful attack. Exultation was gone now, and he only knew lassitude and weariness. He felt he would give anything in the world if only this frightful din would stop and the terrible danger would cease. The hand which held the rail beside him was cramped with gripping tight, and his throat was so dry that although he tried to swallow he could not do so. His eyes were dry too, or so they felt  his lids wanted to droop down over them and seemed to be unable to do so because of the friction with the dry surface. He was caught between the upper millstone of the Captains inflexible will and the nether millstone of the Italian invulnerability.

It was a six-inch shell that hit the cruiser eventually, fired perhaps, from the Italian flagships secondary armament, or maybe a chance shot from one of the cruisers. The chances of dynamics dictated that it did not deal the Artemis nearly as severe a shock as the previous hit had done, although it caused far more damage. It struck the ships side a yard above the water line abreast of X turret, and it penetrated the main deck as it burst, flinging red-hot fragments of steel all round it. Beneath the main deck there was No. 7 fuel tank containing fifty tons of oil fuel, and the shell ripped it open as it set everything ablaze. Oil welled up into the blaze and blazed itself, and the heat generated by the fire set more and more of the expanding oil welling up to feed the fire. The roll of the ship sent the burning oil running over the decks, turning the after-part of the ship into one mass of flames.

It was not merely the oil which burnt; it was not merely No. 7 fuel tank which was ripped open by the flying red-hot steel. Inboard of where the shell struck was X turret, and from X turret downwards to the bottom of the ship extended the ammunition supply arrangements for the turret  the lobby below the gunhouse and the magazine below the lobby. Fragments of the shell came flying through that thin steel of the bulkhead of X turret lobby, and with the fragments came the flame of the explosion. The rating at the shell ring, the rating at the ammunition hoist, fell dead at their posts, killed by the jagged steel, and the petty officer in charge of the lobby, and the other ratings survived them only by a second. They died by fire, but it was a quick death. One moment they were alive and hard at work; the next, and the cordite charge in the hoist had caught alight and was spouting flames which filled full the whole interior of the lobby. One quick breath, and the men who took that breath fell dead. It was their dead bodies upon which the flame then played, so hot that the bodies were burned away in smoke and gas during the few seconds that the ammunition blaze lasted. Lobby and crew were wiped out; of the crew nothing remained  nothing  and of the lobby only the red-hot steel box, its sides warped and buckled with the heat.

On the bridge the shock of the blow passed nearly unfelt; the crash of the explosion nearly unheard. Jerningham saw the Chief Yeoman of Signals, on the wing of the bridge, looking anxiously aft. Where Jerningham stood the funnels and superstructure blocked the view astern, and he walked to the side and leaned over, craning his neck to look aft. Dense black smoke was pouring out of the side of the ship and was being rolled by the wind towards the enemy, and as Jerningham looked he saw massive flames sprouting at the root of the smoke, paling as a trick of the wind blew the smoke away, reddening as the smoke screened the sunshine from them. It was a frightening sight.

Turn two points to starboard, pilot, said the Captain to the Navigating Lieutenant; he was still handling his ship to avoid the shells raining round her, unconscious of what had happened. Jerningham saluted to catch his attention, and the Captain turned to him.

Ships on fire aft, sir, said Jerningham. His voice quavered, and was drowned as he spoke by the roar of the guns. He repeated himself, more loudly this time, and the need to speak more loudly kept his voice steady. It was two full seconds before the Captain spoke, and then it was only one word, which meant nothing.

Yes? said the Captain.

Pretty badly, apparently, sir, said Jerningham. Exasperation at the Captains dullness put an edge to his voice.

Very good, Jerningham, thank you, said the Captain.

The guns bellowed again, their hot blast whirling round the bridge.

The reports will come in soon, said the Captain. Pilot, turn four points to port.

On the instant he was immersed again in the business of handling the ship. The destroyers were at this very moment dashing out of their ambush round the end of the smoke screen, and this was the time for them to be given all possible support. As long as the guns would fire, as long as the ship would answer her helm, she must be kept in the fighting line  for that matter she must be kept in the fighting line anyway, if for no other reason than to attract to herself as much of the Italian fire as possible. The fact that she was a mass of flames aft did not affect the argument. Whether she was doomed to blow up, or whether eventually she was going to sink, had no bearing on the present. She would or she would not. Meanwhile, there went the destroyers.

The Captain fixed his glasses on them. The attack had been well judged, and the destroyers were racing down to meet the Italians on a course converging at an acute angle. They were going at their highest speed  even at this distance the Captain could see their huge bow-waves, brilliant white against the grey; and their sterns had settled down so deep in the troughs they ploughed in the surface as to be almost concealed. The White Ensigns streamed behind them, and the thin smoke from their funnels lay above the surface of the sea in rigid parallel bars.

The Captain swung his glasses back to the Italian fleet, and from there to the other cruisers steaming briskly along with their guns blazing; for the first time he saw the dense smoke which was pouring out of Artemiss quarter. He saw it, but his mind did not register the sight  the decision to take no action about the ship being on fire had already been made. He changed the ships course again to dodge the salvoes and looked once more at the destroyers. His glasses had hardly begun to bear on them when he saw the sea all about them leap up into fountains  the Italians had at last opened fire on them. For a full minute of the necessary five that they must survive they had been unopposed. The destroyers began to zigzag; the Captain could see their profiles foreshortening first in one sense and then in the other as they turned from side to side like snipe under gunfire. Evasive action of that sort was a stern test of the gunners firing on them. Not merely was the range decreasing but the bearing was constantly altering  traversing a big gun back and forth to keep the sights on a little ship as handy as a destroyer, zigzagging under the unpredictable whim of her captain, was a chancy business at best.

It was important to note whether the Italian fire was accurate or not. The whole surface of the sea between the destroyers and the Italians was pock-marked with splashes, and far beyond the destroyers too. There were wild shots which threw up the sea hardly a mile from the Italians bows, and there were wild shots falling three miles astern of the destroyers; over the whole of that length and making a zone a mile and a half wide, a hundred guns were scattering five hundred shells every minute, but the splashes were clustered more thickly about the destroyers than anywhere else  that much at least could be said for the Italian gunnery.

There were flashes darting from the destroyers, too. They were banging away with their 4.7-inch popguns  peashooters would not be much less effective against the massive steel sides of the Italian battleships, but there was always the chance of a lucky hit. The leading destroyer vanished utterly in a huge pyramid of splashes, and the Captain gulped, but two seconds later she emerged unharmed, her guns still firing, jinking from side to side so sharply that her freeboard disappeared as she lay over.

Jerningham was at the Captains side again, with a report received by telephone.

 X turret reports they have flooded the magazine, sir, said Jerningham to the Captains profile.

Thank you, said the Captain without looking round.

If the after-magazine was flooded it would mean that the two guns in X turret would be silent, that was all. There were still the four guns of A and B turrets in action, and four guns fired a large enough salvo for efficiency. Artemis would not blow up yet awhile, either; but as the Captain would not have varied his course of action even if he had been utterly certain that she was going to blow up in the next minute that did not matter.

The leading destroyer disappeared again in the splashes, and reappeared again miraculously unhurt. The second destroyer in the line swung round suddenly at right angles, her bows pointed almost straight for Artemis. A cloud of white steam enveloped her, and then a moment or two later her black bows crept out of it and she began to crawl slowly away, steam and smoke still pouring from her as she headed for the shelter of the smoke screen. It was the first casualty; some shell had hit her in the boiler-room presumably. The other five were still tearing towards their objective; the Captain swung his glasses back at the Italian line in time to see a bright flash on the side of the Italian flagship  indisputably a hit and not gunfire, for it was a single flash  but he did not know enough about the broadsides Artemis had been firing to be able to credit it either to his own ship or to the destroyers. A and B turrets were still firing away, but, amazingly, the ears were so wearied by the tremendous sound that they took no special note of it unless attention was specially directed upon the guns.

By now the destroyers must be nearly close enough to discharge their torpedoes. The Captain tried to estimate the distance between them and their objective. Six thousand yards, maybe. Five thousand, perhaps  it was difficult to tell at that angle. The officers in command had displayed all the necessary courage and devotion. And the Italian destroyers were creeping out ahead of the Italian battle line to meet them now  they had been left behind when the Italian fleet turned about to try and work round the smoke screen, and had been compelled to sheer away widely to get on the disengaged side, and had then had to waste all those precious minutes working their way up to the head of the line where they should have been stationed all along. At the first hint of a British destroyer attack they should have been ready to move forward to fend it off, engaging with their own class beyond torpedo range of the battle line. The Captain fancied that there was a bad quarter-hour awaiting the senior Italian destroyer officer if ever he made port; he would probably be unjustly treated, but a naval officer who expected justice was expecting too much.

The leading British destroyer was wheeling round now, and the others were following her example, turning like swallows. Presumably at that moment the torpedoes were being launched, hurled from the triple tubes at the Italian line. Thirty torpedoes, the Captain hoped, were now dashing through the water, twenty feet below the surface against the Italians  sixty thousand pounds worth of machinery thrown into the sea on the chance that five pounds worth of TNT might strike home; that was as typical of war as anything he knew; the dive bombers he had beaten off that morning were a hundred times more expensive still.

He kept his glasses on the Italian line so as to make sure of the effect of the torpedo attack, even while, in the midst of the deafening din, he continued to handle his ship so as to evade the enemys salvoes. He was wet through from the splash of a shell close overside, and his skin kept reporting to his inattentive mind the fact that it was clammy and cold, just as in the same way he had been listening to reports on the progress of the struggle to extinguish the fire aft. This was the crisis of the battle, the moment which would decide the fate of Malta and of the world. Whatever happened to that fire aft, he must keep his ship in action a little longer, keep his four remaining six-inch guns in action, not merely to cover the retirement of the destroyers but to out-face and out-brave that line of Italian capital ships.


CHAPTER 22
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…the ship sustained another hit…



When that six-inch shell struck Artemiss side they were hardly aware of it forward on the bridge, but aft in X turret there could be no misunderstanding of what had happened  they heard the crash and felt the jar of the explosion, smelt the suffocating stench of high explosive and burning fuel, and saw the red flames that raged round them. Beneath their feet in the gunhouse they felt the whole structure stir uneasily, like the first tremor of an earthquake, but the guns crews could not allow that to break the smooth rhythm of loading and firing  sliding shells and charges from the hoist to the breeches, inserting the tubes and masking the vents, closing the breeches and then swinging them open again. Yet something else broke that rhythm.

Hoists stopped working, Chief, reported Number Two at the right-hand gun.

Use the ready-use charges, said Allonby.

Three rounds for each gun were kept in X turret in contemplation of such an emergency  enough for half a minutes firing. There is no point in keeping ammunition below the surface of the sea in the magazine and yet maintaining large quantitites of high explosive above decks behind a trivial inch of steel. And when dealing with high explosive  with cylinders of cordite that can spout flames a hundred feet long a second after ignition  thirty seconds is a long time.

Allonby bent to the steel voice pipe beside him which led down to the lobby beneath his feet. A blast of hot air greeted him, and he hastily restoppered the pipe, for actual flame might come through there. The turret walls were hot to the touch  almost too hot to touch; the gunhouse must be seated at that moment in a sea of flame. It was just as well they were firing off those ready-use rounds and getting rid of them the best possible way. The turret was filling with smoke so that they could hardly see or breathe. They could be suffocated or baked alive in this steel box; the party in the lobby below must have been killed instantly. The instinct of self-preservation would have driven Allonby and the guns crews out of X turret the moment those red flames showed through the slits. It would be hard to believe that flight was actually the last thought that occurred to them, except that our minds are dulled by tales of heroism and discipline. We hear so many stories of men doing their duty that our minds are biased in that direction. The miracle of men staying in the face of the most frightful death imaginable ceases to be a miracle unless attention is directly called to it. Undisciplined men, untrained men, would have seen those flames and felt that heat; they might have halted for one paralysed second, but the moment realization broke in upon them they would have fled in the wildest panic that nothing would have stopped  possibly not even the threat of a worse fate (if one could be imagined) than being baked to death in a steel box. In X turret under Allonbys leadership the thought of flight occurred to no one; they went on loading and reloading. Allonby had to take the decision that would make his turret utterly useless, even if the lobby and the hoist could be repaired; he had to relegate himself from being the proud captain of X turret into the position of being a mere passenger at the same time as he put one-third of the main armament of Artemis out of action for good. He had to bear all the responsibility himself; with that fire blazing there was not even time to ask permission from the Gunnery Lieutenant.

Allonby seized the voice pipe to the magazine, and to his intense relief it was answered; Allonby knew Burneys voice as he knew the voice of every man under his command.

Flood the magazine, said Allonby.

Flood the magazine?

There was a question mark at the end of the sentence  it was not the usual Navy repetition of an order. The crash of the firing of the next round made Allonby pause for a second before he repeated himself, slowly and distinctly, making quite sure that he was understood. The last round was fired from the guns as he plugged the voice pipe.

Clear the turret, said Allonby to his men, and they began to scramble out, leaping, through the flames to safety as if it were some ceremonial worship of Moloch.

Allonby applied himself to the telephone. The Gunnery Lieutenant and the Transmitting Station must know at once that X turret had ceased to fire; otherwise both the control and the spotting of the other guns would suffer. When he had finished that it was too late to escape from the turret, which was ringed with fire now and whose steel plates were red hot.

And down below the main deck, below the water line, Ordinary Seaman Triggs and Supply Assistant Burney came out from the magazine into the handling-room and from there into the alleyway along with the handling-room crew. The elaborate mechanisms which had been specially designed for this emergency had played their part in saving the ship from instant destruction. All the way along the chain of ammunition supply, from magazine and shell-room to handling-room, from handling-room to lobby, from lobby to turret, there were flash-proof doors and shutters. At Jutland twenty-six years ago, similar hits had resulted in the destruction of three big battle cruisers; the roaring flames of one ignited charge had flashed from one end to the other, from turret to magazine, setting off the tons of high explosive in a blast which had blown the huge ships to fragments. In Artemis only the lobby had been wiped out, and only two charges had added their hundred-foot flames to those of the burning fuel. The flash-proof doors had allowed time, had stretched the period during which safety action could be taken from one-tenth of one second to fifteen seconds  time for Allonby to give his orders; possibly time for Burney or Triggs to carry them out. The alleyway in which the group found themselves was a place of unimaginable horror. It was filled with dense smoke, but no smoke could be thick enough to hide the scene entirely. Through holes in the torn deck above long tongues of red flame were darting intermittently down from the blazing lobby. At the end of the alleyway the bursting shell had blown bulkheads and doors into a porcupine-tangle of steel blades which protruded from a burning sea of oil; and with every movement of the ship the surface lapped over them and the flames ran farther down the alleyway. The heat was terrific, and although the flames were distinct enough the smoke was so thick that only objects directly illuminated by them were visible  the men groped about blinded, their lungs bursting and their eyes streaming.

Flood the magazine! shouted Burney in the fog. He ran round to where the twin wheels were which operated the inlet valves, with Triggs behind him; they ran through thin fire. Burney laid his hands on the wheels.

He had been drilled as far as this. Among the innumerable gunnery drills, RI exercises and sub-calibre work, sometimes the order had come through Clear X turret. Flood the magazine, and Burney had run to the valves, even as he had now, and laid his hands on the wheels, as he did now, with Triggs beside him. Mechanical arrangements for flooding magazines might as well not exist if a man were not detailed to operate them, and practised in what he had to do; and not one man, but two, for men may die in the Navy.

But in this case action was different from practice, for the wheels were too hot to touch. Involuntarily Burney snatched his hands back from them with a cry of pain. They were seared and burnt. A sluggish river of burning oil trickled towards them and stopped five feet from them. Burney put his hands to the wheels again, but when he put his weight on his hands to force the wheels round it was more than his will would endure. He cried out with pain, agonized. Blind reflexes made him put his charred hands under his armpits as he stamped with agony and the burning oil edged nearer to him.

Cordite is a touchy substance, impatient of bonds. Free from confinement it will submit to rough treatment; it can be dropped, or thrown or tossed about without resenting the indignity. It will even burn, two out of three times, without exploding  a block consuming itself in a second, which is its approximate rate of combustion, instead of in a hundredth of a second, which is its rate of explosion. But if it is compressed or confined it will resent it vigorously. A pinch of fulminate then will make it explode, the wave of explosion jumping from molecule to molecule through the whole mass with the speed of light. And cordite is touchy about the temperature at which it is kept, too  let that rise a few degrees, and it begins to decompose. Nitrous fumes begin to rise from it; strange, complex, unstable nitrous acids begin to form within it. It begins to heat itself up spontaneously, accelerating the process in a vicious circle. So that if its temperature is allowed to rise while at the same time it is kept confined a pressure is developed which increases by leaps and bounds, and the decomposing cordite, compressed beyond all bounds, will explode without waiting for a primer to set it off.

Within X turret magazine temperature and pressure were rising rapidly as the magazines bulkheads passed on their heat to the cordite within. Thick yellow fumes (although there was no human eye within to see them) were flooding into the magazine as the unstable molecules stirred restlessly. A blast was approaching which would tear the ship in two, which might wipe out every human life within her. Pressure was piling up. Ordinary Seaman Triggs heard Burneys cries; the flames from the burning oil dimly illuminated Burneys shadowy figure bowed over his charred hands. Drill and discipline had left mark even on Triggs vague mental make-up. He knew orders were meant to be obeyed, although it was so easy to forget them and so easy to be distracted from their execution. When he went on shore he never meant to overstay his leave; it was only that he forgot; only that drink confused and muddled him. When the order came over the loudspeaker  X turret crew close up, he would always obey it promptly except that he was so often thinking about something else. Here amid the smoke and flame of the alleyway, Triggs, oddly enough, was thinking about nothing except the business in hand. He saw Burney try to turn the wheels and fail, and without hesitation he took up the task. The pain in his hands was frightful, but Triggs was able to ignore it. He flung his weight on the wheels and they moved; again and again they moved, turning steadily.

Temperature in the magazine was high; there was a red danger mark on the thermometer hung within and the mercury was far, far above it. Pressure was high, too. Triggs turned the wheels, the steel rods rotated, the worm-gear turned, and the inlet valves in the magazine slowly opened to admit the sea. Momentarily there was a strange reluctance on the part of the sea to enter; the pressure within was so high that the twelve feet below water line of the valves did not give enough counter-pressure to force the water in. Then Artemis rolled, rolling the valves three feet further below the surface, and that added pressure just sufficed. Two jets of water sprang up into the magazine, greedily absorbing the yellow nitrous fumes and cooling the heated gas so that the pressure within the magazine dropped abruptly; even when Artemis went back to an even keel the sea still welled up into the magazine, and when she heeled over the next time the jets spouted far higher, cooling and absorbing so that now the sea rushed in like a flood, filling the whole magazine.

Triggs knew now that his hands hurt him; the charred bones were visible where the flesh of his palms had been burned away. He was sobbing with pain, the sobs rising to a higher and higher pitch as the pain grew more intense and the realization of it more and more acute; wounds in the hand seem to be especially unnerving and painful, presumably because of the ample nerve supply to their surfaces. Burney mastered his own agony for a space, sufficient to lead Triggs forward to the sickbay where Sick Berth Petty Officer Webster was doing his best to attend to the wounded who were being brought in here now that the wardroom and the Surgeon Lieutenant-Commander had been wiped out. Webster could at least bandage those frightful hands, and at least could give morphia to check those high-pitched sobs of Triggss.

And meanwhile the Commander and his men, with X turrets crew to help, and Sub-Lieutenant Richards with such of his men as the shell had left alive, battled with hoses and chemical extinguishers against the sea of flames that had engulfed the after half of the ship, reducing it bit by bit from a sea to a lake, from a lake to isolated pools, until at last the tons of sea water which the pumps brought on board had extinguished every spark.


CHAPTER 23
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… with moderate damage…



When the crew of Artemis was at action stations one of the loneliest men in the ship was Henry Hobbs, Stoker First Class. His station was in the shaft tunnel, aft, a watertight door behind him and a watertight door in front of him, cutting him off from the rest of the world, and his duty was to watch over the eight shaft-bearings and to see that they did not run hot. The shaft tunnel was an inch less than five feet in height, so that Hobbs walked about in it bent double; and it was lighted eerily by a few sparse electric bulbs, and when Artemis was under full power, as she had been during this battle, the tunnel was full of the incessant high-pitched note of the shaft, which in that confined space made a continuous noise of a tone such as to make the unaccustomed listener feel he could not bear to listen to it any longer. Stoker Hobbs was used to it; in fact, it might as well be said he liked the noise and that it was no hardship for him to be stationed in the shaft tunnel; it must be further admitted that when action stations were being allotted Hobbs had looked so earnestly at Stoker Petty Officer Harmsworth so as to attract his attention and gain his influence in his favour in the matter. Harmsworth had cheerfully put forward Hobbss name for duty in the tunnel because Hobbs was essentially reliable. It was unlikely that more than once in a watch an officer would come into the tunnel to inspect, so the stoker on duty there must be someone who could be trusted to do his duty without supervision.

The duty was not a very exacting one, because the main duty that Hobbs had to perform was to watch his eight bearings. He could tell by touch when one was running hot instead of warm, and he had exactly to anticipate this by opening the oil valve regulating the flow of lubricating oil to the bearing. The only other thing he had to do was to watch the bilge below the shaft  the ultimate lowest portion of the ship  and report if it began to deepen. The rest of the time Hobbs could spend in communion with God.

In Hobbss opinion the shaft tunnel was the ideal place in which to address himself to God, and this opinion was the result of a large variety of factors. It was odd that the least potent of these factors was that he could be alone in the tunnel  solitude is something hard to find in a light cruiser crammed with a full wartime crew. The art of staying sane in a crowd, and of retaining ones individuality when living night and day shoulder to shoulder with ones fellows, has been perfected through generations of seamen since Drake in the give-and-take life of the lower deck, and a man has freedom enough to speak to God if he wishes to. The man who says his prayers is just another individual, as is the man who indulges in the almost forgotten habit of chewing tobacco, or the man who amazingly sleeps face downward in his hammock.

So solitude was to Hobbss mind only the least attractive aspect of duty in the shaft tunnel  it was of some importance, but not of much. That continuous high-pitched hum was more important. Hobbs found that it led his mind towards the higher things of life. The finest organ playing in the world, the most impassioned sermons were less effective in this way than the note of the shaft as far as Hobbs was concerned. The vibration played its part, too; nowhere in the length and breadth and depth of HMS Artemis was the vibration as noticeable as in the shaft tunnel. That vibration, intense and rapid, always set Stoker Hobbs thinking about the wrath of God  the connexion could hardly be apparent to anyone else, but to Hobbs it was clear enough. It was important, for in Hobbss mind God was a Being who was filled with implacable wrath  implacable towards Hobbs alone, as far as Hobbs knew or cared. It was none of Hobbss concern how God felt towards all the other men who swarmed through the ship. The naked steel that surrounded Hobbs in the tunnel, and the dreary lighting  harsh patches of light and darkness  reminded Hobbs of God, too, and so did the cramped confinement, and the blind leaps and surges of the tunnel when the ship was in a sea-way. And when the guns were firing the sound of them, by some trick of acoustics, was carried through the steel framework of the ship to a focus in the tunnel, so that it resounded like a steel drainpipe pounded with sledgehammers.

From this picture of the shaft tunnel can be drawn a picture, then, of the aspect of God which Stoker Hobbs thought was turned towards him, seeing that it was here, amid the din and vibration, among these repulsive surroundings, that he thought he was nearest to Him. Hobbs would have been the first to agree, on the other hand, that this was definitely only one aspect of God; just as only one face of the moon is visible to us on earth, however the earth rotates and the moon revolves, so God steadily kept only one side of Him towards Hobbs; there was another, beneficent side which other and more fortunate people could see  just as from another planet the back of the moon is visible  but they were not such frightful sinners, such utterly lost souls as was Henry Hobbs.

Close questioning of him, by someone whom Hobbs could not suspect of flippancy or irreligion, would have elicited from him the fact  not the admission  that all these dreadful sins of Hobbss were at most venial, and the greater part of them were at least a dozen years old. At twenty Hobbs had kissed a girl or two and drunk a glass of beer or two too many. Possibly he had even gone a shade further in both directions, but only a shade. As a boy he had stolen from his hardworking mothers purse, and once he had stolen a doughnut in a bakers shop. But Hobbs was utterly convinced that his childhood and youth had been one long orgy of sin, meriting eternal damnation a dozen times over; at thirty-two he was still paying for them in penance and submission to a God who might some day forgive and who meanwhile only deigned to acknowledge the sinners existence in such places as the shaft tunnel.

When he had gone the rounds of his eight bearings and seen that they were all properly lubricated, and after he had tried the bilge and made certain water was not rising in the ship, Hobbs took off the little black skull-cap he wore on duty to cushion the blows his head was always sustaining in the tunnel when the ship rolled. He clasped his hands before him  his head was already bowed, thanks to the lowness of the tunnel  and he prayed once more to God for forgiveness for what had passed between him and Mary Walsh that evening in the darkened cinema.

The second hit on Artemis did not extinguish the lights in the shaft tunnel immediately. Hobbs felt it and heard it, but it was fifteen seconds later before the flames burned through the insulation of the wiring somewhere along its course and plunged the tunnel into complete darkness. Hobbs stood quite still, hunched over in the tunnel, with no glimmer of light at all. The shaft went on singing its vast song, and all about him was God. He was not afraid. X turret guns above his head fell silent  he could distinguish between a full broadside and the fire merely of A and B turrets  but the framework of the ship transmitted a great many new noises to him, crashes and thumps and bangs, as the flames roared through the stern and the damage control party fought them down. He waited a while for the lights to come on again, but the fire was so far aft that the emergency circuit to the shaft tunnel was involved as well; there would be no more light in the shaft tunnel until  if Artemis ever came out of this battle  the wiremen could, under the instructions of the Torpedo Gunners Mate, restore the circuit. Hobbs took his electric torch out of the pocket of his dungarees and made the round of the bearings again, turning the valves on and off, and when he finished he switched the torch off again. If there was no light there was no light, and that was an end to the business. He certainly was not going to waste the electricity in his torch, for no one  except God who shared the darkness with him  knew how long this action was going to last and how long it would be before he was relieved. God was all about him in the shaft tunnel. He could stand there, bent half double, and wait.

One moment he was alone with God in the darkness of the tunnel; the next, it seemed to him, and he was knee deep in water, so suddenly it poured in. The surprising thing about that water was that it was hot. It had not come in direct from the sea  it was sea-water which had been pumped on the flames, had quenched areas of red-hot steel plating, and had thence found its way by devious routes  a fragile light cruiser after two heavy hits and two fires was likely to have many passages open in it  down into the shaft tunnel. As the ship rolled and pitched the water surged up and down the tunnel, almost carrying Hobbs off his feet and splashing up into his face when it broke against the obstacle of his body.

He groped his way through the darkness to the telephone and lifted the receiver. It was some seconds before Howlett or Grant at the telephone switchboard were able to attend to the red light which glowed at the foot of the board to show that the hardly-used telephone in the shaft tunnel was off its hook. During that interval the water rose suddenly again to Hobbss waist  not hot this time but icy cold, for the red-hot plating was all quenched by now. When the ship rolled the water surged clear over Hobbss head, throwing him down still holding the receiver. Howlett plugged in  Hobbs heard the welcome click  and said Exchange.

Engine-room, said Hobbs, and when he heard the answer, Hobbs  shaft tunnel here. I want the officer of the watch.

The water dashed him against the tunnel walls as he waited again until Lieutenant Bastwick answered him and he made his report.

Well pump you out, said Bastwick. Open up the discharge valves.

Hobbs put back the telephone  under water  and felt his way to the valves. The motion of the ship sent the water up and down the tunnel; not merely did it wash over Hobbss head, but when his head was clear it also compressed or rarefied the air at the end of the tunnel where Hobbs was so that his eardrums crackled and his breath laboured on those occasions when he had the chance to breathe. The water still flooded into the tunnel  overhead where the damage control party fought the flames it naturally occurred to no one that down in the shaft tunnel their efforts were fast drowning one of their shipmates  and there were twenty tons of it now, hurtling from end to end and from side to side. It picked Hobbs up and dashed him against the water-tight door; the point of his shoulder took the shock, and he felt his collarbone break. It was painful to raise his right arm after that, but he stuck his hand into the front of his dungarees as a substitute sling. The discharge valves were open now, and he hoped the pumps were at work.

The next rush of water up the tunnel was less violent, although it jarred him against the water-tight door and hurt his collarbone again, and the next one was weaker still, hardly over his waist. There were pumps at work all over the ship  some pumping water in as fast as possible to quench the fire, and others pumping it out again as fast as possible from those compartments down into which it drained in torrents, for water-tight doors and water-tight hatchways work only moderately well after a ship has been struck by heavy shells and has had a bad fire rage through a quarter of her length. Hundreds of horse-power were being consumed in this effort, and for hours now the engine-room had been called upon to supply the sixty-five thousand horse-power needed for full speed. The Commander (E) had had the responsibility of seeing to it that engines and boilers would produce more power than they had been designed to produce, and for a longer time than it was fair that they should be asked to do so: the fact that First Class Stoker Hobbs was not drowned miserably in the shaft tunnel was some measure of the Commander (E)s success in his task.

Hobbs was still alive. His right hand was thrust into the breast of his dungarees, and his shoulder pained him. He was utterly in the dark, for his saturated electric torch refused to function. But he was alive, and he knew his way about the shaft tunnel, from one bearing to another, to the oil valves and back again, and his work which could be carried out one-handed. These were not circumstances in which he felt himself to be justified in asking for relief, and he made no such request; indeed, it did not occur to himself to do so. God was with him in the darkness, and as it happened Hobbs had never been in the shaft tunnel in darkness before. It seemed to him as if in the darkness God was not as implacable, as remorseless, as he was when the tunnel was lit up  that may easily be explained by the harsh black-and-white lighting of the tunnel, for there were no soft tones about it when the bulbs functioned. Very deep down within him, very faintly, Hobbs may have felt that this experience, this being flung about by tons of water in a confined space, his broken collarbone and his near-drowning, was an expiation of his goings-on with Mary Walsh, but Hobbs was a man of slow mental reactions and of morbidly sensitive conscience, and if this feeling was there at all it was very slight, even if later, after mature consideration, it grew stronger. It was just the solid darkness which was comforting to Hobbs, and his reaction to it was to feel as if God were not quite so angry with him. He felt his way round the eight bearings with his left hand, and as he did so he whistled between his teeth, which he had not done since first the conviction of sin had come upon him. It was a very faint little whistle, not audible at all through the high-pitched song of the shaft, and when Hobbs realized what he was doing he cut himself off, but not very abruptly.


CHAPTER 24
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… but firing was maintained…



At some time during the few minutes  during the interval measured perhaps in seconds  following immediately after the launching of their torpedoes by the destroyers, a shell was fired from HMS Artemis which changed the face of the war, altered the whole history of the world. Men and women in Nigeria or Czechoslovakia would feel the impact of that shell upon their lives. Head-hunting cannibals in Papua, Siberian nomads seeking a scant living among the frozen tundra of Asia, toddling babies in the cornfields of Iowa, and their childrens children, would all, in the years to come, owe something to that shell.

For the correct apportionment of the credit the history of that shell and the charge which sent it on its way should be traced back to their origins. There were, somewhere in England, women whose skin was stained yellow by the picric acid which entered into the composition of the bursting charge, who sacrificed strength and beauty in the munitions factory that filled that shell; their hair was bound under caps and their feet encased in felt slippers lest the treacherous material they handled should explode prematurely. There were women at the precision lathes who turned that shell until it fitted exactly, to the thousandth of an inch, into the rifling of the gun that fired it. There were the men that mined the iron and the coal, and the slaving foundry workers who helped to cast the shell. There were the devoted sailors of the Mercantile Marine, who manned the ship that bore the nickel that hardened the steel from Canada to England, in the teeth of the fiercest blockade Germany could maintain. There were the metallurgists who devised the formula for the steel, and there were the chemists who worked upon the explosive. There were the railwaymen and the dockyard workers who handled the deadly thing under the attack of the whole strength of the Nazi air power. The origins of that shell spread too far back and too widely to be traced  forty millions of people made their contribution and their sacrifice that that shell might be fired, forty millions of people whose dead lay in their streets and whose houses blazed round them, working together in the greatest resurgence of patriotism and national spirit that the world has known, a united effort and a united sacrifice which some day may find an historian. Perhaps he will be able to tell of the women and the children and the men who fought for freedom, who gave life and limb, eyesight and health and sanity, for freedom in a long-drawn and unregretted sacrifice.

The miners and the sailors, the munition workers and the railwaymen, had played their part, and now the shell stood in its place in A turret shell-room, and the charge that was to dispatch it lay in its rack in the forward turret magazine. There were only humble workers down there, men like Triggs and Burney who worked in the after-turret magazine. Harbord, the Captains steward, was stationed in the forward magazine  a thin, dried-up little man, who was aware of the importance of serving bacon and eggs in the most correct manner possible when his Captain called for them. Harbord had come into the Navy from the Reserve, and had passed the earlier years of his life as a steward in the Cunard White Star. He had found promotion there, rising from steward in the second-class to steward in a one-class ship, and from there to steward in the first-class in a slow ship, and eventually supreme promotion, to steward in the first-class in a five-day ship, where the tips were pound notes and five-dollar bills, and where he waited upon film stars and industrial magnates, millionaires and politicians.

He gave them good service; perhaps the best service the world has ever known was that given in the trans-Atlantic luxury liners in the twenties and thirties. He devoted his ingenuity to anticipating the wants of his passengers so that they would be spared even the trouble of asking for what they wanted  he learned to read their characters, sizing them up the first day so that during the next four they would perhaps not have to ask for anything. He could put a basin at the bedside of a seasick millionaire as tactfully as he could serve a midnight supper for two  pork chops and champagne!  in the cabin of a nymphomaniac film star. He was unobtrusive and yet always available. When passengers tried to pump him about their fellow-passengers he could supply what appeared to be inside information without disclosing anything at all. He knew the great, the wealthy, and the notorious, in their weakest moments, and to him they were not in the least heroic figures. Yet of his feelings he gave no sign; he was deferential without being subservient, helpful without being fulsome.

The trade agreement between the shipping lines regulated the fares charged so that the only way in which they could compete with each other was in the services they could offer  menus ten pages long, food from every quarter of the globe, masterpieces of art hanging on the bulkheads, orchestras and gymnasiums and swimming baths; the concerted efforts of ingenious minds were at work devising fresh ways of pampering the first-class passengers so that a thousand miles from land they were surrounded by luxuries of which Nero or Lucullus never dreamed, by comforts such as Queen Victoria never enjoyed. And the service which the stewards could give was an important part of this system. If by a particular manner and bearing Harbord could make his charges more comfortable, he was ready to display that manner and bearing  it was his job for the moment. The social system which permitted  encouraged  such luxury and waste, and which made him the servant of drunken neer-do-wells and shifty politicians was obviously in need of reform, but the reformation must start with the system, not with the symptoms. Meanwhile he had work to do, and Harbord took pride in doing to the best of his ability the work which was to be done.

And when war came and the Navy claimed his services it was far easier to reconcile his prejudices with the type of work to which he was allotted. He was a steward, still, but the Captains steward  trust the Captain to select the best available. The arts he had acquired in the Cunard White Star were of real use now, to serve a breakfast without breaking in on the Captains train of thought, to attend to the trivial and mechanical details of the Captains day so that it was only the war which made demands upon the Captains reserves of mental energy. At sea when the Captain was day and night on the bridge, it was Harbords duty to keep him well fed and well clad, and in port Harbord had to shield him from nervous irritation so as to allow him a chance to recuperate. His discretion and his trustworthiness were of real value nowadays; the desk in the Captains cabin held papers which the German staff would gladly pay a million pounds to see  Harbord never allowed his mind to record the writing which his eyes rested upon. Visitors came to the Captains cabin, officers of the ship, officers of other ships, Intelligence officers of the Army and Air Force Staffs, Admirals and Generals.

They talked freely with the Captain, and Harbord in his pantry or offering sherry and pink gin from a tray could hear all they said. Sometimes it would be things that would make the spiciest shipboard gossip  news as to where the ship was going, or alterations in routine, or promotions, or transfers, or arrangements for shore leave. Sometimes it would be matters of high policy, the course of the naval war, the tactics to be employed in the next battle, or the observed effects of new weapons or new methods. Sometimes it would merely be reminiscence, tales of battle with submarine or aeroplane or armed raider. Whatever it was, it was bound to be of the most engrossing interest. An advance word to the lower deck on the subject of leave would make his confidants his grateful clients; when talking to his friends on shore Harbord could have been most gratifyingly pontifical about the progress of the war; and in every port there lurked men and women who would pay anything in money and kind for news of how such-and-such a submarine was sunk or what happened to such-and-such a raider. But Harbord was deaf and dumb and blind, just as he had been in peacetime when the newspaper reporters had tried to find out from him who it was who shared the politicians cabin at night.

When the hands went to action stations his was a position of no such responsibility. He was like Triggs, merely a man who stripped the tin cover from the cordite charges and thrust the cardboard-cased cylinders of explosive through the flash-tight shutter of the magazine into the handling-room  his duties about the Captain allowed neither the time nor the opportunity to train him to do more responsible work. He was hardly aware of his unimportance; that much effect, at least, his previous experience had had on him. He handed the cordite with as much solemnity as when he offered sherry to a Vice-Admiral, although with a greater rapidity of movement. A lifetime of self-control had left him with little surface light-heartedness, just as the habitual guard he maintained over his tongue made the men who worked beside him think him surly and unfriendly. At his action station he was in close contact with half a dozen men, because A and B magazines were combined into one, with a flash-tight shutter both forward and aft, the one opening into A turret handling-room and the other into B. During the periods of idleness when the guns were not firing the men could stand about and gossip, all except Harbord, who would not. His fellow workers  the queerest mixture, from Clay, the ships painter, to Sutton of the canteen staff  had, as a result of their different employments, the most varied gossip to exchange, and Harbords could have been a valued contribution. But he kept his mouth shut, and was repaid by his shipmates saying he put on all the airs of an admiral. Of all these it was Harbord who was privileged to be the man who handled the propellant charge that sent to its target the shell that changed history.

Forward in the shell-room it was Able Seaman Colquhoun who handled the shell  a big curly-haired young giant from Birkenhead, whose worst cross in life was the tendency of the uninitiated to mispronounce his name and give the I and q their full value. It was always a ticklish job telling petty officers that he called himself Ca-hoon; self-important petty officers were inclined to look on that as an impertinence. The six-inch shell that Colquhoun handled weighed one hundred pounds, which was why his youthful thews and sinews were employed here in the shell-room. In a rolling ship it called for a powerful man to heave as big a weight as that with certainty into the hoist.

Colquhoun was proud of his strength, and to put it to good use gratified some instinct within him. He smiled reminiscently as he bent and heaved. In the early days of the black-out in England, when his ship was under orders to sail, he had spent his last nights leave ashore with Lily Ford, the big blonde friend of his boyhood, who had repelled every advance made to her by every man she had met. She had kept her virginity as though it were a prize in a competition, not selfishly, not prudishly, but as if she looked on herself as if she were as good as any man and would not yield until she should meet one whom she could admit to be her better. But that night on the canal bank, under the bright moon of the first September of the war, Colquhoun had put out all his strength. It had been careless of Lily to let herself be lured by Colquhouns tact to such a deserted spot as the canal bank, but it would really have been the same if there had been help within call  Lily would not have called for help to deal with a situation she could not deal with single-handed. She fought with him, silently, desperately, at first, and even when he was pressing her hard she would not do more than whisper hoarsely, Get away, you beast. She writhed and struggled, putting out all the strength of her tough body, trained by the factory labours which had given her her glorious independence. Then she yielded to his overpowering force, breaking down suddenly and completely, her savage words trailing off into something between a sigh and a sob, her stiff body relaxing into submission, the mouth she had kept averted seeking out his in the darkness.

It was a succulent memory for the graceless Colquhoun something to be rolled over the tongue of reminiscence, every detail just as it should have been, even to the walk back from the canal bank with Lily clinging to him, her boasted self-sufficiency all evaporated, and the fact that Colquhouns ship was under orders to sail terrifying in its imminence and inevitability. She had clung and she had even wept, although the day before she would have laughed at any suggestion that she would waste a tear on any man. Well, that was two and a half years ago, and it was to be presumed that she had got over it by now.

Come up, you bastard! said Colquhoun without ill temper, for he was still grinning to himself; the arms that had clasped Lily Ford clasped the shell that was to change history, and slid it forward into the hoist.

At the same moment in the handling-room Able Seaman Day, the man who lost his left forefinger as a result of a premature explosion at the battle of the River Plate, took the charge that Harbord had thrust through the flash-tight shutter and pushed it into a pocket on the endless chain that ran up above his head through another flash-tight hatchway. The hoist rose, the endless chain revolved, the shell and charge arrived simultaneously in A turret lobby.

The designer of a ship of war encounters difficulties at every turn. One school of naval thought clamours for guns, the largest possible guns in the greatest possible number, with which an enemy may be overwhelmed without the opportunity of hitting back. Another school demands speed, and points out that the best guns in the world are useless unless they can be carried fast enough to catch the enemy. A third school prudently calls for armour because, as Nelson once pointed out, a battle at sea is the most uncertain of all conflicts, and speed and guns may vanish in a fiery holocaust as a result of a single hit. And armour means weight, and guns mean weight, the one at the expense of the other and both at the expense of the weight that can be allotted to engines.

The designer reaches a compromise with these conflicting demands only to come against new incompatibles. Men must be able to live in a ship; the mere processes of living demand that they should be able to go from one part of the ship to another, and when she is in action it may well be that they have to do so with the greatest possible speed. But, once again, she may be struck by shells or bombs or torpedoes, and to minimize the damage of the hit she must be divided up into the greatest possible number of compartments bulk-headed off from each other, and those bulkheads must be free of all openings  except that there is the most urgent need for wires and voice pipes and ventilating shafts to pass through them.

In the same way the gunnery expert insists that his guns should be placed as high as possible, so as to give the greatest possible command, and his insistence is met with the reply that guns and gun-mountings are the heaviest things in a ship and putting them high up means imperilling the ships stability like standing up in a rowing boat. Not merely that, but the gunnery expert, wise to the danger of high explosives, demands that although his guns should be as high above the level of the sea as possible the shells and the charges for the guns should be out of harms way and as far below that level as possible; then, unreasonable as a spoilt child, he goes on to clamour for guns that will fire with the greatest rapidity and in consequence needing to be supplied every minute with a great weight of ammunition regardless of the distance it must be raised from shell-room and magazine. Even that is not all. The moment his wishes appear to be granted he baulks at the thought of a long chain of high explosive extending unbroken from top to bottom of the ship, and he insists that the chain be broken up and interrupted with flash-tight hatchways and shutters that must on no account delay the passage of the ammunition from the magazine to the precious guns.

Ingenious mechanisms solve this problem  so that when X turret lobby in Artemis was set on fire the flames did not flash up into the turret nor down into the magazine  and then the designer is faced with a new difficulty, because the turret must, of course, be able to revolve, to turn from side to side, so that the belts and hoists are attached at one end to the stationary lobby, and at the other to the revolving turret; and this is the difficulty which designers for eighty years have struggled against. When Ericsson built Monitor he had a hole cut in the floor of the turret and another in the roof of the magazine below, and in order for ammunition to be passed up the turret had to be revolved until the two holes corresponded and the turret had to remain stationary until it was re-ammunitioned  a state of affairs no gunnery officer, intent on annihilating the enemy, would tolerate for a moment.

Even the apparently insoluble problem of the revolving turret and the stationary lobby has been solved now, so that whichever way the turret may be turning two shells of a hundred pounds each and two charges of cordite arrive in it every ten seconds to feed the guns, but the complication has forced another compromise upon the unfortunate designer. He is faced by the choice between employing men or machines  elaborate, complicated machines which may be disabled by a hit, or men who have to be fed, and given water to drink, and somewhere to sling a hammock, and who, in a nation exerting the last ounce of its strength, could be employed on some other urgent duty if not engaged in manhandling ammunition. Faced by this choice, the designer compromises, as he has compromised in his designs all through the ship. He makes the mechanisms as simple as he can without necessitating too great use of manpower, and he cuts down his manpower as far as he can without complicating the mechanisms too much. He ends, of course, by satisfying neither the Commander who is responsible for the mens living conditions nor the Gunnery Officer who is responsible for the guns, but that is the natural fate of designers of ships  the speed enthusiasts and the gunnery experts and the advocates of armour protection, the men who have to keep the ships at sea and the men who have to handle them in action all combine to curse the designer. Then comes the day of battle, and the mass of compromises which is a ship of war encounters another ship of war which is a mass of different compromises, and then, ten to one, the fighting men on the winning side will take all the credit to themselves and the losers  such of them as survive  will blame the designer all over again.

So the thews and sinews of Able Seaman Colquhoun and the fussy diligence of Harbord were necessary to start the shell and its propelling charge on the way up from shell-room and magazine to A turret lobby. Then Able Seaman Mobbs tipped the shell out of the hoist into the shell ring; to him it was just one more shell, and not the shell on which the destinies of the world depended. With one shell arriving up the hoist every five seconds he had no time for profound thought. He had to be as diligent as a beaver, and he was a man of

full body, oddly enough. The stooping and the heaving which he had to do in the warm atmosphere of the lobby had no apparent effect on the waistline which week by week grew a little more salient as Mobbs left youth farther behind and advanced further into maturity. He swept the sweat from his forehead with the back of his right forearm, avoiding the use of his hands, which were filthy from contact with the shells. But by now his forearm was nearly as dirty as his hands, and the sweat and the dirt combined into fantastic streaks diagonally across his pink face. On his cheeks and chin there was a fuzz of fair beard like a chickens down, for Mobbs had been carried away early in the war by the revived Naval craze for beards, and the poverty of the result had not yet induced him to reapply for permission to shave. The fuzz was dirty in patches, too, and there were little rivers of sweat running through it. Anyone in the lobby with leisure for thought would have smiled at the sight of him, his plethoric pink face and his ridiculous beard, his blue pop-eyes as innocent as a childs, and the streaked dirt over all. He moved the shell ring round for a quarter of a revolution to where Ordinary Seaman Fiddler awaited it, and then he brushed his face with his left forearm and managed to streak it again in the diagonally opposite direction, thereby giving the finishing touch to his ludicrous appearance. No one had time to notice it, however. Another shell had come up the hoist, dispatched by Able Seaman Colquhoun, and he had to deal with it  just another shell, no different in its appearance from its important predecessor now under the charge of Ordinary Seaman Fiddler, no different from the scores that had gone before, or from

the scores which, for all Mobbs knew, would follow after. It seemed to him as if he had been at work for hours tipping shells from hoist to ring and would go on doing so to the end of time. The thunder of the guns just above his head, the motion of the ship, made no impression on him; for that matter he was not even actively conscious of the stuffy heat of the lobby. Word had come through over the telephone system that X turret lobby had been wiped out, and after magazine flooded, X turret guns silenced. Mobbs heard the news as he toiled and sweated; some of his messmates were gone, and it must have been only by a miracle that he and Artemis together had escaped being blown into microscopic fragments. None of that was as important as this business of keeping the shell ring full and the hoist empty, not as important at the moment, at least.

Meanwhile Ordinary Seaman Filmore took from the endless chain the cordite charge that Harbord below him had put into it, and transferred it to the cordite hoist of the revolving structure  three neat movements did it all, in far less than the five seconds allowed him. It was an easy job for Filmore. He had time to think and talk. The empty pocket in the endless chain flicked out of sight through the flash-tight hatchway.

Coo! said Filmore. That means old Nobbys gone. You know. Not Nobby the Leading Cook. The other one wiv the red air. E owes me a couple o pints, too. Last time 

Shut up, snapped Petty Officer Ransome.

He should not have snapped; he should have given the order naturally and easily, as orders which must be obeyed under pain of death should be given, and he was conscious of his error the moment the words were out of his mouth. But he was newly promoted and not quite sure of himself, and the responsibility of A turret lobby weighed heavily on him.

Keep yer air on! said Filmore to himself, very careful that he should not be overheard. By diligent testing he knew just how far he could go with every Petty Officer and Leading Seaman in the ship. He had the Cockney quick wit, and the Cockney interest in disaster and death. He felt about the death of the red-haired Nobby Clark in the same way as his mother in her Woolwich slum felt about the death of a neighbour. It was a most interesting event; although the daily miracles of sunrise and sunset quite failed to impress him, he was always struck by the miracle that someone he knew, had talked to and talked about, should now be something quite different, a mere lump of flesh destined to immediate mouldering and decay. It was not intrinsically a morbid interest, and certainly the death of Nobby Clark was something to be talked about, like a birth in the Royal family. Petty Officer Ransome thought otherwise. If he had been a mere seaman he would gladly have entered into the discussion, recalling old memories of Nobby, and wondering how his widow would get along on her pension. But as a Petty Officer, responsible for A turret lobby, and with an unjustified fear that it was bad for the morale of the men to dwell on the death of a shipmate, he cut the discussion short. As a distraction he gave another order.

Keep it moving, Fiddler.

Aye, aye, said Fiddler.

The shell vanished into the hoist in the revolving structure as a fresh broadside blared overhead. Ransome, in this his first action as a Petty Officer, was worried. From the time of going to action stations he had felt a nagging fear lest his lobby should not be as efficient as the other two, lest a broadside should be delayed because ammunition was supplied more slowly to A turret than to B and X. If that should happen there would be a sharp reprimand from Sub-Lieutenant Coxe over his head; even worse, the Gunnery Lieutenant, watching the gun ready lamps, might  certainly would  be moved to inquire into the cause of the delay. It was not fear of actual reprimand, or of punishment or disrating, which Ransome felt, any more than the crew of a racing eight fears defeat as it waits at the starting point. It was mere nervousness, which sharpened his voice and led him into giving unnecessary orders, and it remained to be seen if time and experience would enable him to overcome this weakness. No mans capacity for command can be known until it has been tried in actual battle.

In point of fact, A turret was easier to keep supplied than B turret just aft of it. B turret was superimposed, raised higher above the deck than A so as to enable its guns, when pointed directly forward, to fire over it. Yet A and B turrets drew their ammunition from the same magazine, and from shell rooms at the same level below the sea, with the result that Bs shells and charges had to be sent up on a journey a full seven feet longer that As, enough to make an appreciable difference in the time of transmission and to demand a proportionate increase in efficiency on the part of Bs turret crew. Since his promotion Ransome had not begun to reason this out and comfort himself with the knowledge, which was a pity, for when nervousness begins to reason it ceases to be nervousness. Instead, he snapped, Keep it moving, Fiddler, quite unnecessarily.

Aye aye, grumbled Fiddler, a little resentfully, for he knew that there was nothing slow about his supervision of the shell ring. He was an old, old sailor who had seen Petty Officers come and Petty Officers go, who had been through battle and shipwreck and hardship and pestilence, sturdily refusing promotion despite the recommendations of Lieutenants and the suggestions of Commanders. The life of an Able Seaman was a comfortable one, a satisfactory one, and he did not want the even tenor of his existence broken by the responsibilities of promotion. He did not look upon his experiences when the destroyer Apache was lost in a snowstorm in the Hebrides, and he had clung to a ledge of a cliff for a night and half a day with the waves beating just below him, as an interruption of his placid existence, nor the fighting at Narvik, nor the week he spent in an open boat when his sloop was torpedoed. Those were mere incidents, but to be even a Leading Seaman meant disturbing all the comfortable habits and daily routine acquired during twenty years of service. All he wanted to do was to go steadily along performing the duties allotted him, gaining neither credit nor discredit, neither promotion nor punishment, but reserving to himself the right to feel that he knew much more about seamanship and gunnery than did these whippersnapper young Petty Officers whom they promoted nowadays. Ransomes order to him called forth the mechanical response to his lips, but did not quicken his movements in the least, for he knew he was doing his job perfectly, and probably a great deal better than Ransome could. The shell slid under his guidance from the shell ring to the revolving hoist, and soared up to the turret and out of his life, keeping pace as before with the cordite charge in the cordite hoist.

Sub-Lieutenant Coxe allowed his eyes to rest idly on the shell as it lay in its trough on its arrival, with its ugly distinctive paint on it, and ugly in its harsh cylindroconical outline. There was not even a functional beauty about it, unlike most of the weapons of war, nor was it large enough to be impressive in its bulk. A six-inch shell, even one which is destined to free humanity, is unredeemingly ugly. Coxe never stopped to think for a moment whether it was ugly or beautiful. He was keeping a sharp eye on his guns crews, watching each of their intricate movements. Coxe knew all about this turret and the principles that it embodied. He knew all the details of its mechanism, all the bolts and all the levers. If every six-inch turret in the Royal Navy, and every blue-print and every working drawing were to be destroyed in some unheard-of cataclysm, they could be replaced by reference to Sub-Lieutenant Coxe. When he was sea-sick (which was often) Coxe could forget his troubles by closing his eyes and calling up before him the obturator on the vent axial bolt or the tapered grooves in the recoil cylinder, but there was no need for sea-sickness to set him thinking about gunnery. It occupied most of his thoughts; and in the same way that a man at dinner turns satisfied from a joint to complete the meal with cheese, so Coxe could turn from the comparatively simple mechanics of the gun-mountings to the mathematics of ballistics, and Henderson and Hasses differential form of Resals fundamental equation.

Coxe was an example of the mathematical prodigy, as his first-class certificates showed; at twenty his facility in the subject was striking. The fact that England was at war was at least postponing his specializing; a prolonged period of peace would almost inevitably have resulted in his being confined to desk work in a state of voluntary servitude, hugging his chains, respected, perhaps, in his own speciality, but unknown beyond a limited circle. In those conditions he would have been likely to forget that war is not a clash of mathematical formulae, but a contest waged by men of flesh and blood and brain. If anything would help to keep him human, to develop him into a wise leader of men instead of into a learned computer, it was his present command, where under his own eye he could see formulae and machinery and men in action together. The proving ground and the testing station could confirm or destroy theories about internal pressures and the toughness of armour plate, but only the proving ground of war could test men. The most beautiful machines, the most elaborate devices, were useless if the men who handled them were badly trained or shaken by fear, and there was the interesting point that the more complex the machinery, and the more human effort it saved, and the more exactly it performed its functions, the greater need there was for heroes to handle it. Not mere individual heroes either, but a whole team of heroes. Disaster would be the result of a weak link anywhere along the long chain of the ships organization. A frightened rangetaker, a jumpy Marine bandsman at the Transmitting Station table, a shaken steward in the magazine, and all the elaborate mechanism, the marvellous optical instruments, the cannons that cost a kings ransom, and the machine which embodied the ingenuity of generations, were all of them useless. It would be better then if there had never been any development in gunnery, and they were still in the days when the gunnery handbook made use of the elastic expression, take about a shovelful of powder. Euclid had pointed out that the whole is equal to the sum of all its parts, and it was dawning upon Coxe that there was not merely a mathematical application of that axiom.

With a new eye he saw Numbers Four and Five ram home the shell into the left-hand gun; he was familiar with the very abstruse mathematics involved in calculations regarding compensation for wear at the breech of the gun, and those calculations always assumed that the projectile would be firmly seated against the rifling. Some dry-as-dust individual at Woolwich made those calculations, some withered officer with rings on his sleeve and gold oak-leaves on his cap brim, but unless Number Five, there, the hairy individual with the crossed flags of England and France tattooed on his forearms, kept his head and wielded the rammer efficiently, those calculations might as well never have been put on paper.

Number Six was pushing in the charge. It had never occurred to Coxe before that the instructions which ordered this were no guarantee that it would be done. Number Six might drop the charge, or if his hands were shaking or he was not seaman enough to keep his footing, he might break it open against the sharp edge. Number Six might even become frightened enough to dash out of the turret and run below to take shelter under the main deck  that was a possibility that had never crossed Coxes mind before, he realized, and yet it was a possibility. Number Six had a tendency to boils on the back of his neck; Coxe had never noticed that before either, but a man who could suffer from boils was a man and not a piece of machinery that shoved the propellant up the breech. Number Six  what the devil was his name? Stokes? Something like that. No, it was Merivale, of course  Number Six was a fallible human being. Coxe became guiltily conscious that it was even conceivable that Number Six would be less likely to run away when he should be pushing in charges if the officer of the quarters did not call him Stokes when his name was Merivale. That was not something that could be reduced to a mathematical formula. It was courage, morale, esprit de corps, discipline  of a sudden these were pregnant words for Coxe now.

He turned with a fresh interest to Number Two, who was closing the breech. Coxe was nearly sure that Number Twos name was Hammond. He really must make an effort to remember. Hammond  if that was his name  was having trouble with his wife. The matter had come up when the Commander was interviewing request-men. Some neighbour, officious or well-intentioned or spiteful or over-moral, had written to Hammond telling him about nocturnal visitors to Hammonds home. White-faced and sick with despair, on the sunny quarterdeck, Hammond had admitted to the Commander that he would not be surprised if the accusation were true. She was like that, said Hammond. Once she had promised that it would never occur again, and Hammond had believed her, but standing before the Commander, Hammond had reluctantly admitted that he had been an optimistic fool; yet clearly that had not made it easier for Hammond, his life in ruins, and only half-hearted even now in his desire to cut off his allotment of pay to the wife he was still, obviously, besotted about.

A man whose wife was being unfaithful to him was liable to neglect his business. Coxe was academically aware of that even though he could not conceive of anything, certainly not domestic unhappiness, coming between him and gunnery. He darted a glance to see that Hammond had inserted the tube and masked the vent. Hammond swung the breech shut and closed the interruptor.

Ready! he said quietly  Number Two at the other gun shouted the word excitedly. Hammond was cool; cold might be a better word for it. It might be merely the deadly coldness of an embittered man; but, on the other hand, it might be the effect of discipline and training. Coxe actually found himself wondering which it was.

Shell and charge were in the gun now. Magazine and shell-room and handing-room, lobby and turret, had all made their contribution. So had every man in the ship, from Hobbs down in the shaft tunnel to the Captain on the bridge and Whipple at the masthead. The fact that the shell now lying in the breech of the left-hand gun A turret was going assuredly to alter the history of the world was something to the credit of every one of them. The whole is equal to the sum of all its parts.

Shoot! said the Gunnery Lieutenant for the hundredth time that day. His fighting blood was still roused; the long battle had not brought weariness or lassitude. He controlled and directed this broadside as thoroughly as he had controlled the first.

The elevation and deflection of the guns was fixed by the Transmitting Station; this broadside meant no more and no less to the men there than any other in the long fight. The Marine bandsmen followed their pointers and Mr Kaile handled his complex orchestra as always, and the fire gong rang for the hundredth time in the Transmitting Station as Chief Petty Officer OFlaherty in the Director Control Tower obeyed the Gunnery Lieutenants order and pressed the trigger, to fire the broadside that would decide the future of neutral Ireland just as much as that of the rest of the belligerent world. The tubes heated, the charges exploded, and the four shells went shrieking over nine thousand yards of sea to their destined ends. Three of them missed, and the fourth one  the shell from the left-hand gun in  turret  hit. The spotters in Artemis recorded straddle and set themselves in ignorance of what that straddle meant to observe the next fall of shot.


CHAPTER 25
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



…until the enemy turned away…



Kapitän-sur-see Helmuth von Bödicke stood on the signal bridge of His Italian Majestys battleship Legnano with Vice-Ammiráglio Gasparo Gaetano Nocentini. They were out of earshot of their staffs, who stood decently back so as not to overhear the conversation of the two great men, who were talking French to each other; only when French failed them did they turn and summon Korvetten Kápitan Klein and Luogotenènte Lorenzetti to translate for them from German into Italian and from Italian into German. At the time when von Bödicke was young enough to learn languages it never occurred to any German naval officer that it might some day be specially useful to speak Italian, and Nocentini had learned French in the nursery and had never had either the desire or the intention to acquire the language of the barbarians of the north.

The signal bridge in Legnano was windy and exposed, but it was the most convenient place in the ship for the commanding admiral; the conning tower was too crowded and its view too limited, while the signal bridge afforded the most rapid means of communication with the rest of the fleet. On the port side where Bödicke and Nocentini stood they had the best view of whatever was visible. Abeam of them was the immensely long black smudge of the smoke screen which the English had laid down, and against that background, vague and shadowy, were the English light cruisers, screened from view during much of the time by the splashes thrown up by the Italian salvoes. Fine on the port bow were the English destroyers, just wheeling round like swallows on the wing, after presumably launching their torpedoes against the Italian line. Astern of Legnano came the other Italian ships, the battleship San Martino, the heavy cruisers and the light cruisers. What Bödicke and Nocentini could not see from the port side of the signal bridge were the Italian destroyers advancing too late against the English destroyers, but as they undoubtedly were too late it did not matter so much that they could not be seen.

The din that assailed the ears of the men on the signal bridge was enormous, frightful. Every twenty-five seconds the fifteen-inch guns let loose a salvo louder than the loudest thunderclap, whose tremendous detonation shook them like a violent blow, and, deep-toned behind them, San Martinos big guns echoed those salvoes. These were intermittent noises; the din of the secondary armament went on without cessation, six-inch and four-inch and twelve-pounder all banging away as fast as they could be loaded and fired in the endeavour to beat back the destroyer attack. It was earsplitting and made it hard to think clearly. And all round the ship were raining the broadsides from the English light cruiser, deluging the decks with splashes, or bursting against the armour with a piercing crash, straddling the ship so closely that the shells that passed overhead were audible through the detonations of the secondary armament.

Von Bödicke trained his glasses on the leading English cruiser. She was badly on fire aft, with thick smoke pouring out of her, and yet she was still firing superbly and fast. The rest of the line appeared to have suffered little damage, which was quite absurd seeing how much they had been under fire. These excitable Italians. could never steady themselves quickly enough to hit an elusive target. Brave enough men, perhaps (presumably because of the infiltration of Nordic blood into their Mediterranean veins), but unsteady. He experienced a momentary feeling of helplessness when he thought of his mission; he had been sent here to crush the British fleet by the aid of the Italian, and now he was conscious of the weakness of the tool he had to employ. He was like a man setting out to move a heavy rock and finding his crowbar buckling in his hand.

He let his glasses hang by their cord from his neck, and he plucked at the torpedo beard he wore as a tribute to the memory of von Hipper. Naval warfare, a naval battle, was like a game of poker. A good hand was of no avail if it met a better; confronted with four of a kind a full house was as unprofitable as a pair of deuces; the winner scooped the pool and the loser had nothing. In land warfare, or in air warfare, the loser might hope for a profitable defeat, to gain so much time or to inflict so much loss as to nullify the others victory, but at sea it was all or nothing.

It was all or nothing for him, von Bödicke, as well. Von Bödicke remembered receiving supplementary verbal orders at the Marineamt, and the thin lips and the almost colourless eyes of Admiral Fricke, the Chief of the Naval Staff. He could expect no mercy from Fricke if he were to fail, and it was no comfort to think that Fricke could expect no mercy either. Fricke was primarily a Nazi and only secondarily a naval officer, who had won his position through all the clashes and fierce jealousies of the Party. If the command of the Mediterranean were not achieved other ambitious young men would pull Fricke down. And Fricke would die, of heart diesase or a motoring accident, for a man who tried for power by way of the Party staked his life on the result; successful rivals would never run the risk of his regaining power and avenging himself, nor would the Führer. The blackguards of the Party acted on the principle that dead men knife no one in the back. Fricke would die, and old von Bödicke would merely be ruined, put on beggarly retired pay under police supervision. He would not even have enough to eat, for he would be a useless mouth, on the lowest scale of rations, and doomed to slow starvation because no one would help a man with no return favours in his gift to supplement his diet illegally. He turned to Nocentini beside him.

We must turn towards the enemy, your excellency, he said.

Nocentini looked down at von Bödicke, Nocentini tall and gangling and clean-shaven, von Bödicke short and stocky with a little bristling beard. Nocentini had received verbal instructions as well, and his came direct from the lips of il Duce. Il Duce had been most explicit on the point that nothing was to be risked. An easy victory was to be grasped at eagerly, but only as long as there was no prospect of loss. The battleships with which Nocentini was entrusted were the only ones left serviceable in the Italian navy, and very precious in consequence. Il Duce had far-reaching theories about war; one was that it was most necessary to husband ones strength against the possible demands of an always dangerous future, and the other was that by biding ones time one always found opportunities to pick up highly profitable gains for almost nothing as long as one had not dissipated ones strength prematurely. Il Duce had been most eloquent about this, making his points one after the other with much slapping of his fat white hands on the table while the sweat made his flabby jowls shine in the lamplight. He preached caution in the privacy of his office with just as much fervour as he preached recklessness from his balcony. But the fervour had an unhappy ring, and the arguments were those of a beaten man, of a tired man. Il Duce was growing old.

That was one of the considerations Nocentini had to bear in mind. One of these days il Duce would die, and no one could tell what régime would find itself in power; there might be prolonged chaos. A powerful fleet would be a potent factor in the struggle, and Nocentini had ideas about how to use it. So he was in complete agreement with the Chief of the State about the desirability of easy victories and the necessity to avoid crippling losses. He knew that it was only with the utmost reluctance that il Duce had consented to risking the fleet three hundred miles from its base, even when the Germans, in their usual cocksure fashion, had assured him that the English had no capital ships whatever available in the Eastern Mediterranean. Nocentini fancied that the Germans had been using a great deal of pressure, threatening in the event of a refusal to cut down still further the tiny shipments of coal that just enabled Italian civilization to exist.

If he could wipe out this British squadron and its convoy it would add to his own prestige and that of the fleet, but it would restore something to the prestige of il Duce as well. The wiping out would not be easy, for the English had already shown their readiness to fight to the last. Those early moves of his, cautious feelers to determine the British attitude, had proved this. To turn towards the enemy, to plunge into the smoke screen, would mean a muddled battle, an undignified scuffle, and possibly heavy losses in a close-range action. Nocentini simply did not believe the optimistic reports with which the Naval Intelligence kept bombarding him regarding the extremities to which Malta was reduced. He was not a natural optimist; and with regard to Malta, he had the unhappy suspicion that its fall would be just another chestnut pulled out of the fire for the benefit of the Germans.

Italy? Nocentini was not sure now what Italy was. Not Mussolini, assuredly. The vulgarian who had built up the Italian fleet, who had given it more men and more money than Nocentini had ever dreamed of, had something once to recommend him. But the frightened worn-out man, prematurely old, cowering in the Quirinal, pathetically pleading with Nocentini to be cautious, and with the haunting fear of the Nazis to be read in his face, was not a leader to be followed with devotion, and certainly not the embodiment of the Italy which Nocentini vaguely dreamed about.

The continuous crash of the guns, the constant arrival of reports, the very wind that whipped round their ears, confused Nocentinis mind and made thinking difficult. He stood and gazed down at von Bödicke, wasting precious seconds while the torpedoes were actually on their way towards them.

Your Excellency said von Bödicke it is absolutely necessary that you should give the order.

Von Bödicke was in a desperate mood. He was disillusioned on every side. He suspected a policy of deliberate obstruction. In the opening moves of the battle heavy smoke had poured from the funnels first of this ship and then of that one prematurely revealing the position of the fleet. Any engineer ought to be ashamed of himself for permitting such a thing to happen; the lowest maschinist-maat in the German navy would know better. He had goaded Nocentini into signalling reprimands, and the replies that came back had been decidedly unsettling. One captain had blamed the oil fuel, and in the wording of his message had insolently suggested that the fuels defects were due to the culpable carelessness of the German authorities who had supplied it. The worst of that suggestion was that it was possibly true; von Bödicke knew a little about Albert Speer, who made use of his position as Oil Fuel Controller to make profits for the dummy company which was really Albert Speer. With boiler-room crews as excitable as the Italians, it was too much to expect that they should keep their heads clear enough to deal instantly and accurately with crises like fluctuations in the quality of the oil in the pipes.

These damned Italians were all alike. They were jumpy and excitable. Most of them had had too little training at sea either to be able to master sea-sickness or to be able to carry out their duties in a crisis with a seaway running. They had been firing away at the cruisers all this time and hardly scored a hit  when the action began he had visited turrets and gunnery control towers, to find officers and men chattering like apes and getting in each others way. Von Bödicke suspected that half the salvoes they fired off had been unaimed as a result of inefficiency on the part of the guns crews or the gunnery control crews; it was too much to expect that somewhere along the complicated chain there would not be at least one weak link  especially as the veteran seamen were being drained away from the ships to make good the steady losses in submarine crews.

Von Bödickes desperation was being eaten away by a growing weariness. He hated Fricke for sending him on this thankless duty. Victory would confirm Fricke in his position; and Bödicke suddenly realized that bloody defeat might do the same. If he, Bödicke, were able to persuade Nocentini to make an attack, and this Legnano were to be sunk, and Bödicke along with her, Bödicke having done his best and the Italian navy proved to be obviously not up to its work, then no one could possibly blame Fricke. He would continue to lord it at the Marineamt. Self-pity came to soften von Bödickes desperations as well. It was a frightful dilemma in which he found himself. This was no simple marine problem which he faced. It was a complex of political and personal factors intricately entangled. With a German fleet under his command, in German waters, he would not hesitate for a moment about what to do, but out here in the Mediterranean with these Italians it was quite different. The very name of the ship in which he found himself was an insult to Germany. Legnano was the name of the battlefield where der Alte Barbarossa had by chance met with defeat at the hands of the Lombard League. Mussolini had no business to recall to memory that unfortunate accident of seven hundred years ago. But it was just like the Italians; when they decided to call their battleships after Italian victories they soon found themselves running out of names. San Martino astern was named after a battle which was really an Austrian victory, terminated by an Austrian retreat merely because of the success of the French on the other battlefield of Solferino. At Vittorio Veneto the decisive blow was struck by an English army, and then only after Austria had been stabbed in the back by the Jews and separatists. Von Bödicke remembered the sneer in which German naval officers so often indulged when they asked the rhetorical question why the Italians had named no battleship of theirs after Caporetto. The question was on the tip of his tongue as he looked at Nocentini, so bitter was his mood.

He had asked to have the Italian fleet turned towards the enemy, but he had no sooner said the words when he experienced a revulsion of spirit. He could not recall them, but he was in two minds about it. He simply did not know what he wanted. He was balanced on a knife edge of indecision, and Nocentini, looking down at him, knew it telepathically. He was just as undetermined, just as unsettled in his mind as was Bödicke. The minutest influence would decide him, like Bödicke, one way or the other. We must turn either towards or away, said Nocentini slowly, groping with difficulty, in his dazed preoccupation, for the French words.

He would have liked more time to discuss it, so as to postpone the moment of decision, but he knew that was vain. It was twenty seconds at least since the British destroyers had launched their torpedoes. Nocentini looked over at the British squadron, at the smoke-wreathed silhouettes aflame with gun flashes. He knew much about the British Navy, and in that clairvoyant moment he visualized the disciplined sailors bending to their work, the shells quietly passed up from the magazine, the rapid loading and the accurate firing. And at that moment there was flung into the scale that factor that tipped it down and swayed the balance of von Bödickes and Nocentinis hesitating minds. A six-inch shell struck full upon B turret, below them and forward of them, and burst against the twelve-inch steel.

To the ship itself it did no particular damage. It did not slow the working of the turret; in fact, it left hardly a mark on the diamond-hard steel. Its fragment sang viciously through the air, ripping up planking here and cutting through a stanchion there, but they found no one in an exposed position, and they took no lives. The force of its explosion shook the group on the signal bridge, they felt the hot breath of its flame, and their nostrils were filled with the penetrating stink of its fumes, but they were unhurt. Perhaps of all the hits scored by Artemiss guns this one did the least physical damage, but for all that it was the one which turned the scale. All the other shells fired by Artemis had played their part, had leaded the scale so far, had worked upon the minds of Nocentini and von Bödicke, convincing them that here were no easy victims, no weak-minded enemies to be driven off by a mere show of force; but it was this last shell, which Colquhoun had lifted so casually, and which Mobbs and Filmore had sent up to A turret with their minds occupied by Ransomes peevishness, and upon which Sub-Lieutenant Coxe had cast an unseeing eye while Merivale rammed it home, it was this last shell bursting vainly against the turret that actually decided the history of the world.

Nocentini and von Bödicke looked at each other again as they steadied themselves after the explosion. Each was unhurt, each of them hoped breathlessly in his heart of hearts that the other was not. For one second more they hesitated, each hoping that the other would assume the responsibility for the next move, and during that second each of them read the added weakness in the others face, and they both of them realized that there was no need to state formally what was in their minds. It would be better not to do so, they both decided; it gave each of them more chance to shuffle off the blame  if there was to be blame  upon the other. They did not meet each others eyes after that; von Bödicke looked at Klein while Nocentini turned to Lorenzetti.

Signal all ships turn together eight points to starboard, said Nocentini. He was shoulder to shoulder with von Bödicke, and he did his best to convey by his bearing the impression that the two of them were in complete agreement on the decision, while von Bödicke, the moment he heard the decisive words tried to put himself in an attitude of ineffective protest without attracting Nocentinis attention to it.

The flags ran up to the yardarm, flapped there in the smoke, were answered and were hauled down, Slowly Legnano turned her ponderous bulk about, her bows towards Italy, her stern to the British squadron.

We had to do it, said Nocentini. Otherwise we would have crossed the course of the torpedoes.

Von Bödicke kept his mouth shut; he only just grasped the meaning of the Italian words, and he was not going to commit himself to anything that might later be construed as approval. He felt much happier in the probability that Nocentini could be saddled with the blame. He walked stiffly to the other end of the bridge, meeting no ones eye as the staffs made way for him, and for Nocentini at his elbow.

From the starboard wing of the bridge he could look down the long line abreast of the Italian fleet. The heavy cruiser on the far side of San Martino was still badly on fire. That would be part of his defence, if he should need defence. The guns had fallen silent, for the sudden change of course had disconcerted the trainers, and only half of Legnanos armament could bear on a target right astern. And yet at that very moment another broadside from the British came crashing home as though the ship were suddenly struck by a Titanic sledgehammer. Some fragment hurled by the explosion rang loudly against the stanchion at his side. It was the last straw to von Bödicke that the British should persist in continuing the fight when he had allowed it to be broken off on the Italian side. He wanted to relax, to allow the tension to lessen, and yet the British were set upon continuing the action to the last possible moment.

Legnanos upper works aft were riven into picturesque ruin, he saw. No vital damage done, but enough to make a deep impression on any civilian who might see it. That was all to the good. But Klein knew better. Klein, who had crossed the bridge and was standing at his elbow again, and whom he suspected strongly of being a spy on behalf of Fricke. Von Bödicke hated Klein.

They are holding their course, said Nocentini from behind his binoculars, which were trained on the British cruisers. He was speaking careful French, and von Bödicke realized that although the words were apparently addressed to him, Nocentini meant them to be recorded by Klein. They will not leave their smoke screen.

That is clear, said von Bödicke, agreeing speedily. He hoped as he spoke them Klein would not perceive the stilted artificiality of his tone; it was ingenious of Nocentini to suggest that the turn-away was really planned to lure the British cruisers away from their smoke screen.

We will re-form line ahead when the torpedoes have passed, said Nocentini.

Of course, said von Bödicke. He had himself under control now. He kept his eyes steadily on the Italian and did now allow them to waver towards Klein for a moment. It was undignified and sordid, but defeat is always undignified and sordid. They were beaten men.

They were already out of range of the British cruisers, and the distance was increasing every minute. When they should form line ahead again and circle round to reopen the engagement it would be nearly dark, and no sane officer would court a night action with an inferior force. Someone was yelling madly from the masthead, his high-pitched voice clearly audible from the signal bridge, although von Bödicke could not understand the excited Italian. Legnano swung ponderously round again, under full helm, first to port and then to starboard  it was that, combined with the rush of the Italian officers to the side, and the way they peered down at the water, which told von Bödicke that the track of a torpedo had been sighted, and that Legnano was manoeuvring to avoid it. He caught his breath quickly. The gestures of the Italians showed that the torpedo had passed, and then directly afterwards there came the roar of an explosion to split the eardrums. The torpedo which Legnano had avoided had struck San Martino full in the side. An enormous column of water, higher than the funnel top, obscured the battleship momentarily before it cascaded back into the sea and revealed her with smoke pouring out of her side and listing perceptibly.

He caught Nocentinis eye again as the Admiral stood rapping out orders. The anxiety and strain had gone from the mans face. He was dealing with a familiar emergency, one with which he was competent to deal. Salving and protecting an injured ship was not like carrying the burden of the responsibility of battle. And not only that, but the problems of battle were solved for him. No one could expect him to leave an injured Dreadnought to shift for herself while he turned and re-engaged the enemy. No one could expect him to. A Nelson or a Beatty might take the risk, but no man could be condemned for not being a Nelson or Beatty. Nocentini actually smiled a little as he met von Bödickes eye, and von Bödicke smiled back. Whatever happened now, they had at least an explanation and an excuse.


CHAPTER 26
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FROM THE CAPTAINS Report



… and the action terminated.



The Captain had known temptation. With Artemis all ablaze aft, and one turret out of action, it was a strain to keep her in action, dodging the continual salvoes of the enemy. The very din of the continual broadsides was exhausting. Close at hand, on the port side, was the shelter of the smoke screen. He had only to utter two words and Artemis could dive into it just as she had done before. There would be a relief from strain and danger and responsibility, and the thought even of relief that might be only momentary was alluring. And the whole principle of the tactics of the British cruisers was to make use of the smoke screen as it rolled down on the Italian line; now that the destroyers had delivered their attack and turned back would be a fitting moment, ostensibly, for a temporary withdrawal. That was the temptation on the one hand, while on the other was the doubt of his own judgement that it was desirable to continue in action. That might be just fighting madness. He knew that his judgement might be clouded, that this decision of his to keep his guns firing might be the result of mere berserk rage. Yet his instinct told him that it was not so.

His instinct; something developed in him by years of study of his profession, of deep reading and of mental digestion of innumerable lessons, supplemented by his inborn qualities. That instinct told him that this was the crisis of the battle, the moment when one side or the other must give way. He knew that he had only to hold on a little longer  after that a little longer still, perhaps  for the battle to be decided. The whole series of thoughts, from the decision to cover the retreat of the destroyers to the momentary doubt, and then back again to the decision to maintain the action took only the briefest possible time, two or three seconds at most.

It was not to the discredit of the Captain that he should have experienced that two or three seconds of doubt, but to his credit. Had he not been tried so far as that it would have been no trial at all. War is something to try the very strongest, and it is then that those crack who are almost the strongest, the Nocentinis and the von Bödickes, oppressed by a complexity of motives.

The Captain was aware that his pipe was empty, and that he wanted to refill and relight it, but he did not want to take his binoculars from his eyes. The guns of A and B turrets roared out below him; the Captain did not know that from the left-hand gun of A turret had flown the decisive shell. He saw the flight of the broadside, and he saw the yellow flash of the hit. Then, as another broadside roared out disregarded, he saw the long silhouette of the leading Italian battleship foreshorten and alter, the two funnels blend into one, the stern swinging towards him and the bow away. The Captain gulped excitedly. He traversed his binoculars round. Every Italian ship had her stern to him; it was a withdrawal, a retreat; the Italian flagship was not merely trying to disconnect the English gunners. This was victory.

He turned his gaze back to the Italian flagship in time to see the flash of another hit upon her. Good gunnery, that, to hit at that extreme range and with the range altering so fast. He dropped his glasses on his chest and took out pipe and pouch, feeding tobacco into the bowl with his long sensitive fingers, but his eyes still strained after the distant shapes on the horizon. They had turned away. They were refusing battle. The Captain knew in his bones that they would never turn back again to reopen the fight. A motive strong enough to induce them to break off the fight would be amply strong enough to keep them from renewing it; one way or the other they would find excuses for themselves.

His pipe was filled, and he was just reaching for his matches when the voice pipe buzzer sounded:

Director Control, said the pipe. The enemy is out of range.

Thank you, Guns, said the Captain. I have no orders for you at present.

The Chief Yeoman of Signals saluted.

I think I saw a torpedo it on the second ship from the left, he said, while you was speaking.

Thank you, said the Captain again.

He was about to take up his binoculars to look, but he changed his mind and felt for his matches instead. He could afford to be prodigal of his time and his attention now. Even a torpedo hit on a Dreadnought was nothing in the scale compared with the fact of the Italian turn away. The tobacco tasted good as he drew the flame of the match down upon it, stoppered it down with the finger that long use had rendered comparatively fireproof, and drew on the flame again. He breathed out a lungful of smoke and carefully dropped the stump of the match into the spit-kid. The silence and the cessation of the enemys fire were ceasing to be oppressive; the normal sounds of the ships progress, the noise of the sea under the bows and of the wind about his ears, were asserting themselves.

So this was victory. The proof that the history of the world had reached a turning point was that he was conscious again of the wind about his ears. History books would never write about today. Even sober, scientific historians needed some more solid fact on which to hang a theme; a few ships sunk and a few thousand men killed, not a mere successful skirmish round half a dozen transports. Even in a months time the memory of today would be faded and forgotten by the world. Two lines in a communiqué, a few remarks by appreciative commentators, and then oblivion.

Somewhere out in the Russian plain Ivan Ivanovich, crouching in a hole in the dusty earth, and looking along the sights of his anti-tank gun, would never know about Artemis and her sisters. Ivan Ivanovich might comment on the slightness of the aerial attack, on the scarcity of hostile dive bombers; it might even occur to him as a realist that a few well-placed bombs, wiping out him and his fellows, could clear the way into Moscow for Hitler, but even as a realist Ivan Ivanovich had never heard of Artemis, and never would hear.

To Hitler, Malta was a prize still more desirable than Moscow, and more vital to his existence. With the failure of the Italian navy to get it for him he would have to use his own air force; a thousand planes, and a ground staff scores of thousands strong would have to be transferred from the Russian front to Italy in the desperate need to conquer every bastion that could buttress his top-heavy empire. A thousand planes; planes that could blind the Russian command, planes that could blast a path through the Russian lines, planes that could succour isolated detachments and supply advance guards, planes that could hunt Russian guerrilla forces far in the rear of the Germans or menace Russian communications far in advance. The Captain had no doubt whatever that as a result of todays work those thousand planes would be brought south.

Whether they would achieve their object or not was more doubtful. The Captain had the feeling that the advocates of air power talked about today as if it were tomorrow. Tomorrow command of the air might take the place of command of the sea, but this was today. Today those half-dozen fat transports wallowing along on the far side of the smoke screen were on their way to Malta, and it was today they had to be stopped, if at all. Today the convoys were still pouring in to English harbours, while across a tiny strip of water lay an enemy whose greatest ambition was to prevent them from doing so. It was sea power that brought them safely in. Tomorrow it might be air power; tomorrow the Captain might be an antiquated old fogey, as useless as a pikeman on a modern battlefield, but the war was being fought today, today, today. Rommel in Libya clamouring for reinforcement could have everything his heart desired if the British Navy did not interfere. The crippling of the American Navy at Pearl Harbour had put an eighth of the worlds population and a quarter of the worlds surface temporarily at the mercy of Japan and her twelve Dreadnoughts. Ships  ships and the men in them  were still deciding the fate of the world. The Arab fertilizing date palms at Basra, the Negro trading cattle for a new wife in Central Africa, the gaucho riding the Argentine pampas, did so under the protection of the British Navy, of which the Captain and his ship were a minor fraction, one of many parts whose sum was equal to the whole.

Signal from the flagship, sir, said the Chief Yeoman of Signals, reading it off through his glass: Resume  convoy  formation.

Acknowledge, said the Captain.

He gave the order to turn Artemis back towards the transports, back through the smoke screen which had served them so well. The revolution indicator rang down a reduction of speed, and peace seemed to settle closer about the ship as the vibration caused by full speed died away. Only a tiny bit of the sun was left, a segment of gold on the clear horizon  ten seconds more and it would be gone and night would close in. The Italians were already invisible from the bridge, and the Captain strode abruptly over to the masthead voice pipe.

Masthead, said the tube to him in answer to his buzz. It was Ordinary Seaman Whipples voice.

Can you see anything of the enemy? asked the Captain.

Only just in sight, sir. Theyre still heading away from us. Theyll be gone in a minute.

They were close clipped, incisive sentences which Whipple used. Whipple was conscious of victory, too. He was fighting for an ideal, and he was fanatical about that ideal, and this afternoons work had brought that ideal a great deal closer. Yet Whipple did not indulge in idle exhilaration. The fact that he had to fight for his ideal, that the generation preceding his had once had the same ideal in their grasp and allowed it to slip through their fingers, had left him without illusions. Whipple was ready to go on fighting. He knew there was still a long bitter struggle ahead before final victory, and he guessed that after victory it would be another bitter struggle to put it to the best use, to forward the ideal, and he was ready for both struggles.

The Captain in his present clairvoyant mood could sense all this in the tone of Whipples voice, and he drew once, meditatively, on his pipe before he turned away. One part of his mind was concerned in practical fashion with the future promotion of Whipple to leading Seaman; the other was thinking how Whipples generation, twenty years younger than his own, must take up the task of building the good of the new world as unfalteringly as they were applying themselves to the task of tearing down the evil of the old world, in each case facing random defeat, and unexpected disappointment, and peril and self-sacrifice, with selfless self-discipline.

As he looked up from the voice pipe his eyes met those of his secretary.

Congratulations, sir, said Jerningham.

So Jerningham was aware of the importance of today, too. The rest of the ships company, going quietly about their duties, had not yet attained to that realization. But it was to be expected of Jerningham. His civilian background, the breadth of his experience and the liveliness of his imagination, made him able  when he was not too closely concerned personally  to take a wide view of the war, and to realize how proper attention to his own duties would help Ivan Ivanovich in his hole in the ground, or Lai Chao tearing up a railway line in Shantung. There was a moment of sympathy between Jerningham and the Captain, during which brief space of time they were en rapport, each appreciative of the other.

Thank you, Jerningham, said the Captain.

This was no time to relax, to indulge either in futile congratulations or in idle speculation. The smoke screen suddenly engulfed the ship; it was not nearly as dense as when it had first been laid, but with the rapid approach of night now that the sun was below the horizon the darkness inside the smoke screen was intense. The Captain took three strides in the darkness to the end of the bridge and craned his neck to look aft. There was only the faintest glow to be seen of the fire which had raged there, and a few more minutes with the hoses would extinguish even that.

They emerged into the evening light again; the scant minute during which they had been in the smoke screen seemed to have brought night far closer. There was just light enough to see how the fires and the enemys hits had left the whole after third of the ship above water line a tangle of burnt-out steel, a nightmare of buckled plates and twisted girders, desolate and dead.

Artemis under the orders of the Navigating Lieutenant was wheeling round to take the station allotted her by the standing orders for convoy escort at night. It was as well that the fires had been subdued, for otherwise the flames would be a welcoming beacon inviting a torpedo. The aeroplanes had attacked in the morning; in the afternoon they had beaten off the surface ships; tonight they would have to be on their guard against submarines, for the enemy, like the devil, was capable of taking many forms. One battle completed, one victory achieved, merely meant that Artemis and her men must plunge headlong into the next, into the long struggle of sea power against tyranny; the struggle that the Greeks had waged at Salamis, that the Captains ancestors had waged against the Armada of Spain, against the fleets of Louis XIV and Napoleon and Wilhelm II, the long struggle which some day would have an end, but not now, and not for months and years to come. And even when it should end the freedom which the struggle would win could only be secured by eternal vigilance, eternal probity, eternal good will, and eternal honesty of purpose. That would be the hardest lesson of it; peace would be a severer test of mankind even than war. Perhaps mankind would pass that test when the time came; and when that time came (the Captain said to himself) he would fight to the last, he would die in the last ditch, before he would compromise in the slightest with the blind or secret enemies of freedom and justice. He must remember this mood; when he became an old man he must remember it. He must remember in time to come how nothing now was farther from his thoughts than the least yielding to the open enemies of mankind, and that would help to keep him from the least indolent or careless or cynical yielding in that future.

The Captain suddenly tensed himself as his roving eyes caught sight of a twinkle of light ahead, and then he was able to relax again and even smile a little to himself in the twilight. For that was the evening star shining out over the Mediterranean.


The Good Shepherd
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Although Forester had begun writing this novel during World War II, it was not published until 1955 by Michael Joseph in Britain and Little, Brown & Co. in America. It is the only non-Hornblower novel written during this later phase of his writing career and even then, the theme of one man facing the tribulations of command is obvious in the story. As one might expect of a story set during a major conflict, themes of self- sacrifice, duty and courage prevail. No doubt some of the observations he made when a guest of the American navy, on one of their ships, were put to good use in the story.

In 1942, the Battle of the Atlantic (so named in 1941 by Winston Churchill) is underway. Commander Krause is the captain of the fictional US Navy destroyer USS Keeling, but he is also in command of an Allied escort force, making a total of four ships protecting an Atlantic convoy of more than twenty merchant ships bringing supplies to beleaguered England  without a steady supply of provisions from such convoys, England will run short of food, become demoralised and the war effort would be seriously undermined. A key danger is the wolf pack of German U-boats, which can decimate a convoy such as this with stealth attacks and then slip away to do the same another time. Krause is an experienced officer with many years faithful but undistinguished service, but this is his first wartime command and he feels at a disadvantage compared to his younger colleagues, as they have been at war for more than two years. Like Hornblower, Krause is somewhat awkward socially, a navy man through and through, with some personal tribulations in his background; whereas some other commanders may get by on an almost visionary innate skill, Krause is more of a plodder, a man who by determination and discipline has risen to high rank. 

The story unfolds over just forty-eight hours, as we see the Battle of the Atlantic entirely from the viewpoint of a naval commander. We witness the exhilaration of success, overwhelming fatigue, depression and self doubt. Despite the urgency and stress of the moment, Krause still broods over his career and the breakdown of his marriage, caused by his rigid devotion to duty. The sea is almost a character in its own right in this story, bringing its own challenges, as does new technology, such as radar. The novel has been compared to The Cruel Sea by Montsarrat, because of the vivid depictions of the Atlantic Ocean. This is a strong piece by Forester and anyone who enjoys fiction centred on the Battle of the Atlantic will find it a pleasing read.
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USS Mahan, c. 1938
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THE incidents described in this book never took place. So many officers and men served, and are serving, in the United States Navy that it is likely that some of them will find their names in the following pages. No reference is intended to anyone living or dead.


CHAPTER 1
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IN THAT HOUR after dawn the horizon did not seem far away. The line where the watery sky met the grey sea was not well defined; it was as if the cheerless clouds grew denser out towards that circle until at the final meeting, all the way round, there was not an abrupt transition, but a simple mingling of twin elements. So the area confined under that low sky was not a large one. Beyond the circle, in every direction, the sea extended for a thousand miles, and beneath it the water was two miles deep; neither figure was easily to be grasped by the imagination, although acceptable as an academic fact. Two long miles below lay the sea-bottom, darker than the centre of the longest and darkest tunnel ever built by man, under pressures greater than any ever built up in factory or laboratory, a world unknown and unexplored, to be visited not by men but perhaps by their dead bodies encased in and made part of the iron coffins of their crushed-in ships. And the big ships, to insignificant man so huge and so solid, sank to that sea-bottom, to the immemorial ooze in the darkness and cold, with no more ado or stir than would be caused comparatively by specks of dust falling on a ballroom floor.

On the surface the limited area enclosed by the near horizon bore many ships. The long grey rollers from the north-east swept in endless succession across the area, each demonstrating its unlimited power. To each one as it arrived the ships made obeisance, rolling far over, and then heaving up their bows, mounting towards the sky, next rolling far over the other way, bows down, sterns up, slithering down the long slope before beginning the next roll and the next pitch, the next rise and the next fall; there were many ships in many lines and many columns, and by looking at the ships the course and position of each wave could be traced, diagonally across line and column  ships here rising on the crest and there sinking in the trough until the mastheads only were visible, ships here rolling far to port and ships there rolling far to starboard, towards each other and away, as long as patience could endure to watch.

And the ships were diversified like their motions, big ships and small, samson posts and cargo booms, freighters and tankers, new ships and old. Yet they all seemed to be animated by one will, all heading doggedly to the east, their transient washes all parallel; furthermore if they were watched for any length of time it would be seen that at long irregular intervals they changed their direction, a few degrees to port or a few degrees to starboard, rear ships following their leaders. But despite these variations of course it would soon be apparent to the observer that the resultant general direction of travel of this mass of ships was eastwards, doggedly and steadily, so that with every hour that passed they had covered a few of the thousand miles that lay between them and their easterly goal, whatever it might be. The same spirit animated each ship.

Nevertheless continuous observation would also reveal that the animating spirit was not infallible, that these ships were not faultless machines. Hardly one of those alterations of course failed to produce a crisis somewhere among those thirty-seven ships. That might have been expected by the experienced observer even if each ship had been a mere machine not subject to human direction, because every ship was different from her neighbours; each reacted slightly differently at the application of the rudder, each was influenced in a different way by the waves which met them from dead ahead, or on the bow, or on the beam, and each ship was variously influenced by the wind; with ships hardly half a mile apart in one direction, and hardly a quarter of a mile apart in the other, these small differences of behaviour soon grew into matters of intense importance.

This would have been true even if each ship had been perfect in herself, and that was far from the case. The labouring engines grinding away in each of them were not capable of quite consistent performance, nor was the fuel absolutely uniform, and as time went on tubes might clog and valves might stick, so that the propellers that the engines drove would not continue to turn at a uniform rate. And compasses might not be absolutely true. And with the consumption of fuel and stores and with the consequent change of displacement the thrust of the propellers would bring about a different result even if miraculously it was kept turning at uniform speed. All these variables might only bring about a relative change of position of a few feet in a minute, but in those close-packed columns of ships a few feet difference in one minute could bring disaster in twenty.

Above and beyond all these variables was the human variable, the greatest variable of all. Mens hands turned wheels, mens eyes watched the gauges, mens skill kept the compass needles steady on the cards. All kinds of men, of slow reactions and of fast, cautious men and reckless men, men of vast experience and men of almost none; and the differences between the men were of more importance than the differences between the ships; the latter differences might bring about disaster in twenty minutes, but the human variable  a careless order or a misheard order, a wheel turned the wrong way or a calculation brought to a wrong conclusion  could bring disaster in twenty seconds. Those alterations of course were directed by the leading ship in the centre column; the hauling down of the signal flags which blew stiffly from her halyard indicated the exact moment when the turn had to be begun, one turn of a series planned days before. It was easy enough to make a wrong turn; it was easier still to feel a slight doubt about which turn was due to be made; it was just as easy to doubt the competence of ones neighbours. A cautious man might linger a while before giving the order, waiting to see what the others were doing, and those moments of delay could bring the bows of a ship in the next column pointing right at the beam, at the centre and heart, of the ship that hesitated. A touch could be death.

Compared with the immensity of the sea on which they floated the ships were tiny, insignificant; it might seem miraculous that they should cross that immensity in the face of the forces of nature and survive with certitude at their destination. It was the intelligence and ingenuity of man which made that possible, the accumulation of knowledge and experience since the first flint was chipped and the first picture-signs written. Now it was the intelligence and ingenuity of man which were adding to the hazards. There was menace in that lowering sky and in those huge waves, yet despite that menace the ships were continuing their complex and difficult manoeuvres, close-packed to within a hairs-breadth of disaster, for should they discontinue those manoeuvres, should they spread out to a safe distance, they were facing worse disaster still.

A thousand miles ahead of them men were waiting for those ships to arrive, men and women and children, although they did not know of the existence of those particular ships, not their names, nor the names of the men inside them with three-quarters of an inch of iron between them and the cold immensity of the sea. If those ships, if thousands of other ships equally unknown, did not reach their destination, the men and women and children who awaited their arrival would be hungry, cold, diseased. They might be torn to pieces by explosives. They might suffer a fate even worse  a fate they had years earlier decided, coldly, would be worse; they might be subjected to a tyrant of alien thought, their liberties torn from them, and in that case  they knew it by instinct even when they were not capable of logical deduction  not only they, but the whole human race would suffer, and liberty would decline throughout the world.

On board the ships there were men imbued with the same knowledge, even if that knowledge were forgotten in the urgency of keeping station and maintaining course and speed, and even though in the same ship with them were plenty of men who did not have that knowledge, men who were there amidst those perils for other reasons or for no reason, men who desired money or drink or women or the security that money can sometimes buy, men with much to forget and half-wits with nothing to forget, men with children to feed and men with problems too difficult to face.

They were engaged upon the task of keeping the propellers turning, or of keeping the ships afloat, or of maintaining them in their stations, or of keeping them in working condition, or they were engaged in feeding the men who occupied themselves with these tasks. But while they carried out their duties, whether from motives lofty or base or non-existent, they were no more than parts of the ships they served  not machined to any measurable tolerance thanks to their human variability  and they, or their ships (not to differentiate between ships and their crews) were things to be fought for, things to be protected by one side or destroyed by the other; things to be escorted across the ocean or things to be sent down into the freezing depths.


CHAPTER 2
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THERE were nearly two thousand men in the convoy; there were over eight hundred in the four destroyers and escort vessels that guarded it. Expressing uselessly values quite immeasurable, three thousand lives and property worth fifty million dollars were in the charge of Commander George Krause, of the United States Navy, aged forty-two, height five feet nine, weight one hundred and fifty-five pounds, complexion medium, colour of eyes grey; and he was not only escort commander but captain of the destroyer Keeling of the Mahan class of fifteen hundred tons displacement, commissioned in 1938.

These were bald facts; and facts may mean very little. Back in the centre of the convoy was the tanker Hendrikson; it was of no importance that in the books of the company that owned her she was valued at a quarter of a million dollars and the oil she carried at another quarter of a million. That meant literally nothing; but the fact that if she should arrive in England her cargo would provide an hours steaming for the entire British Navy meant something too important to be measured at all  what money price can be put on an hours freedom for the world? The thirsty man in the desert pays no heed to his pocketful of banknotes. Yet the fact that Commander Krause tipped the scale at a hundred and fifty-five could be of appreciable importance; it could be a measure of the speed with which he could reach the bridge in an emergency, and, once on the bridge, it might give some faint indication of his ability to withstand the physical strain of remaining there. That was something of far more importance than the book value of the Hendrikson; it was of more importance even to the men who owned her, although they might not believe it, never having heard of Commander George Krause of the United States Navy. And they would not have been in the least interested to hear that he was the son of a Lutheran minister, that he had been devoutly brought up, and that he was a man very familiar with the Bible. Yet these were matters of primary importance, for in war the character and personality of the leader are decisive of events much more than minor questions of material.

He was in his cabin, having come out from under the shower, and he had towelled himself dry. It was the first opportunity he had had in thirty-six hours to take a bath, and he did not expect to have another for a long time. This was the blessed moment after securing from general quarters with the coming of full daylight. He had put on his thick woollen underclothes, his shirt and his trousers, his socks and his shoes. He had just finished combing his hair, a rather perfunctory gesture, for the mouse-coloured bristles, recently cropped short, were insusceptible to treatment. He stared into the mirror to check that his shave had been all that it should be. His eyes (grey by courtesy; more hazel than grey, and with a stony quality) met those of the reflection in the mirror without recognition or sympathy, as they would meet those of a stranger  for Krause was indeed a stranger to himself, someone to be regarded impersonally if regarded at all. His body was something to be employed upon duty.

This bathing and shaving, this putting on of a clean shirt at this hour of the morning, all this dressing with the day far advanced, were a distortion of the proper order of things caused by the exigencies of war. Krause had already been on his feet for three hours. He had gone to the bridge in the darkness before general quarters had sounded, ready for the crisis that dawn might bring, and he had stood there as the blackness of the night turned slowly into the grey of dawn, with his ship and his men braced for action. With full daylight  if that melancholy greyness merited the term  the ship had secured from general quarters, and Krause could read the accumulated messages brought him by the communication officer, and he could receive brief reports from his heads of department, inspect with his own eyes, by the aid of his binoculars, the fighting ships under his command to starboard and port, and the vast mass of the convoy manoeuvring far astern of him. With dawn an hour ago it might be considered that the safest moment of the day had come, and Krause could briefly retire. He could offer up his prayers on his knees. He could take his breakfast. And then he could bathe and change even though it seemed highly irregular to do so at this time and not at the beginning of a new day.

He turned away from the stranger in the mirror, satisfied that he was properly shaved, and then he stood still, with one hand on the chair-back and his eyes cast down to the deck on which he stood.

Yesterday, to-day, and forever, he said to himself, as he always did when he had passed his own inspection. That was a passage from Hebrews viii; it marked the fact that he was starting out on a fresh stage of his journey through the temporary world, to the grave and to immortality beyond it. He gave the necessary attention to that train of thought; and while his mind was so occupied his body automatically retained its balance, for the ship was rolling and pitching as only a destroyer can roll and pitch  as she had rolled and pitched without ceasing for the past several days. The deck was rising and falling beneath his feet, inclining sharply to port and starboard, forward and aft, sometimes seemingly changing its mind, with a tremor, in mid-movement, interrupting the rhythm of the rattle of the scant furnishings of the cabin under the urging of the vibration of the propellers.

Of the twenty years which had elapsed since Krauses graduation from Annapolis, thirteen had been spent at sea, and mostly in destroyers, so that his body was amply accustomed to retaining its balance in a rolling ship, even at these moments when Krause himself was thinking about the immortality of the soul and the transience of earthly things.

Krause raised his eyes and reached for the sweater that was the next garment he had planned to put on. Before his hand touched it there came a loud note from the bell on the bulkhead, and from the voice-tube issued the voice of Lieutenant Carling, who had taken over the deck when the ship secured from general quarters.

Captain to the bridge, sir, said Carling. Captain to the bridge, sir.

There was urgency in the voice. Krauses hand changed its objective. It snatched, not the sweater, but the uniform coat dangling on its hanger. With his other hand Krause swept aside the fibre-glass curtain that screened the doorway, and in his shirt-sleeves, still holding the coat, he plunged for the bridge. Seven seconds elapsed between the time when the bell sounded its note to the time when Krause entered the pilot-house. He did not have another second in which to look around him.

Harrys made a contact, sir, said Carling.

Krause sprang to the radio-telephone  the T.B.S., the talk between ships.

George to Harry. George to Harry. Go ahead.

He swung to his left as he spoke, staring out over the heaving sea. Three and a half miles to port was the Polish destroyer Viktor; three and a half miles beyond her was H.M.S. James; she was on Viktors quarter, considerably aft; from the pilot-house she was only just visible round the corner of the superstructure, and at that distance she was often invisible, when both she and Keeling were down in the trough. Now she was off her course, heading northwards away from the convoy, presumably following up her contact. It was the James who called herself Harry in the T.B.S. code. As Krauses eyes focused on her the telephone bleated. No amount of distortion could disguise the peculiar English intonation of the voice.

Distant contact, sir. Bearing three-five-five. Request permission to attack.

Eleven words, one of which might possibly be omitted; but they presented a problem of enormous complexity, in which a score of factors had to be correlated  and to which a solution had to be found in as few seconds as possible. Krauses eye sought the repeater and a well-accustomed mind simplified one factor in a moment. A contact-bearing three-five-five lay, on the present leg of the zigzag, just forward of the port beam. James, as the wing ship of the four-destroyer escort, was three miles to port of the convoy. The U-boat  if indeed the contact indicated the presence of a U-boat, which was by no means certain  then must lie several miles from the convoy, and not far forward of the convoys port beam. A glance at the clock; in fourteen minutes another change of course was due. This would be to starboard, turning the convoy definitely away from the U-boat. That was a point in favour of leaving the U-boat alone.

There were other factors favouring the same decision. There were only four fighting ships for the whole screen, only sufficient when all were in station to cover the whole immense front of the convoy by sonar search. Detach one  or two  and there would be practically no screen, only gaps through which other U-boats might well slip. It was a weighty factor, but there was a factor more weighty still, the question of fuel consumption  the factor that had burdened the mind of every naval officer since sail. James would have to work up to full speed; she would be detached far off the convoys course. She might be searching for hours, and, whatever the result of the search, she would have to rejoin the convoy which most likely would be heading away from her during the whole search. That would mean an hour, or two, or three, at high speed with an extra consumption of some tons of fuel. There was fuel to spare, but little enough, only a small reserve. Was it advisable, at this moment, with action only just beginning, to make inroads upon that reserve? During Krauses lifetime of professional training no point had been more insisted on than that every wise officer kept a reserve in hand to employ at the crisis of a battle. It was an argument  the constant argument  in favour of caution.

But then, on the other hand, a contact had been made. It was possible  it might even just be called likely  that a U-boat might be killed. The killing of a U-boat would be a substantial success in itself. And the consequences might be more important still. If that U-boat were allowed to depart unharmed, she could surface, and by her radio she could inform German U-boat headquarters of the presence of shipping at this point in the Atlantic  shipping that could only be Allied shipping, that could only be targets for U-boat torpedoes. That was the least the U-boat might do; she might surface, and, making use of her surface speed, twice that of the convoy, she might keep the latter under observation, determine its speed and base course, and call up  if German headquarters had not already issued such orders  a wolf-pack of colleagues to intercept and to launch a mass attack. If she were destroyed, nothing of this could happen; if she were even kept down for an hour or two while the convoy made good its escape, the business of finding the convoy again would be made much more difficult for the Germans, much more prolonged, possibly made too difficult altogether.

Still making contact, sir, squawked the telephone.

It was twenty-four seconds since Krause had arrived on the bridge, fifteen seconds since he had been confronted with the complex problem in its entirety. It was fortunate that during hours on the bridge, during hours solitary in his cabin, Krause had thought deeply about similar problems. No possible amount of thinking could envisage every circumstance; the present case  the exact bearing of the contact, the current fuel situation, the position of the convoy, the time of day  added up to one out of thousands of possible situations. And there were other factors that Krause had envisaged as well, he was an American officer whom the chances of war had tossed into the command of an Allied convoy. A freak of seniority had put under the orders of him, who had never heard a shot fired in anger, a group of hard-bitten young captains of other nations with experience of thirty months of war. That introduced a number of factors of enormous importance but not susceptible of exact calculation like a fuel-consumption problem  not even as calculable as the chances of effecting a kill after making a contact. What would the captain of the James think of him if he refused permission to attack? What would the seamen in the convoy think of him if other U-boats got in through the screen so dangerously attenuated by that permission? When the reports started to come in would one government querulously complain to another that he had been too rash? Or too cautious? Would officers of one navy shake their heads pityingly, and officers of another navy try half-heartedly to defend him? Gossip flies rapidly in an armed service; seamen can talk even in wartime until their complaints reach the ears of congressmen or members of parliament. Allied goodwill depended to some extent on his decision; and upon Allied goodwill depended ultimate victory and the freedom of the world. Krause had envisaged these aspects of his problem, too, but in the present case they could not affect his decision. They merely made his decision more important, merely added to the burden of responsibility that rested on his shoulders.

Permission granted, he said.

Aye aye, sir, said the telephone.

The telephone squawked again instantly.

Eagle to George, it said. Request permission to assist Harry.

Eagle was the Polish destroyer Viktor, on Keelings port beam between her and the James, and the voice was that of the young British officer who rode in her to transmit T.B.S. messages.

Permission granted, said Krause.

Aye aye, sir.

Krause saw the Viktor wheel about as soon as the words were spoken; her bows met a roller in a fountain of spray, and she heaved up her stern as she soared over it, still turning, working up speed to join the James. Viktor and James were a team that had already achieved a probable sinking in a previous convoy. James had the new sound range-recorder and had developed a system of coaching Viktor in to make the kill. The two ships were buddies; Krause had known from the moment the contact had been reported to him that if he detached one it would be better to detach both, to make a kill more likely.

It was now fifty-nine seconds since the summons to Krause in his cabin; it had taken not quite a minute to reach an important decision and to transmit the orders translating that decision into action. Now it was necessary to dispose his two remaining escort ships, Keeling and H.M.C.S. Dodge, out on his starboard quarter, to the best advantage; to attempt with two ships to screen thirty-seven. The convoy covered three square miles of sea, an immense target for any torpedo fired into the brown, and such a torpedo could be fired advantageously from any point of a semi-circle forty miles in circumference. The best attempt to cover that semi circle with two ships would be a poor compromise, but the best attempt must still be made. Krause spoke into the telephone again.

George to Dicky.

Sir! squawked the telephone back to him instantly. Dodge must have been expecting orders.

Take station three miles ahead of the leading ship of the starboard column of the convoy.

Krause spoke with the measured tones necessary for the transmission of verbal orders; it called attention to the unmusical quality of his voice.

Three miles ahead of the leading ship of the starboard column, said the telephone back to him. Aye aye, sir.

That was a Canadian voice, with a pitch and a rhythm more natural than the British. No chance of misunderstanding there. Krause looked at the repeater and then turned to the officer of the deck.

Course zero-zero-five, Mr Carling.

Aye aye, sir, answered Carling, and then to the quartermaster, Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-zero-five.

Left standard rudder, repeated the helmsman, turning the wheel. Course zero-zero-five.

That was Parker, quartermaster third class, aged twenty-two and married and no good. Carling knew that, and was watching the repeater.

Make eighteen knots, Mr Carling, said Krause.

Aye aye, sir, answered Carling, giving the order.

Make turns for eighteen knots, repeated the man at the annunciator.

Keeling turned in obedience to her helm; the vibration transmitted from the deck up through Krauses feet quickened, as the ship headed for her new station.

Engine room answers one eight knots, announced the hand at the engine-room telegraph. He was new to the ship, a transfer made when they were in Reykjavik, serving his second hitch. Two years back he had been in trouble with the civil authorities for a hit-run automobile offence while on leave. Krause could not remember his name, and must remedy that.

Steady on course zero-zero-five, announced Parker; there was the usual flippant note in his voice that annoyed Krause and hinted at his unreliability. Nothing to be done about it at present; only the mental note made.

Making eighteen by pit, sir, reported Carling.

Very well. That was the pitometer log reading. There were more orders to give.

Mr Carling, take station three miles ahead of the leading ship of the port column of the convoy.

Three miles ahead of the leading ship of the port column of the convoy. Aye aye, sir.

Krauses orders had already set Keeling on an economical course towards that station, and now that she was crossing ahead of it would be a good moment to check on the convoy. But he could spare a moment now to put on his coat; until now he had been in his shirt-sleeves with his coat in his hand. He slipped into it; as his arm straightened he dug the telephone talker beside him in the ribs.

Pardon me, said Krause.

Quite all right, sir, mumbled the telephone talker.

Carling had his hand on the lever that sounded the general alarm, and was looking to his captain for orders.

No, said Krause.

Calling the ship to general quarters would bring every single man on board to his post of duty. No one would sleep and hardly anyone would eat; the ordinary routine of the ship would cease entirely. Men grew fatigued and hungry; the fifty-odd jobs about the ship that had to be done sooner or later to keep her efficient would all be left until later because the men who should be doing them would be at their battle stations. It was not a condition that could long be maintained  it was the battle reserve, once more, to be conserved until the crucial moment.

And there was the additional point that some men, many men, tended to become slack about the execution of their duty if special demands were continually made on them without obvious reason. Krause knew this by observation during his years of experience, and he knew it academically, too, through study of the manuals, in the same way as a doctor is familiar with diseases from which he has never suffered himself. Krause had to allow for the weaknesses of the human flesh under his command, and the flightiness of the human mind. Keeling was already in Condition Two, with battle stations largely manned and water-tight integrity  with its concomitant interference with the routine of the ship  strictly maintained. Condition Two meant a strain on the hands, and was bad for the ship, but the length of time during which Condition Two could be endured was measurable in days, compared with the hours that battle stations could be endured.

The fact that James was running down a contact at some distance from the convoy, with Viktor to help her, was not sufficient justification for sounding the general alarm; it was likely that dozens more such contacts would be reported before the convoy reached home. So Krause said No in reply to Carlings unvoiced enquiry. Glance, decision, and reply consumed no more than two or three seconds of time. It would have taken at least several minutes for Krause to have given verbally all the reasons for that decision; it would have taken a minute or two at least for him to assemble them in his mind. But long habit and long experience made the reaching of decisions easy to him, and long thought had familiarized his mind beforehand with the conditions surrounding this particular emergency.

And at the same time his memory made a note of the incident, even though apparently it passed out of his mind as soon as it was disposed of. Carlings readiness to sound general quarters was an item added to Krauses mental dossier about Carling. It would affect, to some possibly infinitesimal extent, how much Krause could trust Carling as officer of the deck. It might eventually affect the fitness report which in course of time Krause would be making on Carling (assuming both of them lived long enough for that report to be made) with special bearing on the paragraph regarding Carlings fitness for command. A tiny incident, one in thousands that made a complex whole.

Krause picked up his binoculars, hung them round his neck, and trained them towards the convoy. In the crowded pilot-house it was impossible to get a clear sight, and he stepped out on to the port wing of the bridge. The transition was instant and prodigious. The north-east wind, almost from dead ahead on this course, shrieked round him. As he raised the glasses to his eyes his right armpit felt the bitter cold strike into it. He should be wearing his sweater and his greatcoat; he would have been doing so if he had been left undisturbed for a minute longer in his sea-cabin.

They were passing the convoy flagship, an ancient passenger vessel with upper works lofty in comparison with the rest of the convoy. The convoy commodore whose pennant flew in her was an elderly British admiral back from retirement, undertaking a difficult, monotonous, dangerous and inglorious duty of his own free will, as of course he ought to do as long as the opportunity presented itself, even though that meant being under the orders of a young Commander of another nation. His present duty was to keep the ships of the convoy as nearly in order as possible, so as to give the escort every chance of protecting it.

Beyond the convoy flagship the rest of the convoy spread itself in irregular lines; Krause swept his binoculars round to examine them. The lines were certainly irregular, but not nearly as irregular as they had been when he had examined them at the end of the night, in the first light of dawn. Then the third column from starboard had been revealed in two halves, with the last three ships  five ships in that column, four in each of the others  trailing far astern, out of the formation altogether. Now the gap had been nearly closed. Presumably No. 3 ship, the Norwegian Kong Gustav, had experienced an engine-room defect during the night and had fallen astern; in the radio silence and the blackout that were so strictly enforced, and with flag signals invisible in the darkness, she had been unable to inform the others of her plight, and had fallen farther and farther astern, with the ships following her conforming to her movements. Apparently the defect had been made good and Kong Gustav and her two followers were slowly crawling up into position again. The Southland, immediately astern of Kong Gustav  Krause had checked the name on his list soon after dawn  was smoking badly, perhaps in the effort to steam an extra half-knot to regain station, and several other ships were making more smoke than they should. Luckily, with the wind from ahead, and blowing hard, the smoke was lying low and dispersing rapidly. In calmer conditions the convoy would have been surmounted by a pillar of cloud visible fifty miles away. The Commodore had a signal-hoist flying  almost for certain it was the signal so frequently displayed in every navy Make less smoke. But conditions in the convoy could generally be described as good, with only three ships badly out of station and only a certain amount of smoke being made. There was time for a rapid glance round the Keeling; significant it was that Krauses first care had been for the convoy and only his second care had been for his own ship. He lowered his binoculars and turned to look forward, the wind hitting him in the face as he did so, and, along with the wind, a few drops of spray hurled aft from the heaving bows. Aloft, the bed-spring of the radar antenna was making its methodical gyrations, turning round and round while the mast, with the rolling and pitching, was outlining cones, apex downward, of every conceivable dimension. The look-outs were at their posts, seven of them, all bundled-up in their arctic clothing, their eyes at the binoculars in the rests in front of them, traversing slowly to left and to right and back again, each sweeping his own special sector, but with each having to pause every few seconds to wipe from the object-glasses the spray flying back from the bows. Krause gave the look-outs a moments inspection; Carling, with his mind preoccupied with the duty of taking the ship to her new station, would not be giving them a glance at present. They seemed to be doing their work conscientiously; sometimes  unbelievable though it might be  look-outs were found wanting in that respect, tiring of a monotonous job despite frequent relief. It was a duty that had to be carried out with the utmost pains and method, without an instants interruption; a U-boat would never expose more than a foot or two of periscope above the surface of the sea, and never for more than half a minute at most; search had to be constant and regular to give any chance, not speaking of probability, of the transient appearance being detected. A seconds glimpse of a periscope could decide the fate of the convoy. There was even the chance that the sight of torpedo wakes streaking towards the ship and instantly reported might at least save the Keeling.

This was as long as he dared stay out on the wing of the bridge; half his force was heading towards battle out there to port  Viktor had peeled off to join James some time ago  and he must be at the T.B.S. to exert control if necessary. Young Hart was approaching the port pelorus to take the bearings for Carling in his task of taking up station. Krause gave him a nod and went back into the wheel-house. The comparative warmth of it reminded him that in that brief time outside, without sweater or P-jacket, he had been chilled through. He stepped to the telephone; it was bleating and gurgling. He was overhearing the conversations between the British officers in James and Viktor.

Bearing three-six-oh, said one English voice.

Cant you get the range, old boy? said another.

No, damn it. Contacts too indistinct. Havent you picked it up yet?

Not yet. Weve swept that sector twice.

Come ahead slowly.

From where Krause stood James was indistinguishable in the murk of the near horizon. She was only a little ship and her upper-works were not lofty. Viktor was bigger and higher and nearer; he could still see her, but she was already vague. With visibility so poor and the ships separating rapidly he would not have her in sight much longer although she would be prominent enough on the radar screen. Carlings voice suddenly made itself audible; he may have been speaking before but Krause, concentrating on the T.B.S., had not listened to him, as what he was saying had no bearing on the problem in hand.

Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-seven-nine, said Carling.

Right standard rudder. Course zero-seven-nine, repeated Parker.

Keeling was at her new station now, or near it, evidently. She swung round, turning her stern almost directly towards Viktor. The distance between the two ships would now be widening more rapidly than before. Keeling rolled deeply to starboard, unexpectedly; feet slipped on the pilot-house deck, hands grabbed for security. Her turn had brought her into the hollow of the next roller without the opportunity to lift to it. She lay over for a long second, levelled herself abruptly, and equally abruptly lay over to port as the roller passed under her keel, so that feet slipped in the opposite direction and Carling came sliding down upon Krause.

Sorry, sir, said Carling.

All right.

Steady on zero-seven-nine, announced Parker.

Very well, answered Carling, and then to Krause, Next zigzag is due in five minutes, sir.

Very well, said Krause in his turn. It was one of his standing orders that he should be called five minutes before any change of course on the part of the convoy. The turn would bring the convoys sterns exactly towards Viktor and James. It was nine minutes since James had peeled off; she must be more than three miles from her station now, and the distance would be increasing by a quarter or even half a mile every minute. Her maximum speed in this sea would not be more than sixteen knots. It would take her half an hour  and that half-hour one of maximum fuel consumption  to retain her station if he recalled her now. And every minute that he postponed doing so meant she would spend five extra minutes overtaking the convoy; in other words if he left her out there for five more minutes it would be a full hour before she would be back in her station. Another decision to be made.

George to Harry, he said into the telephone.

I hear you, George.

Hows that contact of yours?

Not very good, sir.

Sonar notoriously could be inconsistent. There was much more than a faint chance that James was pursuing something that was not a submarine. Possibly even a school of fish, more likely a layer of colder or warmer-water, seeing that Viktor was finding difficulty in getting a cross-bearing on it.

Is it worth following it up?

Well, sir. I think so, sir.

If there really were a U-boat there the German captain would be well aware that contact had been made; he would have changed course radically, and would now be fish-tailing and varying his depth: that would account at least in large part for the unsatisfactory contact. There was a new German device for leaving a big bubble behind, producing a transient sonar effect baffling to the sonar operator. There might be some new unknown device more baffling still. There might be a U-boat there.

On the other hand, if there were, and if James and Viktor were recalled, it would be some minutes before the U-boat would venture to surface; she would be doubtful as to the bearing of the convoy which would be heading directly away from her; she would certainly not make more than sixteen knots on the surface in this sea and probably less. The risk involved in leaving her to her own devices had been considerably diminished by those few minutes of pursuit. There was the matter of the effect such a decision would have on his British and Polish subordinates; they might resent being called off from a promising hunt, and sulk on a later occasion  but that reply to his last question had not been enthusiastic, even allowing for British lack of emphasis.

Youd better call it off, Harry, said Krause in his flat, impersonal voice.

Aye aye, sir. The reply was in a tone that echoed his own.

Eagle, Harry, rejoin the convoy and take up your previous stations.

Aye aye, sir.

There was no guessing whether the decision had caused resentment or not.

Commodores signalling for the change of course, sir, reported Carling.

Very well.

This slow convoy did not zigzag in the fashion of fast convoys; the passage would he prolonged inordinately if it did. The alterations of course were made at long intervals, so long that it was impossible for merchant captains to maintain station on the difficult lines of bearing involved in the fast convoy system  it was hard enough for them to maintain simple column and line. Consequently every change of course meant a ponderous wheel to left or to right, only a matter of ten or fifteen degrees, but that was a major operation. One wing had to maintain speed while the other reduced speed. Leaders had to put their helms over gently, and it seemed as if the ships following would never learn the simple lesson that to follow their leaders round in a wheel to starboard it was necessary to wait and then to turn exactly where the ship ahead turned; to turn too soon meant that one found oneself on the starboard side of the leader, and threatening the ships in the column to starboard; to turn too late meant heading straight for the ships in the column to port. In either event there would be need to jockey oneself back into ones proper place in the column; not too easily.

Moreover, in this wheeling movement of the whole mass, it was necessary for the ships in the outer flank to move faster than those in the inner flank, which actually meant  seeing that those on the outer flank were already steaming as hard as they could go  that the ships in the starboard column must reduce speed. The large mimeographed booklet of instructions issued to every captain laid down standard proportionate reductions in speed for every column, but to comply with those instructions meant leafing hurriedly through the booklet and doing a rapid calculation when the right place was found. And if the correct figure were ascertained there was still the difficulty of getting an unpractised engine-room staff to make an exact reduction in speed; and there was always the difficulty that every ship responded to the rudder in a different way, with a different turning circle.

Every wheel the convoy made was in consequence followed by a period of confusion. Lines and columns tended to open out, vastly increasing the area the escort had to guard, and there were always likely to be stragglers, and experience had long proved that a ship straggling from the formation would almost certainly be sent to the bottom. Krause went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge and levelled his binoculars at the convoy. He saw the string of flags at the Commodores halyards come down.

Execute, sir, reported Carling.

Very well.

It was Carlings duty to report that hauling down even though Krause was aware of it; it was the executive moment, the signal that the wheel was to begin. Krause heard Carling give the order for the new course, and he had to train round his binoculars as Keeling turned. The ship leading the starboard column six miles away lengthened as he presented her side to his gaze; the three islands of her superstructure differentiated themselves in his sight now that she was nearly broadside on to him. A heavy roll on the part of Keeling swept the ship out of the field of his binoculars; he found himself looking at the heaving sea, and he had to retrain the glasses, balancing and swaying with the roll to keep the convoy under observation. There was confusion almost instantly. The convoy changed from an almost orderly checker-board of lines and columns into a muddle of ships dotted haphazard, ships shearing out of line, ships trying to regain station, columns doubling up with the tail crowding on the head. Krause tried to keep the whole convoy under observation, even though the farthest ships were hardly visible in the thick weather; a collision might call for instant action on his part. He could detect none, but there must be some tense moments in the heart of the convoy.

The seconds, the minutes, were passing. The front of the convoy was an indented line. To all appearances there were not the nine columns that there should have been, but ten, eleven, no, twelve. On the starboard quarter of the Commodore an intrusive ship appeared. Ships were straying, as was only to be expected, out beyond the starboard leader. If one single ship did not obey orders exactly, did not reduce speed at the correct moment, or turned too soon or too late, ten ships might be forced out of station, jostling each other. As Krause watched he saw one of the most distant ships turning until her stern was presented to him. Someone out there of necessity or from recklessness was turning in a full circle; squeezed out from his position he was about to try to nose his way into it again. And out there on that heaving expanse of water could be a U-boat, possibly one commanded by a cautious captain, hanging on the outskirts of the convoy. An outlying ship like that would be a choice victim, to be torpedoed without any chance of one of the escort running down to the attack at all. Be sober, be vigilant, because your adversary the Devil as a roaring lion walketh about seeking whom he may devour.

There were flag-hoists ascending the Commodores halyards, presumably orders designed to straighten out the confusion. Inexperienced men would be trying to read them, through ancient telescopes, and with their ships heaving and swaying under their feet. Krause swung round to examine the port side column over Keelings quarter. That was in the least disorder, as might be expected; Krause looked beyond them. In the haze on the far horizon he could see a dot with a line above it. That was Viktor, coming up at her best speed to resume her station. James, with her poor sixteen knots, must be far astern of her.

As Krause turned back to re-examine the convoy a bright flash of light caught his eye, a series of flashes, from the Commodore. She was sending a searchlight signal, and her searchlight was trained straight at Keeling. It would be a signal for him; P-L-E- he fell behind with his reading of it, for the transmission was too fast for him. He looked up at his signallers; they were reading it without difficulty, one man noting down the letters as read to him by the other. A longish message, not one of desperate urgency then  and for moments of desperate urgency there were far more rapid means of communication. Up above they blinked back the final acknowledgment.

Signal for you, sir, called the signalman, stepping forward pad in hand.

Read it.

Comconvoy to Comescort. Will you please direct your corvette on the starboard side to assist in getting convoy into order, question. Would be grateful.

Reply Comescort to Comconvoy. Your last. Affirmative.

Comescort to Comconvoy. Your last. Affirmative. Aye aye, sir.

Comconvoy had to word his signal like that, presumably; he was making requests of an associate, not giving orders to a subordinate. Let thy words be few, said Ecclesiastes; the officer drafting an order had to bear that recommendation in mind, but a retread admiral addressing an escort commander had to remember the Psalms and make his words smoother than butter.

Krause went back into the pilot-house, to the T.B.S. George to Dicky, he said in that flat distinct voice. The reply was instant; Dodge was alert enough.

Leave your station, he ordered. Go and he checked himself for a moment; then he remembered that it was a Canadian ship he was addressing so that the phrase he had in mind would not be misunderstood as it might be by the James or the Viktor, and he continued go and ride herd on the convoy on the starboard side.

Ride herd on the convoy. Aye aye, sir.

Look to the Commodore for instructions, went on Krause, and get those stragglers back into line.

Aye aye, sir.

Keep your sonar searching on that flank. Thats the dangerous side at present.

Aye aye, sir.

I say to this man Go, and he goeth; and to another Come and he cometh. But what of the great faith that centurion had? Dodge was already wheeling round to carry out her orders. Now there was more to be done. The front of the convoy had been inadequately enough screened already, and now nearly all of it was wide open to attack. So there were more orders to give, orders to set Keeling patrolling along the whole five-mile front of the convoy, her sonar sweeping first on one side and then on the other as she steamed back and forth in a stout-hearted attempt to detect possible enemies anywhere in the convoys broad path, while Dodge moved about on the right flank of the convoy, her captain shouting himself hoarse through his bull-horn at the laggards  the words of the wise are as goads  at the same time as her sonar kept watch behind him. I was eyes to the blind, and feet was I to the lame.

Krause walked from the starboard wing of the bridge to the port side as Keeling made her second turn about. He wanted to keep his eye on the convoy; he wanted to use his own judgment as to when Dodge would have completed her task on the right flank, and as to when Viktor would be available to take her share of the patrol across the front. Even on the wing of the bridge, with the wind blowing, he was conscious, when he thought about it, of the monotonous ping-ping-ping of the ships sonar as it sent out its impulses through the unresponsive water. That noise went on ceaselessly, day and night, as long as the ship was at sea, so that the ear and the mind became accustomed to it unless attention were called to it.

The Commodores searchlight was blinking again, straight at him; another message. He glanced up at the signalman receiving it. The sharp rattle of the shutters of their light in reply told him that they had not understood a word and were asking for a repeat; he checked his irritation, for perhaps the Commodore was using some long-winded English polite form outside the mans experience. But the time the message took to transmit did not indicate that it was long.

Signal for you, sir.

Read it.

The signalman, pad in hand as before, was a little hesitant.

Comconvoy to Comescort, sir. Huff-Duff

There was an inquiring note in the signalmans voice there, and a seconds pause.

Yes, Huff-Duff, said Krause, testily. That was HFDF, high-frequency direction finding; his signalman had not met the expression before.

Huff-Duff reports foreign transmission bearing eight-seven range from one-five to two-zero miles, sir.

Bearing zero-eight-seven. That was nearly in the path of the convoy. Foreign transmission; that could mean only one thing here in the Atlantic; a U-boat fifteen to twenty miles away. Leviathan, that crooked serpent. This was something far more positive and certain than Jamess possible contact. This was something calling for instant decision as ever, and that decision had to be based as ever on a score of factors.

Reply Comescort to Comconvoy. Will run it down.

Comescort to Comconvoy. Will run it down. Aye aye, sir.

Wait. Will run it down. Thank you.

Will run it down. Thank you. Aye aye, sir.

Two strides took Krause into the pilot-house.

Ill take the conn, Mr Carling.

Aye aye, sir.

Right smartly to course zero-eight-seven.

Right smartly to course zero-eight-seven.

All engines ahead flank speed. Make turns for twenty-two knots.

All engines ahead flank speed. Make turns for twenty-two knots.

Mr. Carling, sound general quarters.

General quarters. Aye aye, sir.

The warning horns blared through the ship as Carling pressed down on the handle; a din fit to wake the dead, to wake the exhausted sleepers in their bunks far below, summoning every man to his post, starting a torrent of men up the ladders. Clothes would be dragged on, unfinished letters flung aside, equipment snatched up. Through the din came the report, Engine-room answers flank speed, sir. Keeling was heeling as she turned; Heeling-Keeling was what the men called her, Heeling-Keeling, Reeling-Keeling.

Steady on course zero-eight-seven, said Parker.

Very well. Mr Hart, how does the Commodore bear? Ensign Hart was at the pelorus in a moment. Two-six-six, sir, he called.

Practically dead astern. The Huff-Duff bearing in itself would be exact enough. No need to plot a course to the estimated position of the U-boat.

Already the wheel-house was thronging with newcomers, helmeted figures, bundled-up figures, telephone talkers, messengers. There was much to be done; Krause went to the T.B.S.

Eagle, I am running down a Huff-Duff indication bearing zero-eight-seven.

Oh-eight-seven. Aye aye, sir.

Take my place and cover the front of the convoy as quickly as you can.

Aye aye, sir.

You hear me, Harry?

I hear you, George.

Cover the left flank.

Cover the left flank. Aye aye, sir. We are four miles astern of the last ship, sir.

I know.

It would be more than half an hour before James would be in her station; it would be nearly fifteen minutes before Viktor would be in hers. Meanwhile the convoy would be unprotected save by Dodge on the starboard wing. The risk run was one of the score of factors that had been balanced in Krauses mind when the Commodores message came through. On the other hand there was this clear indication of an enemy ahead  Huff-Duff was highly reliable  and there was the poor visibility which would shroud Keeling while her radar could see through it. There was the need to drive the enemy under; there was the need to kill him. Even twenty miles ahead of the convoy Keeling would be of some protection to it.

Here was Lieutenant Watson, the navigator, reporting having taken over as officer of the deck from Carling. Krause returned his salute; it took only two sentences to inform him regarding the situation.

Aye aye, sir.

Watsons handsome blue eyes shone in the shadow of his helmet.

I have the conn, Mr Watson.

Aye aye, sir.

Messenger, my helmet.

Krause put the thing on; it was for forms sake, but at the same time the sight of the thickly-clad men about him reminded him that he was still only wearing his uniform coat and that he was already chilled through by his sojourn on the wing of the bridge.

Go to my sea-cabin and bring me the sheepskin coat youll find there.

Aye aye, sir.

The executive officer was reporting by voice-tube from the chartroom below. Down there was an improvisation of the combat information centre already fully developed in bigger ships. At the time when Keeling was launched sonar was in its infancy and radar had hardly been thought of. Lieutenant-Commander Cole was an old friend; Krause told him how matters stood.

Youre likely to get her on the radar screen any time now, Charlie.

Yes, sir.

Keeling was pulsating as she tore along under nearly full power. She lurched and she shuddered as a green roller burst over her forecastle. But the huge rolling waves were just regular enough and convex enough to permit her to maintain her present high speed. Eighteen miles away or less was a surfaced U-boat; at any moment the radar antenna far above the wheel-house might pick her up; the reports had all come in that battle stations were manned. The men who had been roused from their tasks, even the men who had abandoned their routine work to seize their equipment and go to their posts, were ignorant of the reason for this sudden call. Down in the engine-room there must be plenty of men wondering why there had been the call for flank speed; the men at the guns and the men at the depth-charge racks must be warned to be ready for instant action. A second or two must be spared for that. Krause walked to the loudspeaker. The bosuns mate stationed there saw him coming, put his hand to the switch and received an approving nod. The call sounded through the ship.

Now hear this. Now hear this.

This is the captain.

Long training and long-practised self-control kept his voice even; no one could guess from that flat voice the excitement which boiled inside him, which could master him if he relaxed that self-control for an instant.

Were running down a U-boat. Every man must be ready for instant action.

It might almost be thought that Keeling quivered afresh with excitement at the message. In the crowded pilot-house as Krause turned back from the receiver every eye was upon him. There was tenseness in the air, there was ferocity. These men were on their way to kill; they might be on their way to be killed, although for most of those present neither consideration weighed beside the mere fact that Keeling was heading for action, towards success or failure.

Something obtruded itself upon Krauses attention; it was the sheepskin coat he had sent for, offered him by the young messenger. Krause was about to take it.

Captain!

Krause was at the voice-tube in a flash.

Target bearing zero-nine-two. Range fifteen miles.

Charlie Coles voice was genuinely calm. He was speaking with the unhurried care of a thoughtful parent addressing an excitable child, not that he thought of Krause as an excitable child.

Right smartly to course zero-nine-two, said Krause.

At the wheel now was Quartermaster First Class McAlister, a short, skinny Texan; Krause had been his division officer in the old days in the Gamble. McAlister would have been made Chief by now had it not been for a couple of deplorable incidents in San Pedro in the early thirties. As he dryly repeated the order no one would imagine the fighting madman he had been with liquor in him.

Steady on course zero-nine-two, said McAlister, his eyes not moving from the compass repeater.

Very well.

Krause turned back to the voice-tube.

What do you make of the target?

Dead ahead, sir. Not too clear, said Charlie.

This Sugar Charlie radar was a poor job. Krause had heard of Sugar George, the new radar; he had never seen one, but he wished passionately that Keeling had been equipped with one.

Small, said Charlie Cole. Low in the water.

A U-boat for certain, and Keeling was rushing down upon her at twenty-two knots. We have made a covenant with death, and with hell are we at agreement. Comconvoys radio operator must be wonderfully good to have estimated the distance so accurately by the strength of the signals.

Bearings changing a little, said Charlie. Bearing zero-nine-three. No, zero-nine-three and a half. Range fourteen miles. She must be on a nearly reciprocal course.

The range had decreased by a mile in one minute and sixteen seconds. As Charlie said, she must be heading nearly straight towards Keeling, coming to meet her. Hell from beneath is moved for Thee to meet Thee at Thy coming. In five more miles, in seven minutes  less than seven minutes now  she would be within range of the five-inch. But Keeling had only two guns that could bear dead ahead. It would be better not to open fire at extreme range. With a high sea running, the range rapidly changing, and a radar that might or might not be accurately lined up, instant hits with a two-shell salvo were unlikely. Better to wait; better to hold on in the hope that Keeling might come rushing out of the murk to find her adversary in plain sight at easier range.

Range thirteen miles, said Charlie. Bearing zero-nine-four.

Right smartly, said Krause, to course zero-nine-eight.

The U-boat was apparently holding a steady course. This turn to starboard would intercept her, and if the target were to reveal itself it would be fine on the port bow instead of right ahead; only a small additional turn would then be necessary to bring the after guns to bear as well.

Steady on course zero-nine-eight, said McAlister.

Very well.

Stop that noise, barked Watson, his voice suddenly cutting through the tension. He was glowering at a telephone-talker, a nineteen-year-old apprentice seaman, who had been whistling through his teeth into the receiver before his mouth. From the telephone-talkers guilty start it was obvious that he had been quite unconscious of what he was doing. But Watsons sharp order had been as startling as a pistol shot in the tense atmosphere of the crowded pilot-house.

Range twelve miles, said Charlie. Bearing zero-nine-four.

Krause turned to the telephone-talker.

Captain to gunnery officer. Do not open fire without orders from me unless enemy is in sight.

The talker pressed the button of his mouthpiece and repeated the words, with Krause listening carefully. That was not a good order, but it was the only one that would meet the present situation, and he could rely upon Fippler to understand it.

Gunnery officer replies aye aye, sir, said the talker.

Very well.

That boy was one of the new draft, fresh out of boot-camp, and yet it was his duty to pass messages upon which the fate of a battle might depend. But in a destroyer there were few stations which carried no responsibility, and the ship had to fight even with seventy-five recruits on board. With two years of high school to his credit the boy had at least the educational requirements for his station. And only experience would tell if he had the others; if he would stand at his post amid dead and wounded, amid fire and destruction, and still pass on orders without tripping over a word.

Range twenty thousand, said the talker. Bearing zero-nine-four.

This marked an important moment. Calling the range in thousands of yards instead of in miles was the proof that the enemy was almost within range; eighteen thousand yards was the maximum for the five-inch. Krause could see the guns training round ready to open fire on the instant. Charlie was speaking on the circuit to gunnery control and captain. And the bearing had not been altered either; Keeling was on a collision course with the U-boat. The climax was approaching. What was the visibility? Seven miles? Twelve thousand yards? Apparently about that. But that estimate was not to be relied upon; there might be a clear patch, there might be a thick patch. At any moment the U-boat might come into sight over there, where the guns were pointing. Then the shells would be sent winging to the target. It must be hit, shattered, before the U-boat crew could get below at the sight of the destroyer rushing down upon them, before they could dive, before they could armour themselves with a yard of water as impenetrable to Keelings shells as a yard of steel, and armour themselves with invisibility as well. Hide thyself as it were for a little moment, until the indignation be overpast.

Range one-nine-oh-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four, said the talker.

A constant bearing. U-boat and destroyer were nearing each other as fast as was possible. Krause could look round the crowded pilot-house, at the tense faces shadowed by the helmets. The silence and the immobility showed that discipline was good. Forward of the bridge he could see the crew of one of the starboard 40-mm guns, staring out in the direction the five-inch were pointing. The tremendous spray that Keeling was flinging aft from her bows must be driving against them but they were not taking shelter. They certainly were keen.

Range one-eight-five-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four.

The silence was, of course, even more impressive, because the pinging of the sonar had ceased, for the first time for thirty-six hours. Sound ranging was quite ineffective with the ship making twenty-two knots.

Range one-eight-oh-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four.

He could open fire now. The five-inch were straining upwards, their muzzles pointing far above the grey horizon. A word and they would hurl their shells, upwards and outwards, there was the chance that one of them might crash into the U-boats hull. One shell would be enough. The opportunity was his. So was the responsibility for refusing to take advantage of it.

Range one-seven-five-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four.

On the U-boats bridge would be an officer and one or two men. The shell would come through the murk instantaneously for them; one moment they would be alive and the next moment they would be dead, ignorant of what had happened. In the control-room below the Germans would be stunned, wounded, flung dying against the bulkheads; in the other compartments the crew would hear the crash, would feel the shock, would stagger as the boat staggered, would see with horrified eyes the water rushing in upon them, in those few seconds before death overtook them as their boat went down, spouting great bubbles of air forced out by the inrushing water.

Range one-seven-oh-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four.

On the other hand, the salvo might plunge into the sea half a mile from the U-boat. The columns of water thrown up would be clear warning. Before another salvo could be fired the U-boat would be gliding down below the surface, invisible, unattainable, deadly. Better to make sure of it. This was only a Sugar Charlie radar.

Range one-six-five-double oh. Bearing steady on zero-nine-four.

Any moment now. Any moment. Were the look-outs doing their duty?

Target disappeared, said the talker.

Krause stared at him; for a couple of seconds he was uncomprehending. But the boy met his gaze without flinching. He was clearly aware of what he had said, and showed no disposition to amend it. Krause sprang to the voice-tube.

Whats this, Charlie?

Afraid hes dived, sir. It looked like it the way the pip faded out.

Radars not on the blink?

No, sir. Never known it so good before.

Very well.

Krause turned back from the voice-tube. The crowd in the pilot-house were looking at each other under their helmet brims. By their attitudes, heavily clothed though they were, their disappointment was clearly conveyed. They seemed to sag in their bundled clothing. Now every eye was on him. For two and a half minutes it had been in his power to open fire on a U-boat on the surface; every officer in the United States Navy craved for an opportunity like that, and he had made no use-of it. But this was no time for regret; this was not the moment to be self-conscious under the gaze of eyes that might or might not be accusing. There was too much to be done. More decisions had to be taken.

He looked up at the clock. Keeling must be about seven miles ahead of her station in the convoy screen. Viktor would be there by now, with her own sonar trying to search five miles of front. The convoy might now be in order, with Dodge on the starboard flank free to pay all her attention to anti-submarine duty; James would be fast coming up on the other flank. Meanwhile Keeling was still hurtling forward, away from them, at twenty-two knots. And the enemy? What was the enemy doing? Why had he dived? Watson, the ranking officer on the bridge, ventured to voice his opinion.

He couldnt have seen us, sir. Not if we couldnt see him.

Maybe not, said Krause.

Keelings look-outs were perched high up; if the U-boat had been visible to them only Keelings upper works would have been visible to the U-boat. But visibility was a chancy phenomenon. It was possible, barely possible, that in the one direction visibility had been better than in the other, that the U-boat had sighted them without being sighted herself. She would have dived promptly enough in that case.

But there could be other theories almost without limit. The U-boat might be newly fitted with radar  that was a development that must be expected sooner or later, and this might be the time. Naval Intelligence could debate that point when the reports came in. Or she might have been informed of the course and position of the convoy and have merely gone down to periscope depth as soon as she was squarely in its path  her course up to the moment of disappearing had been apparently laid to intercept the convoy. That was a good tactical possibility, perhaps the likeliest. There were others, though. It might be merely a routine dive. She might merely be exercising her crew at diving stations. Or more trivial yet. It might be the U-boat crews dinner time and the cook may have reported that he could not prepare a hot meal with the boat tossed on the sea that was running, and that might have decided the captain to take her down into the calm below the surface. Any explanation was possible; it would be best to retain an open mind on the subject, to remember that about eight miles ahead there was a U-boat under the surface, and to come to a prompt decision regarding what should be done next.

First and foremost it was necessary to get Keeling as close to the U-boat, within sonar range. So flank speed should be maintained at present. The point where the U-boat had dived was known; she could be proceeding outwards from that point at two knots, four knots, eight knots. In the plot down below circles would be drawn spreading out from that point like ripples round the spot where a stone drops into a pond. The U-boat would be known to be within the largest circle. In ten minutes she could travel a mile easily, and a circle within a radius of a mile would be over three square miles in area. To search three square miles thoroughly would take an hour, and in an hour the maximum circle would expand to enclose a hundred square miles.

It was most unlikely that the U-boat would linger near the point where she dived. She would head somewhere, in some direction, along one of the three hundred and sixty degrees radiating out from her centre. Yet it seemed the most reasonable assumption that below the surface she would continue the course she had been following on the surface. Even a German submarine, cruising in the North Atlantic in search of prey, did not wander about entirely aimlessly. She would make a wide sweep in one direction and then a wide sweep in another. If she had dived for some trivial reason she would probably maintain her course; if she had dived to attack the convoy she would probably maintain her course, too, seeing that was the course that would bring her square into its path. If she was on any other course it would be hopeless to seek her with a single ship; hopeless, that was the right word, not difficult, or arduous, or formidable, or nearly impossible.

Then was it worth while to make the attempt to regain contact? It would be something over ten minutes before Keeling would cross the U-boats path if both ships maintained course, but as the convoy was almost following them Keeling could conduct a search and regain station in the screen without being away much more than that time. The alternative was to head straight back and in the regular position in the screen to hope that the U-boat came into contact as she crept into ambush. Defence or offence? Move or counter-move? It was the eternal military problem. The attack was worth trying; it was worth making a search; so Krause coldly decided, standing there in the crowded pilot-house with every eye on him. He that seeketh findeth.

Give me a course to intercept if the target maintains course at six knots, he said into the voice-tube.

Aye aye, sir.

It would hardly be different from the present course; on the surface the U-boat must have been making about twelve. He could have produced a close approximation in his head. The tube called him.

Course zero-nine-six, it said.

A trifling variation, but would make a difference of a full mile in ten minutes at this speed. He turned and gave the order to the quartermaster, and then turned back to the tube.

Warn me when we are within two miles, he said.

Aye, aye, sir.

Steady on course zero-nine-six, said McAlister.

Very well.

About nine minutes to go; it would be best if the ships company were told of the situation. He addressed himself to the loudspeaker again.

The U-boat has dived, he said into the unresponsive instrument. He appears to have dived, at least. We are going on looking for him.

A more sensitive man that Krause, a man with the telepathic perception of the orator, might have been aware of the atmosphere of disappointment that pervaded the ship as he stepped away from the instrument. He looked at the clock again and strode out on to the wing of the bridge. The wind there was tremendous, what with Keelings twenty-two knots practically added to the northeasterly wind. There was dense spray flying, too, freezing cold. As he looked aft he could see the unfortunate men stationed at the depth-charge racks cowering for shelter; it was well that the routine even of battle stations allowed them regular relief. He raised his glasses. He could just make out in the murk, very vaguely, Viktors peculiar foremast, a speck of more solid grey in the general greyness. With Keeling leaping and rolling as she was, and with the spray flying, it was impossible to make out more detail than that, and although he swept the rest of the horizon astern with the glasses he could see nothing else at all. Radar would tell him instantly where the convoy was, but that was not what he wanted. He wanted to see with his own eyes what would be the condition of the battlefield if battle there should be, if miraculous good fortune should lead to a U-boat being located between Keeling and Viktor. He turned and swept the horizon ahead; the same grey murk, the same vague junction of sky and water. But should a U-boat surface within range of the 40-mm guns her bridge would be visible enough to look-outs and gun crews and gunnery officer.

He came back into the pilot-house with his eyes on the clock. The messenger sprang forward, still holding out the sheepskin coat he had sent for long before. Long before? Not so long, measured in minutes. He put his arms into it and the weight of the coat pressed his clothes against his body. His body was cold but the clothes were colder still, chilled down to freezing-point by the forty-knot wind that had blown between its fibres. He shuddered uncontrollably at the contact. He could hardly bear it. Hands, limbs, and body were frozen; he found his teeth chattering. It had been folly to go out on the open bridge without being fully bundled up; he had not even put on his sweater under his uniform coat. If he had caught young Ensign Hart doing anything as foolish he would have bawled him out. Even now he was not properly clad; sweater, gloves, and scarf were all missing.

He mastered the chattering of his teeth and hugged the coat to him in the comparative warmth of the pilothouse so as to make the chilly contact as brief as possible, for warmth to creep back from his revivifying body into the thick woollen underclothing against his skin. He would send for the rest of his clothes in a moment. The voice-tube summoned him.

Two miles, sir.

Very well. He swung round, too cold to use the full formula. Standard speed.

Standard speed, repeated the hand at the annunciator. Engine-room answers Standard speed.

That was self-evident at once. The churning vibration died away magically, to be replaced by a more measured beat that seemed by contrast almost gentle, and Keeling ceased to crash, shatteringly, into the waves that met her bow. She had time to lift and to incline to them, to heave herself up the long grey slopes and to corkscrew herself over them, so that again by contrast her motion seemed almost moderate.

Get the sonar going, ordered Krause, and the words were hardly out of his mouth before the first ping made itself heard through the ship, succeeded before it had died away by another ping, and by another after that, and another, so that the ear, already long accustomed to the monotonous sound, would soon have omitted to record it, were it not that on this occasion everyone in the pilothouse was listening to it intently, wondering if it would reveal an enemy. That monotonous ping, each ping an impulse, feeling out through the dark water in search of a foe creeping along in the depths; it searched slowly to the left, and slowly to the right, searching and searching. This was the hearing ear of Proverbs Twelve, taking over the task of radars seeing eye.

Did the last ping sound different? Apparently not, for there was no report from sonar. Down below was Radioman First Class Tom Ellis. He was a graduate of the Key West Sound School and had been in the ship since the outbreak of war; presumably efficient when he came, he had spent the intervening months listening to pings, eternally listening, from watch to watch during all the time Keeling had been at sea. That was not to say he was more efficient than when he left the Sound School; it might mean the reverse. At Key West he had gone through a few hurried exercises. He had listened to the echo from a friendly submarine, had noted the variations of pitch as the submarine altered course under water, had taken the bearing and estimated the range; he had been hurried through a couple of lessons on enemy counter measures, and then he had been sent off to sea to listen to echoes. And never since had he heard one; the vibrations he had sent out had never bounced back to his listening ear from a submarine, friendly or hostile; he had no refresher exercise, and most certainly he had never played the deadly game of hide and seek with an enemy. It was humanly possible that now he would not recognize an echo if he heard one; it was certainly likely that he would not draw the instant deductions from the nature of the echo that were necessary if an attack were to be successful. A depth-charge dropped within ten yards of its target meant a probable victory; a depth-charge dropped twenty yards away meant a certain failure. The difference between ten and twenty yards could be accounted for by the difference between the prompt reactions of a practised operator and the tardy reactions of an unpractised one.

And that still left out of consideration the question of nerve; there was no way of knowing as yet whether Ellis was nervous or cool, which was not the same thing as being cowardly or brave. A man could grow flustered merely at the thought of failure, without even thinking as far as the possible censure of his division officer or his captain. Fingers became thumbs, quick wits became slow, in certain men, merely because much depended on accurate manipulation or rapid thinking. Ellis down there could hardly fail to be aware that success or failure hinged upon his sole efforts, upon the delicacy with which he turned his dial, the deductions he had to make from a variation in the quality of the echo. That could make him stupid or clumsy or both. The fact that failure might mean a torpedo into Keelings side which would blow Ellis and his instruments into fragments, was not so important, Krause knew. Plain cowardice was far rarer than idiocy, just as plain courage was more common than nerve. Krause thought about Ellis as he knew him, sandy-haired, a most ordinary type of young man, except perhaps for the slightest hint of a cast in his right eye. He had addressed him personally a dozen times at most. Those few sentences exchanged at inspections and brief interviews could tell him nothing about the man upon whom now everything depended, the young seaman standing at attention, the young seaman indistinguishable in a line of others at quarters.

The seconds were creeping on as Keeling rolled and pitched and staggered her way forward over the waves; Krause stood balancing on the heaving decks in the silence of the pilot-house  silent despite the din of wind and water outside. It was a surprise when the talker spoke.

Sonar reports contact, sir.

The talker was a short, stocky man with a misshapen nose; the large helmet, apparently over-large to accommodate his ear-phones, gave him a gnome-like appearance.

Very well.

Everyone in the pilot-house was doubly tense at the news. Watson took a step forward; other men fidgeted. No need to harass Ellis with questions; on the contrary, it might fluster him. Ellis must be presumed to know what was wanted of him until the contrary should be proved.

Contact bearing zero-nine-one, said the talker. Ellis was passing the first test, then.

Range indefinite.

Very well.

Krause could not bring himself to say more than those words. He shared the tenseness of the others; he could feel the beating of his heart and the sudden dryness of his throat. He looked over at Watson and jerked his thumb; he knew that hand would tremble if he allowed it to; this was buck-fever, unmistakably. Watson sprang to the repeater with the order to McAlister, staring down at the compass repeater.

Contact bearing dead ahead, sir, said the talker. Range still indefinite.

Very well.

This talker was good at his job. Each word was uttered expressionless and distinct. It was like a schoolboy repeating a recitation learned by heart without any understanding at all. Emotion in a talker was a most undesirable quality.

Contact bearing dead ahead, sir, said the talker again. Range two thousand.

Very well.

They were bearing straight down at the U-boat, then. Krause had his watch in his hand; it was an effort to read the sweeping second-hand.

Range nineteen hundred yards.

A hundred yards in fourteen seconds? With Keeling going twelve knots? There was something quite impossible about that figure. That was just her time to go a hundred yards, and the U-boat would hardly be lying still. Any other figure than that would be more promising. Those range estimates depended entirely on the accuracy of Elliss ear. They could be completely wrong.

Range eighteen hundred yards.

Very well.

No contact, sir. Contact lost.

Very well.

It was to be guessed that the talker was repeating exactly word for word what Ellis down below was saying into his mouthpiece. On that evidence it was to be assumed that Ellis was not flustered, at least not as yet.

Captain to sonar. Search on the starboard bow.

The talker released his button. Sonar answers Aye aye, sir.

Very well.

What was the contact that had been made? Some will-o-the-wisp effect of a cold layer? A pillenwerfer bubble released by a U-boat? It may have been a real contact broken off by some intervening condition. But it was important that they had made contact almost exactly at the point where contact was to be expected if the deductions he had made from the radar indication were correct. Then the U-boat had been on a course at a slight angle to Keelings, crossing from port to starboard. The likeliest possibility was that she was still maintaining that course after letting off a pillenwerfer; but there was also the chance that she had been moving very slowly across Keeling s bows  slowly enough for the reported range to have remained constant for a time  and had then taken sudden evasive action, going deep and turning; turning in which direction? The sonar pinged on monotonously; minutes were passing, precious minutes. Five minutes meant that Keeling was at the last indicated position; it also meant that the U-boat was half a mile or more from it. It might mean, too, that she was aiming a torpedo for Keelings vitals.

Sonar reports contact, sir. Port beam, range indefinite.

So he had been wrong in thinking she had continued her course to his starboard side; but there were no seconds to spare to think about it.

Left full rudder.

Left full rudder, repeated McAlister.

The desire to increase speed was passionate within him; he wanted to hurl Keeling down along the bearing of the new contact, but that was inadvisable. Already at this snails crawl he was going as fast as the sonar would tolerate.

Report all bearings as relative, he ordered.

Contact bearing port five-zero, sir.

Very well.

Keeling was still turning; she had not come round far enough, when the echo returned, to be pointing straight in the direction of the previous one.

Contact starboard zero-five. Range twelve hundred yards.

Excellent. Keeling s speed might be a snails crawl, but that of the submerged U-boat was slower still.

Contact starboard one-zero. Range twelve hundred yards.

The U-boat was turning too. Her turning circle submerged would be considerably smaller than Keelings.

Right full rudder.

Right full rudder.

Speed above versus manoeuvrability below. But with the rudder hard over Keeling would lose speed; two opponents evenly matched. Green water crashed over Keelings low waist as she heeled on the sharp turn.

Contact starboard one-zero. Range steady at twelve hundred yards.

Very well.

Turning exactly together. This high sea was reducing Keelings manoeuvrability; a moments smooth would give her the chance to come round more sharply, if only one would come.

Range eleven hundred yards.

They were cutting down on the U-boat.

Bearing? snapped Krause, to regret the question instantly. The talker could only repeat what was coming to him through his ear-phones.

Bearing starboard one-zero.

Very well.

Bearing constant, range growing less. Keelings greater speed was prevailing over the U-boats smaller turning circle. In time  in time  Keeling would cut across the U-boats track, would pass over her, would destroy her.

Contact bearing starboard zero-five. Range one thousand.

Closer! More nearly ahead! Keeling must be answering her helm better. Victory was nearer than he had thought. Keeling was shearing through white water now. She was crossing her own wake, having turned in a full circle.

Contact bearing port zero-five. Range eleven hundred yards. Opening, sir.

Left full rudder! roared Krause.

The U-boat had fooled him. At the moment of the previous report she had been turning in the opposite direction. Now she was off on a different track entirely, with Keeling still swinging away from her. She had regained her lost hundred yards and would regain more before Keeling could come round again. McAlister was spinning the wheel round savagely. Keeling lay far over, took in another green sea, and staggered.

Contact bearing port one-zero. Range twelve hundred.

The U-boat might be getting clear away. She had made the best use of her superior manoeuvrability, and she had taken full advantage of the necessary time interval intervening between a change of course on her part and the news of it reaching her enemys captain. The information reaching Keeling was limited and slow; the deductions to be drawn from it could be faulty  we know in part, and we prophesy in part; the U-boat captain was aware of Keeling s limitations.

Contact bearing port one-five. Range indefinite.

Very well.

Most assuredly had the U-boat fooled him. She had gained some considerable distance on him and widened her bearing. Three minutes ago he had been congratulating himself upon closing on her. Now he felt fear in case she should get clear away. But Keeling was swinging fast.

Contact bearing port one-five. Range indefinite.

Very well.

With left full rudder Keeling was chasing her tail again in the opposite direction. An ignorant observer might think the analogy to a kittens behaviour a close one, if he were not aware of the life-and-death battle she was waging against an invisible opponent.

Contact bearing port one-five. Range twelve hundred yards.

So that was the measure of what he had lost. If he were fooled a couple more times like this he might well find himself on an opposite course to the U-boat, and the latter would get clear away before he could turn again. The talker was sneezing, explosively, once and then twice. Now everyone was looking at him. The whole battle could hinge upon his mastering the convulsion; the sneeze of one single seaman might change the fate of empires. He straightened himself and pressed his telephone button.

Repeat.

Everyone waited until he spoke again.

Contact bearing port one-three. Range eleven hundred yards.

So Keeling was regaining the lost ground.

You going to do that again? demanded Krause.

No, sir. Dont think so, sir.

The talker had brought his handkerchief out from his bundled clothing, but was not attempting to use it with his instrument clamped before his face. If he was going to have further fits of sneezing it would be best to relieve him. He decided to risk it.

Contact bearing port one-one. Range one thousand.

Very well.

The U-boat had met with a limitation, too. Having gained in distance from Keeling she was out on a wider arc so that Keeling could turn within her, closing up until equilibrium was again established, for U-boat and destroyer to circle about each other again, like planet and satellite. The equilibrium could only be broken by an extra piece of good fortune on the part of the U-boat enabling her to break off contact altogether  or an extra piece of good management on the part of Keeling enabling her to close with her antagonist. And the time factor might incline to either party; if the struggle were sufficiently prolonged the U-boat would find her batteries and her air exhausted  but if the struggle were sufficiently prolonged Keeling might find herself so far from her post of duty with the convoy that she would have to turn away and rejoin. A game of catch, a game of hide and seek; but a game with table stakes played for keeps.

Contact bearing port one-one. Range one thousand.

Very well.

Destroyer and submarine were circling about each other. As long as this particular situation prevailed, Keeling had the edge. Time was on her side; the U-boats batteries would not last for ever, and the chances were more in favour of Keeling closing the gap through unusual conditions than that the U-boat could simply outrun and out-turn her. As with the last time they had circled, it was up to the U-boat to do something about the situation.

Contact bearing port one-one. Range steady at one thousand.

Very well.

Krause took a sudden decision.

Right full rudder.

A fifth of a seconds hesitation in McAlisters reply; the tiniest sharp note of surprise or protest in his tone. It was as if Keeling were breaking off the battle. McAlister was spinning the wheel round clockwise; Keeling lurched, rolled, shipped a hundred tons of water as her circular momentum was abruptly nullified and then reversed.

Two children running round a table, one in pursuit of the other. It was the oldest stratagem in the world for the pursuer to reverse direction, and run the other way round, for the pursued to run straight into his arms; it was up to the pursued to anticipate that turn and turn himself at the same moment. In this pursuit of U-boat by destroyer it was not possible for the destroyer to attempt the same manoeuvre; the destroyer turned far too slowly and far too wide, reversing her turn would take her far out of sonar range; it would be, as McAlister thought, an abandonment of the pursuit. But that was not all the story. In this pursuit it was up to the U-boat to do something different, for if she maintained her circling course indefinitely she would certainly be caught in the end.

There was really only one change she could make, to turn suddenly and head in another direction, in the opposite direction for choice. She had practised that trick once already with considerable success. She turned faster than the destroyer in any case; and she had the advantage of gaining time. There were the seconds it took for Ellis to note the change in the bearing. There were the seconds it took for that change to be reported to the bridge. There were the seconds it took for new helm orders to be given, and then there were the long, long seconds it took for Keeling to alter course. The U-boat could start her turn at her own selected moment, in response to a single order from her captain. It would be half a minute before the destroyer could begin to imitate her, and half a minute on practically reciprocating courses meant a divergence of some hundreds of yards, an enormous gain. The U-boat had only to repeat the manoeuvre successfully a few times to be out of sonar range and safe.

But what if the destroyer anticipated the manoeuvre, and turned a second or two before the U-boat did? Then for those seconds, or longer, until the U-boat realized what the destroyer was doing  and she would be under much the same handicap regarding the translation of information in action as the destroyer had been labouring under  the U-boat would be running straight into the destroyers arms, like the child running round the table. A childish stratagem indeed, simplicity itself, like most of the stratagems of war; but, like most of the stratagems of war, more easily thought of than executed. Not only quickness of thought was necessary for the execution, but resolution, determination. It was necessary to make up ones mind and carry the plan through, to balance risk against gain and to be neither deterred by the one nor dazzled by the other. At the moment when Krause gave the order for right rudder Keeling had the U-boat well within sonar range, she was in hot pursuit, and even if she took no radical new action she had a slight chance of closing on her enemy. The turn meant risking all this. If the U-boat simply continued her course while Keeling wheeled away loss of all sonar contact would ensue practically for certain. The U-boat would be free to carry out any attack on the approaching convoy that her captain might decide upon. That was the stake that Krause was laying on the table, apparently. But it was not as great as it appeared, for there was the consideration that if he went on circling after the U-boat, turning, tardily, after she turned, he would gradually be left behind, would gradually find himself on a wider and wider bearing and would eventually be shaken off. He was not staking a certainty against a possibility, but one possibility against another.

There was a further consideration that might have influenced Krause; it might have influenced him but it did not. He was handling his ship, so to speak, under the eyes of the battle-hardened crews of the Polish destroyer and the British and Canadian corvettes. They had fought a dozen actions and he had never fought one. They would be keenly interested in the standard of the performance the Yank would put up, especially as mere chance put them under his command, especially as he had called them off from one pursuit already. They might be amused, they might be contemptuous, they might be spiteful. Some temperaments might have given some consideration to this side of the matter. It is a fact that Krause gave it none.

To analyse in this fashion all the tactical elements of the situation, and then the moral factors which led to Krauses uttering the order for right rudder, would take a keen mind several minutes, and Krauses decision had been reached in no more than one or two seconds without any conscious analysis at all, as the child running round the table suddenly reverses his course without stopping to think. A fencers parry changes into riposte in the tenth of a second, in the fiftieth of a second; that comparison might have additional force because (although it was not often remembered now) eighteen years before, and fourteen years before, Krause had been on the Olympic fencing team.

Keeling wallowed as she made her turn, shipping green water.

Contact bearing indefinite, said the caller.

Very well.

In the confusion of the water that was not to be wondered at. Keeling was coming round.

Ease the rudder. Meet her, ordered Krause.

Keeling had now completed her turn. McAlister repeated the order, and Keeling steadied herself.

Contact bearing port zero-two. Range eight hundred yards, said the talker.

Very well.

The manoeuvre had met with success. Keelings turn had anticipated the U-boats. She had her enemy almost dead ahead of her now, and she had closed in by two hundred invaluable yards.

Steady as you go, said Krause.

The U-boat might still be turning, probably was; if so it was better to let her continue across Keelings bows, losing more distance.

Contact bearing dead ahead. Up Doppler, said the talker.

The U-boat had continued her turn, then, coming still closer into Keelings power. The Doppler effect indicated that she and Keeling were right in line, on the same course; in other words Keeling was on the U-boats tail and overhauling her at their difference in speed, six knots or so, and less than half a mile behind. Four minutes of this and they would be right over her. There was the temptation to let loose all Keeling s forty thousand horse- power, so as to leap the intervening distance, but that temptation must be resisted because of the deafening effect any increase in speed would have on the sonar.

Contact bearing starboard zero-one. Range seven hundred. Up Doppler.

They were overhauling her rapidly. The Doppler effect and the smallness of the change in bearing indicated that she was not turning at the moment Ellis got the last echo. The U-boat captain down there, having swung his boat out of the circle, had had to wait to hear from his own echo-ranging apparatus; perhaps he had not trusted the first report; perhaps he was waiting to see if Keeling were turning farther still; perhaps he was taking a second or two to make up his mind as to what to do next, and he was losing time, time and distance. He had turned straight out of the circle, not completely reversing his course, and he must have been astonished to find his adversarys bows pointed straight at him when he steadied on the course he hoped would carry him to safety. Now he must manoeuvre again; three more minutes steady on this course and he was lost. He could turn to starboard or he could turn to port. Anticipate him once more and he would be close overside. His last turn had been to starboard; were his reactions such that he would instinctively turn to port this time, or would he be more cunning and repeat his previous turn? Krause had two seconds to think this all out, much longer than, when blade to blade, the fencer has to decide whether his adversary is going to lunge or feint.

Right standard rudder.

Right standard rudder.

At the moment of the reply the talker reported. Contact bearing starboard zero-two. Range six hundred yards.

Only six hundred yards between them; not too wide a turn, then.

Ease the rudder.

Ease the rudder.

And this was the moment to catch the eye of Lieutenant Nourse, torpedo officer and assistant gunnery officer standing in the starboard after-corner of the wheel-house.

Stand by for medium pattern.

Aye aye, sir.

Nourse spoke into his mouth-piece. Krause gulped with excitement. The moment might be very close. It was always true, handling ships at sea, that time seemed to move faster and faster as the crisis approached. Two minutes ago action seemed far off. Now Keeling might be dropping her depth-charges at any second.

Contact bearing port one-one. Range six hundred.

That change in bearing was due to Keeling s turn, uncompleted at the moment when Ellis got his echo. The next report would be the vital one. Nourse was standing tense, waiting. The crews of K guns and of the depth-charge racks would be crouching ready to go. As Krause looked back from Nourse to the talker his gaze met momentarily that of a strange pair of eyes, he looked back again. It was Dawson, communications officer, clip-board in hand, come up to the bridge from his station below. That meant that some message  which must be radio  had come in too secret for anyone to see save Krause and Dawson. Secret and therefore important. But it could not be as important for the next few seconds as the business in hand. Krause waved Dawson aside as the talker spoke again.

Contact bearing port one-one. Range five hundred yards.

A constant bearing, and the range closing. He had anticipated the U-boats turn. Keeling and the U-boat were heading straight for a mutual rendezvous, a rendezvous where death might make a third. Another glance at Nourse; a clenching of hands.

Contact dead ahead. Range close!

The gnome-like talkers equanimity was gone; his voice rose an octave and cracked.

Fire! bellowed Krause, and he shot out his hand, index finger pointing at Nourse, and Nourse spoke the order into his mouth-piece. This was the second when Nourse and Krause were trying to kill fifty men.

Fire one! said Nourse. Fire two! Fire three!

The sudden alteration of bearing of the contact could mean nothing else than that the U-boat captain, finding himself headed off once more, finding the two vessels rushing together, had put his helm hard over again, turning straight for his antagonist, aiming to surprise him by passing on opposite courses and making the danger moment as brief as possible. That range close meant three hundred yards or so  the smallest range at which sonar could function. The U-boat might at this very time be passing right under the destroyer, right under Krauses very feet. The depth-charges rumbling down off the racks, sinking ponderously through the opaque sea, might then be too late, would explode harmlessly astern of the U- boat. But the U-boat might still be just forward of Keeling, heading aft, and in that case the depth-charges would burst all about her if the depth setting were anything like correct, and would smash in her fragile hull. Yet she might not be passing directly below; she might be a hundred yards to port or to starboard. The double bark of the K guns at that moment told how further depth-charges were being flung out on either side of the ship in anticipation of this possibility. They might catch her. One of the four depth-charges dropped might burst close enough. It was like firing a sawed-off shotgun into a pitch-dark room to try to hit a dodging man inside. It was as brutal.

Krause strode out on to the wing of the bridge as the K gun at the fantail went off. The ugly cylinder it had flung into the air hung in his sight for an instant before it dropped with a splash into the sea. And as it fell the sea far behind in Keeling s wake opened up into a vast, creamy crater, from the centre of which rose a tower of white foam; as it rose Krause heard the enormous but muffled boom of the underwater explosion. And the tower of foam was still hanging, about to drop, when another crater opened, and another tower rose up out of the sea, and another on one side, and another on the other. He maketh the deep to boil like a pot, as Job said. It looked as if nothing could possibly live in the long ellipse of tortured water, but nothing showed at all. No dripping hull emerged, no huge bubbles, no oil. The odds were ten to one at least against a single depth-charge pattern scoring a hit. It would have been fortunate indeed if Keeling s first pattern  if Krauses first attempt to kill a man  had been successful.

Indeed that was so; Krause felt a dreadful pang of conscience as he jumped into the pilot-house. He should not have been out here at all. It was five seconds since the last explosion, five seconds during which the U-boat could travel a full hundred yards towards safety. Buck-fever again; and simple neglect of duty.

Right full rudder, he ordered as he entered.

Right full rudder.

The quartermaster repeated the order that Krause gave.

Get a course from the plot back to the firing point.

Aye aye, sir.

Steady on reverse of present heading, ordered Krause.

Sonar reports apparatus temporarily not functioning, sir, said the talker.

Very well.

Sonar, as delicate as a human ear, was deafened for a time by underwater explosions. Keeling was coming round in a tight circle, but not nearly fast enough for Krauses impatience. It always took several minutes for her to come all the way round, with the U-boat  if she were uninjured  making off as fast as her propellers would drive her. She could well be a mile away  more  by the time Keeling had her bows pointed at her again, so far away that sonar would not be able to tell him that she had achieved this state of affairs. And Dawson was thrusting the clip board at him again. He had actually forgotten about Dawsons arrival on the bridge with a message, three minutes ago. He took the board and read the central words of the message first.

HUFF-DUFF INDICATES ENEMY CONCENTRATION  here followed a latitude and a longitude  SUGGEST RADICAL

CHANGE OF COURSE SOUTHWARD.

Those figures for latitude and longitude had a suspiciously familiar appearance, and it was the work of only a moment to confirm those suspicions. Within a mile or two either way that was exactly where Keeling found herself at this moment. They were right in among the U-boat wolf-pack. It was an Admiralty message, addressed to him as Comescort, and it was two hours old. That was the speediest transmission that could be expected; the Admiralty staff, with its charts and its plotting-board, must have hoped hopelessly for good fortune when it sent out that warning. Miraculously speedy transmission, and the convoy steaming an hour or two late, and there would have been time to wheel the convoy away from the wolf-pack. As it was? Quite impossible. The convoy, well closed up by now, he hoped, was lumbering forward with its dead weight momentum. It would only take a few seconds to transmit orders to the Commodore, but it would take minutes to convey those orders to every ship in the convoy, and to make sure they were understood. And the wheel round would lead to a repetition of the previous disorder and straggling  worse, probably, seeing that it was quite unscheduled.

Back on reverse course, sir, reported Watson.

Very well. Start pinging.

And even if the convoy should execute the wheel round perfectly, it would be of no avail in the midst of a wolf-pack which would be fully aware of it. It would only mean delay, not merely unprofitable but dangerous.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.
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The only thing to do was to fight a way through, to beat off the wolf-pack and lumber on ponderously across the Atlantic. He had at least had his warning; but seeing that convoy and escort habitually were as careful as if there was always a wolf-pack within touch the warning was of no particular force. There was no purpose, for that matter, in passing on the warning to his subordinates and to the Commodore. It could not affect their actions, and the fewer people who were aware how accurately the Admiralty was able to pin-point U-boat concentrations the better.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

The plan then was to fight his way through, to plod doggedly onward, smashing a path through the U-boat cordon for his lumbering convoy. And this message which he still held in his hand? These few words from the outside world which seemed so impossibly far away from his narrow horizon? They must remain unanswered; there must be no violation of radio silence for a mere negative end. He must fight his battle while the staffs in London and Washington, in Bermuda and Reykjavik, remained in ignorance. Every man shall bear his own burden, and this was his  that was a text from Galatians; he could remember learning it, so many years ago  and all he had to do was his duty; no one needed an audience for that He was alone with his responsibility in this crowded pilothouse, at the head of the crowded convoy. God setteth the solitary in families.

Sonar reports no contact, sir, for thirty degrees on both bows.

Very well.

He turned from the one problem straight back to the other.

Come right handsomely.

Come right handsomely.

Call out your heading, Quartermaster.

Aye aye, sir. Passing one-three-zero. Passing one-four-zero. Passing one-five-zero. Passing one-six-zero. Passing one-seven-zero.

Meet her. Steady as you go.

Meet her. Steady as you go. Heading one-seven-two, sir.

Krause handed back the clip-board.

Thank you, Mr Dawson.

He returned Dawsons salute punctiliously, but he did not notice Dawson any more. He was quite unaware of Dawsons glance or of the rapid play of expression on Dawsons young chubby face. Surprise succeeded by admiration, and that by something of pity. Only Dawson besides his captain knew what weighty news there had been in the message he bore. Dawson alone could feel admiration for the man who could receive that news with no more than a thank you and go straight on with what he was doing. Krause would not have understood even if he had noticed. There was nothing spectacular to him about a man doing his duty. His eyes were sweeping the horizon before Dawson had turned away.

Contact was certainly lost, and they had searched for thirty degrees on either side of the course the U-boat had been following at the moment of the last contact. Now he had started on a new sector, to starboard and not to port, with no observational data at all on which to base his choice. But a turn to starboard would be towards the convoy, now just visible in the distance. If the U-boat had gone off to port she was heading away from the convoys path, to where she would be temporarily harmless. The course he had just ordered would carry Keeling back towards her station in the screen, and it would search out the area in which the U-boat would be most dangerous.

Steady on course one-seven-two, sir, said Watson.

Very well.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

They were heading for the centre of the convoy now. Viktor was in plain sight on their starboard bow, patrolling ahead of the convoy, but James on the left flank was still invisible. Krause began to consider the matter of securing from general quarters; he must not forget that he was using up the battle reserve of his mens energy and attention.

Sonar reports distant contact, sir! said the talker, his voice several tones higher with excitement. Port two-zero. Range indefinite.

The slackening tension in the pilot-house tightened up again.

Right standard rudder to course one-nine-two.

Right standard rudder to course one-nine-two.

Keeling came round; Krause was looking at Viktor again through his glasses. It was a question whether he should use Viktor to make a thrust or retain her where she was to make a parry.

Sonar reports distant contact one-nine-zero. Range indefinite.

Another brief order, another minute turn. There was the temptation to niggle at Ellis with questions and orders, to ask him if he could not do better than that range indefinite. But his knowledge of Ellis had vastly increased during the last few minutes; Krause guessed that he needed no prodding to do his best, and there was the danger that prodding might disturb his vitally-important equanimity.

A wild yell from the look-out forward of the bridge; a piercing yell.

Periscope! Periscope! Dead ahead!

Krause was on the wing of the bridge in a flash, before the last word was uttered, glasses to his eyes.

How far?

Gone now, sir. Bout a mile, I guess, sir.

Gone? You sure you saw it?

Positive, sir. Dead ahead, sir.

A periscope or a feather?

Periscope, sir. Certain. Couldnt mistake it. Six feet of it, sir.

Very well. Thank you. Keep looking.

Aye aye, sir.

It seemed very likely that the look-out had seen what he said he saw. The U-boat would know, after the dropping of the depth-charges, that she was a long way from her pursuer. She would be aware of the proximity of the convoy and of the screen, and it would be desperately important for her to get the bearings of her enemies. She would put up her periscope for a sweep round; that was so likely that it could be considered certain. And with this sea running she would show plenty of periscope, too. The six feet the look-out reported was not at all an unlikely figure. That grim object cutting through the tossing water was something a man one year enlisted could be sure about if he caught even a glimpse of it. Even the briefness of the glimpse  just long enough for one complete sweep round  was confirmation. Krause walked back to the radio-telephone.

The excitement in the pilot-house was intense. Even Krause, with his hard lack of sympathy, could feel it beating round him like waves about the foot of a cliff; he was excited as well, but he was too preoccupied with the need for quick decision to pay attention in any case. He spoke into the T.B.S.

George to Eagle. George to Eagle. Do you hear me?

Eagle to George, bleated the T.B.S. I hear you. Strength four.

I have a contact dead ahead of me, bearing one-nine-zero.

Bearing one-nine-zero, sir.

Range about a mile.

Range about a mile, sir.

I sighted his periscope there a minute ago.

Yes, sir.

Leave your station and give us a hand.

Come and give a hand. Aye aye, sir.

Viktor could cover the five miles between her and the U-boat in fifteen minutes, if she set her mind to it.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, sir. Range indefinite.

Very well.

As long as the contact was right ahead he could be sure he was closing up on it as fast as he could. With the glasses to his eyes he swept the horizon again. The convoy seemed to be in fair order from what he could see of it. He went to the T.B.S. again.

George to Harry. George to Dicky. Do you hear me? He heard the bleated answers.

I am seven miles from the convoy bearing zero-eight-five from it. Ive called Eagle to join me in chasing a contact.

Yes, sir.

Yes, sir.

You must screen the convoy.

Wilco.

Aye aye, sir.

The talker at Krauses elbow broke into the conversation.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well. He spoke those words over his shoulder before continuing his orders. Harry, patrol all the port half, front and flank.

Port half. Aye aye, sir.

Dicky, take the starboard half.

Aye aye, sir.

Over.

Sonar reports no contact, sir, said the talker again.

Very well.

It might be thought there was irony in those two words. Having called Viktor from her screening duties, having stretched the defences of the convoy to the utmost, he was greeted with the news that contact had been lost. But he could only hold on and hope that it might be recovered. He felt he could at least trust Ellis to go on trying. Viktor was much more plainly in view now, coming up fast and heading to cross Keeling s course some distance ahead.

Captain to sonar. A friendly destroyer will be crossing our bows in approximately seven minutes.

The talker was repeating the message as Krause went to the T.B.S. again.

George to Eagle. George to Eagle.

Eagle to George. I hear you.

Contact lost at present.

Aye aye, sir.

The talker was speaking now.

Sonar answers The talker broke off as a new message came into his ear-phones. Faint contact. One-nine-four.

Very well. No time to spare to be pleased. George to Eagle. Contact again five degrees on our starboard bow. I am turning to follow it.

Aye aye, sir.

No doubt the U-boat was fish-tailing and changing her depth in the effort to shake off her pursuer. She would not have heard Viktor approaching yet.

Eagle to George.

George to Eagle. Go ahead, said Krause.

I am reducing speed to one-two knots.

One-two knots. Very well.

When Viktor had slowed down her sonar would be able to come into action; and it would make her approach somewhat harder for the U-boat to detect. Viktor had come up as fast as she could. She was an old hand at the anti-submarine game.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

Viktor was four miles off, Krause estimated, broad on the starboard bow. That peculiar foremast was clear in every detail. The two ships were converging. The bridge was silent, save for the sound of the sea and the monotonous pinging of the sonar.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

Keeling must have advanced nearly a mile since the last contact. If the U-boat had made a radical change of course at that time the bearing would by now be changing very fast.

Two-zero-five! exclaimed the talker. Everyone on the bridge tensed again. Krause was about to speak on the T.B.S. when he realized what he had heard. A sour note; he glanced at the talker.

Thats not what you were taught, he snapped. Mind what youre saying. Repeat.

Sonar reports contact two-zero-five, sir, said the talker, abashed.

Very well.

There must be no buck-fever on the bridge of the Keeling; better to waste a second now than have confusion arising later.

Take the conn, Mr Watson, said Krause harshly; he had two ships to direct. He himself was calm as he addressed the T.B.S.; it was an advantage to be of unsympathetic temperament. Then other peoples excitement pushed one into indifference. George to Eagle. Contact again on my starboard bow. I am turning towards it.

Eagle to George. Aye aye, sir.

He fancied he could detect an alteration of course on Viktor s part, but he could not be certain at that distance and with the relative bearing altering. But there was no need to issue orders to Viktor. That Polish captain knew his job. No need to tell a terrier at a rat-hole what to do.

Sonar reports contact bearing two-one-zero, sir. Range one mile.

Very well.

Steady on new course, sir! reported Watson at that very moment.

Very well. Carry on, Mr Watson. George to Eagle. Contact is still crossing my bows from port to starboard, distance one mile.

Eagle to George. Aye aye, sir.

Krause had spoken with the dead flat intonation he relied upon to be intelligible, with distinct pauses between words. The English officer in Viktor was answering as coldly, as far as Krause could tell from his peculiar accent and the distortion of the radio-phone. Now he could see Viktor surging right round, in an eight-point turn or more, so that she was presenting her starboard bow slightly to his gaze. The terrier was running to cut off the rats retreat.

Sonar reports contact bearing two-one-zero, sir. Range two thousand yards.

Very well.

The old situation was repeating itself, the U-boat circling and Keeling circling after her; but this time there was Viktor to intercept.

Eagle to George. Just as he was about to speak. Contact, sir. On my starboard bow. Range indefinite.

Very well. On my starboard bow, too. Range one mile.

The rat was running into the terriers jaws. The two ships were approaching fast, and between them was the U-boat.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, sir.

Very well.

That made it seem as if the U-boat had begun to swing in the opposite direction, out of the circle. There was no knowing if she was yet aware of Viktors presence, but it seemed as if she must be. Viktor was swinging to starboard already. Her sonar must be good.

Eagle to George. Eagle to George. Contact close on my port bow. Converging.

George to Eagle. I hear you.

Once more that phenomenon of the varying speed of time. With the ships close together seconds were speeding by; even during the brief exchange of messages the situation had tightened considerably.

Eagle to George. Submit I attack.

George to Eagle. Carry on. Permission granted.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, sir, said the talker. Range indefinite. Interference from the other ship.

Very well. George to Eagle. Contact dead ahead of me.

He must hold this course for a moment or two longer to enable Viktor to get a cross-bearing. Then he must alter course to avoid collision. Which way? Which way would the hunted U-boat turn to avoid Viktors attack? Which way should he head to intercept her if she survived it? Viktor was turning to starboard a trifle farther. When Keeling had made her attack, the U-boat  as far as he knew  had turned right under her on an opposite course. It was the best thing she could do; it would be her best move again. Come right fifteen degrees, Mr Watson.

Aye aye, sir. Right rudder to course

Eagle to George. Depth-charges away.

Keeling was turning. Fine on her port bow rose the first column of water; farther and farther round rose the others, in Viktors wake. The sound of the explosions was audible and muffled.

Sonar reports contact obscured, sir.

Very well. Captain to sonar. Search on the port bow.

That tremendous temptation again to call for flank speed, and chance muffling the sonar; the temptation must be put aside. Blessed is the man that endureth temptation; for when he is tried, he shall receive the crown of life. On this course they would pass clear by a wide margin of the area of tortured water which Viktor had depth-charged. Viktor was turning hard to starboard, coming back to the attack.

Sonar reports close contact bearing one-eight-two.

Follow it up, Mr Watson! Watson gave the order as Krause spoke into the T.B.S. George to Eagle. George to Eagle. Keep clear. I am going to attack.

Aye aye, sir.

I am setting for medium pattern. Set yours for deep.

Deep pattern. Aye aye, sir.

Medium pattern, Mr Nourse.

Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports close contact dead ahead, sir. Strong up Doppler.

Very well. George to Eagle. I think contact is on reciprocal course to mine.

Eagle to George. Reciprocal course. Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports contact lost, sir.

Very well. Mr Nourse!

Three hundred yards at a combined speed of say eighteen knots; thirty seconds. Deduct fifteen for an ash-can to sink to medium depth. A ten-second spread before and after.

Fire one! said Nourse.

Viktor was close, her bows pointed straight at Keeling; she had wheeled right round and was aiming to cross close behind Keelings stem. If this were a peace-time manoeuvre that Polish captain would be bawled out for endangering both ships. The K guns were going off on either side, their coughing explosions coinciding with the loud hollow boom of the first depth-charge. Wait fifteen more seconds.

Come right, Mr Watson.

No delay this time, no wasting of valuable moments idly watching depth-charge explosions before beginning to circle back again. Now with Keeling beginning her turn he could step out on to the wing of the bridge. The last upflung column of water was falling back to the foaming sea. Viktor was beginning her run at the edge of the area Keeling had searched with her charges; Krause saw the first of Viktors depth-charges drop.

Meet her, Mr Watson! Steady as you go!

Better not to come too close for a moment, better to hover on the outskirts where Keelings sonar would be less seriously deafened, and where he would be free to turn in either direction at the first new contact. The sea exploded again, the huge columns rising towards the grey sky. Krause was watching Viktor closely; with the dropping of her last depth-charge she was turning to starboard too. The last charge flung up its column of water. Now was the time to continue the circle.

Come right, Mr Watson!

The two destroyers were circling about each other. It was to be hoped that the U-boat was within the area enclosed by the intersection of the two circles. Krauses eyes were still on Viktor; he was standing at the end of the bridge when the starboard side look-out yelled, not two yards from him.

There he is! Sub on the starboard beam!

Krause saw it. A thousand yards away the long, conical bow of a U-boat was rearing out of the tortured water. It levelled off as a wave burst round it in a smother of spray. It lowered and lengthened. A gun came into sight. A rounded bridge. The sub shook itself as though in torment  as indeed it was. Keeling s guns went off, like doors being slammed intolerably loudly. Wang-o. Wang-o. Wang-o. The look-out was screaming with excitement. It was hard to focus the glasses on the thing. A wave seemed to run along it, and it was gone.

Krause sprang back into the pilot-house.

Right rudder, Mr Watson.

Rudders hard over sir, said Watson. Keeling had been turning at the moment of sighting.

A talker was trying to make a report. At first he jumbled his words with excitement, but he managed to steady himself.

Gunnery control reports sub sighted broad on starboard bow, range one thousand. Fifteen rounds fired. No hits observed.

Very well.

Lieutenant Fipplers first attempt to kill a man had ended in failure.

Did you get the bearing, Mr Watson?

Only approximately, sir. We were turning at the time.

Speak every man truth with his neighbour. Far better to be honest than to pretend to knowledge one did not have.

Were coming to course one-nine-five, sir, added Watson.

Better make it one-eight-five.

Aye aye, sir.

The U-boat when sighted had been nearly on the same course as Keeling. Even if she turned instantly on submerging she would need time and distance to effect the turn. Better head to intercept. And would she turn to starboard or port? Hard to guess. Would she go deep or stay close under the surface? That might be easier to guess.

Sonar reports contact bearing one-eight-zero. Range approximately four hundred yards.

Very well. Come left ten degrees, Mr Watson. Deep setting, Mr Nourse.

The submarines instinct after involuntarily surfacing would be to go deep; and the crew would have the controls jammed over hard already to combat the involuntary movement. And in the thirty seconds between submergence and the explosion of the next charge she would have plenty of time to reach extreme depth. He had to watch Viktor; she was still turning, but she would be late this time in crossing Keelings wake.

Fire one, said Nourse into his mouth-piece, and Krause checked himself as he was about to move to the T.B.S. No need to tell Viktor he was attacking. That was self-evident.

Fire two, said Nourse. K guns, fire.

It would take longer this time for the depth-charges with their deep setting to explode. A longer time for them to sink to the additional depth, and a more irregular spread with their somewhat random downward fall.

Streamlined depth-charges would be more effective than clumsy cylinders; they were already in production and Krause wished he had them.

The boom of the exploding charges was distinctly lower in pitch, distinctly more muffled, at this greater depth. Krause heard the last one; he could stand still now during this interval. Buck-fever was not so evident.

Come right, Mr Watson.

Aye aye, sir.

There had been a momentary temptation to turn to port instead of to starboard, to change the pattern of the manoeuvre in the hope of surprising the U-boat, but it could not be done this time; too much chance of meeting Viktor bow to bow. He trained his glasses back over the starboard quarter, looking out over the stained and foaming sea. No sign of anything. The T.B.S. calling him.

Eagle to George! Eagle to George!

The Englishman in Viktor seemed unwontedly excited.

George to Eagle. Go ahead.

Youve got him sir! Got him! There was a moments pause again; when the Englishman spoke next he was calmer, almost languid, but with a crude hardness about his nonchalance. Youve got him, sir. Weve just heard him crunch.

Viktor had heard the crunch; they had heard the breaking up noises as the U-boat crumpled under the overwhelming pressure like a piece of paper crushed in the hand. Krause stood silent at the T.B.S. He was a hard man, but his silence was partly due to the thought that two minutes ago, far below the Keeling, fifty men had died a horrible death; quick, but horrible. But in most part his silence was due to the unworded realization that this was a peak in his career; he had achieved the thing for which he had been trained as a fighting man for more than twenty years. He had killed his man; he had destroyed an enemy ship. He was like a student momentarily numbed at hearing he has won a prize. Yet the other realization was present equally unworded and even less conscious; fifty dead men graced his triumph. It was a little as though in a fencing match his foil had slipped past the opposing guard and, instead of bending harmlessly against his opponents jacket, had proved to be unbuttoned and sharp and had gone through his opponents body.

Do you hear me, George? bleated the T.B.S.

Krauses brief numbness vanished at the sound, and he was the trained fighting man again, with rapid decisions to make and an enormous responsibility on his shoulders, a man with a duty to do.

I hear you, Eagle, he said. His dead, flat tone disguised the last traces of the emotional disturbance that had shaken him. He was quite normal by the time he had uttered the words. He was searching in his mind for the most appropriate thing to say to the representative of an allied power.

Thats fine, he said, and as that did not seem adequate he added, Magnificent.

That was an outlandish word. He tried again, a little desperately; the careful wording of some of the British messages he had received welled up in his memory and came to his rescue.

My heartiest congratulations to your captain, he said. And please give him my best thanks for his wonderful co-operation.

Aye aye, sir. A pause. Any orders, sir?

Orders. Decisions. There were no seconds to waste even in the moment of victory, not with the convoy inadequately screened and a wolf-pack prowling about it.

Yes, he said. Resume your position in the screen as quickly as possible.

Aye aye, sir.

Krause was about to leave the T.B.S. when it demanded his attention again.

Eagle to George, it said. Eagle to George. Submit I search for proof of sinking.

That must be the Polish captains reaction when the British liaison officer had reported Krauses orders to him. Proof was of some importance. Certainty of the U-boats destruction would be of help to the staffs in Washington and London writing their appreciations of the situation. And the Admiralty at least, if not the Navy Department, were very insistent upon positive proof before giving credit for a victory; there were jokes that nothing less than the U-boat captains pants would satisfy them. His own professional standing, his naval career, depended to some extent on his claim to a success being allowed. But the convoy was almost unguarded.

No, he said heavily. Resume your place in the screen. Over.

The last word was the decisive one. He could turn away from the T.B.S.

Mr Watson, take station in the screen, three miles ahead of the leading ship of the second column from the right.

Aye aye, sir.

There was a faintly-puzzled note in Watsons voice; everyone in the pilot-house was looking at Krause. They had heard something of what he had said on the T.B.S., and this new order seemed to confirm their suspicions  their hopes  but they could not be sure. Krauses tone had not been enthusiastic.

Sonar reports no contact, sir, said the talker, and Krause realized he had heard that same report several times lately without attending to it.

Very well, he said to the talker and then faced the crowd on the bridge. We got him. We got him. The Pole heard him crunch after that last pattern.

The faces in the shadow of the helmets broke into smiles. Nourse uttered a half-suppressed cheer. Delight was so obvious and spontaneous that even Krause relaxed into a grin. He felt the marked contrast between this and a stilted international relationship.

Thats only number one, he said. We want lots more.

Sonar reports no contact, sir, said the talker.

Very well.

The whole ship must be told of the victory, and there must be a special word for Ellis. He went to the loudspeaker and waited while the bosuns mate called the attention of the ships company.

This is the captain. We got him. Viktor heard him crunch. Hes had it. This was an all-hands job. Well done to you all. Now were heading back into screening position. Theres still a long way to go.

He came back from the loudspeaker.

Sonar reports no contact, sir, said the talker.

Ellis was still doing his duty.

Captain to sonar. Discontinue negative reports unless fresh contact is made. Wait. Ill speak to him myself.

He spoke on the circuit to the sonar.

Ellis? This is the captain.

Yes, sir.

You heard we got him?

Yes, sir.

Youve been a big help. Im glad I can depend on you.

Thank you, sir.

You can discontinue negative reports now.

Aye aye, sir.

The light-hearted atmosphere was still apparent on the bridge. But now all the look-outs were reporting at once. Krause hurried on to the starboard wing of the bridge.

Oil, sir! Oil! said the look-out, stabbing overside with a mittened hand. Krause looked over; dead fish, white bellies showing, and, as well, a long streak of oil; but not very much. The dirty slick patch was not fifty yards across if three times that amount long. He walked through the pilot-house and out on to the port wing. No oil at all was showing there. Back on the starboard wing they were already leaving the patch behind. As it lifted on a roller it barely extended from crest to trough. Krause tried to visualize a wrecked U-boat sinking down into the fathomless depths, gliding down as it were on a long slope, very likely. Her fuel tanks being kept full might take a long time to rupture; then there would be a considerable interval before the escaping oil came welling up to the surface. Krause knew from reports he had read that it might be as much as an hour all told. This little patch would be what was present in a nearly-empty tank at the moment of disaster. And badly battered U-boats often left a slick of oil behind even though they were still capable of manoeuvre. Naval Intelligence suggested that they sometimes purposely let oil escape to disarm pursuit. But his first decision still appeared the correct one to him; it was not worth while to leave a valuable destroyer circling the spot, maybe for an hour, to make sure of the evidence. He could forget the presence of this oil for now. No. He could make some use of it in a minute or two, when he had more time. First he must put an end to the drain on his battle reserve.

You sure got that sub., sir, said the starboard-side look-out.

Oh, yes, sure, said Krause. The man was not being impertinent. In this moment of victory Krause could let pass the lapse from strict etiquette, especially with so much more on his mind; but he had to think of the safety of the ship. Keep your mind on your duty there.

He returned to the pilot-house and spoke into the voice-tube to the executive officer.

Secure from general quarters, Charlie, he said. Set Condition Two, and see if you can manage for some hot chow for the men off watch.

Aye aye, sir, said Charlie.

The loudspeaker blared the order through the ship. Now half the men would be able to eat, to rest, to warm up. Krause looked at the clock; circumstances were different from his preceding glances when he was counting minutes. Now he was perceptibly shocked to note the passage of time. It was past thirteen hundred; over four hours since he had been called from his cabin, and nearly three of general quarters. He should not have brought the men to battle stations at all. He was not much better than Carling. But that was water over the dam; no time for regrets at present.

Get me a signal-pad and pencil, he said to the messenger beside him; the crowd in the pilot-house was changing with the setting of the watch.

He tried to write, and the pencil fell from his hand as he applied it to the paper. His fingers were stiff with cold, numb and completely without sensation. Although he had put on his sheepskin coat he still had not put on the sweater and scarf and gloves he should have worn. His hands were freezing, and all the rest of him was bitterly cold.

Write it for me, he snapped at the messenger, irritated with himself. Keeling to Viktor. No.  he was watching over the messengers shoulder Spell that with a K. No, not CK. Just V-I-K. Have sighted oil patch confirming destruction of U-boat. Stop. Many thanks for your brilliant  two Ls in brilliant, damn it co-operation C-O-O-P. Thats right. Take that to the signal bridge.

When the messenger came back he would send him for his gloves and scarf. Meanwhile he must have another look round at the situation. He went out on to the bridge again. There were fresh look-outs at their posts; relieved men were still leaving the gun positions and making their way along the deck, ducking the fountains of spray and timing their dashes from point to point as the ship rolled. Keeling was approaching the front of the convoy; the British corvette on the left flank was rolling hideously in the heavy sea. The leading line of the convoy was fairly straight; as far as he could see the rest of the convoy was fairly well closed up. Out on the right was the Canadian corvette; it was nearly time to give the order for normal screening stations. Above him came the sharp rattle of the shutters of the lamp as his message was transmitted to Viktor.

He looked aft and saw her ploughing along half a mile astern, rolling deeply in the trough, her odd foremast leaning far over towards the sea, first on one side and then on the other. She was nearly up to station, and he must give that order. He might just as well not have come out here into the cold, for all the good he had done, but it was a commanding officers duty to keep an eye on his command  and he would not have known any peace of mind until he had done so, duty or not duty. He was just able to relax his hands sufficiently to let the glasses fall from them on to his chest, and he went stiffly back into the pilot-house, to the T.B.S.

George to escort. Do you hear me?

He waited for the acknowledgments, Eagle to George, and Harry to George, and Dicky to George. Those code names were an excellent choice. Four distinct vowel sounds, impossible to confuse even with serious distortion. He gave the order in his flat voice.

Take up normal daylight screening stations.

The acknowledgments came in one by one, and he replaced the hand set.

Signal bridge reports your signal acknowledged by Viktor, sir, said the messenger.

Very well.

He was about to send for his extra clothing, but Nystrom, the new officer of the deck who had just taken over, demanded his attention.

Permission to secure boilers two and four, sir? said Nystrom.

Damn it, man, you know the routine to be followed when securing from general quarters. Thats for the officer of the deck to decide without troubling me.

Sorry, sir. But seeing you were here, sir  

Nystroms blue pop-eyes registered his distress. He was a young man frightened of responsibility, sensitive to reproach, and slow of thought. The Annapolis standards were not what they were, decided Krause, the graduate of twenty years service.

Carry on with your duty, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

Dodge was turning away, a mile ahead of Keeling, to take up her station on the right flank. It was almost time for Keeling to turn ahead of the second column from the right. He looked aft; Viktor was already on station, with James moving out to the left flank. He decided to watch Nystrom take the ship into station.

Leading ship of the second column bears two-five-five, sir, reported Silvestrini from the pelorus.

Very well, said Nystrom.

Ensign Silvestrini was a pert, little fellow newly graduated from officers school. Previously he had been majoring in modern languages at an Eastern university.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-nine-two, said Nystrom, and the helmsman repeated the order.

Keeling came steadily round to take up her station. Everything was well and in order. Krause decided not to send for his clothes. He wanted to get down to the head in any case, and at the same time the thought of a cup of coffee came up into his mind. Instantly he was yearning for it, hot, stimulating, comforting. One cup? Two cups. He was moderately hungry too; the thought of a sandwich along with the cups of coffee made a sudden appeal to him too. And a few minutes warmth, and the leisure to dress himself properly. It all seemed like an astonishingly good idea to him. Here was Watson with the noon position, unreported until now with the ship at battle stations. Krause acknowledged the report; the noon position was no news to him, closely coinciding as it did with the Admiraltys predicted position for the assembling of a wolf-pack. But by the time he had glanced at it Ipsen the Chief Engineer was waiting with the fuel report for noon. That called for closer attention, and a word or two with Ipsen about the fuel situation, and even those few words were a trifle distracted, for Krause, while he talked, was aware out of the tail of his eye that Dodge was blinking a message to the ship. The message was at his elbow as he returned Ipsens salute. It was Dodges noon fuel report. That had to be studied to, with some care; Dodge was fortunate in having a considerable reserve in hand. There were two more messages waiting for him by the time he had completed his study of it. Here was Viktors fuel report, and then Jamess. Krause pulled a long face as he studied the James report. A minimum of fast steaming for James in future. He dictated a carefully worded reply.

Comescort to James. Use utmost efforts to conserve fuel.

Now it was Charlie Cole, up from the chartroom, with a smile on his face and words of congratulation about the sinking of the U-boat. It was pleasant to exchange those few sentences with Charlie. But then Charlie came a little closer, and dropped his voice to a confidential tone, so as not to be heard by the others on the bridge.

Theres Flusser to be dealt with, sir, said Charlie.

Hell, said Krause. His use of that word was proof of his irritation at the delay.

Yesterday, Flusser had punched a petty officer on the nose and was under arrest for this gravest of crimes. In a ship of war with general quarters being repeatedly sounded the presence of a criminal in a cell is a continual nuisance. And Navy Regs, demanded that his case be considered as promptly as possible.

Its more than twenty-four hours, sir, prompted Charlie.

Hell, said Krause again. Oh, all right. Ive got to get down to the head. Ive got to have a sandwich. Then  

That was the moment when a talker suddenly made his announcement.

After look-out reports two white rockets from the convoy, sir.

It was a surprise, worse than that time when the French fencers riposte had gone clear past Krauses foil during the Olympic Games at Antwerp and he had felt the touch of the button on his breast just when he himself had been about to make the decisive lunge. It was two full seconds before Krause reacted, even though his brain had been instantly aware that two white rockets meant a torpedoing. For those two seconds he stared at the talker, but then he ran out on to the wing of the bridge, glasses to his eyes. It was hard to see anything; Keeling was three miles ahead of the leading ships and five miles ahead of the rearmost. He hailed the after look-out.

What do you see?

Two white rockets, sir.

Where?

Back there, sir. Bout the last ship in our line.

Signal from the Commodore, sir. This came from the signal bridge. General alarm.

Very well.

Keeling rose high on a wave; now he could see that the third ship in the second column was out of position; the ship following her was swerving to avoid her. If he sent back the Canadian corvette she would be left behind, and with her small excess of speed it would be long before she rejoined the convoy. A destroyer was needed; there was only the choice between Keeling and Viktor, and Keeling was the nearer. He went back into the pilot-house.

Ill take the conn, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

Right full rudder. Steer course one-eight-zero.

The helmsman repeated the order as Krause went to the T.B.S.

George to Eagle. George to Dicky. I am going to the rear of the convoy. Close up to protect the van.

Aye aye, sir.

Wilco.

Keeling had turned as he spoke. She was on a collision course now towards Dodge.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-seven-five.

Right standard rudder. Course two-seven-five, sir. Round she came again, turning on her heel into the gap between Dodge and the convoy.

All engines ahead full speed.

Keeling leaped forward as the man at the annunciator reported.

Engine-room answers all engines ahead full, sir.

Steady on course two-seven-five, sir.

A glance was enough to make sure that they would just shave the starboard line of ships. On opposite courses they passed the leading ship at a hundred yards distance. She was wallowing ponderously along, meeting the seas on her bow more submissively than a ship of war. She was battered and dingy, with rust showing along her sides. There were one or two heads in sight as they went by, and somebody waved an arm. They seemed to pass her in a flash. Another ship succeeded her, and another after that, each one plodding steadily forward; they were leaving behind them a sister, hard hit, probably mortally wounded, but all they could do was to hold their course fatalistically. Through the gap between third and fourth Krause caught sight of the upper works of a ship already far astern of the convoy. The glimpse of the smoke-stack and foremast that he caught of her told him that she was Cadena, the designated rescue ship of the convoy; the fourth ship passed on and he could see again. Nothing beside Cadena, some three miles on the starboard bow. No; there were two boats visible as they rose on the crest. And what was that, heaving up on the crest? A long dark straight line, like a log floating on a river, bigger than any log ever seen by man. It rose again in a wide smother of spray; a ship nearly bottom up; that long, dark line was the turn of her bilge. She was three-quarters over and nine-tenths submerged, still floating.

All engines ahead standard speed.

All engines ahead standard speed.

Engine-room answers All engines ahead standard speed, sir.

Resume sonar search.

Both life-boats were alongside Cadena now; she was rolling in the trough to give them a lee, and she had her scramble-nets down. Against her dark starboard side, which was just coming into Krauses view as Keeling headed across her bows, Krause could just see through his glasses the specks which were men climbing her side.

Torpedo to port!

That was a scream from the port-side look-out.

Right rudder.

That was Krauses instant order, given while the glasses were still at his eyes; the parry to the thrust, coming with the instinct more quick than thought. More likely a shot from slightly astern than from slightly ahead. Left rudder, towards the danger, might take Keeling across the torpedos course. Right rudder by a small balance of the odds was the safer, after that so recent reduction in speed. Krause sprang out on to the port wing of the bridge.

There, sir! shouted the look-out, pointing over the quarter. That transient white wake along the face of a lifting roller; a torpedo track, most likely. Krause estimated its direction, balancing it against Keeling s course before her turn. Most likely it would have missed in any case passing close ahead. That would be because of the reduction in speed; the torpedo must have been launched a few seconds before he gave that order. If a spread had been fired this would be the right-most torpedo.

With the numbing wind blowing round him Krauses mind went on with its hasty calculations. Then the U-boat was likely there, where Keelings stern was now pointing. Then  each step of the deduction was necessarily vaguer, with an accumulating uncertainty, but some plan must be made, and quickly, and acted upon  then the U-boat had approached the convoy from the flank, just outside Dodges sonar sweep, had fired into the mass of the convoy; her shot had passed between the ships of the outer column to hit this sinking ship of the second column. Then the U-boat had headed in to take a shot at Cadena lingering behind. Keeling had come down  possibly unexpectedly  between the U-boat and her target, and the U-boat had fired a spread at Keeling to eliminate her from the scene  she would have time to use gunfire against Cadena then. He must keep between the U-boat and Cadena, screening while he shepherded Cadena back into the convoy. It would be as well to make his own movements as erratic and unpredictable as possible.

Left standard rudder! he ordered, hastening back into the pilot-house.

Left standard rudder, sir, answered the quartermaster, and Keeling began the second loop of an S.

A long feather of steam blew away from Cadenas upper works; he caught his breath with silly apprehension for a moment. It stopped and then started again; it was Cadenas steam-whistle  the sound of the first blast was just reaching him across the wind. Four puffs.

F for fox from the merchant ship, sir.

Very well.

The typewritten signal-code hanging on the board told him that this meant Rescue completed.

Still coming left, sir, said Nystrom.

Very well.

By completing this circle he would bring Keeling into a suitable screening position.

Messenger! Write this. Comescort to Cadena. C-A-D-E-N-A. Rejoin convoy at best speed. Modified zigzag. Take that to the signal bridge. And tell them not to send too fast.

Signal bridge. Aye aye, sir.

It was in the blood of all signalmen to send messages as rapidly as they could, and it was always a source of gratification to them if they could burn up the recipient. In this case the recipient was a merchant seaman, unpractised in reading messages; and it was important. His glance darted round the horizon, at Cadena, at the convoy, at the guessed-at bearing of the hidden U-boat.

Ease the rudder, he said.

Ease the rudder.

Sonar reports distant contact port beam, sir.

Port beam? Another U-boat? Krause looked out. No. That was the hull of the sinking ship.

Steady as you go, he snapped at the helmsman.

The sinking ship was still three-quarters over. But now she was farther down by the stern; a considerable length of her bottom-up bow was protruding at a small angle from the surface of the sea, and the rest of her was invisible. Against the bow waves were breaking as though against a rock.

Steady on course zero-nine-five, reported the helmsman.

Very well.

Sonar reports heavy breaking-up noises, sir.

Captain to sonar. The noises you hear come from a sinking ship. Search elsewhere.

The bows of the wreck were rising higher. Those breaking-up noises which sonar reported told of cargo and engines and boilers tumbling aft down the slope. Now she was heaving over, bows still raised high. Her upper works came bursting out through the surface of the sea, water cascading from them. Right over, and then back again, like a creature struggling in torment.

A message from the signal bridge.

Cadena to Comescort. Speed eleven point five knots.

Very well.

Better than could be expected. But  his next glance at the convoy was a little disquieting. Six miles, he judged, by now. It would be well over two hours before Cadena was back in station again. One last glance back at the sinking ship. She hung vertical now, with a bare twenty feet of her bow straight up above the sea. She would soon be gone; two miles from her the two abandoned lifeboats rose and fell on the rollers, marking where the fortunate crew had climbed up Cadena s side; fortunate, but he realized he did not know how many men had died when the torpedo struck. There were some fragments of wreckage floating on the surface, too, the miserable trophies of a Nazi victory.

Right ten degrees rudder, he said sharply to the helmsman; there was pressing work to be done, and not a moment to spare to think about the sunken ship, or about the report he would have to make regarding the loss. With a U-boat within torpedo range he must not keep Keeling on the same course for very long at one time.

Ease the rudder. Steady as you go.

He would like Cadena to zigzag widely as well, but that would make the interval before she rejoined interminable. He was between her and the enemy  or so he hoped  and his menacing presence would keep the U-boat far enough away to make it a very long shot if the 

U-boat commander was trying to get a torpedo into her.

Steady on course one-zero-six, reported the helmsman.

Very well.

With this overcast sky it would be quite dark by five oclock. Cadena would have a hard job inserting herself into the ranks of the convoy then. The spray on the pilothouse windows was making it hard to see out. He shifted his position to take advantage of one of the two spinning discs of glass set in the windows, the centrifugal force of whose motion kept two circular areas clear enough to see through. The disc was not spinning; it was stationary, and as hard to see through as the rest of the glass.

Mr Nystrom!

Sir!

Get this thing working again. Call the electrical officer.

Aye aye, sir.

The other disc was still turning, but very slowly, too slowly to clear itself. Visibility through the glass was so bad that it would be better to go out on to the wing of the bridge. Out into the windy cold. But that was the T.B.S. demanding his attention.

Harry to George! Harry to George!

George to Harry. Go ahead.

Pips on the radar screen, sir, bearing oh-nine-one. Range one-oh miles, sir. Two pips. Look like subs.

Very well.

Two submarines right ahead, nearly in the track of the convoy.

Orders, sir?

Dicky to George! This was Dodge breaking into the circuit.

George to Dicky. Go ahead.

Weve got a pip, too. Bearing oh-nine-eight. Range one-four miles. Looks like a sub., too, sir.

Very well.

James on one wing, Dodge on the other, reporting submarines ahead. Another close on his starboard bow, submerged. Wheresoever the carcass is there will the eagles be gathered together. Should he send his subordinates forward to the attack? With night approaching? With James having to be economical of fuel? It might be best.

Eagle to George! Eagle to George!

George to Eagle. Go ahead.

Weve got Harrys pips, sir, bearing oh-eight-five. But weve got another, bearing oh-nine-oh, range one-three miles.

That was not Dodges pip. Four submarines ahead of the convoy. One at least close astern of it.

Very well.

Harry to George. Range is closing fast. Range nine miles for one pip. Bearing oh-nine-oh. Other pip bearing oh-nine-two. Range nine miles.

Very well.

It was time to think about his own ship.

Left standard rudder! he called over his shoulder to the helmsman and then addressed himself to the instrument again.

George to escort. Keep your stations. Open fire when within range.

Then back to the helmsman.

Meet her! Steady as you go.

Keeling was on a fresh zigzag. While he was speaking on the T.B.S. he must not forget that a U-boat was manoeuvring for a shot at him.

Steady on course zero-nine-four, sir.

Very well.

The T.B.S. was conveying the escorts acknowledgments of his orders.

Good luck, you fellows, he said.

In the face of those numbers he could not send the escort forward to the attack. It would open too many gaps in a screen already far too weak.

Rudel, the electrical officer, was awaiting his attention; an electricians mate and his striker stood behind him. A glance showed the discs were still not spinning.

Havent you got them working yet? demanded Krause.

Rudel saluted.

Its not an electrical failure, sir. Theyre frozen.

The sprays freezing all over the glass, sir, supplemented Nystrom. It was growing almost impossible to see out of the pilot-house.

Then get to work on it, snapped Krause.

He debated within himself; that was not an easy assignment for Nystrom. And Nystrom was not a brilliant officer.

Put two men to work with buckets and swabs, said Krause. Warm water. Not boiling. Yes, and have that water salty  as salty as you can get it.

Aye aye, sir.

Very well, Mr Rudel.

He returned Rudels salute, looking round him as he did so, forward at the distant convoy, to port at Cadena, to starboard where  perhaps  a U-boat was looking at him. The glass front of the pilot-house was already too spotted with ice to afford reasonable visibility, and he went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge.

Left standard rudder! he ordered, and watched the ship come round.

Meet her! Steady as you go!

It was essential to keep Keeling zigzagging, and quite irregularly.

Steady on course zero-eight-zero, sir.

Very well.

He was converging now slightly on Cadena. The hands he laid upon the rail in front of him were numb, almost without sensation, but not quite numb enough for something different to be called to his notice. The forward curve of the rail was slick and smooth with a thin coating of ice. That and the wind which blew round him decided him to send for his additional clothing. Until then he had literally not had a moment in which to do so. Now this was an interval of leisure; leisure with a U-boat within torpedo range of him Messenger!

Wink. Wink. Wink. Far ahead in the convoy a message was being flashed back, just visible in the gathering gloom. The Commodore, most likely  for certain.

Yes, sir. It was the bridge messenger; in those few seconds he had forgotten him.

Go down to my cabin. I want the fur gloves youll see there. And I want the sweater and scarf. Wait. I want the hood, too. Youll have to look for it in the second drawer down. Gloves, sweater, scarf, hood.

Aye aye, sir.

The rattle of the lamp-shutters above him told him the signalmen were acknowledging the Commodores signal. He looked over at Cadena; he was drawing ahead of her and was well on her bow. The messenger from the signal bridge came clattering down.

COMCONVOY TO COMESCORT. NUMEROUS FOREIGN LANGUAGE TRANSMISSIONS TEN TO ONE-FIVE MILES AHEAD VARIOUS BEARINGS.

Very well.

The U-boats out ahead were talking to each other, setting their plans. Or perhaps they were reporting to Lorient where  what was that name? Doenitz  where Doenitz would co-ordinate their efforts. He was cold. T.B.S., sir! said Nystrom. Eagle.

As he went in to speak he decided that it would be better to order a new course now rather than wait until his conversation was finished.

Alter course ten degrees to starboard, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

George to Eagle. Go ahead.

Pips are all on the move sir. Three to port, bearing oh-eight-five for two of them and oh-eight-one. Range constant at one-oh miles. Two to starboard, bearing oh-nine-eight and one-oh-four. Range one-one miles. Theyre keeping their distance ahead of us. And theyre transmitting, sir. Signals all the time. And we think we got another pip, too, sir. Five minutes ago. Dead ahead range five miles. It faded out almost as soon as we saw it, but were pretty certain of it.

Whats your visibility there?

Just about five miles, sir. Look-outs saw nothing.

Very well. Retain your stations. Over.

U-boats ahead making no attempt at concealment. Steady on course one-zero-four, sir, reported Nystrom.

Very well.

And one  one at least  closer in, below the surface. An ambush, posted there ready for action whether the escort advanced to the attack or plodded forward in the screen. A momentary appearance, perhaps to transmit a message or perhaps involuntary, breaking surface while rising to periscope depth. It occurred to him to give a warning to Viktor, but he discarded the idea. No need to tell those Polish fellows to keep alert. Those U-boats on the surface must be waiting for darkness to attack. The pestilence that walketh in darkness.

Here was Charlie Cole, saluting.

Ships icing up, sir. Ive been round. Footings bad aft by the tubes.

Depth-charges free?

Yes, sir. Ive given orders for the steam-hoses.

Trust Charlie to attend to these matters. With depth-charges frozen to the racks and unable to roll  it had been known to happen  Keeling would lose nine-tenths of her usefulness as an escort.

Thank you, said Krause.

Thank you, sir, said Charlie, saluting again with his usual exactness.

The messenger was standing by with his arms full of clothes.

Fine! said Krause. He began to unbutton the sheepskin coat. That was the moment for the voice-tube from the chart-house below to call him. The bell was still vibrating as Krause sprang to the tube.

Pip bearing two-zero-seven. Range eleven thousand.

That was well abaft the starboard beam. It must be the U-boat from which he had been screening Cadena. Finding herself being left behind she had surfaced. A second or two more for thought in this new situation. Turn end on and attack? Could he be sure it was not a ruse to draw him away? Yes. There had so far been no pips on this sector. If there were two U-boats they could not have concerted any plan.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-zero-seven.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-zero-seven.

Captain to gunnery control. Prepare to open fire on radar direction.

The talker repeated the order.

Gunnery control answers Aye aye, sir.

Steady on course two-zero-seven.

Very well.

Target bearing two-zero-eight. Range approximately one-oh-five-double oh.

That was Charlie Coles voice. He must have dashed down below the moment he heard the pip reported. It was a comfort to know he had taken charge down there.

What do you mean by approximately, Charlie?

Screens fuzzy, sir, and its jumping a little.

This accursed Sugar Charlie radar!

Lieutenant Rudel to report to the chartroom immediately, said Krause to the bosuns mate at the loudspeaker. Perhaps Rudel could persuade the thing to give a little more definition.

Bearings changing, sir. Two-zero-nine. Two-one-zero, approximately, sir. And I think the range is closing now. Range one-oh-four-double oh.

Krauses mind, accustomed to dealing with problems of vessels on all sorts of bearings, plotted out the present situation. The U-boat on the surface was hightailing it from Cadenas starboard quarter round to her port quarter, doing an end around. With this sea running she could not do more than twelve knots, most likely. Fourteen, possibly. No, not very possibly. She was six miles almost astern of Cadena who was going at eleven and a half She was ten miles astern of the convoy. She was out of harms way, then, for two, three, perhaps four hours. He could make that interval longer still at small cost.

Right ten degrees rudder. Steer course two-two-zero, he ordered, and then addressed himself to Charlie again. Im leading him.

As the hunter aims his gun at a point ahead of the flying duck, so he was aiming Keeling at a point ahead of the moving U-boat.

Steady on course two-two-zero, said the quartermaster.

Very well.

Bearing approximately two-one-two, said Charlie. Range one-oh-three-double oh as near as I can make it out.

The mornings problem was presenting itself again; the U-boat was within easy range of Keelings five-inch. But was it worth while opening fire on an invisible foe located merely by a dancing spot on a radar screen? Not with a better opportunity possible in the near future.

I think the bearings staying constant, sir, said Charlie. Two-one-two. Yes, and the range is closing. One-oh-two-double oh. One-oh-one-double oh.

Keeling and U-boat were approaching each other on converging courses, a hundred yards nearer at every minute.

Range ten thousand, said Charlie.

Ten thousand yards; six miles. Visibility in this darkening afternoon was  he stared at the horizon  five miles? Four miles? Whether he opened fire with radar direction or with the U-boat in sight he would only be granted the short time it would take the U-boat to submerge in which to score a hit. Direct observation was far surer.

Range nine-eight-double oh, said Charlie. Bearing two-one-two.

Captain to gunnery control. Hold fire until target is in sight.

The messenger with his arms full of clothes was still standing by.

Spread those on the radiator, said Krause with a gesture. He was so cold now that he could yearn to be warm even with a surfaced U-boat on a converging course.

Bearings changing, sir, said Charlie. Changing fast. Two-zero-five. Two-zero-three. Range nine-three-double oh. Nine-two-double oh.

The U-boat had altered course to starboard. She must have decided that she had gone far enough with her end around and that now she had the opportunity to close in on Cadena.

Left standard rudder. Steer course one-eight-zero, said Krause.

He was turning to meet her in full career. The U-boat had been long submerged before she had come up to the surface and was  it was a heartening thought to a man encompassed by enemies  far more ignorant of the situation than he was.

Bearing changing, said Charlie. Range nine thousand  no, eight-eight-double oh.

Not long before they would sight each other then.

Steady on course one-eight-zero, said the quartermaster.

Very well.

Target bears two-zero-one. Range eight-six-double oh. Eight-five-double oh.

The guns were training round to starboard. At any moment now the U-boat might appear out of the murk on the starboard bow.

Bearing two-zero-two. Range eight-three-double oh.

Much less than five miles. Then it happened. A yell from a look-out. Krause had his glasses in his numbed hands, on the point of raising them. Wang-o, wang-o, wang-o went the guns. He did not have the glasses trained in quite the right direction; it was the splashes of the shells that guided him. Then he saw it, the square grey silhouette of a U-boats bridge tiny in the distance, pillars of water a little to one side of it; the pillars moved in on it  wang-o, wang-o, wang-o. The pillars of water were all about it, hiding it; not for more than a second or two did he have it in sight. Then the ear-shattering din ended and there was nothing to be seen as the grey water rose into the field of his binoculars and sank again with the heave of the ship. All over. He had achieved his surprise. He had seen his shells beating all about his astonished enemy, but not once had he seen  he compelled himself to be realistic about it  had he seen the flash and the momentary glow that would mark a hit.

Gunnery control to captain. Fire opened on target bearing one-nine-nine, said the talker. Range eight thousand. Twenty-seven rounds fired. No hits observed.

No hits.

Very well.

Another decision to be made, with every second valuable, whether it was a question of dealing with one enemy four miles away in one direction or half a dozen twenty miles away in the other.

Left standard rudder, he ordered. Steer course one-zero-zero.

He was turning away from the enemy. He could see a glance or two exchanged among those in the pilot-house who could realize the implications of the order. He was tempted, by the use of a cutting phrase or two, captain to subordinates, to make them wipe that look off their faces, but of course he did nothing of the sort. He would not use his rank for such a purpose. He would not attempt to justify himself, either.

He could have run down towards where the U-boat had disappeared. In a quarter of an hour he would have been in the vicinity, conducting a sonar search. He might have made a contact, but it was ten to one, fifty to one, against it, with the convoy drawing away from him all the time that he would be conducting an hour-long search. And ahead of the convoy his three other ships were about to go into battle against heavy odds. He must hasten to their aid without wasting a moment. The U-boat he had fired upon had gone under. It might well be a long time before she would venture to surface again after this experience with an enemy who had dashed so unexpectedly out of the haze with guns firing. The U-boat was far astern of the convoy already; she would be farther astern still by the time she surfaced. Even with exact knowledge of the convoys position and speed and course it would take her the best part of the approaching night to overtake. He had forced her into uselessness for some hours. Better to head at once for certain action than to linger here trying to wring some unlikely further success out of a situation now unpromising. Even if  even if his shells had scored an unobserved hit. A U-boats superstructure was both tough and capable of receiving damage without crippling her underwater performance. It was the slimmest, the most unlikely of chances that she would be just under the surface, unable to dive deeper, perhaps leaking oil to reveal her position. It was not worth taking into account; he had made the right decision.

Steady on course-one-zero-zero, said the quartermaster.

The time it had taken Keeling to make the turn was the measure of the time Krauses instincts and training had taken to leap to the conclusion a logical speech would have consumed minutes over.

Very well.

Captain, sir, said Charlie up the voice-tube.

Yes?

Lieutenant Rudel is here. Can he speak to you?

Very well.

Captain, said Rudels voice, I can try to line up this radar better. I dont believe I can improve on it much, though. If at all, sir.

Cant you do better than that? snapped Krause.

I made a written report on it four days ago, sir, replied Rudel.

So you did, admitted Krause.

Id have to shut it down to work on it, sir.

How long for?

Two hours perhaps, sir. And I dont guarantee results even then, sir, as I said.

Very well, Mr Rudel. Leave it as it is.

Better a radar out of kilter than no radar at all. The night cometh when no man can work. There was much to do still.

The need to go down to the head was overpowering, and this seemed a favourable opportunity, the first since he had been called from his cabin. No; there was one other thing to do first. He was leaving Cadena to make her way back into the convoy by herself. She must not think she was being deserted; she did not have his knowledge of the tactical situation and must be reassured.

Messenger! Write this. Comescort to Cadena. Sub now seven miles astern. Good-bye and good luck. Take that to the signal-bridge, Mr Nystrom, take the conn.

He dashed down below, even in his present need still revolving that message in his mind. It was a grim situation when a message to the effect that a hostile submarine was seven miles away was meant to be heartening. But Cadena might have the sense to understand all that he implied. She would undoubtedly leave off zigzagging and sprint for the convoy for all she was worth.

Signal bridge reports Cadena acknowledges message, sir, said the messenger in greeting to him as he emerged on the bridge again.

Very well.

There were his additional clothes, lying on the radiator. It was stimulating even to see them. He took off his sheepskin coat  it was so long ago since he had unbuttoned the first button with this in mind  and his uniform coat. The act of picking up his sweater called his attention to the fact that he was still wearing his helmet. All the other men in the ship had discarded theirs the moment he had secured from battle stations, several hours back. But he himself had not had one single second in which to do the same. He had been running around wearing it all this time, like a kid in his big brothers uniform.

Hang this up, he snapped at the messenger, tearing the thing off and handing it over.

But it was instantly mollifying to put that sweater on over his shirt. The sweater was hot from the radiator, wonderful. So was the scarf that he wound round his neck. He put his uniform coat on over this miraculous warmth. The hood was warm too, embosoming his freezing head and ears. He made fast the clip under his chin with a sense of gratitude to a generous world. Then the sheepskin coat again. He pressed his icy hands on the radiator for as long as he could bear it  not long  and then drew on the gloriously warm fur gloves. It was fantastic how two minutes could alter ones whole outlook for the better  or for the worse.

Nystrom was standing beside him awaiting his attention.

Report having been relieved, sir, he said, saluting. Course one-zero-zero. Standard speed twelve knots. We are making twelve knots, sir.

Very well.

So it was four oclock. Past four, and the watch had been relieved. The men coming off duty had been at their stations since the time when he had been foolish enough to sound general quarters. But now they could relax and rest, and he could build up the battle reserve he had so recklessly drawn upon. There was a long period of strain ahead and he must not draw upon that reserve except in the most desperate crisis. He must fight, as he had fought just now, in Condition Two; half the ship would be off duty then, able to take what rest they could with guns firing and depth-charges exploding. Plenty of them would sleep through it, so his extensive experience of the American sailor told him.

Charlie Cole, as he expected, was here on the bridge when the watch was relieved.

Be sure the third and fourth sections get hot food, Commander.

Aye aye, sir.

There was approval in the executive officers eye at the sight of his captain at least hooded and gauntleted and wrapped up, but there was no leisure for the exchange of further words, not with Keeling heading back towards action again. Yes, and they were not doing as well as they should. Another lapse. When they had turned away from the submarine he had forgotten, clean forgotten, to order an increase in speed. Even the twelve knots in Nystroms report had not reminded him. He had wasted perhaps as much as five minutes in transferring Keeling from one scene of action to the other.

Harbutt was the officer of the deck, the youngest of all the watch-standing officers, fresh-faced and pink-complexioned. His childlike eyes looked innocently out from his hood like a babys. He hardly looked old enough to entrust with a row-boat on the lake in Central Park. Mr Harbutt!

Sir!

Increase speed. Try her with twenty-four knots.

Twenty-four knots. Aye aye, sir.

Doubling the speed meant multiplying by four the rate at which they were overtaking the convoy. He could not judge yet whether their present course would take them clear of the right flank.

Twenty-four knots by pit, sir.

Very well.

The increase in speed was obvious in the way Keeling was meeting the seas. Like the rushing of mighty waters. From within the pilot-house he could feel and hear, rather than see, how she was taking it. Well enough.

Messenger!

Yes, sir.

Bring me a cup of coffee. A pot of coffee. A big pot of coffee. And a sandwich. Tell the mess-boy I want one of my specials.

Aye aye, sir.

There was just light enough to see the rearmost ships of the convoy, still plodding along. Now the T.B.S. calling him again. He had to unclip the hood and let it dangle round his face to get the ear-phone to his ear.

Dicky to George! Dicky to George!

George to Dicky. Go ahead.

Asdic contact, sir. Distant contact, on our port bow.

Go after it then. Im coming up behind you.

Eagle to George. Shall I join in, sir?

Viktor and Dodge were three miles apart with the contact between them, nearer Dodge than Viktor. It would open a gap to call Viktor over. But the U-boat was only three miles ahead of the convoy. She only had to keep alive for twenty minutes to be in among it. If only he was up ahead where he could bring the weight of Keeling to bear!

Very well, Eagle. Carry on. Good luck to you.

He was in a fever of impatience.

Mr Harbutt, try her with another couple of knots. See if she can take it.

Aye aye, sir.

They were close under the quarter of the last ship of the starboard column now, and overtaking her fast. Krause stepped out on to the port wing of the bridge to look at the convoy. Keeling took a deep roll as he did so, and his feet shot from under him. He saved himself from a bad fall by grabbing the rail, tried to stand, and lost his footing again as Keeling rolled the other way. This time his gloved hands almost lost their grip of the rail, and it was only by a convulsive effort that he caught himself again. The deck was glazed with ice as well as the rail. It called for the most elaborate precaution to stand at all. A wave smashed over Keelings port bow, clear over, rolling aft to burst in a leaping wall of water against the five-inch gun houses, a solid lump flying aft to hit him in the face as he stood. Keeling wallowed deeply and flung herself up the face of the next sea with a lunatics strength. By the time Krause had recovered his balance and his breath they had passed the rearmost ship and were closing up on the next ahead. It was so dark now that the ship farther on still, a bare half-mile from where he stood, was only visible as a thickening in the gloom. And it would soon be much darker than that. Keeling took another green wave on her bow, shuddering under the blow. Krause half slid, half walked back into the pilot-house.

Slow her a bit, Mr Harbutt. She wont take it.

Aye aye, sir.

There was just light enough to see the Filipino mess-boy in his white coat. In his hands was a tray covered with a white napkin, as he had been taught to serve meals, and as he always would serve them, with U-boats on the horizon or not. He had obviously just tried to put the tray down on the pilot-house chart-table, and had as obviously been shooed away by the indignant quartermaster in jealous charge of the chart and instruments there. Now he stood unhappily holding it, surging with the heel of the ship  Krause knew exactly how, under the napkin, the cream  they still brought him up cream although they ought by now to know he never used it  and coffee were slopped over the tray-cloth. And worse might happen at any moment. The tray soared up and swooped down in the half-darkness as Keeling rose over a wave. Krause suddenly felt he could not bear the thought of that precious load falling to the deck. He grabbed at pot and cup, balanced himself, and poured the cup half-full. He balanced again, pot in one hand, cup in the other. In that second there was nothing in the whole world that he wanted as much as that coffee. His mouth was dry even though his face was still wet. He sipped thirstily at the scalding stuff, sipped again, and drained the cup. He could feel the comforting fire of it all the way down his throat. He smacked his lips like a savage, poured himself another half-cup, and, watching his moment, set the pot on the tray.

Put that tray on the deck and dont take your eye off it, he said.

Aye aye, sir.

He drank again. It was only nine hours since he had breakfasted, but he did not think a man could possibly feel so thirsty or so hungry. The thought of pouring unlimited coffee into himself, and then of eating to ease his savage hunger filled him with exultation.

Look-out reports gunfire on the port bow, sir, said the talker.

Krause sprang to the T.B.S. He had been inattentive for three minutes. Eagle and Dicky were in rapid communication, the sentences snapping back and forth, straining at the leash of the trained manner; the English nonchalance was bursting at the seams.

Bearing two-seven-oh from me.

Ive got him on the screen.

Im firing star-shell. Stand by.

Gunfire. Star-shell. That meant a surfaced U-boat, And bearing two-seven-oh. That meant the U-boat was between the screen and the convoy, dashing in to charge. The darkness forward of the port beam was suddenly changed as the star-shell burst high in the sky, the brilliant white light dangling from its parachute. Wave tops caught the light. Close on the port beam the leading ship of the starboard column of the convoy was silhouetted against it. Keeling was back in the battle again.

George to Dicky! George to Dicky! Im turning across the convoys bows. Look out for me.

Wilco.

Ill take her, Mr Harbutt.

Aye aye, sir.

Left full rudder. Meet her. Steady as you go.

Steady on course

Krause did not trouble to listen to the figure given. He was content to be able to see that Keeling was shaving as near as he dared across the shadowy bows of the advancing convoy. The star-shell was extinguished. Reduce speed and start pinging? No time to spare for that; no need, with a sub on the surface. He rang the voice-tube bell, but at the same moment action began.

Sub bearing broad on starboard bow. Range three-five-double oh.

Captain to gunnery control. Do not fire without orders.

Then down the voice-tube.

See that we keep just clear of the convoy.

He went to the T.B.S., and almost fell over the Filipino mess-boy still standing guard over the tray.

Get below!

Into the T.B.S.

George to Dicky. George to Dicky. Star-shell again.

Out on the starboard wing of the bridge he braced himself against the treacherous ice that glazed everything.

Sub bearing zero-four-two. Range three-two-double oh.

Bearing changing as well as range. Somewhere in the darkness just ahead the U-boat was crossing Keelings bows, heading for the convoy. Keeling dipped and plunged in the high sea. Then it came, the streak of gold against the dark sky, and the miracle of light hanging in the heavens, lighting the sea, the wave tops, the ships; dazzling white, as bright as moonlight. And there, on Keeling s starboard bow, not two miles ahead, the slinking grey shape hurrying over the silvered water, the grey wolf running at full stretch for the flock.

Gunnery control. Open fire!

It would be a surprise for the U-boat; until the guns should open she would have no idea of the presence of the destroyer flying along across the convoys bows to intercept her. The guns went off with a blinding flash and a shattering crash. Krause clapped one gauntletted hand across his eyes while he kept his balance with the other on the slippery rail. Even though the range was so short it was rapidly changing; so was the bearing; and the sea was running high. But there was a chance that a hit might be scored. The burst of firing ended, and Krause looked again; he was one of the few men in the ship not blinded by the flashes. There was the grey shape; it was far nearer both to Keeling and to the convoy, and it was different  there was a noticeable white bow wave in evidence. The U-boat had altered course directly for the convoy. The star-shell was still burning in the sky with hardly diminished light  the British certainly had the most efficient star-shell Krause had ever seen. Flash and crash again, blinding and shattering. The starboard side 40 mm were firing now as well, beating out a loud tonk-tonk-tonk against the frantic wang-o, wang-o, wang-o of the five-inch. Krause left his hand over his eyes and groped into the pilot-house.

Target altering course, said a talker through the din.

The guns ceased firing as the blinded gunners lost their target. Krause took his hand from his eyes and peered forward.

Ship dead ahead! Ship dead ahead!

It was a yell from down below, which would have been audible even without the voice-tube.

Left rudder! Hard over! shouted Krause.

He had seen that frightful thing at the same moment. The leading ship of one of the columns was far ahead of station, a full cables length at least. The dark looming shape was across their bows.

Keeling leaned far over as she turned with the rudder hard against the port stop at high speed; talkers and officers staggered and struggled for their balance. Keeling turned abruptly; the whole ship seemed to groan with the strain put upon her.

Left hard rudder, came the voice of the helsman in the darkness.

The dark shape ahead was coming nearer and nearer even though Keeling was swinging.

Look-out reports ship dead ahead, said a talker; the late warning was ludicrous in the tension of the moment. Keeling slithered on a wave, but she was round, the merchant ships looming, upper works close beside the bridge. Somebody was shouting from there at the top of his lungs, clearly audible. There was still danger that Keeling s starboard quarter might crash into her even though her bows had turned.

Meet her! Right full rudder! Meet her!

The ship receded abruptly out of their field of vision; Keeling was now flying down the lane between two columns of ships. There were the huge lumps of the dark vessels close on either side.

All engines ahead standard speed.

The message was passed down.

Engine-room answers All engines ahead standard speed, sir, and the tension seemed to ease in the pilothouse as Keelings vibration died away.

There was the tiny glow of the repeater, the faint light showing through the letters of the annunciator. Keeling was churning in the seas tossed up by the convoy; it seemed as if in the sudden silence they could hear the bow waves of the labouring ships on either side. But not for more than two seconds did this quiet time endure. A rocket soared and burst on their starboard side. There were machine-guns firing. On their starboard quarter a great sheet of red flame suddenly shot to the sky, and the sound of a frightful explosion shook the pilot-house. The U-boat they had so nearly intercepted was in the next lane of the convoy to them, dealing out destruction. Pin-point jabs of orange fire on their starboard bow, growing suddenly shorter and brighter. A sudden violent irregular clatter all about them, a harsh, metallic twanging and a more musical sound of falling glass. Someone in the last ship of the column had sighted them and opened fire with a fifty-calibre machine-gun, unable in the darkness and excitement to distinguish between a destroyer and a U- boat. The burst had swept clean across the front of the pilot-house just above Krauses head, smashing the glass. They could feel the cold air pouring in upon them. The first shots Keeling had ever received in battle  the first bullets ever to endanger Krauses life  had been fired by the hand of a friend. But no time for any thought about the matter.

Anyone hurt? asked Krause automatically, but he did not stay for an answer.

The dark shape of the ship had vanished; they were in the clear now  and what was that far out on the starboard beam, illuminated by the flames of the burning wreck?

Right full rudder!

A U-boats superstructure, heaving up on a sea.

Right full rudder.

She had come down the next lane in the convoy neck and neck with Keeling.

Meet her! Steady as you go.

A wave heaved up and the U-boat was gone. She must have been in instant diving trim  or had he not seen her at all? He was sure he had; a thousand yards ahead of where Keelings bows were pointing at this moment. He strained his eyes at the clock.

Prepare to fire medium pattern! snapped Krause over his shoulder.

A voice behind him spoke orders into a mouth-piece  Pond, Lieutenant J. G., the make-learn assistant gunnery officer on duty.

Commence sonar search.

The U-boat under water would head for the sheltering noises of the convoy.

Right standard rudder. Ease the rudder. Steady.

Sonar reports heavy interference, sir.

Naturally, with thirty ships propellers all beating together. A thousand yards at twelve knots. Allow something for the U-boats travel. Three minutes altogether  a desperately long time from the point of view of a man having to reach the predicted position of a U-boat; desperately short with so much to bear in mind.

Mr Pond!

Fire one! said Pond. Fire two!

Krause turned round to look at him, saw that Nourse was standing at Ponds shoulder. Well and good. The K guns barked. Looking aft, Krause saw the sea in Keelings wake suddenly lit up from below with the bursting of the first depth-charge; the deep on fire, and again with the next depth-charge, and again, over a huge area, as the charges thrown by the K guns burst, thirty fathoms deep, at the same time as the next charges from the racks. The flame below the surface lingered on the retina; now it was gone. The foaming sea reflected faintly the red glare of the burning ship.

Right standard rudder. Well fire another pattern as we go back, Mr Pond.

Aye aye, sir.

Ease the rudder. Steady as you go.

The burning ship was a valuable point of reference in determining Keelings position and course. He would depth-charge the area between that beaten by the last charges and the receding convoy. It was the most likely area, but it could be wrong by a mile.

Mr Pond!  

Fire one, said Pond. Fire two.

They were heading directly towards the burning ship; she grew larger and brighter as he looked at her, while the depth-charges thundered and flashed behind him. Flames were spouting from her, reaching far upward, and so thick about her that he could make no attempt at identifying her. Then a tremendous flash, reaching up to the clouds above, an explosion-wave which he could feel where he stood, and then the frightful crash of the explosion. And then nothing; darkness; silence, eyes blinded and ears deafened to everything until sensation came slowly back, with first the ears reporting the sound of Keeling cleaving through the sea and then the eyes dimly becoming conscious of the foam-flecked surface all about them. Silence in the pilot-house, broken only by someones nervous cough.

Ship ahead, sir, said the voice-tube. Bearing one-seven-five, distance one mile.

That would be Cadena doing rescue work. On that bearing they would pass her close on Keelings port bow. She would not long have resumed her place in the convoy before having to drop back again on this fresh mission. Hows the convoy?

Three ships well astern of the rest, sir. Nearest one bearing one-six-zero, distance two miles.

It was remarkable  it was good news  that no more than three ships were out of station besides Cadena, seeing that a U-boat and a destroyer had both passed clean through the convoy and a ship had been torpedoed in the heart of it.

A cry from the sea  a scream; a human voice screeching for aid at the highest agonized pitch of anxiety and terror. The very fact that it came from some distance, faint and yet so clearly recognizable, accentuated the urgency of it.

Object close on the port bow! reported the port side look-out.

It was something dark on the dark surface of the water, and from it came that wild cry again. Survivors  one survivor at least  floating on wreckage or a life-raft; lucky men who had flung themselves overboard before being caught in the flames, and who had found the life-raft floating there  probably they had thrown it over first  and who had with further good fortune been left behind as the ship drifted on with her residual way so that the explosion did not kill them. Lucky men? It would only be a matter of minutes before they froze to death. Call Cadenas attention to them? Cadena was a mile away, and the only way to inform her would be to approach her and hail her with the bull-horn. The chances were she would never find that tiny object; and would he be justified in bringing her back another mile, with a sub within torpedo range? No; Cadena was worth more than one or two or half a dozen lives even if they could be certainly saved. Save them himself? In the name of Christian charity? There was no Christian charity in the North Atlantic. It would be imperilling his ship. Keeling and her crew were worth a thousand merchant seamens lives  two thousand perhaps. Yet  how great was the risk? A life or two were intrinsically worth something. If he left them, if he passed by on the other side, his whole ships company would know about it sooner or later. What effect would it have on them? Not a good one. And international amity? Saving those lives would be something to cement Allied solidarity. If he saved them, the news would spread little by little in circles where Allied solidarity was precious.

Right full rudder, he said, and then down the voice-tube. Give me a course to bring me back here.

The order had come quickly; as the fencers quivering foil circles to meet the disengage and the lunge. And a hundred peace-time man overboard exercises had at least imbued his mind with the difficulties of the undertaking and the necessarily instant action that must be taken.

All engines ahead one-third speed. Make turns for six knots.

Six knots, sir. Engine-room answers six knots.

Whos the junior O.D.?

I am, sir, said a voice out of the darkness. Wallace, sir.

Get down to the port side quick. Get the lines ready. Put a couple of volunteers into bowlines ready to lower them overside.

Aye aye, sir.

Hail me the minute youve got em out.

Aye aye, sir.

Seamanship now; with the rudder hard over Keelings speed was lessening fast. Charlie Coles voice up the tube coached him into position; but with the dark object spotted again he had to swing farther still to bring it on his port side to give it a lee; he had to time his next order exactly as the wind against Keelings broadside started moving her down, and the wind acting against her lofty forecastle would swing her; he had to allow for that, too.

In a man overboard exercise they would have a searchlight running, boats ready to lower, a life-buoy flare to indicate the spot.

All engines back two-thirds.

All engines back two-thirds. Engine-room answers all engines back two-thirds, sir.

All engines stop.

All engines stop. Engine-room answers all engines stopped, sir.

Several difficult seconds now, with Keeling rolling dead in the water, her sonar still pinging, the sound of the sea on her starboard side, the sound of the wind about them almost drowning the small noises that reached them from the port side. Silence in the pilot-house. Then Wallaces voice from below:

All aboard, sir! We got em!

All clear overside?

All clear, sir. Ready to go ahead.

All engines ahead standard speed.

All engines ahead standard speed. Engine-room answers ahead standard speed, sir.

Left rudder. Meet her.

That was a necessary order to carry the stern of the ship clear from the abandoned life-raft as they left it behind.

Keeling came to life again; the unnatural windy stillness was over. Down the voice-tube.

Wheres Cadena?

Bearing one-eight-seven, distance two thousand.

Right standard rudder. Steer course one-nine-zero. Cadena must still be searching for survivors; with that distance and bearing she could not have been heading after the convoy while Keeling had made her circle. Objects on the port bow!

Objects on the starboard bow!

Wreckage, bits of planking, gratings, hatch-covers, blown from the exploding wreck. No voices. Wallace looming up in the darkness beside him.

We got four men, sir. Sent em in to the doctor. Two of em were burned, but I dont know how bad. Couldnt see em, sir.

Very well.

Perhaps it was very well that young Wallace had not seen the burned men. Krause had seen one or two in his life and never wanted to see another. He must remember that Wallace had done a clean, quick job.

There was the loom of Cadena on the port bow, half a mile away; careful observation necessary to determine which way she was heading; careful helm orders to come alongside within voice range. Krause went to the loud-hailer.

Cadenal.

A faint reply, just audible; the quality indicated a speaking-trumpet.

Comescort. Keeling. We got four survivors.

We didnt get any, said the speaking-trumpet.

Head after the convoy now. Course eight-seven. Look out for stragglers ahead.

O.K.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-zero-zero, said Krause to the helmsman.

Due north was a course as good as any. Somewhere in that direction might be the sub he had pursued and depth-charged, more likely there than anywhere else, which did not mean very much. He could sweep in that direction as he headed for the flank of the convoy; he had that much time in which to make up his mind whether to continue to patrol astern of the convoy or go on round ahead of it again.

Gunnery control reporting, sir, said a talker in the darkness, and then into his mouth piece, Repeat, please.

A few seconds delay before the talker spoke again.

Gunnery control reports that they believed they made one or two hits firing on the sub the second time, sir.

One or two hits; they had not prevented the sub from dashing into the convoy, from firing at least one torpedo, and from submerging when he was about to attack her again. Unless she had sunk when he thought her submerging? No; that would be too good to be true. A five-inch shell could go clean through the fragile superstructure of a sub before exploding, and without impairing her diving qualities in the least.

Who is that reporting?

Mr Kahn, sir.

Very well. Acknowledge the message.

Kahn might be right. He might be honestly mistaken. He might be a pushful optimist. It was to his credit that he had waited for a quiet moment before making a report of little present importance. Krause regretfully decided that he did not know enough about young Kahn to be able to form an opinion of his judgment and reliability.

How does the convoy bear? he asked the chartroom.

Last ship of the left column on our starboard beam bearing zero-eight-five, distance three miles, sir. Five-five-double oh.

Very well.

He would sweep back once more across the rear of the convoy.

Right standard rudder. Steer course one-seven-zero.

That dark figure newly arrived on the bridge and watching the repeater must be Watson. Now he was stooping over the chart-table. Now he kicked something which returned a metallic jangling. Of course  that was the tray with his sandwich and coffee, lying forgotten on the deck! Krause knew instant, raging hunger and thirst again, hunger and then thirst, but the thirst was more acute even if he was only conscious of it secondarily.

Thats my tray, said Krause. Lets have it.

Watson picked it up and put it on the sacred table.

I bet its cold, sir, said Watson. Let me send for some more.

Messenger. Bring me another pot of coffee. Bring it yourself, not the mess-boy.

Aye aye, sir.

But he could not wait for that, not now he had been reminded of his hunger and thirst. His hands found the coffee pot, still half-full. He had not the least idea where the cup had gone, but that did not matter. He put the pot to his lips, stone cold, and drank and drank. He felt coffee grounds in his mouth and swallowed them too. He was wildly hungry; his gauntleted hands felt something that must be the sandwich. He raised it with both hands and bit ravenously. It was as cold as if it had come out of a refrigerator; it was both stale and soggy, but he bit off a huge mouthful and chewed with gusto. Between the slices of bread lay a thick slab of corned beef liberally daubed with mayonnaise, and on the beef lay thick rings of raw onion. Only the onion had any life in it at all now; the mayonnaise had soaked into the inner surfaces of the bread, and his second bite told him that the under slice was wet with slopped cream, and his third bite told him that the upper slice had a wet patch most likely caused by a drop or two of spray coming in through the broken windows. But none of that mattered. The onion rings crunched between his teeth even though the doughy bread adhered in a sticky mass against his palate. He bit and chewed and swallowed in the darkness. At the fourth bite his lips came in contact with a peculiarly unpleasant sensation, against the fur glove in which he held the sandwich, and the fifth bite recorded the additional flavour of the glove.

Pips astern of us! said the voice-tube. Bearing zero-zero-five, range two thousand.

Left full rudder. Steer course zero-zero-five, said Krause, the rim of the sandwich still in his left hand.

That must be the sub they had put down earlier. A desperately persistent fellow. He had been under gunfire; he had been depth-charged, but now he had surfaced and presumably was speeding to overtake the convoy again.

Steady on course zero-zero-five, said the helmsman.

Targets heading east, said the voice-tube. Course zero-eight-five as near as I can make it as yet. Bearing zero-zero-six. Zero-zero-seven.

Right smartly to course zero-one-zero, said Krause.

A tactical problem almost identical with what had gone before. To head off the U-boat. To open fire or not? Better to reserve his fire until he was as near as he could be. His first salvo would be the signal for the U-boat to submerge. In this pitch-black night there was more than a chance that he might creep up on him without being seen.

Captain to gunnery control. Do not open fire.

He went out on to the wing of the bridge. In the silence and the windy darkness it was strange to shout at the top of his voice, ridiculous though it was to be afraid that the U-boat a mile away would hear him.

Theres a sub on the surface ahead. Keep your eyes skinned.

An incautious step nearly lost him his footing again on the ice-glazed deck, and after he had grabbed at the rail he realized that he had crushed the remnants of his half-eaten sandwich into the furry palm of his glove. That must He a horrible mess; he almost blessed the darkness for concealing it from him. He tried to wipe it on the rail.

Target bearing zero-zero-eight. Range one-eight-double oh.

They were closing in on the U-boat.

T.B.S., sir, said Wallace.

Dicky and Harry and Eagle were all talking. They had contacts in plenty, fighting a pitched battle ahead of the convoy, while here he was astern again. Yet while he had this contact he could not go to their aid. Would they think the less of him? He did not mind on his own account, but he was fearful for the well-being of the entity that was the escort.

Screens pretty fuzzy, sir, said Charlie Coles voice up the tube  Charlie had found his way back to the chart-house at a crucial moment as usual. But the bearings pretty nearly constant, I think. Zero-zero-eight  zero-zero-seven. Range one-six-double oh. One-five-double oh.

It would be Keeling s bow wave that would be first detected by the U-boats look-outs. They would see it faint white in the darkness; they would look again. Krause drove his imagination to work on the picture of what they would do next. They would see the bow wave before they would see the ship. They would be able to make a rough guess at her course before they could make out her upper works. That would tell them very nearly all they needed to know; a straggler from the convoy would be holding a course nearly east and not nearly north. And the speed  the twelve knots he was making  would tell them the rest. Keeling would be identified as an enemy, the Klaxon horns would sound, and the U-boat would submerge before even Keelings upper works had been seen or the U-boats listening devices had identified the distinctive beat of her propellers. If he altered course farther to the eastward and reduced speed to eight knots? That might well deceive the enemy while the converging courses brought them closer together. It was with a shock that he pulled himself up at that point. That would also invite a torpedo; in the eagerness of the hunt he was actually forgetting that his quarry carried deadly weapons. He rubbed his nose reflectively and remembered too late about the crushed sandwich. He could feel cold mayonnaise on his nose.

Sonar reports contact, sir. Zero-zero-five. Range indefinite.

Very well.

That was an enormous, an immense, gain.

Dyou get that difference in bearing, Charlie?

Yes, sir, said Charlie.

There was a chance of lining-up the radar with the more accurate sonar.

Range one-three-double oh. Bearing zero-zero-seven approximately.

The fact that the U-boat had permitted an approach as close as this was an indication that her detection devices were not as acute as Keelings. Or that her crew was not as alert. Or that her captain was bold. Something more for Naval Intelligence to work out when his report came in.

Pip gone, sir! said Charlie. Yes. Pip disappeared.

The U-boat had at last taken the alarm, then.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-zero-five. Range twelve hundred yards.

They still held the sub in the sonar beam, then. Krause took the telephone and spoke on the battle circuit.

Captain speaking. Whos on the sonar?

Bushnell, sir. And Mannon.

Radio men second class, trained by Ellis.

Ellis off watch?

Yes, sir.

Very well.

It was a temptation to call for Ellis and put him to work at the sonar. But better not. A long battle still lay ahead, and Elliss fitness was part of that battle reserve which he must not draw upon yet.

Sonar reports strong contact. Bearing zero-zero-zero. Range one thousand.

The old game of hide and seek again, of catch round the table. To lay Keeling on a course that would intercept the U-boat.

Come left smartly to course zero-zero-zero, ordered Krause.

He could only keep his bows directly on the contact until further reports gave him an indication of the U-boats course.

Steady on course zero-zero-zero.

Very well.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range eight hundred yards.

Keeling was right on the sub.s tail, then. The sub must turn soon; no guessing whether it would be to port or to starboard as yet.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range seven hundred yards. Six hundred yards.

Hes stationary, sir, said an unexpected voice in the background. That must be Pond.

Thank you. I was thinking so myself.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range five hundred yards.

Was the sub contriving to hang motionless on a cold stratum of water? That was possible. But it was more likely that  

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

His growing suspicions hardened into certainty. It was a pillenwerfer they had been pursuing. They had been chasing bubbles while the U-boat was escaping. It could not be a question of being too close to the target for the sonar to record; the last report had placed them well outside that limit.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Failure. He had been completely fooled. No, not quite completely, thanks to fortuitous circumstances. If the pillenwerfer had lasted a little longer, continuing to emit its bubbles for another five minutes, he might well have gone on and depth-charged it, and circled back to depth-charge it again, wasting ammunition and time on a phantom. His suspicions until the contact disappeared had not been strong enough to save him from doing that.

Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-eight-zero, he snapped, and then, down the voice-tube. Wheres the convoy?

Nearest ship bearing zero-eight-nine, distance four miles.

Very well.

Steady on course zero-eight-zero.

Very well.

He must close up on the left column of the convoy and sweep once more close across its rear.

Report when were one mile distant.

Aye aye, sir.

There was movement all about the ship now, shadowy figures entered the pilot-house. The watch was changing, twenty hundred. The hours fled by when filled with action and concentrated thought. A thousand years in Thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, and as a watch in the night. A figure beside him speaking with Harbutts voice and giving an almost invisible salute.
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Report having been relieved, sir. Course zero-eight-zero. Standard speed, twelve knots. Ship in Condition Two. No unexecuted orders.

Who has the deck?

Carling, sir.


Very well. Get some sleep while you can, Mr Harbutt.

Aye aye, sir.

Mr Carling!

Sir!

It was necessary to inform Carling of the tactical situation in case he had not been able to form a clear mental picture from the information he would be given in the chartroom on his way to the bridge; it was necessary to inform him of the presumed position and course of the U-boat, and of the plan to intercept her again. He might have to hand over the conn to Carling at any moment if other matters were to demand too much of his attention. He might fall down in a fit, or further stray bullets might this time find a human target, leaving Carling in control temporarily.

Do you understand? asked Krause; he had made his sentences as short and as clear as he could.

Yes, sir.

There was nothing positive in Carlings tone, all the same. Nor was there any bloodthirsty eagerness. It was possible that Carling was at this moment regretting his choice of a profession. Well, there were good officers and bad. It was a relief to find Charlie Cole reporting to him next.

Sections Three and Four have the watch, sir. Theyve all been fed, and Sections One and Two are getting their chow now.

Thank you, Commander. And will you see that they get some rest after that?

Aye aye, sir. And what about yourself, sir?

Im not tired yet. Cant leave the bridge at present. But I want those men fresh for the twelve to four.

And Sections One and Two would have their next period off watch after this one curtailed by general quarters before dawn; they must get all the sleep possible now.

Ill see about it, sir. But a lot of them wont settle down unless I make em.

Youll make em, Charlie.

Ill try, sir.

And get a nap yourself.

Ill try, sir.

Very well, thank you, Commander.

Thank you, sir.

Krause peered at the clock. More than fifteen minutes since they had turned away from the pillenwerfer; that spot was now more than three miles behind them, but they would not have closed the convoy by more than a mile as yet. There was time, and urgent need, to get down to the head again. Now that the idea had occurred to him he could not wait a moment.

Mr Carling, take the conn.

Aye aye, sir.

He put on the red spectacles and hurried down the ladder, and brushed through the spun-glass curtain. With his eyes fully accustomed to the darkness he did not have to wait a long time to recover his vision when he returned. He groped his way in. He was no sooner there than he heard the bell, and the voice-tube.

Captain, sir! Radar pip, sir!

Carlings voice came through the tube urgent and loud enough for him to hear it where he was. Delay was unavoidable; it must have been a full minute before he was back in the pilot-house again. His first action was to call down to the chartroom.

Captain here.

Pip bearing two-one-nine. Range eight thousand.

Very well. Mr Carling, Ill take the conn. Whats the course?

Zero-eight-zero, sir.

Right full rudder. Steer course one-seven-zero. Turn towards the target another time, Mr Carling.

Aye aye, sir.

Carling had wasted all that time keeping Keeling on a course almost certainly divergent from the sub.s. He should never have gone below leaving Carling with the conn.

Steady on course one-seven-zero.

Very well.

Pip bearing two-one-eight  two-one-seven. Range seven-eight-double oh.

Closing fast, but the bearing changing. The U-boat was crossing Keelings bows heading once more to overtake the convoy, as he had expected. She must have altered course about twelve points to starboard after dropping the pillenwerfer and have surfaced again when she thought all was clear. She was four miles away. At their last meeting he had been on the sub.s starboard bow. A slight alteration of course and he could intercept her again in the same fashion on her port bow. But she had sighted him in time to submerge in safety. It might be better to sneak up from behind her. She might not maintain as efficient a look-out aft as ahead. Dangerous to allow her to get between him and the convoy, but it might bring results. She was four miles away at present.

Pip bearing two-one-six. Range seven-five-double oh.

Krause shut his eyes to consider a problem of trigonometry. Even in the dark that was a help to concentration. He listened to the next bearing and range being called. Down below they would work out the problem for him, but only if he could explain exactly what was in his mind. That would take time, and he still might be misunderstood. With the next bearing and range his mind was made up. He was allowing her to get just a little too far ahead of the safety area. He opened his eyes and gave the order.

Left smartly to course one-six-five.

That was McAlister at the wheel  his trick had come round again. It was satisfactory that he had a reliable helmsman even if he had an O.O.D. who was doubtful.

Im going to try to sneak up behind her, Mr Carling, he said.

Y-yes, sir.

It was a fact, strange but true, that Carling was not quite clear about the tactical situation, although there was nothing complex about it; it should be perfectly clear to anyone who had been on the bridge for the last half-hour. It could not be the complexity; Krause began to realize that Carlings vagueness was the result of nerves. He was too excited, or too agitated, or  possibly  too frightened to think clearly. Men of that sort existed, Krause knew. He remembered his own buck-fever of the morning. His own hand had trembled with excitement, and more than once he had been guilty of sins of omission.

Carling might grow hardened; but that desire to sound general quarters this morning  perhaps that might have been evidence of anxiety on Carlings part to rid himself of the responsibility of being officer of the deck. But there was no more time to waste on Carling. Luckily his mind had been recording the reported range and bearings as they came in.

Targets course and speed? he asked down the voice-tube.

Course zero-eight-five, speed eleven knots. Thats only approximate, sir.

Approximate or not, it agreed with his own estimate.

Where do I cross her wake on this course?

A mile astern of her. More. Less than two miles, sir.

Very well.

That was what he was aiming at. The range was steadily closing although the bearing was not constant. Now, once more, gun or depth-charge? Gun flashes were blinding. Should he stake his vision at the crucial moment against the chances of a hit? At close range? But with a high sea running and with the range changing as rapidly as he could manage it? He decided against the gun.

Torpedo officer on duty.

Yes, sir.

Young Sand, J. G. He was having woman trouble at home, but he was a steady enough officer to all appearances.

Stand by to fire a close pattern. Well be going at high speed over the target, so make it real close. And a shallow setting.

Close pattern. Shallow setting. Aye aye, sir.

In giving that last order he was taking a further chance. It did not take a sub long to go deep, and a sub surprised on the surface would almost certainly go deep as fast as she could be driven down. He was counting on her not having time to dive far. With a deep setting the charges would explode harmlessly far below her, if his plan was successful. He wanted them to burst close alongside her.

He spoke into the telephone.

Engineer officer on duty.

It was Ipsen who answered. So he was not resting.

Captain. Stand by to give us twenty-four knots as soon as you get the signal, Chief.

Twenty-four knots. Aye aye, sir. Seas running pretty high, sir.

Yes. Itll only be for two or three minutes. Just time to work her up, and then well come down to standard again.

Aye aye, sir.

Now for the look-outs. He turned to the talker.

Captain to look-outs. I hope to sight a sub on the surface nearly dead ahead soon after our next turn. Keep on your toes.

The talker repeated the message with Krause listening.

Look-outs answer aye aye, sir.

Sonar on stand-by.

There was always a chance that the U-boat might pick up Keelings sonar impulses. For the next minute or two Keeling would be unguarded; that was a risk to be taken, but it would not be for long. Soon the increased speed would both protect her and render the sonar ineffective. The silence that fell as soon as the pinging stopped was uncanny.

Target bearing zero-eight-seven. Range two-four-double oh.

Left full rudder. Steer course zero-eight-five.

That would allow for the advance during the turn.

Target bearing zero-eight-five. Range two-five-double oh.

Dead ahead.

All engines ahead flank speed. Make turns for twenty-four knots.

All engines ahead flank speed. Engine-room answers twenty-four knots, sir.

Very well.

This was the moment. A vast increase in vibration as Keeling began to pick up speed. He went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge into the howling darkness. He was overtaking the sub at thirteen knots. Four or five minutes before he would sight her. Then it would be say two and a half minutes before he was on top of her. Ample time for a sub in diving trim to submerge. But he hoped it would be less than that as he might not be detected immediately, overtaking from right aft. There would not be much time for the sub to go deep or far.

Target bearing zero-eight-five. Range two-three-double oh. Two-two-double oh.

Keeling was picking up speed. He heard the crash, and felt the shudder, as she hit a sea with her port bow. Spray flew at him viciously. She leaped frantically. If the props came out of water he might strip a turbine.

Range two thousand. One-nine-double oh.

He could not judge of the visibility; it was only a guess that it was half a mile.

One-eight-double oh. One-seven-double oh.

He gulped. No; it was only a wave top, not the thing he was looking for. With his feet slipping on the treacherous deck, and the grip of his gloved hands insecure on the icy rail, he made himself lean forward with his arms over the pelorus, locking it in his armpits, even though he wanted instinctively to stand upright as if to extend his limited horizon.

One-one-double oh. One thousand.

Keeling lurched wildly; he could hear the sea boiling over the main deck below.

Sub ahead! Zero-zero-five! Zero-zero-five!

He saw it on a wave-top, something solid in the inky night.

Rightrudder! Meether!

He saw it again.

Left rudder! Meet her! Steady as you go!

The bow was pointing right at it as Keeling hurtled down a wave-face and it rose on another ahead. He saw it again. Four hundred yards at four hundred yards a minute. Gone? He could not be sure at first. Sand was beside him; twice Sand slipped on the heaving deck but he was holding on with his arm locked round a stanchion. Fire one! Fire two! Kguns, fire!

All engines ahead standard speed. Right standard rudder.

Astern the depth-charges were exploding in the tossing black sea like lightning in a thunder cloud.

Engine-room answers All engines ahead standard speed, sir.

Very well. Quartermaster, call out your heading.

Passing one-one-zero. Passing one-two-zero. Passing one-three-zero.

Keeling, leaning over to the helm, was rolling confusedly with the changing course and the dwindling speed.

Passing one-six-zero. Passing one-seven-zero.

Deep setting, Mr Sand. Wide pattern.

Deep setting, wide pattern. Aye aye, sir.

Stand by.

Aye aye, sir.

Passing two-one-zero. Passing two-two-zero.

Keeling was turning to complete the circle, to depth-charge the strip next to the one she had already attacked. Resume sonar search.

Passing one-four-zero. Passing one-five-zero.

Sonar reports indications confused, sir.

Very well.

The speed was probably still too high in any case, and there was Keelings eddying wake to be considered, and the circling whirlpools of the depth-charges.

Passing one-eight-zero. Passing one-nine-zero.

She had the sea on her quarter now, and heaved up her stern with a sickly motion, corkscrewing over a sea. Passing two-zero-zero. Passing two-one-zero.

Was anything happening out there in the black night? A shattered U-boat breaking surface? Or crunching far below it? Despairing survivors struggling in the water? All perfectly possible but not likely.

Passing two-two-zero.

Sonar reports indications still confused, sir.

Very well.

Passing two-three-zero.

Krause was carrying in his mind the diagram of Keelings turning circle; he planned to parallel his former course and bomb the strip next to it; there was no knowing, and almost no guessing, what the U-boats reaction had been after she had dived and had been depth-charged; she could have turned in any direction and she could have gone to any depth within her limit  but the chances were she had dived as deep as she would dare.

Standing by for deep pattern, sir.

Very well. Steady upon course two-six-seven.

Course two-six-seven, sir.

Very well.

There was nothing whatever to be seen round about. Steady on course two-six-seven, sir.

Very well.

Wait for it. They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.

Sonar reports indications confused.

Very well.

Hopeless perhaps to expect water and sonar to get back to normal as quickly as Keeling could complete the circle. Now must be the time.

Now, Mr Sand.

Fire one! said Sand. Fire two!

Thunder and lightning again under water astern. White pillars of water just visible rising in their wake. Wait one minute after the last explosion.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-eight-seven.

Back again for another parallel sweep.

Deep pattern again, Mr Sand.

Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports indications confused.

Very well.

Steady on course eight-seven, sir.

Very well. Mr Sand, let em have it.

Another ellipse of explosions, beside the previous ones. Krause had gone through the course at the anti-submarine school at Casco Bay; he had read, with painful concentration, innumerable classified pamphlets digesting all the British experience acquired in two and a half years of war against submarines. Mathematicians had devoted their talents and their ingenuity to working out the odds for and against scoring a hit on a submerged U-boat. The most sensitive instruments had been devised, and the most powerful weapons developed. But no one had thought of a way yet to reach a U-boat captains mind, of making a certainty out of the simple guess as to whether he would turn to starboard or port, go deep or stay shallow. And there was no machinery to supply a destroyer captain with patience and pertinacity and judgment.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-six-seven. One more deep pattern, Mr Sand.

Aye aye, sir.

Steady on course two-six-seven, sir.

Very well, Mr Sand!

Fire one, said Sand.

With the firing of this pattern it remained to conduct a final sweep. Helm orders to carry Keeling back diagonally over the bombed area, out to the northward, back to the eastward, round again to the south-westward, with the sonars impulses seeking out through the depths in an effort to make contact again. And nothing to report  negative, negative, the ship wheeling hither and thither in the darkness, apparently aimlessly now in comparison with her previous orderly runs.

Sir! Sand was on the wing of the bridge with him, looking out into the darkness, with the wind blowing lustily about them, piercing cold. Sir  do you smell anything?

Smell? said Krause.

Yes, sir.

Krause sniffed reflectively, sniffed again, pulling cold air into his nose from the hurtling wind. Not easy in those conditions to be sure of smelling anything, especially as, now that he was being really searching about it, he could not help being conscious of the raw onion he had eaten last watch. But it could not be that that Sand was referring to.

Its gone now, sir, said Sand. No. There it is again. May I ask Mr Carling, sir?

If you like.

Mr Carling, can you smell anything?

Carling came out and sniffed beside them.

Oil? he said, tentatively.

Thats what I thought, said Sand. Dont you smell it, sir?

Oil! That would be an indication that the sub had at least been hard hit. And if there were much of it, a great lake of oil welling up from below and spreading over a mile of sea, it would be practically proof of destruction. Krause sniffed again. He could not be sure  or more definitely he was nearly sure he could smell nothing.

Cant say that I do, said Krause.

Look-out, there! hailed Sand. Dyou smell any oil?

Not now, sir. Thought I smelt some a while back.

You see, sir? said Sand.

They looked out at the dark water below, hardly visible from the heaving bridge. It was quite impossible to tell in the darkness if there were oil on the surface.

I wouldnt say there was, said Krause.

The pleasure it would give him to be sure that there was oil made him particularly sceptical, although  Krause not being given to self-analysis  he was unaware of it and made no allowance for that particular reaction. But the very high standards of proof demanded by the Admiralty undoubtedly influenced him.

I dont think I can smell it now, sir, said Sand. But weve come a long way since I thought I smelt it first.

No, said Krause. His tone was quite expressionless because he was set on keeping all emotion out of the argument. I dont think there was anything worth mentioning.

Very well, sir, said Sand.

Literally (in Krauses opinion) it was not worth mentioning; it would find no place in his report when it came to be written. He was not of the type to try and claim credit for himself on insufficient evidence. Prove all things, hold fast that which is good. Yet the possibility was a deciding factor.

Lets go, said Krause.

Balancing one chance against another it seemed likely that there was no more profit to be gained in staying astern of the convoy. The sub might be sunk; certainly she was below the surface and likely to stay there for some time, and probably was sufficiently far astern to be out of harms way for a much longer time. This was certainly the moment to return to the head of the convoy and take part in the struggle the other three ships were waging. Krauses Lets go was not a suggestion put forward for comment; it was the announcement of a decision, as his officers knew without a moments thought.

Take the conn, Mr Carling, said Krause. I want to head round the left flank of the convoy at our best practicable speed.

Aye aye, sir, said Carling, and, after a moments thought, Zigzagging, sir?

No, said Krause.

He had wanted to blaze out at Carling. It was nonsense to talk about zigzagging when Keeling would be going twenty knots or more in the darkness, but the very fact that Carling should ask the nonsensical question was a proof that he was not fully master of himself. A sharp reprimand now would very likely unnerve him completely. On the other hand, to put him in charge of a quite simple manoeuvre which he could carry out with complete success might re-establish his self-command and help to make him a good officer in time. A destroyer captains duty was to build as well as to destroy.

But although it was necessary to leave Carling in complete control this was not the time to quit the bridge. He had to appear to be taking no notice while remaining instantly available to deal with any emergency. He went over to the T.B.S. and listened on the hand-set with one ear, his back to Carling, and the other ear cocked listening to what Carling was doing. Carling acted quite normally, called down to the chartroom to give him a course for the proposed movement, gave the necessary helm order, and called for twenty knots.

George to Harry. George to Dicky. George to Eagle, said Krause on the T.B.S. He waited for the replies. Im coming up round the left flank. Look out for me, Harry.

Aye aye, sir.

I dont think I got the sub. I chased through the convoy, he went on. Maybe I gave him a fright, though.

The British officer who had lectured on anti-submarine warfare at Casco Bay had been fond of quoting an army story of the previous war, in which two infantry privates put their clothes through a newly-invented machine for delousing them.

Why, said one, bitterly, after inspecting results. Theyre all alive still.

Yes, said the other. But I expect theyve had the hell of a fright.

Usually  too often  an encounter between a U-boat and a destroyer ended merely in the U-boat having had more or less of a fright and receiving no hurt. To cleanse the sea of the U-boat vermin called for killing; no amount of narrow escapes would deter the U-boat captains with their fanatical esprit de corps  and with the iron hand of Doenitz to force them into action.

Its us thats having frights up here, sir, squawked the T.B.S.

Was there reproach in that remark? Krause felt a pang as he heard it. No one was more sharply aware than himself that the destroyer captains under his command had fought through two and a half years of war and had probably resented bitterly the accident that had put them, two-and-a-half stripers, under the command of a three-stripe American who had never fired a shot even though he was nearly twenty years older. The convoy had had to sail; the Allies had had to scrape together an escort for it; and he had happened to be the ranking officer. Luckily they could not be aware of the other circumstances which rankled as badly in Krauses heart, that he had been marked with the words  utterly damning although innocent enough in appearance fitted and retained, and that he had been twice passed over for promotion and had only made commander with the expansion of the navy in 1941.

What they were aware of was that twice today at wild moments their commanding officer had vanished into the rear of the convoy. The fact that he had engaged in desperate action each time, that Keeling had been doing work that had to be done and for doing which she was best situated at the moment, would not be so apparent to them. There might be heads wagging about the inexperience  or even worse  of their commanding officer. It was painful, horribly painful, to think about that; it was infuriating as well. Krause could have burst into a roaring rage, but it was very much his duty not to do so. He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he that ruleth his spirit than he that taketh a city. It was his duty to stay unangered, to speak in a flat tone, with every word distinct, and with no trace of emotion.

I am six miles behind you, he said. Ill be up to you in half an hour. Coming up on the left flank. Over.

He turned away from the T.B.S. with a horrid mixture of emotions. That remark may have been merely a lighthearted one, but it rankled.

I think, Mr Carling, he said; it was for another reason now that he had to appear unconcerned and unexcited, shell take another couple of knots at least. Better try her.

Aye aye, sir.

He was hungry and thirsty, and this would be an ideal moment in which to eat and drink; he had no idea what had happened to the last pot of coffee for which he had sent the messenger  all he knew was that he had not tasted it; the last coffee he had drunk had been the icy-cold contents of the pot before that one. But now he was hungry and thirsty and yet had no appetite; with the strain he was undergoing and had undergone the thought of food was actually distasteful to him. Yet it was essential that he should eat and drink if he were to remain equal to the demands upon him.

Messenger!

Yes, sir.

Go down to the wardroom. I want a pot of coffee and a sandwich. But no onion. Remember to tell the mess-boy that or hell put some in for sure. Wait for it and bring it up yourself.

Aye aye, sir.

No onion; if ever there was another chance of smelling oil he wanted to be sure of whether he smelt it or not. This might even be a good moment to get down to the head, although it was by no means necessary yet. No; as it was not necessary it would be better not to leave Carling in sole charge. The quartermaster, crouching over the table with the red flashlight, was endeavouring to write up the deck log. It would be a poor job he would make of it, with Keeling s recent evolutions, and in the absence of the hourly readings from the engine-room, but he was scribbling away industriously and fast. Now there was bustle through the ship, voices, clatter on the ladders, and Krause realized that the quartermaster was working in that fashion in anticipation of being relieved at the change of watch. Shadowy figures were crowding up into the pilot-house. Another watch was over. The convoy was another thirty miles or more nearer safety.



Thursday. Middle Watch  2400-0400



You did a good job, McAlister, said Krause as the helm was relieved. Well done.

Thank you, sir.

With McAlister at the wheel Keeling had pointed herself straight up the U-boats wake, straight for the U-boat itself.

Carling saluted in the darkness and reported his relief. He went through the ceremonial sentences  ceremonial and yet every word important  with an apparent calm.

Mr Nystrom has the deck, sir, concluded Carling.

Thank you, Mr Carling. Very well.

The flat tone; essential that there should be no suggestion of anything unusual.

Capn, please, sir, I got your coffee.

It was rather a plaintive voice. The messenger had carried that tray up four ladders, with Keeling leaping on the waves and the ladders crowded with the changing watch, and now there was a crowded pilot-house and as always only the jealously-guarded chart-table on which to put the tray.

On the table, said Krause. Quartermaster, make room for it. Thank you, messenger.

Because he had chosen that particular moment to send for coffee the messenger had lost ten full minutes of his watch below. The fortune of war for the messenger, but Krause would have waited until the watch was changed if he had noticed the time. Krause pulled off his right-hand fur glove and wedged it in his left armpit; his hand was cold but he still had full use of it. He poured himself a cup of coffee, fumbling in the darkness, and sipped at it. Scalding hot, too hot to drink despite its long journey up from the wardroom. But the taste and the smell of it were sufficient to start his digestive processes working again. He longed for that coffee; he was accustomed to drinking eight big cups every day of his life and had always guiltily put aside the self-accusation that he was a coffee-hound dependent on a drug.

While the coffee cooled he bit into the sandwich. No onion, just bread and cold corned beef and mayonnaise, but he found himself in the darkness snapping at it like a wolf, biting and chewing frantically. During the last sixteen hours or so of ceaseless activity he had eaten half a sandwich. The present one vanished in a few bites, and Krause lingeringly licked the traces of mayonnaise from his fingers before addressing himself to the coffee. It was now exactly cool enough  just hotter than most people would care to drink it  and he emptied the cup without taking it from his lips and poured himself another in passionate anticipation. He sipped at it; Keeling was pitching very considerably and heeling a good deal, but he held the cup level in the darkness even when an unexpected lurch caused him to shift his footing. A towering pitch on Keelings part sent the coffee, when next he sipped, surging up his upper lip as far as his nose, and it ran down to drip from his chin, but he drank all the rest and felt in the darkness for the pot hoping there would be a third cupful in it. Of course there was not  there never was; only, as far as he could guess, a thimbleful at the bottom of the pot which he tossed off.

It crossed his mind that he could send for another pot, but he virtuously put the temptation aside. He would not be led astray into self-indulgence; he could be firm in the matter of coffee when he had had nearly enough. He had cast the napkin aside from the tray in his initial eagerness, and now it was hopeless to try to find it in the darkness; his handkerchief was out of reach in his bundled clothes, but he wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, secure in the knowledge no one could see him, and then pulled on his glove again. He had eaten and drunk without a moments interruption, and the food and drink brightened his outlook; his momentary depression had vanished. Yet as he moved away from the table he was very conscious of fatigue in his legs  the first time he had noticed it. He determined at that same moment not to notice it; he had often enough before stood balancing on a heaving deck for sixteen hours at a stretch. There was duty still to be done, and endless vistas of days and nights of duty.

What do you have on the screen? he asked down the voice-pipe.

Someone down there gave him distances and bearings; the convoy half a mile abaft his starboard beam although out of sight. A pip three miles ahead.

Thats the British corvette, sir.

Very well.

Screens very fuzzy, sir. And its jumping, too.

Very well.

Over the T.B.S.

George to Harry. Do you hear me?

Harry to George. I hear you. Strength three.

You bear from me zero-eight-zero. Do you have me on your screen?

Yes, we have you, bearing two-six-two, distance three and a half miles.

Very well. Ill cross astern of you. Ill reduce speed and start sonar search now.

Aye aye, sir.

He put down the hand-set.

Mr Nystrom, well come down to standard speed. Start sonar search.

Aye aye, sir.

Set a course to pass astern of James and Viktor. Keep well clear of the convoy.

Aye aye, sir.

Krauses leg weariness asserted itself again, to his considerable annoyance. He had no business to feel tired yet. And he was gloomily conscious that despite his recent meal depression was only just over the horizon of his mind. He knew it because suddenly, agonizingly, the thought of Evelyn came up into his mind. Evelyn and her handsome black-haired young San Diego lawyer. That was a dreadful thought here in this dark Atlantic night, heaving over a black invisible ocean. Evelyn was quite justified in growing tired of him, he supposed. He was dull. And he had quarrelled with her  he should not have done so, but it was hard to avoid it when she resented the amount of time he spent in his ship; she could not understand  that was his fault for not being able to explain. A cleverer man would have made his feelings, his compulsions, clear to her. Three years ago now, and the memories as bitter as ever.

Thinking about it was every bit as bad as the actual experience had been. Fitted and retained  those hideous words which meant so much to him and so little to Evelyn. The quarrels, and then the piercing frightful pain of the news about Evelyn and the lawyer. The pain was as bad as ever, far worse than anything physical Krause had ever experienced. Two years the marriage had lasted; a month of happiness  shamefaced happiness. Evelyns amused astonishment at finding she had married a man who knelt down and said his prayers in all sincerity night and morning; her slightly more irritated surprise that her husband would not leave some dull duty in his ship to his executive officer in order to attend a party; these spoilt it a little.

Krause tried to shake off the memories; he was not self-analytical enough to be aware that this was typical midwatch depression, that it was in these hours when vitality was at a low ebb between midnight and four in the morning that he was assailed by these regrets and yearnings, but he struggled against them. For that matter, it was because of that black-haired lawyer that he was here now, on the tossing Atlantic. He had asked for service on the Atlantic seaboard; he could not face the possibility of seeing Evelyn in San Diego or Coronado, or of hearing fragments of gossip about her. If it had not been tor that lawyer he might have died along with so many of his friends at Pearl Harbour.

That could have been a cheering thought, but Krause did not find it so. In part this black mood was due to the reaction from the tension of war-like operations. Krause, like many good fighting men, felt a sharp keying-up, something akin to exhilaration, in battle, and now, in this comparatively quiet moment, he was paying for it with interest, the more painfully because this was the first time he had had the experience. His infinite sadness encompassed him as closely and as impenetrably as the darkness of the night, while he stood on the bridge suffering useless agonies thinking about Evelyn and her lawyer, and wishing for the moon, wishing that in some impossible fashion he had been able to bring both experience and purity to his marriage. The ping-ping of the sonar was a dirge of his dead happiness.

Eagle on the T.B.S., sir, said Nystrom, and Krause went to it.

Eagle to George! Eagle to George!

Urgency in that English voice.

George to Eagle. Go ahead.

Contact bearing oh-five-oh from us. Were running it down.

Ill turn towards it. What range?

Very distant.

Very well.

The sadness was gone, not only gone but forgotten, as if it had never been. Krause called down to the chartroom for a course.

Ill take her now, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

Dicky to George. Dicky to George!

The T.B.S. summoned him at the moment when he had given the new course.

Weve got a contact too. Distant, bearing nine-seven. And weve got a pip as well. Bearing one-oh-one, range twelve miles.

Very well. Ill come over to you after Ive helped Eagle.

George! George! Another voice breaking into the circuit. Harry here. Do you hear me?

George to Harry. I hear you.

Weve got a pip. Range twelve miles, bearing two four.

Very well. Something must be said besides very well.

Ill send Eagle to you as soon as I can.

This was a fresh attack, perhaps the decisive one, timed for this moment, with the middle watch half-through and vitality and alertness at their lowest in the blackest part of the night.

Eagle to George. Contacts turning. Looks as it shes heading your way.

Very well.

Sonar reports contact, sir. Distant, bearing zero-nine-zero.

Very well.

So nearly dead ahead that there was no purpose in altering course yet.

Eagle to George. Contact bearing two-seven-one from me. Range one mile.

It bears zero-nine-zero from me, distant contact.

Oh-nine-oh, distant. Aye aye, sir. Were turning after it.

Ill alter course to zero-eight-five.

Oh-eight-five. Aye aye, sir.

Otherwise the two ships, not much more than two miles apart, would be heading straight for each other in the darkness.

Left smartly to course zero-eight-five.

Left smartly to course zero-eight-five, sir. Steady on course zero-eight-five.

Sonar reports contact ahead, bearing indefinite. Strong up Doppler.

Strong up Doppler; as he had expected, U-boat and Keeling were heading almost straight for each other at the moment the report was transmitted.

Eagle to George. Contacts still turning. Bearing two-seven-six. Range one-five-double oh. Were still turning after it.

Ill hold my course at present.

Two ships setting to partners in the dark. The sub might complete its circle; she might double back in an S turn. The problem was either to intercept her or drive her back upon Viktor, and to do one or other of these things, or both, without collision and without interference with each others instruments.

Dicky to George! I am attacking.

The Canadian voice had broken in.

Very well.

This was like a juggler keeping three balls in the air at once.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-eight-seven. Range one mile. No Doppler.

Whos on the sonar?

Ellis, sir, replied the talker.

That was good; there was less chance of being deceived by a pillenwerfer.

Eagle to George. It looks as if shes turning back again.

Very well. Ill go on holding my course.

Sonar reports distant explosions, sir.

Very well.

That would be Dickys depth-charges going off.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Strong up Doppler. Range fifteen hundred yards.

Very well. George to Eagle. Hes coming right at me again. Keep clear.

Eagle to George. Aye aye, sir.

That English voice was cold and steady, bearing no hint of the excitement of the hunt.

Eagle to George. We are on course oh-one-oh.

Viktor was squarely astern of the U-boat, and heading to intercept her if she turned to starboard.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Strong up Doppler. Range twelve hundred yards.

Apparently the U-boat had not detected Keeling s presence as yet. All her attention had been directed to evading Viktor, possibly; or her listening devices had been confused by Viktors nearness; or the fact that U-boat and Keeling were exactly bow to bow might be rendering them ineffective.

Sonar reports contact confused, sir. Approximately dead ahead. No Doppler. Range approximately eleven hundred.

Very well.

The U-boat must by now have become aware of Keeling s presence, and was doing something about it.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Its a pill., sir. Range one thousand.

She had let loose a pillenwerfer, Ellis had detected that, but the bubbling thing had prevented him from ascertaining what new course the U-boat had taken.

Sonar reports possible contact bearing zero-nine-two, range eleven hundred yards. Pill, still dead ahead.

So the U-boat had altered course to port most likely; that was its best chance. And thanks to the pillenwerfer she had increased her distance  she had stolen a march on Keeling.

Right standard rudder. Steer course one-zero-zero. George to Eagle. Contact seems to have altered course to port and dropped a pill. I am altering course to starboard. One-zero-zero.

One-double oh. Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports confused contact, sir, on port bow.

With Keeling turning, the contact would be likely to be indefinite.

Eagle to George. Weve only got the pill., sir. No other contact.

Very well.

Keeling and Viktor had the sub between them, and although on their present courses they would be rapidly separating it was the best arrangement until the situation cleared up.

Sonar reports confused contact bearing zero-eight-five. Range twelve hundred yards. Sounds like the pill. Undoubtedly it was the pill.-, but it was hard to imagine what the sub was doing. A sudden sharp alteration of depth might have added to the confusion. Better to hold on as he was doing even though both he and Viktor were diverging from the last-known position of the sub.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-eight-zero. Range thirteen hundred yards. Contact weak.

Getting too far away altogether.

Left smartly to zero-nine-zero. George to Eagle. I am turning to port. Course zero-nine-zero.

Course oh-nine-oh. Aye aye, sir.

Steady on course zero-nine-zero.

Very well.

Sonar reports faint additional contact, range indefinite, bearing three-five-zero.

Three-five-zero? Right abaft his beam despite his turn?

George to Eagle. Do you get anything bearing three-five-zero from me? Range indefinite.

Well try, sir. Three-five-oh.

There was something strange about this. But there was always likely to be something strange about a blindfold hunt for an enemy below water.

Eagle to George! Eagle to George! Weve got something. Very faint. Bearing two-two-oh from us.

Get after it, then, quick.

Abaft Viktors beam, too. Much nearer the safety of the convoy with its propeller noises. Almost out of the danger circles drawn by the wheeling destroyer. The sub had fooled them both completely. Hard to imagine what she had done. Perhaps she had dropped two piltenwerfers and circled sharply between them and had got away at a very different depth. Viktor had less of a turn to make than he had. Better to send her after the contact while he turned away out of her wake and came down on the outside. Right standard rudder. Steer course two-six-zero. Keeling came round, wallowing in the trough, corkscrewing on the quartering sea, and the hunt went on again. Round and round went the destroyers, chasing the faint contacts, dodging each other as they passed in the darkness. Viktor just headed off the U-boat from the convoy; Keeling missed her as she circled, and Viktor missed her as she doubled back. Then closer contacts. Depth-charges from Viktor. Depth-charges from Keeling, rumbling in the windy night, momentarily illuminating the fathomless depths below, and deafening the sonar so that there were long anxious waits before the search could be resumed. Bearings and courses called back and forth between the ships. Circle and turn. This U-boat captain was a foxy fellow. Seas coming in over the low freeboard as Keeling turned her defenceless quarter into them; seas crashing against the forecastle as she wheeled towards them. Hunting and hunting, with every small indication of vital importance; straining to keep the mind alert to draw rapid deductions from vague data. Sudden reports coming in from James and Dodge, out on the flanks, fighting their own battles, but with their situation having to be borne in mind as well. Left rudder.

Right rudder. Orders repeated. Orders countermanded as Viktor turned unexpectedly. A tiring game with death, but never tedious with every moment tense.

Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-four-zero.

Right standard rudder to

Sonar reports torpedoes fired, sir.

The talker broke in on the quartermasters repetition of Krauses order, and tension acutely rose in the pilothouse where it had seemed as if tension could not possibly be screwed up any tighter.

George to Eagle. Torpedoes fired.

We heard em, sir.

Steady on course zero-four-zero, said the quartermaster. There was discipline in the pilot-house.

Torpedoes; the quarry had poison fangs and was slashing back with them at its tormentors.

Sonar reports torpedoes sound fading out, said the talker.

They were not aimed at Keeling, therefore. That had seemed likely to Krause already, bearing in mind her changing course and distance from the contact.

Eagle to George. We are turning away. The English liaison officers voice was positively more languid than usual. Course oh-seven-oh. Oh-eight-oh.

Krause stared out into the darkness where the torpedoes were speeding at fifty knots towards Viktor. There might be a sheet of flame and a detonating explosion out there in five more seconds. Subs, did not fire torpedoes at escorting vessels as often as one might have expected. They were too small and too elusive a target and of too shallow a draft. And probably Doenitzs orders were strict that each U-boat should do her best to expend all her twenty-two torpedoes on bulging cargo vessels.

Sonar reports

Eagle to George. Those torpedoes have missed, sir.

Very well. He could be as nonchalant as any Englishman. No; better not to pose; better to try to establish a warm relationship. Thank God for that. I was worried about you.

Oh, we can look after ourselves, sir. Thank you all the same.

But those were precious seconds to waste on amenities. No time to spare, not with a U-boat trying to break out of the circle. Krause snapped an order over his shoulder at the helmsman before speaking into the T.B.S. again.

Were coming in on course zero-eight-zero.

Oh-eight-oh. Aye aye, sir. Well keep away to starboard.

Viktors compulsory turn away had stretched the circle almost to breaking point  it was to gain herself that relief that the sub had fired the torpedoes, perhaps; only with a faint hope of making a hit. It was necessary to narrow the circle again, to press the pursuit, to continue the contest, as always with one destroyer trying to close in, one steering to intercept, each ready to exchange roles in the intricate figures of the movements in the stormy dark  desperate manœuvres like nothing ever contemplated by admirals a few years ago planning peace-time exercises under simulated wartime conditions. Left rudder. Right rudder. Deep pattern. Thunder and storm and strain. And James firing star-shells out on the left flank, while look-outs reported gunfire in that direction, and sonar reported distant explosions as Dodge fought off attackers on the right, and the convoy lumbered along in the darkness, heading eastward, steadily eastward, towards infinitely distant safety.

Thursday. Morning Watch  0400-0800

Then Nystrom addressing himself to him while Keeling steadied herself on yet one more new course.

Report having been relieved, sir

The mid-watch was over; thirty more miles gained. Four hours had passed half in misery and half in desperate concentration.

Very well, Mr Nystrom. Get some rest while you can.

Aye aye, sir.

Rest? That called his attention to the fact that his legs were aching frantically. His muscles, unconsciously taut with the mental tension, protested as violently as did his joints the moment he thought about it. He moved stiffly to the captains stool in the starboard corner of the pilothouse. He never sat on that stool while at sea; he had a theory that captains should never sit down  it was allied to the theory that all self-indulgence was suspect  but theories were liable to be discarded under practical test. He could have groaned both with pain and relief as he sat down, but instead it was Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-eight-seven.

And now that he had sat down he knew it was pressingly necessary to get down to the head again; and with the self-indulgence of sitting also came the overwhelmingly tempting thought of pots and pots of fiery hot coffee to pour down his throat. But they were closing fast on a contact. Count the seconds. Force the weary brain to think clearly, to try to guess the U-boat captains next move, as the closing range broke off the contact.

Mr Pond!

Fire one. Fire two. K guns fire.

Once more the underwater thunder and lightning, once more the rapid thinking, the sharp helm orders.

Sonar reports indications confused, sir.

Very well. Mr Harbutt, take the conn.

Aye aye, sir.

His barely rested legs would hardly carry him down the tossing ladder as he went down to the head with the red spectacles over his eyes; on his way back he had to pull with his hands to take some of his body weight as his hesitant feet felt their way from rung to rung.

The brief interval away from the bridge gave him time to think about other problems besides the present and instant one of catching the submarine with which he was in contact. He gave the orders as he was at the top of the ladder, and he heard the result over the ships loudspeaker as he came back into the pilot-house.

Now hear this. Hear this. There wont be any routine general quarters this watch. If general quarters goes itll be the real thing. The watch below can have a full four hours in unless theres an emergency.

Krause was glad he had thought of that and decided upon it. He had been in touch with the enemy all day long, and most of the time he had got along without calling all hands to battle stations. The routine of general quarters an hour before dawn would cut into his mens rest and was not necessary with the whole ship keyed up and ready for action as she was. The strain of Condition Two was bad enough. Keeling had been supplied with new weapons and new instruments. The presence of the additional men to man them had strained her living accommodation to the utmost, and yet she did not have enough trained ratings available to supply three watches in Condition Two  and even if she did have them Krause had no idea where they would sleep or how they would be fed. The shortage of trained ratings had led him to divide his ships company into four sections and to institute a routine of watch-and-watch while in Condition Two. He wanted to impose no additional burden on his men, and he wanted to give them all the rest he could. He was more fortunate regarding his officers. Most of them were doing four on and eight off, but even so they might as well be spared an unnecessary call to general quarters.

It had taken Krause all the time he had spent going up and down the ladder to come to this decision; when he re-entered the pilot-house he was ready to take over the handling of the immediate problem. The removal of the red spectacles was a kind of symbolic act, transferring his attention from within the ship to outside it.

Sonar reports uncertain contact, range indefinite, approximately bearing two-three-one.

Is that the first contact since I went below, Mr Harbutt?

Yes, sir.

Wheres Viktor?

Harbutt told him. In the three minutes the situation had moved slowly along usual lines.

Ill take the conn, Mr Harbutt.

Aye aye, sir.

Right full rudder. Steer course one-six-two.

Right full rudder. Steer course one-six-two, sir.

He was back in the hunt again.

Steady on course one-six-two, sir.

Eagle to George. I am closing in on course nine-seven.

Very well.

This particular chase had already lasted three long hours. Although they had not damaged the sub they had at least contrived to keep her from attacking the convoy; they had forced her away to the flank out of the convoys path. Three hours was not a long time for a U-boat hunt; the British Navy had a record of one that had lasted more than twenty-four hours. But at the same time the sub he had been chasing had been using her batteries extensively, going a full six knots much of the time instead of creeping along at three or hanging motionless. The U-boat captain, although he still must have plenty of air, must by now be experiencing a certain anxiety about his batteries, even assuming (as was most likely the case) that when the contact was first made he had only recently submerged and had begun the battle with full air banks and a full charge.

But the U-boat captains worries, while dodging two destroyers, while being depth-charged, while exhausting his batteries, were not to be compared with Krauses. He had herded his enemy away to the flank, but that had left the front of the convoy open to attack. Dodge and James had their hands full, judging by the reports they were making when they had time to spare. It could only be a question of time before the prowling enemy should find the weak spots for which he was probing. To guard the whole circuit round a large convoy with two destroyers and two escort vessels was not just difficult; it was impossible, against a determined enemy under good leadership. In his next moment of leisure, while the next pattern was being fired (so far had Keeling and Krause progressed towards being war-hardened during these twenty hours of battle, that the firing of depth-charges brought a moment of leisure) Krause conjured up a picture of the ideal escorting force  three more escort vessels to guard the front while he and Viktor acted as a pursuit force; two more to reinforce Dodge and James; one to cover the rear; yes, and another pursuit force as well. With eight escort vessels and four destroyers a good job could be done; and air cover; the thought of air cover shot up in Krauses weary mind like a rocket. He had heard of the small carriers that were being built; with radar-equipped planes they would give a wolf-pack a whole lot more to think about. Escort vessels and destroyers and baby flat-tops were coming off the ways as fast as America and England and Canada could build them  newspapers and classified pamphlets assured him of that; somehow they would be manned, he presumed, and in a year or so convoys would be well guarded. But meanwhile it was his duty to fight his way through as best he could with the means at his disposal. Every mans work shall be made manifest.

Right full rudder. Steer course zero-seven-two, said Krause. George to Eagle. I am heading to cross your wake after your next attack.

He had forgotten about sitting down, but his legs had not forgotten. They reminded him about it with vicious aches as he stepped back from the T.B.S. He sank on to the stool and spread his legs. After all, this was in the darkness, and the people in the pilot-house were hardly able to see their captain lounging in such a slack fashion. He had compounded with his sense of what he could permit himself regarding sitting down, admitting that it was necessary, but he still had qualms about what would be the effect upon discipline and esprit de corps if the men upon whom he kept such a taut hand should see him slacking off with so little excuse.

After look-out reports fire in the convoy, sir, said a talker.

He was on his feet again, with hardly time to think of this as retribution for his self-indulgence. There it was; now the rockets were soaring into the night above the flames which he could see; now there was another sharp red glow lighting the upper works of one ship, silhouetting the upper works of another  a torpedo explosion as he watched; the length of the interval told him that this was not a spread bursting as it reached various targets. A U-boat had been deliberately marking down victims one after another.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-seven-seven, said the talker.

He and Viktor were in touch with one U-boat; at any minute a false move by her captain might mean her destruction. Behind him men were dying in the night, the victims of cold-blooded sharpshooting. He had to choose; it was the most painful moment he had ever known, more painful than when he had heard about Evelyn. He had to leave those men to die.

Depth-charges away, said the T.B.S.

If he abandoned the present hunt he could not be sure of making contact with the other U-boat; in fact it was most doubtful that he would. And she had done her damage for the present.

Sonar reports contact confused, said the talker  that was Viktors depth-charges exploding.

He might save some lives; he might. But in the darkness and confusion of the disordered convoy even that was unlikely, and he would be seriously endangering his ship.

I am turning away to port, said Viktor.

Very well.

The U-boat which had done the damage would now be harmless for a short space at least while reloading her tubes. It was humiliating, it was infuriating, that he should find comfort even for one moment in such a thought. Fighting anger and baffled rage surged up inside him, a yearning to run amok, to hit out wildly. He could feel the tension rising within him. He could lose all patience and see red, but twenty-four years of discipline saved him. He imposed self-control upon himself; Annapolis may have taught him that, or perhaps his muchloved father in his boyhood. He forced himself to think as coldly and as scientifically as ever.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-six-eight.

Left smartly to course zero-six-four. George to Eagle. I am turning to port to intercept.

Men were dying behind him, men he was supposed to protect. What he had to do was to solve little trigonometrical problems in his head quickly and accurately, and give his orders calmly, and issue his information intelligibly, and anticipate the submerged U-boats movements as freshly and as rapidly as he had done ever since yesterday. He had to be a machine that did not know emotion; he had to be a machine that did not know fatigue. He had to be a machine uninfluenced by the possibility that Washington and London might think him a failure.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-six-six, range one thousand, said the talker. But it sounds like a pill., sir.

If it were a pill, which way was the U-boat turning? What depth would she take up? He applied himself to those problems while the men in the convoy died. He gave his two hundredth successive helm order.

The darkness was not as impenetrable now. The white wave-tops could be seen overside, and even as far ahead as the bow from the wing of the bridge. Day was creeping towards them from the east, an unutterably slow transition from black to grey; grey sky and grey horizon and a slate-grey heaving sea. Weeping may endure for a night, but joy cometh in the morning. It was not true. The heavens declare the glory of God. These heavens? As Krause noted the coming of the light the well-remembered verses came up into his mind  they had come up in his mind in the old days of Pacific and Caribbean sunrises. Now he thought of them with a bitter, sardonic revulsion of mind. The shattered convoy on the flank; the frozen corpses on the life-rafts; the pitiless grey sky; the certainty that this agony was going to endure until he could bear it no longer  it was more than he could bear already. He wanted to throw in his hand, to cast aside all thought of his duty, his duty to God. Then he drew himself back from the temptation.

George to Eagle. I am holding my course. Keep clear. His voice was as flat and as precise as ever.

The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God. He had nearly said that too, while he could still square his shoulders and while his aching legs could still carry him to the T.B.S.

Contact bearing zero-six-seven, range eleven hundred yards.

Very well.

One more attempt to destroy the hidden enemy. And not one more only; dozens, hundreds if necessary. While Keeling moved in to the attack, while the talker repeated the ranges, there was time to bow his head. Cleanse Thou me from secret faults.

Stand by for deep pattern, Mr Pond.

Aye aye, sir.

Balked by the U-boats turn; helm orders to get into position again; orders to Viktor to head her off. Let us not be weary in well doing.

The wind was still blowing, the sea was still rough, Keeling was still corkscrewing and rolling and pitching. It was as if he had been in that gale and balancing upon that heaving deck for a hundred years. His darkness-accustomed eyes were gradually aware of the interior of the pilot-house  for hours he had seen nothing of it except for one or two glimmering dials and the quartermasters red flashlight. Now he could see it; the shattered windows  one pane with a clean bullet hole but the rest in splinters; fragments of glass over the deck; and his discarded trays  a cup here, a napkin, trampled and dirty, there.

Get this mess cleaned up, Mr Harbutt.

Aye aye, sir.

And there was something strange about Keelings appearance in the growing light. Her upper works were coated with ice, frosted white. Stanchions and stays, torpedoes and life-lines, ice was over them all. The commission pennant at the masthead instead of streaming in the wind was frozen in an untidy loop against the halliard. He could see Viktor now, after this long night of talking with her over the T.B.S. I have heard of Thee by the hearing of the ear, but now mine eye seeth Thee. She stood out white against the grey with the ice upon her also. Now he could actually see her making the turn she had just announced to him over the T.B.S. He had to make the corresponding move; now he could judge it by eye in confirmation of his mental trigonometry.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-six-zero.

It might certainly be called daylight now. At this time yesterday he had secured from general quarters. Today he had saved his men that fatigue. Was that only yesterday? Was it only last evening that those bullets had ripped through the pilot-house? It might well have been last year. And at this time yesterday he had been able to get below; he had eaten bacon and eggs and filled himself with coffee. He had said his prayers and he had had a shower. Unbelievable happiness. It reminded him that during the twenty-four hours since that time he had taken nothing except a sandwich and a half and a few cups of coffee. And he had been on his feet nearly all that time too; he was on them at this moment. He shuffled  he could not walk  to the stool and sat down again, the muscles of his legs throbbing painfully as they relaxed. Palate and throat were dry; he felt nauseated and hungry at the same time. He watched Viktor moving in; he listened to the reports from the talker.

Permission to light the smoking lamp, sir? asked Harbutt.

Krauses mind struggled out of his concentration like a man with his feet embedded in a bog.

Permission granted. Meet her, Quartermaster! Steady as you go.

Now hear this, hear this, began the loudspeaker, broadcasting the permission he had just granted. Harbutt had a cigarette in his mouth and was filling his lungs with smoke, breathing deeply as if he were inhaling the air of Paradise. And all over the ship, Krause knew, the men whose duty kept them on deck were happily lighting cigarettes and breathing them in; through the night no one had been able to smoke whose post of duty was such that match or glowing cigarette could be seen by an enemy. Whiffs of cigarette smoke drifted past his nostrils, wafting with them a momentary memory again of Evelyn. She had smoked  she had been a little puzzled, almost amused, by the fact that her husband did not do so. Coming back from duty to the little house at Coronado he had always been conscious, on first entering the door, of the faint aroma of cigarette smoke combined with the tiniest hint of the perfume Evelyn used.

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-six-four, range eleven hundred yards.

The U-boat captain had outwitted him again, turning to starboard when he planned to head him off on a turn to port. It would call for a long circle to get at him again. He gave a careful order to the quartermaster and conveyed the information to Viktor.

Messenger! Ask the signal-bridge if they have Comconvoy in sight yet.

Innumerable things to do even while he was wheeling about trying to kill a U-boat which would kill him at the first opportunity. Another turn; Viktor had been unable to come round sharply enough to depth-charge the U-boat; it might be possible for Keeling unless the U-boat captain did the right thing at the right time  as he had done repeatedly before.

You timing that, Mr Pond?

Yes, sir.

Contact bearing zero-five-four, range eight hundred yards.

Missed again; the U-boats smaller turning circle had saved her. Ten degrees on Keelings bow meant the U-boat was magically safe from her with both vessels turning as hard as they could.

Eagle! This is George. Ten degrees on my port bow, range eight hundred yards, turning fast.

Our asdics got her on an indefinite range. Well come in on her, sir.

Very well. Ill come round to starboard. Over. Quartermaster! Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-nine-five.

Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-nine-five, sir.

The messenger was hovering beside him.

Signal-bridge reports Comconvoy in sight, sir. Message just coming in. Long message, sir.

Very well.

And here was pink-faced Dawson, the communications officer, freshly shaved and spruce, with his clip-board of messages.

Anything important, Mr. Dawson?

Nothing special, sir. Thank God for that. Except the two weather forecasts, sir.

More freezing weather? Snowstorms? Gales?

What do they say?

Its going to moderate, sir. By twenty hundred wind south to south-west, force three.

Thank you, Mr. Dawson.

As Krause turned to the T.B.S. the fleeting thought passed through his mind that Dawson now would be going down to the wardroom and would have breakfast. Ham and eggs, probably, and buck-wheat cakes, a stack swimming in syrup. And coffee, gallons of coffee.

Shes doubled round the other way, sir, said the T.B.S. Were turning to port, course oh-six-oh, sir.

Very well. Keep after her. Ill come round on to your starboard quarter. Over. Right standard rudder. Steer course one-two-five.

Right standard rudder. Steer course one-two-five, sir. Steady on course one-two-five.

Very well.

The ranges and bearings reported by the talker were being noted by his mind as they came in. For the moment Keeling was not the active pursuer; Viktor had taken over that role and he was jockeying Keeling into position to charge in again if Viktor were balked. In this comparatively passive role  although they were likely to exchange at any moment  he had more leisure than when hot on the U-boats heels. More leisure, even though that was not a great deal, but time at least to take the signal-pad from the waiting messenger from the signal-bridge. Even time to feel, before his eyes focused on it, a feeling of sick apprehension in his stomach while he prepared to read.

COMCONVOY TO COMESCORT. KNOWN LOSSES DURING NIGHT...

Four names staring at him in the signalmans ill-formed print; he went on to read that the convoy was straggling badly and that the list might not be complete. Cadena had saved some lives. Comconvoy went on to submit that it was necessary to cover the rear of the convoy in consequence of straggling.

CHANCE OF PICKING UP SURVIVORS.

Eagle to George! Eagle to George! Shes still going on round. Youll be crossing her bows, sir.

Very well. Ill attack.

Krause waited for a range and bearing. He did trigonometry in his head and thought about the U-boat skipper.

Ill come in on course one-two-zero. Over. Left smartly to course one-two-zero.

But the next bearing told him that the submarine was turning back in the opposite direction.

Right rudder  handsomely.

He had been going to give a course when inspiration came to him, and then inspiration was confirmed by the next bearing that came in.

Meet her! Left rudder! Steady as you go!

Sonar reports contact dead ahead close range.

Inspiration and prompt action had brought its reward; he had this elusive fellow right under his bows. It had been not a feint but a double feint and he was lunging past the disengaged foil.

Mr Pond!

Standing by, sir.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Fire one! said Pond. Fire two!

Down went the depth-charges, and the first deep rumble and lofty pillar of water marked the descent of the first. Sonar, accurate and sensitive though it was, had many serious defects. It could make not even a rough estimate of the depth of the pursued submarine, it gave no results at a closer range than three hundred yards, it could only be used at speeds of twelve knots or less, and it was deafened for several minutes by depth-charge explosions. A destroyer captain was under the same handicap as a duck hunter with a beautiful hard-hitting gun would be with weights on his wrists to slow down his swing, with no power of estimating the height of the flying duck, and as if he had to shut his eyes two seconds before he pulled the trigger and keep them shut for half a minute afterwards.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-one-zero.

The deficiencies of sonar should be made good one way or another; improvements in design might make it more robust; it should not be difficult to devise a gun or a sling that would throw a depth-charge a quarter of a mile ahead  but then the depth-charge would go off just as the destroyer was over it and it would blow the bottom out of her.

Steady on course two-one-zero.

Very well.

These thunderous explosions, those volcanoes of water, had brought no results. Not one of the four depth-charges in that pattern had burst within the necessary thirty yards of the hidden target. Viktor was coming round to take up the attack, and the messenger from the signal-bridge was still at his elbow. Krause had a brief interval available in which to divert his weary mind from the problem of fighting an individual U-boat to a consideration of the welfare of the convoy as a whole; he could re-read that horrible message. A chance of picking up survivors; a chance  the torpedoings had been some hours ago and they would be many miles behind. If they were on life-rafts they would be dead by now in this tossing icy sea. If they were in boats  no, it would take even a destroyer all day to go back, search for them, and rejoin the convoy.

Eagle to George. Weve got her ten degrees on our starboard bow, sir.

Very well. Come on round after her.

Cover the rear of the convoy? He wished he had a ship to spare to do that. Four names on that list of the lost; that made six ships out of the convoy which had been sunk during this twenty-four-hour battle. Dead men by the hundred. And of the enemy one probable sinking and one faintly possible. Would Washington think that was a profitable exchange in this bloody game of beggar-your-neighbour? Would London? Would Doenitz, in his case-mated advance headquarters at Lorient? No matter what anyone thought, was it basically profitable? And no matter even then; he had his duty to do, whether it was a losing phase of the war or a winning one. He could only go on, fight on to the end of his strength.

Eagle to George. Attacking now.

Range and bearing from the talker, noted automatically by the weary mind. Lieutenant Fippler the gunner officer, awaiting his attention  what could he want? Viktors first depth-charge was exploding.

Come right handsomely. Meet her! Steady! Keelings bows were pointed at the fringe of the area of tortured water, to lose no time in making the next attack if one were possible. And still he held the message-pad in his hand, and still the wind blew  no sign of moderating as yet  and still Keeling rose and plunged and corkscrewed over the heaving sea. He handed back the message-pad.

Very well, he said. There was nothing else to say in that respect. He was doing all he could. This is the day which the Lord hath made.

Stand by, Mr Pond!

Aye aye, sir.

The next bearing showed that the U-boat had turned aside, as was to be expected.

Right standard rudder. Steer course  three-two-zero.

Krause was just conscious of that hesitation in his order, and was indignant with himself as far as there was time to be. He had had to glance at the repeater before giving that course; with these distractions he had not been able to carry the tactical situation in his head.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

Fire one! said Pond.

Krause turned to Fippler now. Those seconds while the pattern was being fired, while the depth-charges tumbled down through the dark water, were for Krause moments of freedom, when he could turn his mind to other matters. He need not grow expectant or hopeful about the result of the attack until the depth-charges had had time to burst and the sub had had time to give evidence of damage  if she were damaged.

Well, Mr Fippler?

He raised his hand in reply to Fipplers salute. Fippler was being very formal; not a good sign.

If you please, capn, I have to report about the consumption of depth-charges.

Depth-charges were exploding behind them at this moment.

Well?

Thirty-four expended, sir. This pattern makes thirty-eight.

In the last twenty-four hours Keeling had flung more than seven tons of high explosive over the side.

Well?

Weve only six left, sir. Thats all. I got the extra ones up that we had up our sleeve from the crews living quarters last watch.

I see.

One more burden on his shoulders. A destroyer without depth-charges might be as wise as a serpent, but would be as harmless as a dove. But the present pattern was completed. He had to handle his ship.

Right standard rudder. Steer course zero-five-zero.

A minute more  one only  to decide upon his orders. Yesterday, before he became an experienced fighting man, these seconds would be spent in eager watching, at a time when nothing could really be expected for quite an interval, a whole minute, perhaps.

Thank you, Mr Fippler. We must leave off firing patterns, then.

Thats what I was going to suggest, sir.

Six depth-charges left? One days fighting had consumed nearly all the supply. Not much more fighting would exhaust it altogether. Yet the mathematicians had calculated the odds; the size of the area searched by a pattern varied with the square of the number of depth-charges. Halve the pattern and the chances of a hit were only a quarter of the previous chance. Divide it by three and the chances were only one-ninth. Only one-ninth. Yet on the other hand a single depth-charge bursting within the hearing of a U-boat had an important moral effect, would deter it, would induce it to take evasive action, at least for a time.

There had been time enough now for the last pattern to have taken effect, if it had. Krause looked back over the starboard quarter, at the area where the foam of explosions was dying away. There was nothing but foam to be seen there. Viktor was hovering, waiting to pick up the contact.

Regarding the question of future patterns. To-morrow morning he would just be within the radius of air cover. All the classified pamphlets he had read, all the lectures he had heard at Casco Bay, had emphasized the reluctance of U-boats to engage under the menace of air attack. With the weather moderating he might expect some air cover. Moreover, it was notorious that recently U-boats had refrained from attacking convoys in the eastern quarter of the Atlantic. Those secret charts of sinkings, month by month, that he had seen, all demonstrated this fact.

Eagle to George! Hes turning inside us again. On our starboard bow. Range about one-one-double oh.

Krause gauged the distances and bearings with his eye.

Very well. Keep after him now. Well come in on him next time round.

Aye aye, sir.

Quartermaster, right standard rudder. Steer course zero-nine-five.

Krause visualized the pattern of three depth-charges, in line, and the pattern of four, diamond shaped, and the other pattern of three, V shaped. He remembered the blackboard at Casco Bay, and the diagrams there with the small circles showing the limits of lethal effect dotted over the three-hundred-yard circle marking limits of possible position of sub. Mathematically the pattern of four was far superior to the pattern of three.

He listened to Eagle again on the T.B.S., gauged her course, waited for the next sonar report, and turned Keeling again further to starboard.

During the past twenty-four hours he had been prodigal with his depth-charges, as he had when a little boy been prodigal with his pennies on his first entrance into the County Fair. But in those days when, with empty pockets, he had ruefully contemplated all the other things for which he needed money a kindly father and a smiling mother had each of them smuggled a dime, a whole dime each, into his hot hands; when dimes were important to buy food in that household. But now there was no one to refill Keelings magazines with the depth-charges he had squandered. Krause shook off the memories which had crowded, in one single second, into his tired brain. For that one second in that bleak and cheerless pilot-house he had felt the hot Californian sunshine, and heard the barkers and the calliope, and smelt the cattle, and tasted the spun sugar  and known the utter confidence of the child with a loving parent on either side of him. Now he was alone, with decisions to make.

Well fire single charges, Mr Fippler, he said. The timing will have to be exact. Allow for the last estimated course of the target and for the time of the drop according to the depth setting.

Aye aye, sir.

See that the torpedo officers at the release stations are instructed to that effect before they come on duty. I wont have time.

Aye aye, sir.

Tell Mr Pond now. Very well, Mr Fippler.

Thank you, sir.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-eight-seven. That was the best course to intercept.

George to Eagle! Im coming in now.

The single depth-charge could make no attempt to allow for the U-boats evasive action. It could only be dropped where she would be if she took none. That was not a likely spot; but the odds against any other spot were far higher. The single charge made it more urgent than ever that he should take Keeling in to the attack with the utmost exactitude. But he always had tried to do that; he could not be more exact than he had been. He had to think clearly, methodically, and unemotionally, even if he had to goad his exhausted mind to perform its functions, even though it was becoming agonizingly urgent that he should get down to the head, even though he was thirsty and hungry and his joints ached vilely.

It was time to vary his methods; the U-boat captain might have grown accustomed to the routine Keeling had been employing lately.

George to Eagle. I shall come straight through after attacking this time. Keep on my port bow and move in down my wake as soon as I am clear.

Aye aye, sir.

Thursday. Forenoon Watch  0800-1200

He listened to the ranges and bearings; there was no chance of the sub turning inside him. He realized now that some time back, when Fippler was addressing him, the watch had been changing. A different voice had repeated his helm orders; there had been a coming and going in the pilot-house. Carling was back again awaiting an opportunity to report; but Nourse was at the depth-charge release, the telephone instrument at his lips. He was glad to see him there.

Very well, Mr Carling.

Carling had had some hours of sleep, and his belly was full of ham and eggs, and he was in no pressing hurry to get to the head.

Contact bearing two-eight-two. Range close.

A good interception, tangential to the circle in which the U-boat was presumably turning, as far as he could calculate.

Mr Nourse!

Nourse was timing the moment carefully.

Fire one! said Nourse.

The single depth-charge seemed strange and out of place after all those patterns of four. Keeling kept steadily on her course. Here came Viktor, steering to pass port side to port side, very close indeed, changing rapidly from a full face silhouette to a detailed picture of a ship in profile in frosted ice, the Polish ensign blowing briskly in the breeze, her commission pennant streaming; the muffled-up figures of her look-outs were clearly visible, the people on her bridge  Krause did not know if the British liaison officer to whom he was talking was there or lower down  and then the depth-charge crews at their exposed station astern.

Eagle to George. Do we look as cold as you do, sir?

So he had to joke as well as fight U-boats. He had to goad his weary mind into a prompt reaction, and think of some lighthearted wisecrack, and he was a man who joked with difficulty. He thought academically along the lines of what he believed would be considered funny, and produced an academic pun.

George to Eagle. You look North Polish.

Keelings port bow smacked into Viktors wake as soon as she passed. Back to business.

George to Eagle. I am turning to port. Quartermaster, left standard rudder. Steer course zero-zero-zero.

He had reversed the circle, turning anti clockwise now after several clockwise circles. But perhaps the U-boat captain was paralleling his thoughts.

He went out on to the port wing of the bridge, treading warily on the treacherous surface, and watched Viktor going down to attack. With the bearing changing so rapidly it was not easy to tell by eye if she was altering course at all while running down her contact. The pilothouse even with its shattered windows was warmer, when he returned to it, than the wing of the bridge.

Eagle to George. Weve got her right ahead.

He hoped it would be an unpleasant surprise for the U-boat captain to emerge from one attack and find himself steering straight into another. He hoped more passionately that the attack would be successful, that Viktors next pattern would shatter the sub into an uncontrollable derelict. He saw the depth-charge explosions; three only, one in the wake and one on each side. Viktor was using a V shaped pattern, then, one charge for the place where the U-boat ought to be and one on each side allowing for a turn to starboard or to port.

George to Eagle. I am turning to port. Keep away.

Aye aye, sir.

Left full rudder. Steer course zero-six-nine.

Keeling headed for the centre of the magic circle that she and Viktor marked out with their wakes.

Contact bearing zero-seven-nine. Range distant. That looked as if the U-boat had doubled back after Viktors attack. He would know better with the next reading; meanwhile he must keep his bows on the target. Right smartly to course zero-seven-nine.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range distant. Was the U-boat on a reciprocal course, then? Towards? or away?

Captain to sonar. Is there any Doppler effect?

Sonar answers No, sir.

Very well.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range fifteen hundred yards.

Suspicions grew in Krauses mind  unless the U-boat, crippled, was lying stationary. That was too good to hope for, and the next report strengthened Krauses suspicions.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead. Range thirteen hundred yards. Sonar reports it sounds like a pill., sir.

That was it, then. It was some time since this U-boat had used that device. But which way had she turned after dropping the thing? Had she dropped it before Viktor made her attack or after? It seemed to be a matter of pure chance, but he made himself analyse the situation, looking over at Viktors position, judging the distance ahead, trying to think of what the U-boat captain would do when he heard Viktor moving straight in on him, and quite ignorant of whether Keeling had turned to starboard or port. It was the first time in a long while that Keeling had turned to port. The U-boat captain would guess she would turn to starboard, and would himself turn to port. Then he must make a further turn to starboard.

Right smartly to course zero-eight-nine.

While the helmsman was repeating the order the next report came in.

Contact dead ahead. Range eleven hundred yards. Still sounds like a pill., sir.

George to Eagle. Hes dropped a pill. I am moving out to starboard. Move in on my port beam and search.

Aye aye, sir.

The sub had won itself a respite of two or three, or four or five minutes.

Sonar reports contact with pill, bearing zero-nine-nine, range nine hundred yards.

If he knew what the endurance of those things was it would help him with his estimates, but  he searched back through his memory of all he had heard and read  no data on that point had been supplied to him.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

The bubbles had ended, then; the pillenwerfer had ceased to bob precariously in the limbo of the deep, hauled up by its bubbles and drawn down by gravity. Gravity had won and the mysterious thing was now sinking down and down in the darkness to the sea bed.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

The ripples were widening in the pond; with the passage of every second the circle marking possible position of U-boat was growing larger and larger.

George to Eagle. Ive had no contact.

Neither have we, sir.

Maybe that last attack of Viktors had hit home, maybe the moment after dropping the pillenwerfer the U-boat had been crushed in by a depth-charge close alongside; maybe she had gone down without trace. No; that was unlikely enough to be quite disregarded. The U-boat was still somewhere near, malignant, dangerous. But at twelve knots Keeling was very near the circumference of the circle outside which the U-boat could not possibly be as yet. Viktor was well advanced beyond the centre of that circle.

Left standard rudder. Quatermaster, call out your heading. George to Eagle. I am circling to port. Turn to port, too.

Aye aye, sir. Asdics getting echoes from cold layers, sir.

Very likely. Perhaps the U-boat captain, with a sharp eye on the thermometer readings recording the outside water temperature, had noted a steep rise in the temperature gradient, had sought the cold layer which that indicated, and was now lying deep, deep down, trimmed to a milligram, deathly silent, balanced miraculously upon the invisible and fragile support of a stratum of denser water. The Lord is in His holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before Him  that was a blasphemous thought.

Passing zero-four-zero. Passing zero-three-zero. Passing zero-two-zero.

Keeling was coming round; seconds were passing rapidly, and every second precious. Over the port quarter Viktor was turning less sharply, searching in a quarter so far unexplored.

Passing three-four-zero. Passing three-three-zero. Passing three-two-zero.

Now Viktor was on her port bow; now she was right ahead.

Sonar reports no contact, sir.

Very well.

Passing two-eight-zero. Passing two-seven-zero. Passing two-six-zero.

Sonar reports echoes, sir. No contact.

Very well.

The same kind of echoes as Viktor had reported from a little farther away. Many cold streaks of water here, deflecting away the sonar beam if the U-boat was indeed lying stationary here. But she might have slipped away unobserved; she might be two miles, three miles distant by now, her crew laughing derisively at the spectacle of two destroyers circling round and round and round, seeking where they could not possibly find.

Passing two-zero-zero. Passing one-nine-zero. Passing one-eight-zero.

They were completing the circle. Was it any use going on with the search? Krause considered the question with the rigid and unrelenting analysis he applied to his nightly, review of his actions during the day before his evening prayers. Would it be feeble, faint-hearted, irresolute, light-minded, to abandon the search? He was aware of his fatigue; was he allowing his fatigue to influence his judgment? He wanted to get down to the head; he wanted food and drink. Was he allowing these human weaknesses to deflect him from a determination which he ought to maintain? This was the only kind of self-analysis that Krause ever knew. With his minds eye he looked coldly at the wriggling worm, the weak and sinful creature which was Commander Krause, spineless in the presence of temptation and untrustworthy in the presence of an opportunity to err. Yet he came, reluctantly, to admit that perhaps in this case the feeble creature was right.

Passing one-two-zero. Passing one-one-zero.

Steady on course zero-eight-zero, he ordered, and then, into the T.B.S., I am going east to the head of the convoy. My course zero-eight-zero.

Oh-eight-oh. Aye aye, sir.

Make one more sweep and then patrol round the stragglers.

Patrol round the stragglers. Aye aye, sir.

Steady on course zero-eight-zero, sir.

Very well.

He could not quite remember when he had begun this hunt, but it must be seven hours ago or so. Now he was giving it up. He felt a moment of regret, a moment of self-doubt. Submarine hunts had been called off before this, often enough; but that did not mitigate the feeling of failure even so. Over on Keelings port side, from just forward of the beam to the quarter, the convoy was just in sight over the horizon. It had certainly straggled during the night as a result of the torpedo attack; it was spread out like smoke trailing from a stack. Viktor would have her hands full covering all that vulnerable flank and herding the stragglers back into formation. He went wearily over to the stool and sank down on it. Thigh muscles and calf muscles, knee joints and hip joints, were all aching horribly, and in those first few seconds after he had sat down they ached even more sharply with the returning circulation. The physical exhaustion and discomfort were sufficient at the moment to distract his mind from his disappointment and feeling of mental lassitude. Hours and hours ago he had told James he would send Viktor over to help her; and he had told Dodge he would bring Keeling to her assistance. Light-heartedly he had made her promises, conditional ones as soon as I can; after Ive helped Eagle  without a suspicion of how long and how fruitless his chase would be. He called up Dodge and James on the T.B.S. and listened to their reports, bracing himself to pay close attention. Dodge was seven miles away on his starboard bow  that was how far her operations during the night had drawn her  making her way back to her station having lost contact with the enemy. Looking in that direction through his binoculars, he could just see her, a more solid nucleus in the hazy horizon. James was over on the left flank beyond the convoy, out of sight but close up to station.

One moment, please, sir, said the T.B.S., the wording, so oddly like that of a long-distance operator, in quaint contrast with the precise English accent. A new voice made itself heard in Krauses listening ear.

This is Lieutenant-Commander Rode, commanding, sir.

Good morning, Captain, said Krause. Formality always boded ill.

As soon as we are in visual touch I shall make a report to you, sir. I am taking this opportunity of calling your particular attention to it.

You cant tell me now? asked Krause.

No, sir. Jerrys been in on this circuit more than once during the night. He has an English-speaking rating who chips in with rude remarks, and I wouldnt like him to hear this.

Very well, Captain. I shall await your report.

It could only be bad news, of course. Fuel problems almost for certain; depth-charge shortages very likely. But at this moment he had his own personal problem, the extreme necessity of getting down to the head. That was something that, having been postponed for hours, could not be postponed one minute more after thinking about it. Charlie Cole was entering the pilot-house.

Wait for me a minute, Charlie, said Krause. Take the conn, Mr. Carling.

Aye aye, sir.

As he lowered himself heavily down the ladders there was some comfort in the thought that Cole was on the bridge, even though the conn was officially handed over to Carling. He climbed heavily back again. This ship of his, with which he was so utterly familiar, seemed foreign to him in his present condition. The sights and sounds and smells which he knew so well seemed to threaten him, like jagged reefs surrounding a ship creeping into narrow, uncharted waters. He had been so long on the bridge, and in a state of such intense concentration, that the real world seemed unreal; furthermore, he had to keep that real world out of his mind, so as not to break the chain of his thinking.

It was a major physical effort to climb the last ladder to the bridge where Cole was awaiting him, and when he had achieved it he sank unashamedly on the stool.

Ive ordered something for you to eat, sir, said Cole. I suppose theres no chance of your taking it in the wardroom.

No, said Krause.

His mind was still at work assembling the details of keeping his command as efficient as possible. He fixed his eyes on Cole; the tanned, fleshy face was somewhat drawn with fatigue. Over the cheeks sprouted a thick growth of beard, something most unusual, for Lieutenant-Commander Cole was careful about his appearance.

You spent the night in the plot, said Krause, accusingly.

Most of it, sir.

Have you eaten anything yourself?

Not much, sir. Im just going to.

Youd better. I want you to have a good breakfast, Charlie.

Aye aye, sir. Ill just go aft first and see

No. I dont want you to, Commander. A good breakfast, and then I want you to turn in for at least two hours. Thats an order, Commander.

Aye aye, sir.

At least two hours. Very well, Charlie.

Aye aye, sir.

There was no more than half a seconds hesitation about Charlie Coles salute. He did not want to leave his captain there on the bridge, with his white face and his hollow cheeks and his staring eyes. But there was no chance of argument when an order had been given. That was naval discipline, which had them all in a rigid grip, which the exigencies of war did no more than tighten slightly. Keeling was in the presence of the enemy and Krause on the bridge was at his post of duty and it was inconceivable that he should leave it. Navy Regs and the Articles for the Government of the Navy were quite definite about that. Consideration of any other course led into flights of fancy wilder than the thoughts of a lunatic. Krause could have summoned the medical officer to the bridge, he could have had himself certified as unfit tor duty, and then he could have left his post and taken a rest. Only a lunatic could think of an officer going voluntarily through such a humiliation, and it would be beyond any lunatics imagination to conceive of a man with Krauses rigid pride and overwhelming sense of duty submitting to it. Certainly the possibility never developed even in embryo in Krauses thoughts. It was as far from his mind as a dereliction from duty would be, which meant that it never came into existence at all.

Here was a messenger with a tray.

Exec, told me to bring this first without waiting for the rest, sir, he said.

It was coffee; the inevitable set-up with the cream and sugar that he never used, but he viewed it as Galahad would have viewed the Holy Grail. Krause tugged off his gloves and snatched at it. His hands were numb and trembled a little as he poured. He swigged off the cup and refilled and drank again. The warmth as the coffee went down called his attention to the fact that he was cold; not acutely, perishingly cold but chilled through and through as if nothing would ever quite warm him again.

Get me another pot, he said, replacing the cup on the tray.

Aye aye, sir.

But as the messenger turned away the Filipino mess-boy took his place, also with a tray in his hands; a white cloth covered it, and the humps and valleys of the cloth hinted at much beneath. When he lifted the cloth he saw marvels. Bacon and eggs  no, ham and eggs with hashed brown potatoes! Toast, jelly, and more coffee! Charlie Cole was a wonderful man. Yet it was a proof of the weariness of Krauses legs that he sat on the stool contemplating these wonders for a short space wondering what to do next. The stool was just too high for him to hold the tray on his knees; the alternative was to put the tray on the chart-table and eat standing up, and Krause experienced a brief hesitation before he decided upon it.

On the table, he said, and hobbled after the mess-boy.

And when he addressed himself to the tray then he experienced another momentary hesitation. It was almost as if he were not hungry; he might almost have told the boy to take the tray away again. But with the first mouthfuls that feeling disappeared. He ate rapidly, with the cold wind from the broken windows of the pilot-house blowing round him. Fried eggs may not have been the most convenient things to eat while standing up on a heaving deck, but he did not care, not even when yellow drips fell on his sheepskin coat. He shovelled the potatoes into his mouth with the spoon. He spread jelly on the toast with an egg-smeared knife. He wiped his plate with the last fragment of toast and ate that too. Then a third cup of coffee, not swigged down madly like the first two, but drunk more at leisure, savouring it like a true coffee-hound, with the added pleasure of knowing that there was a fourth cup yet to be drunk. The pleasure was not even spoiled when a sudden recollection came to him of a duty yet unfulfilled. He bowed his head for a moment.

I thank Thee Oh Lord for all Thy mercies

There had once been a kind and understanding father. Krause was fortunate in that memory; that father had been able to smile at the excusable naughtiness of a little boy even though he led the life of a saint himself. Krause was not harassed by the thought of sin at having forgotten to say his thanks until his meal was nearly completed. That would be understood and forgiven him. The letter killeth but the spirit giveth life. Krauses severest and most unrelenting judge, of whom he went in fear, was Krause himself, but that judge had luckily never taken ritual sin under his jurisdiction.

He finished the third cup and poured the fourth, and turned to find the messenger beside him with yet another pot on a tray. He had given the order before he knew about the breakfast tray, and now he contemplated the results a little aback.

Cant drink that now, he said, and looked round for help. Mr Carling, would you have a cup of coffee?

I could use it, sir.

Carling had been on the chilly bridge for two whole hours. He poured himself a cup and added cream and sugar to reveal himself as the sort of man he was.

Thank you, sir, said Carling, sipping.

In his present state of well being Krause could exchange a grin with him. Wink-wink-wink; out of the tail of his eye he could see a signal flashing far down on the northern horizon. That would be James sending the message about whose coming he had been warned, yet he could finish his fourth cup without any diminution of pleasure. He pulled on his gloves again over his chilly hands, told the mess-boy to remove the tray, and limped back to the stool again. The meal had eased some of his weariness; he was deliberately seating himself so as not to incur more fatigue than necessary. A whole day of battle had made a veteran of him. The message reached him from the signal-bridge as soon as he sat down.

JAMES TO COMESCORT. OWING TO PROLONGED ACTION

DURING NIGHT...

It was exactly what he had expected. James was down to the danger point as regards oil fuel. She had no more than nine depth-charges left. One days hard steaming or half an hours action with the enemy would equally leave her helpless. The message only contained these bare facts; it made no submissions, and the only excuse it made was in its opening words. If he were to detach James now she would at economical speed fetch Londonderry safely. If he retained her it could be highly questionable. He could imagine that tiny little ship lying helpless off the northern coast of Ireland, a prey to any enemy  and there might be many  in the air or below the surface or even on it. Yet she still had value as part of the escort. With her guns she could out-fight  only just  a submarine on the surface. Her nine remaining depth-charges, dropped singly but at the right moments, might keep a submarine away from the convoy for a vital few hours. Her sonar might guide Keeling or Viktor in to a decisive attack; even its steady pinging, heard by a listening submarine, might have a deterrent effect.

If they lived through to-day and to-night he might expect some air cover to-morrow, and then it would not be wildly difficult to take her in tow  one of the merchant vessels could do it. He balanced possible loss against possible gain. The captain of the James had been perfectly correct in calling his commanding officers attention to the condition of his ship; it would have been negligence on his part not to do so. Now the responsibility was Krauses. He took the pad and pencil and began to print out the reply. Despite the hot coffee he had drunk he was only just warm enough to control the pencil sufficiently to be legible.

COMESCORT TO JAMES. CARRY ON USING UTMOST ECONOMY IN FUEL AND AMMUNITION.

That much was easy, once the decision had been reached. But it might be well to add a heartening word, and it was strange how his mind, still capable of grasping and analysing facts, balked like a stubborn mule at the demand for something further. He wrote WE CANNOT SPARE YOU and then, with the utmost deliberation, crossed those words out with three thick lines to make sure they would not be transmitted. They were perfectly true, but a sensitive or touchy recipient might read them as an answer to an unexpressed appeal to be released from escort duty, and there was no such unexpressed appeal in the message he had received. Krause would not willingly hurt any mans feelings except for the good of the cause in which he was fighting, and it would emphatically not be for the good of the cause to hurt the feelings of the captain of the James. He sat with pencil poised trying to think of the right thing to say. No inspiration came to him. There was only the hackneyed expression which he must use since his mind refused to think of anything better.

GOOD LUCK.

He was in the act of handing the pad back to the messenger when the next idea came.

WE ALL NEED IT.

That would soften the cold official wording. Krause knew academically that a human touch was desirable in these relationships even though he himself had never felt the need of it. He would be perfectly content to do and die in reply to a badly worded order from a superior and would feel no resentment at the absence of a polite phrase. What he did feel was a dull envy of the captain of the James who had no more to do now than to obey orders and no more responsibility than to execute them to the best of his professional ability. He gave the pad to the messenger. Be thou faithful unto death  he nearly said those words aloud, and the messenger, on the point of saluting, seeing him open his mouth and shut it again, waited to hear what he had to say.

Signal-bridge, said Krause harshly.

Aye aye, sir.

With the departure of the messenger Krause was aware of a new and strange sensation. For the moment he was not being compelled to do something. It was the first time in more than twenty-four hours that instant and important decisions were not being forced on him. There were a hundred minor tasks he could profitably undertake, but he could actually choose between them at leisure. In his fatigued state of mind he contemplated this strange fact as someone in a dream  not in a nightmare  contemplates a new and odd development in what he is dreaming. Even when Carling came and saluted, this new condition was not disturbed.

Next change of course due in ten minutes, sir, said Carling.

Very well.

It was a routine change of course on the part of the whole convoy, and Carlings warning was merely in accordance with Krauses standing orders. The convoy could wheel without Krauses intervention being called for. And yet  perhaps he should intervene. The convoy was in disorder, and the wheel would accentuate that and prolong it. It might be better if the wheel did not take place. Krause mentally drafted the order he would flash to Comconvoy. Negative change of course, maintain present course. No. Better to let matters continue. The convoy would be expecting the change of course, and might be confused if it did not materialize. And when the next routine change of course became due there would be certain confusion as to which change was expected of them this time. Order, counter order, disorder; at more than one lecture at Annapolis he had heard that quotation, and during twenty years of service he had seen its truth demonstrated scores of times. He would let the routine continue.

Commodore signalling for change of course, sir, said Carling.

Very well.

What was this? Something else new and strange. An unreal brightness in the bleak pilot-house. The greyness of the morning was lifting; it was unbelievable. Up in the sky, forward of the starboard beam, Krause actually saw it, a pale, watery sun, more like the moon than the sun but the sun all the same, just visible through the high, thin cloud blowing before its face. The sun; for five seconds it was definitely bright enough for the stanchions to cast the faintest shadows, moving on the deck as the ship rolled. The faint shadows endured for one roll of the ship, moving to port and then to starboard before fading out again while the pale disc vanished for good behind the high cloud. Truly the light is sweet and a pleasant thing it is for the eyes to behold the sun.

Execute, sir, said Carling.

Very well.

Krause heard the helm order given and repeated. Next moment, it seemed to him, he found himself falling off his stool, swaying right over to one side, falling endlessly as he did sometimes in nightmares. He caught himself up before he had swayed actually more than an inch or two. It was no nightmare. He had really been asleep and had nearly fallen from the stool. He straightened himself up and stiffened his back profoundly shocked at his behaviour. Drowsiness shall clothe a man with rags. It was quite disgraceful that he had allowed sleep to creep up on him unawares. He had never had the experience before in his life. It was only thirty hours since he had been awakened in readiness for yesterdays general quarters after two hours of perfectly sound sleep. There was absolutely no excuse for him to nod off. But now he had had his warning. He had discovered the insidiousness of the enemy he had to fight against. He would never let it happen again. He got down from the stool and stood erect. The protests of his leg muscles would keep him awake; and his feet were painful now that he stood on them. It really seemed as if his shoes were far too tight for him, as if his feet had grown a size larger during the night. He thought for a moment of taking off his shoes  old and tried companions though they were  and sending down for the slippers in his cabin. But the idea only grew up in his mind to be cut down again instantly. A captain had an example to set and should never appear at his post of duty in slippers; and self-indulgence whether physical or moral was something treacherous and rightly suspect  he had had a clear example of that just now when he fell asleep on his stool. And  and  perhaps if he stood long enough his feet would go numb and cease to hurt him so.

Mr Carling, we had better come to course one-two-zero and patrol back again across the front of the convoy.

One-two-zero. Aye aye, sir.

A few minutes ago the pinging of the sonar had been a monotonous lullaby lulling him into unconsciousness. Now it was a hard persistent reminder to him to do his duty. I will not give sleep to mine eyes nor slumber to mine eyelids. His eyes did not feel dry or swollen; it was no effort at all to keep his eyelids lifted. That meal that he had eaten had helped to betray him, enmeshing him in the torpor that comes with a full belly  one more example of the dangers of self-indulgence.

He forgot all this when the warning bell rang beside the voice-tube. His feet did not feel painful as he strode to answer it.

Captain.

Capn, sir, theres a pip just showing up. At least I think its a pip, sir. Screens very bad. Pip bearing zero-nine-two, range nine miles, sir. Now its gone. Not sure, sir.

Was it better to turn in that direction or maintain the present course? At the moment they were heading to interpose between the possible pip and the convoy; it would be better to maintain course.

I think its there again, sir. Wish I could be sure.

The radar had behaved as well as a radar could be expected to behave for several days now; it was due to start acting up at any time. And at that range  Krause knew the figures, but automatically he did a square root in his head and multiplied by a coefficient  a sub trimmed right down would hardly appear on any radar screen. In any case his present course was a satisfactory one for the next few minutes.

How would that pip bear from Dodge? he asked down the tube. He could have arrived at a fair approximation mentally, and would have trusted it in the heat of action, but now there was time to spare, for a wonder.

Zero-seven-zero, range thirteen and a half miles, sir, replied the plot.

The little ships radar antenna was not as lofty as Keelings; she could offer no confirmation, then, and certainly there was no chance at present of getting a cross-bearing.

Very well, he said.

If this is a pip, sir, said the tube, the range and bearings staying constant. It may be the screen.

Very well.

It might be a defect of the radar; on the other hand  he went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge and looked over the quarter. There was a disgraceful amount of smoke rising from the convoy. Captains were calling for an extra knot or two to jockey their ships back into station, and this was the result. With the wind moderating and backing the smoke was rising higher than yesterday; it would mark the position of the convoy for fifty miles. It might easily be in sight of a sub out there, and if that sub was doing an end around in consequence it could easily be maintaining a constant range and bearing from Keeling. What was the use of radar at all if the ships he was supposed to protect announced their presence to enemies far beyond radar range?

There was no bitterness in Krauses soul as he asked himself that question. He was beyond that stage, just as he was beyond the stage of buck-fever. He had matured very considerably during the last day. An excellent upbringing as a child; a sound Annapolis training; long experience at sea; even these were not as important as twenty-four hours at grips with the enemy. He noticed that the gloved hand that he laid on the rail detached a thin sliver of ice; there was a row of water-drops along the rails lowest curve. A rapid thaw was in progress. The ice was melting from stays and guys. The commission pennant had unfrozen itself and now flapped as it should. He was quite calm even though he had a possible submarine not far outside the range of his guns, and the marked contrast between his condition now and his excitement when yesterdays first contact was made was not due to the apathy of fatigue.

In the pilot-house the voice-tube had an announcement to make to him.

I cant see that pip any longer, sir.

Very well.

They continued to churn along diagonally across the front of the convoy. Dodge was plainly in sight on her station beyond the starboard flank.

Permission granted, said Carling into a telephone. He caught Krauses eye and explained. Ive given permission to shift steering cables, sir.

Very well.

Krauses standing orders left that decision to the officer of the deck, and Carling had given permission without consulting his captain, as he was entitled to do. If there were a sub just outside radar range it might not be the best moment to choose. But the change should be made daily, and at the present moment there were no contacts. And it was to Carlings credit that he had accepted that responsibility; it was possible he had learned something in the last twenty-four hours.

In Keeling s present position it was easy to get a good view of the starboard halt of the convoy; visibility was certainly nine miles now. Through his binoculars Krause could see the ships, various in their paint and design, still trailing astern; close beyond them he could see Viktors unmistakable foremast as she rode hard on them. They were gradually closing up. Satisfied, Krause gave the order.

Time to head back, Mr Carling, he said.

Aye aye, sir.

Krause pretended unconcern; it was his duty to know how Carling reacted.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-six-zero, said Carling.

It had not been a very exacting test, to lay Keeling on a course patrolling back again across the front of the convoy, but Carling had passed it quickly and correctly. If the Navy was going to expand as prodigiously as apparently it was going to, Carling might easily be commanding a destroyer in battle in six months time  if he lived.

Steady on course zero-six-zero, said the helmsman.

It occurred to Krause that it might be provident to get down to the head again; it was over an hour since he had drunk four cups of coffee.

Periscope! Periscope! shouted the starboard-side look-out. Starboardbeam!

Krause sprang out, binoculars to his eyes, sweeping the sea on the starboard beam.

Still there, sir!

The look-out pointed madly with his hand while staring through his binoculars.

Zero-nine-nine! Three miles  four miles!

Krause trained his glasses slowly outwards; the 8-shaped area of vivid magnification which he saw advanced farther from the ship with the movement of the glasses. He saw it  it was gone  he caught it again, as he balanced with the roll of the ship. The slender grey cylinder sliding along over the surface, with a ripple of white at its base, a thing of immeasurable, serpent-like menace.

Right full rudder, he roared, and in the same breath as a fresh thought came up into his mind, Belay that order! Steady as you go!

Carling was beside him.

Make sure of that bearing! he snapped over his shoulder.

Then, slowly, as if with sneering self-confidence, the periscope very gradually dipped below the surface. The wind passeth over it and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more.

One-six-zero, sir, said Carling; and then added, honestly. Couldnt be sure, sir.

Very well.

Krause stared on through his glasses. He wanted to make certain that the periscope did not immediately reappear for a further look round. He made himself count to twenty slowly.

You have the conn, Mr Carling, he said. Come to course one-seven-zero.

One-seven-zero. Aye aye, sir.

During the time the periscope had been visible Keeling and submarine had been on practically opposite courses. Krause had belayed his order for an immediate turn to encourage the sub in the idea that the periscope had not been sighted. The last information the sub had was that Keeling was still peacefully heading away from the point of danger; the sub might continue in a fools paradise, believing that she had slipped unobserved through the gap between Keeling and Dodge, and thinking that she was heading without opposition for that very important tactical point close in to the convoy and broad on its bow from which she could launch a series of torpedoes at its vulnerable beam.

George to Dicky! George to Dicky! said Krause into the T.B.S. Do you hear me?

Dicky to George. I hear you. Strength four.

I sighted a periscope a minute ago, distance three to four miles and bearing approximately one-six-zero from me.

Three to four miles. One-six-oh. Yes, sir, said a calm Canadian voice.

It seemed to be heading on course two-seven-zero, for the flank of the convoy.

Two-seven-oh. Yes, sir.

I am now on course one-seven-zero to intercept.

One-seven-oh. Yes, sir. Heres the captain, sir.

An incisive voice made itself heard in Krauses ear. Compton-Clowes speaking. The Canadian captain was one of the rare examples of a Canadian with a hyphenated name. My officer of the watch took your data, sir. I am turning to course oh-two-oh to intercept.

Very well.

From where he stood Krause could see the silhouette of the upper works of the little ship foreshortening as she made the turn. Krause wondered if perhaps a course more directly towards the last-known position of the sub might not be more forceful. Compton-Clowes apparently thought it would be safer to make sure of an intercepting position, and likely enough he was right. The most important objective was to drive the sub away from the convoy. To destroy the sub was an important objective but not the only one. Especially  Krause knew just what Compton-Clowes was going to say before he started speaking again.

If we get into a position to attack, sir, said Compton-Clowes, I shall be forced to use singe depth-charges. My supply is low.

So is mine, said Krause.

The analogy of the handicapped duck hunter who had to shut his eyes before shooting could be carried a little further. Seeing that only single depth-charges could be used it was as if the duck hunter, with all his previous handicaps, now had to abandon his shot-gun for a rifle  for a smooth-bore musket.

We have to turn him away, said Krause. Keep him down until the convoy gets by.

Yes, sir. My noon report about my fuel will be coming in to you soon.

Is it very bad? asked Krause.

It is serious, sir, but I wouldnt say it is very bad.

It was some sort of comfort to hear that something was only serious.

Very well, Captain, said Krause.

Even Krause was aware of a certain unreal quality about the situation, to be carrying on a quiet conversation in this manner while both ships were heading towards a hidden submarine. They might be two bankers discussing the state of the money market rather than two fighting men moving into battle. But hard reality pushed far enough became unreal; nothing more could excite surprise or dismay, just as a lunatic feels no surprise at his imaginings. Physical fatigue played its part in keeping Krause cold and calm  and very likely was doing the same with Compton-Clowes  but mental satiety was more important. Krause was making these opening moves in the battle much as he might go through a ritual game to oblige some children; something that might as well be well done, but in which he felt no passionate personal interest.

Good luck to us both, sir, said Compton-Clowes.

Thank you, said Krause. Over.

He spoke down the voice-tube to the plot.

How long before we cross the sub.s predicted course?

Twelve minutes, sir.

That was Charlie Coles voice again. Had two hours elapsed since he had given Cole that order to take two hours rest? Perhaps it would be as well not to inquire. If Cole were dead asleep in the deepest bowels of the ship he would hear about the sighting of a periscope, and it would take a great deal to keep him out of the chartroom then.
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Yet it was likely to be two hours; here was the watch changing. Carling saluting and going through the ritual of reporting being relieved. One thing must be promptly done.

You have the conn, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

His weary legs carried him to the loudspeaker.

This is the captain. You men just coming on watch had better know that we sighted a periscope ten minutes ago. Were after him now. Keep on your toes.

He was glad he had secured from battle stations yesterday. Otherwise the ship might have been at general quarters ever since yesterday morning; every member of the ships company might be as tired as he was, and that would not be so good. Krause knew that there were men who did not go on even trying to produce their best when they were tired.

On the wing of the bridge he took stock of the situation. Dodge over there would not be very far ahead of the leading ship of the right-hand column of the convoy when the chase came. Nor would Keeling be too far for that matter. It was the same speeding up of time. Leisure at first, and then events moving more and more rapidly, space contracting and time hurrying.

Sonar reports distant contact bearing one-six-zero, sir, said the talker suddenly.

Already? The sub had not followed, submerged, the best course she could have chosen, then.

Contact ten degrees on my port bow, said Krause into the T.B.S.

Aye aye, sir.

Ill take the conn, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

He was practically on a collision course with the sub., it seemed. It was the first meeting of the blades in a bout with a new opponent. In the old days with his opponents, foil button in front of the wire of his mask, and the feeling of the first contact running quivering up his wrist and arm, it had been necessary to size up an opponent as rapidly as possible, to gauge the strength of the other mans wrist, the rapidity of his movements and reactions. Krause was doing the same now, remembering that over-long exposure of the periscope and taking into account this not very suitable underwater course of the sub. The captain of this new sub was not like the man who had shaken off Keeling s pursuit, and Viktor s, earlier in the day. He had less finesse and less caution. He might be inexperienced, he might be over-bold, he might even be fatigued.

Sonar reports distant contact bearing one-six-one, said the talker.

No need for a helm order as yet, with the bearing so little altered. Better to wait. Nourse was at his side.

Id better fire single charges, sir? said Nourse.

It was a statement with a question mark at the end. Nourse could give his opinion but the responsibility was Krauses. The handicapped duck hunter had a choice; one shot with a shot-gun or six with a rifle. Krause thought of all the patterns Keeling had fired without result. The objective was to keep the U-boat down, slow, blind, and comparatively harmless until the convoy had passed on. But one well-placed pattern might destroy her, and this seemed as good an opportunity as ever might present itself. The temptation was enormous. And then Krause thought of what his situation would be like if he fired all his depth-charges now and missed. He would be practically helpless, useless. The objective had not changed.

Yes. Single charges, said Krause.

He had forgotten the weariness of his legs and his aching feet; tension had not mounted as rapidly this time but he was tense again, with the need for rapidity of decision.

Sonar reports

Periscope! said the other talker breaking in; in the pilot-house they heard the yell from forward at the same moment. Forward look-out reports periscope dead ahead.

Krause put his glasses to his eyes; the port side 40 mm., just forward of the bridge, suddenly began to fire tonk-tonk-tonk. Then nothing for a moment. Krause had just seen the splashes thrown up by the 40 mm shells. Then the two talkers both began to speak at once.

Sonar first, said Krause.

Sonar reports contact bearing one-six-four, range two thousand yards.

Forward look-out reports periscope disappeared.

Gun forty-two opened fire at periscope dead ahead. No hits.

This U-boat captain certainly had a different technique. He had not trusted his listening instruments. He had not been able to resist taking a peep through his periscope. What would be his reaction at the sight of Keelings bows pointing right at him? Helm over, most probably. But which way? On across Keelings bows or an instinctive flinching away? The next report might show. And dive deep or stay at periscope depth? Dive deep, most likely.

Deep setting, Mr Nourse.

Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, range fifteen hundred yards.

She was crossing Keelings bows, then. She had probably used left rudder.

Right smartly to course one-eight-zero.

Right smartly to course one-eight-zero. Steady on course one-eight-zero.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, range thirteen hundred yards.

He had anticipated the U-boats movement, then. She had come sharply round. Better lead her another ten degrees more.

Right smartly to course one-nine-zero. Then into the T.B.S. Contact crossing my bows, range thirteen hundred yards. I am turning to starboard.

Aye aye, sir.

Steady on course one-nine-zero.

Very well.

Sonar reports contact bearing one-eight-zero, range eleven hundred yards.

Ten degrees to port? Suspicious. If sonar had reported a Doppler effect at the same time it would be more suspicious, though. Wait. Wait.

Sonar reports contact bearing one-seven-five, range twelve hundred yards.

That was it. The sub was circling right away. Keeling s last turn had been worse than unnecessary; it had increased distance and wasted time. Krause felt a momentary annoyance with himself. But how far round would the sub turn? Lead her or follow her?

Left standard rudder. Steer course one-seven-five. Into the T.B.S. Contacts circling. I am turning back to port.

Aye aye, sir.

Dodge was drawing up to her station on the edge of the ring, ready to enter into the combat. The convoy was closing on them steadily. There were many factors to be borne in mind at the same time.

Contact bearing one-seven-two, range twelve hundred yards.

Wait for it. Wait. Wait.

Contact bearing one-six-six, range steady at twelve hundred yards.

She was coming right round, then, and at a very slow speed.

Left full rudder. Steer course one-five-five. Into the T.B.S. I am still turning to port.

Aye aye, sir.

Sonar reports contact dead ahead, range one thousand.

This time he had scored a point. He had closed on his victim by two hundred yards and still had her dead ahead. He must rub the advantage in and anticipate again.

Left full rudder. Steer course one-four-zero.

Round they went in the circle, closing in to the point of equilibrium.

Dicky to George! Dicky to George! Contact, sir. Bearing oh-six-four, range one thousand.

Come in, then.

The rat had doubled away from one terrier to head for the jaws of the other. A pity that both terriers were so nearly toothless. Krause watched Dodge steady herself on her new course; saw her swing a trifle and then a trifle more as the desperate U-boat came out of her circle. Quick thinking was necessary. In one hundred and eighty seconds the two ships would be meeting  long seconds when chasing a sub.; horribly short when closing on another ship at right angles. He must give way and give way so as to be in the most suitable station for taking up the chase if Dodges attack failed.

Right full rudder. Steer course zero-eight-five. Come on in, Dicky. I am turning to starboard.

Aye aye, sir.

Long seconds again now, watching whether the rat would run into the other terriers jaws or would just evade them, listening to the sonar bearings, deciding on whether the present course was the most suitable. Dodge was still turning to starboard. Time to turn to port again yet? Steady on course zero-eight-five.

Torpedoes fired! said the talker.

One second for thought. The U-boats stern was pointing straight at Keelings port beam; the U-boats bows were pointing, as far as he could tell, somewhat away from Dodges bows. Dodge was distant, Keeling was near. The U-boat must be aware of Keelings proximity; it was probable she did not know of Dodges approach. Foil-blade pressed against foil-blade; one second  one-tenth of a second  for thought. Keeling must be the target. Right full rudder. Steer course one-seven-zero.

Not quite a right angle turn. The torpedoes would be aimed to cross nearly ahead of Keelings present position; allow for the advance and Keeling would be as nearly parallel to the tracks as he could judge.

All engines ahead flank speed!

Torpedoes approaching! said the talker.

Make your report the way youve been taught, snapped Krause at the talker. Repeat.

Sonar reports torpedoes approaching, stammered the talker.

It was absolutely essential for the talkers to report in due form. Otherwise confusion was certain.

Steady on course one-seven-zero, said the helmsman.

Very well.

Engine-room answers All engines ahead flank speed, sir.

Very well.

Time to spare for the T.B.S. now, which was demanding his attention.

Torpedoes fired at you, sir! said the Canadian voice, urgent, distressed. I see youve turned.

Yes.

Good luck, sir.

Good luck to the man who might be dead in ten seconds time. Good luck to the ship which might be a sinking wreck or a pillar of fire. He had taken the best action, laying his ship parallel to the torpedo tracks. With the call for flank speed the churning of Keelings propellers, working furiously against the inertia of the ship, might perhaps have some effect on deflecting a torpedo coming right at them, especially as it would be set for a shallow run against a destroyer. In any case the propellers quickening beat would kick Keeling a few yards farther away from the firing-point than she would otherwise have been, and every yard, every foot, counted. Inches might make the difference between life and death; not that life or death mattered, but success or failure did.

Sonar reports echoes confused, sir, said the talker.

Very well.

Torpedo to starboard!

After look-out reports

Torpedo to port!

Look-outs were shouting and talkers talking. One leap to the starboard wing of the bridge. There was the indescribably menacing track along Keeling s side, not ten yards away, straight along it. Luckily it was a torpedo of the old-fashioned type with none of the rumoured homing devices that the Germans were supposed to be putting into production.

Tother one went over there, sir, said the port-side look-out, pointing vaguely.

How far?

Good two hundred feet, sir.

Very well.

Back to the pilot-house.

All engines ahead standard speed. Left full rudder. Steer course zero-eight-five.

It was forty seconds since the alarm was given. Forty of those long seconds, and during this time he had been neglectful. He had not watched Dodge to see the effect of her run-in. She had come farther round still. Her turning circle was remarkably small. She was handier than Viktor, and considerably handier than Keeling. Those tiny ships, fantastically uncomfortable to live in, were good antisubmarine craft all the same, even though a single torpedo would blow them to pieces. She was coming round again  it must be remarkably pleasant to handle a ship that could turn inside a U-boats turning circle.

It was time to head round towards the most likely point of interception.

Left standard rudder. Steer course zero-two-zero.

His turn away and even his momentary increase in speed had considerably enlarged his distance.

Dicky to George. Weve got him right ahead of us. Well be firing any minute now.

Very well.

Glad he missed you, sir. Very glad.

Thank you.

Were turning to starboard again.

Very well.

Krause turned to the helmsman.

Left standard rudder. Steer course three-three-zero. The convoy was unpleasantly near. It would not be long before sonar would start complaining about interference. This new enemy was a dangerous man, free with his torpedoes. He would have to be watched very closely indeed if he were like that, giving him as little opportunity as possible for a beam shot, and that meant considerable precaution in manoeuvring round him. At the same time he now had two torpedoes the fewer  he was ten per cent less deadly to the convoy than he had been. Doenitz might take him to task  if he lived to return to Lorient  for those two wasted fish. He might ask why he had not fired a full spread; he might ask why he had fired at all at a shallow-draft fighting vessel with full power of manoeuvre and on the alert. The question as to whether or not it was profitable to use torpedoes against escort craft was a difficult one for the Germans to answer. It was foolish, a foolish waste of time, and yet attractive, to think of luring the U-boat into wasting all its torpedoes in that fashion. The sub would not fire eighteen more torpedoes and miss every time. He must be delirious to give it a thought. Overtired, perhaps.

Dicky to George. Firing now.

Very well. Ill come in. Right standard rudder. Steer course one-one-zero.

A single pillar of water in Dodges wake. Just the one shot, yet sufficient to deafen Dodges sonar.

Sonar reports underwater explosion, sir.

Very well.

Sonar reports indications confused.

Very well.

What had this U-boat captain been doing during his three minutes grace between Dodges arriving close to him and dropping the charge? Starboard? Port? His own sonar indications had not been very conclusive. And what was the U-boat doing now, with Keelings sonar deafened?

Sonar reports contact bearing zero-seven-five, range fourteen hundred yards.

So he had guessed wrong. Round after him.

Left full rudder. Steer course zero-six-five. George to Dicky. Contact bearing zero-seven-five from me, range fourteen hundred yards.

Zero-seven-five. Aye aye, sir. I am turning to starboard.

Round after him. Round again. Coach Dodge in against him. Jockey into position to drop a single depth-charge, resisting the temptation to make it a full pattern. Remember that this fellow might fire a spread at any moment. Keep the flagging mind alert. Think quickly. Forget the weary legs and the aching feet which had not, after all, gone numb. Keep from thinking about the ridiculous and yet penetrating need to get down to the head again. Round and round, ever on the alert for something to happen at any moment.

Something did. Keeling on one run, Dodge on another, had each dropped a charge. Hopeless to expect any results from such a feeble attack.

After look-out reports sub astern.

Krause leaped to the wing of the bridge. A grey shape showing there, a quarter of a mile away, bridge and hull in full view. The guns in the after gun-mounts began to fire. Wang-o, wang-o.

Right full rudder!

Next moment it was gone, plunging violently below the surface.

Meet her! Steady as you go!

Sonar reports close contact dead ahead.

Mr Nourse!

Sub alongside! Sub alongside!

That was a scream from the port-side look-out. Almost scraping alongside, not ten feet between them. Krause could have hit her with a rock if he had had a rock to throw. As it was there was nothing to throw. Not a depth-charge at the port-side K-gun; the five-inch could not depress so far. Tonk-tonk-tonk went the port-side 40 mm.; Krause saw the splashes in the water beyond  it would not depress sufficiently either. Painted on the side of the U-boats bridge was a golden-haired angel in flowing white robes riding a white horse and brandishing a sword. The U-boats bow submerged again at a sharp angle and the bridge plunged forward into the water again. Bang-bang-bang-bang. Someone had got a fifty-calibre machine-gun into action too late.

Left full rudder!

Right in Keelings wake the U-boat broke surface again in a flurry of spray and vanished instantly, to reappear again and disappear again. The assumption was obvious that one of her bow-planes was jammed on rise. It might be an ordinary mechanical failure; it might be that one of those depth-charges had by a miracle exploded near enough to damage it.

Right full rudder! bellowed Krause, his voice loud enough to be heard from end to end of the ship.

Here was Dodge coming right towards them; in the excitement of finding a sub close alongside he had forgotten all about Dodge, who was coming in to the attack as she had every right to do. The two ships, no more than a cables length apart, were wheeling towards each other, heading for a common meeting point where the crash would be tremendous, fatal to both ships probably. Instinctive action, instinctive application of the ordinary rules of the road, saved them. Slowly each ship ceased to swing inwards; for a hair-raising moment inertia carried them on towards each other, and then the kick of the propellers against the turning rudders, the solid, wedgelike thrusts of the rudders against the water, swung the ships slowly outwards again. Dodge went past Keelings port side hardly farther than the sub had been a minute ago. Someone waved airily to Krause from Dodges bridge and then passed rapidly by at the combined speed of both ships. Krause found himself shaking a little, but as always there was no time to worry; not if he wanted to get Keeling into position to follow up the attack that Dodge was going to deliver.

Meet her! he roared. Left full rudder!

He went back into the pilot-house forcing himself to be calm; it was helpful to be greeted by the talkers monotonous voice.

Sonar reports contacts confused.

Sonar down below was doing its job in an orderly fashion, whether ignorant or not of all the things that were going on top-side.

Meet her! Steady as you go!

He was judging Dodges course by eye, and trying to anticipate the sub.s next move.

Dicky to George! Dicky to George!

George to Dicky. Go ahead.

Weve no contact, sir. Must be too close.

Yesterday that situation would have called instantly for a full pattern of depth-charges; today there was no question of wasting all Dodges remaining offensive power on the ten-to-one chance that the sub was near enough within the possible three-hundred-yard circle to receive damage.

Hold your present course. Ill cross your stem.

Aye aye, sir.

Left standard rudder! Meet her! Steady as you go!

Steady on course said the helmsman; Krause had no ears for the figures; he was planning to pass across Dodges wake sufficiently far from her to give his sonar a chance to pick up an echo from the sub.; Dodge would be going twice as fast as the sub., so that was the area to search. With a jammed plane the sub could with care manage to keep submerged by trimming her ballast tanks; even below the surface she might manage to clear...

George! George! Here he is!

Krause looked forward over the starboard bow at Dodge. There was nothing to see except the little ship steaming along apparently peacefully.

Too close! said the T.B.S., and at the same time through the ear-phones came the sound of gunfire, echoed a second later over the air. Dodge was turning rapidly to port. Guns were firing; over the water came the sound of small-calibre machine-guns. Round came Dodge. Grey against her grey side was something else, the surfaced U-boat, bow to stern with her, circling as she circled, each ship chasing the others tail. As Dodge came broadside on to Krauses view a great red eye opened in Dodges side and winked once at Krause. A pillar of water rose in the sea half-way between them; something black shot out of the base of the pillar, turning end-over-end with incredible rapidity, rising out of Krauses sight and roaring overhead with a sound like the fastest underground train ever heard. Dodge had banged off her four-inch at extreme depression and the shell had ricochetted from the surface, luckily bouncing high enough to pass over Keeling. Hard to blame the gunners; with Dodge turning so rapidly and Keeling crossing her stern the situation was changing so rapidly they could not have guessed that Keeling would come into the line of fire.

Other bangs, other rattles, as the ships wheeled. The U-boat captain must have despaired of effecting a repair and come to the surface to fight it out. Close alongside Dodge, his men must have run to their guns over the streaming decks as she emerged. And, closer to the surface than Dodges gun, her gun would bear on Dodges loftier side while Dodges gun would not depress sufficiently. And what would that four-inch do to that fragile little ship?

In a moment, it seemed, they had turned the half-circle and Dodges bow and the U-boats stern were presented to Krauses view; already the U-boat was disappearing behind Dodge on the other side.

Right full rudder! said Krause. He had been so fascinated by the sight that he was allowing Keeling to steam straight on away from the fight. Meet her! Steady as you go!

Steady on course

Very well. Captain to gunnery control. Stand by until you have a chance at a clear shot.

A sudden flare-up forward in Dodge; smoke pouring from her below her bridge. The U-boat had scored one hit at least. The embattled ships were coming round again, and he was going in the opposite direction, hovering on the outskirts like a distracted old lady whose pet dog had engaged in a fight with another dog.

Gunnery control answers Aye aye, sir.

He must get clear, turn, and come in again. With cool judgment and accurate timing he could break into the battle. He would have to ram, picking the U-boat off Dodges side as he might pick off a tick. It would be a tricky thing to do. And he might easily tear the bottom out of Keeling, but it was worth trying, even in the face of that probability. They were turning counter-clockwise; best if he came in counter-clockwise too. That would give him more chance.

Left standard rudder! Meet her! Steady as you go!

Endless seconds as Keeling drew away from the fight. He had to allow himself sufficient distance to time his run-in. Krause watched the increasing distance. He had his glasses to his eyes; as they came round again he could see the figures on the U-boats deck; he saw two of them drop suddenly, inert, as bullets hit them.

Left full rudder! Long, long seconds as Keeling turned with exasperating slowness.

Meet her!

As Krause braced himself to make the run-in the situation changed in a flash. Keyed up and eager, watching through his glasses to time his movement exactly, he saw Dodges bow seemingly waver in the smoke that surrounded it. It was ceasing to turn to port. Compton-Clowes was putting his wheel over. The deduction exploded a further series of reactions on Krauses part.

Right standard rudder! Captain to gunnery control. Stand by for target on port beam. Meet her! Steady as you go! Steady!

Keelings turn to starboard presented her whole port side to Dodge and the sub. All five five-inch guns came training round as she turned, and at the same instant the sub with her wheel hard over and taken momentarily by surprise by Dodges abrupt alteration of rudder diverged from her. Ten yards  twenty yards  fifty yards of clear water divided the two ships, and before the U-boat could turn back into the sheltering embrace of her enemy the five-inch opened, like a peal of thunder in the next room, shaking Keelings hull as a fit of coughing will shake a mans body. The sea seemed suddenly to pile up around the grey U-boat, the splashes were so close and so continuous around her; it was as if there was a hillock of water there, with the square grey bridge only dimly to be seen in the heart of it like an object in a glass paper-weight  and, in the heart of it, too, over and over again, a momentary orange glare as a shell burst. Also in the heart of it showed momentarily a vivid red disc, just once. Through the noise of the gunfire and the vibration of the recoil Krause heard a rending crash and felt Keeling undergo a violent shock which made everyone on the bridge stagger; a shock wave like a sudden breath passed into and out of the pilot-house. And before they had steadied themselves the guns fell silent, ending their fire abruptly, so that Krause was conscious of a moments unnatural silence, just long enough for him to feel fear lest the main armament had somehow been put out of action. But a glance reassured him. The U-boat was gone. There was nothing in the foaming water over there. The eye-pieces of the binoculars which he raised again to his eyes beat against his eyelashes until he forced his hands to quiet themselves. Nothing? Surely there were some things floating there. And something came and went, came and went again; not strange-shaped wave-tops but two huge bubbles bursting in succession on the surface.

In that moment the unnatural silence was ended and Krause became conscious of sounds close beside him, snappings and bangings, and voices. From the wing of the bridge he looked down aft, and what he saw first was a birds nest of twisted iron seen dimly through smoke. It was an effort to recall what he should have seen there. The port-side 20-mm gun tub just abaft the stack was gone, gone. Below it the deck was riven and twisted, with smoke eddying from it, and at the root of the smoke a glimmer of flame visible in the pale daylight, and, just beyond, the torpedoes in their quadruple mount with their brassy warheads. There shot up in Krauses mind the recollection of the Dahlgren experiment just before the war when it was proved  to the satisfaction of all except those who died  that T.N.T. detonated after a few minutes steady cooking.

Petty, the damage-control officer, hatless and excited, was running to the spot with a team following him. He should not have left his central post. They were dragging hoses. Krause remembered suddenly what there was stored there.

Belay those hoses! he bellowed. Thats gasoline! Use foam!

One hundred gallons of gasoline in two fifty-gallon drums, for the motor whale-boat which Keeling carried. Krause swore a bitter vow that in future he would have a Diesel boat, or else no boat at all; at any rate no gasoline.

Those drums must have burst and the fiery stuff was spreading. The flames were reaching eagerly for the torpedoes.

Jettison those fish! hailed Krause.

Aye aye, sir, answered Petty, looking up at him, but Krause doubted if he had understood what had been said. The flames were roaring up. Flint, the ageing Chief recalled from Fleet Reserve, was there and looked more sensible.

The convoy was perilously near. He did not dare launch live torpedoes. Krause had been a destroyer officer most of his professional life; for years he had lived with torpedoes in consequence, visualizing their use in every possible situation  save perhaps this one. The old dreams of charging in upon a column of battleships for a torpedo attack had no place here. But at least he was familiar with every detail of the handling of torpedoes.

Flint! he yelled, and Flint looked up at him. Jettison those fish! Get rid of em! Launch em dead! Lift the tripping latches first!

Flint understood him. He had not been able to think for himself, but he could act when someone thought for him. He sprang through the edge of the flames on to the mount, and went steadily from tube to tube carrying out his instructions. The lifted tripping latches would not engage the torpedo starting lever when the tubes were fired. Tonk! A dull noise, a puff of smoke, and the first torpedo plunged over the side like a swimmer starting a race, but only to dive straight down to the bottom. Tonk! That was the second. Then the third. Then the fourth. They were all gone now. Fifty thousand dollars worth of torpedoes tossed deliberately to the bottom of the Atlantic.

Well done! said Krause.

The flames were bursting up through the holes in the deck, but one young seaman  in his cold-weather clothes Krause could not determine his rate, but he could recognize him and would remember him  had a foam-nozzle in each hand and was playing on the flames from the very edge of the blaze. Other nozzles were appearing now and he could be sure the fire would be smothered. He weighed in his mind the proximity of number three gun-mounts handling-room. No. That was safe. He had many other things to think about. It was only three and a half minutes since the gunfire had ceased, but he had been improperly employed during that time doing his damage-control officers work. He looked round at Dodge and at the convoy and plunged into the pilot-house.

Dicky on the T.B.S., sir, said Nystrom.

There was long enough to note that Nystrom was steady, pop-eyes and all. His manner still had the faintly apologetic flavour that characterized it at other times and might excite prejudice against him.

George to Dicky. Go ahead.

Submit we turn in to look for survivors, sir, said the T.B.S.

Very well. Permission granted. What is your damage?

Weve lost our gun, sir. Our four-inch. Seven dead and some wounded. He hit us right on the mount.

What other damage?

Nothing serious, sir. Most of his shells went right through without exploding.

At twenty yards range those German four-inch would be travelling at practically muzzle velocity. They would be liable to go right through unless they hit something solid like a gun-mount.

We have our fires under control, sir, went on the T.B.S. I think I can report definitely that they are extinguished.

Are you seaworthy?

Oh, yes, sir. Seaworthy enough with the weather moderating. And well have the holes patched in a brace of shakes.

Seaworthy but not battleworthy, said Krause.

Those words would have had a dramatic, heroic ring if it had not been Krause who said them in his flat voice.

Oh, weve still got our Bofors, sir, and weve two depth-charges left.

Very well.

Were going into the oil, sir. Enormous pool of it  itll reach you soon I should think, sir.

Yes, I can see it. So he could, a circular sleek area where no wave-top was white.

Any wreckage.

Theres a swimmer, sir. Well get him in a minute. Yes, sir, and there are some fragments. Cant see what they are from here, sir, but well pick them up. Itll all be evidence, sir. We got him all right.

We sure did.

Any orders, sir?

Orders. With one battle finished he had to make arrangements for the next. He might be plunged into another action during the next ten seconds.

Id like to send you home, said Krause.

Sir! said the T.B.S. reproachfully.

Compton-Clowes knew as much about escorting convoys as he did, probably more even despite his recent intensive experiences. Nothing could be spared, not even a battered little ship armed with Bofors and two depth-charges.

Well, take up your screening station as soon as youve picked up the evidence.

Aye aye, sir. Were getting a line to the swimmer now, sir.

Very well. You know your orders about him.

Yes, sir.

Instructions regarding the treatment of survivors from U-boats were quite detailed; Naval Intelligence needed every scrap of information that could be gleaned from them. Possession had to be taken immediately of every scrap of paper in any survivors pocket before it could be destroyed. Any information volunteered was to be carefully noted.

Over, said Krause.

The spreading oil had reached Keeling now. The raw smell of it was apparent to everyones nostrils. There could be no doubt about the destruction of the U-boat. She was gone, and forty or fifty Germans with her. The Nazi captain had died like a man, even if  as was likely  it was a mere mechanical failure for which as captain he was responsible, which had prevented him from diving. He had fought it out to the end, doing all the damage he could. Through Krauses mind drifted the unsummoned hope that if he had to die he would die in a like fashion although in a better cause, but he would not allow his mind to dwell on such time-wasting aspirations. On the surface the U-boat had fought a good fight, handled superbly, far better than she had been handled under water. That might be a trifle of evidence for Naval Intelligence  the U-boat captain might be a surface ship officer given command of a submarine after insufficient underwater training and experience. Discipline in the U-boat had endured to the end. That last shot she fired, the one that had hit Keeling, had been fired by someone with a cool head and iron nerve. Amid that hell of bursting shells, probably with the training mechanism jammed, he had caught Keeling in his sights while the U-boat turned and had pressed the firing pedal as his last act before his death. The dead which he slew at his death were more than they which he slew in his life.

Those dead were in Keeling and he had stood here idle for several seconds when there was so much to be done. Out on to the wing of the bridge to look down on the scene of the damage. The fire was out; patches of foam were still to be seen drifting about the deck with the movement of the ship. Petty was still there.

Go back to your post, Mr Petty, and lets have your report.

Aye aye, sir.



The ships damage-control system had not stood the test of war; he would have to take some action about that. Two seamen were making their way past the shattered part of the deck carrying a stretcher between them; fastened into it was an inert shape. Storekeeper Third Class Meyer. Down to the loudspeaker.

This is the Captain. We got that U-boat. The oil from her is all round us now. Dodge has picked up a survivor. We hit her a dozen times with the five-inch. And he hit us. Weve lost some shipmates. Some have been hard hit. The sentences were dragging. It was hard to make his mind think of suitable things to say. It was in the line of their duty. And well make the next U-boat pay for them. Weve still a long way to go. Keep on your toes.

It was not a good speech. Krause was no orator, and now once more he was, without realizing it, in the throes of reaction after the extreme tension of the battle, and his fatigue accentuated the reaction. Inside his clothes he was cold and yet sweating. He knew that if he relaxed for a second he would be shivering  trembling. On the bulkhead beside the loudspeaker hung a small mirror, a relic of peacetime days. He did not recognize the face in it  he gave it a second glance for that very reason.

The eyes were big and staring and rimmed with red. The unbuttoned hood hung down beside cheeks that were sprouting with bristles. He still did not think of it as his face until he observed at the base of one nostril a dab of filth  relics of the mayonnaise that had been smeared there so long ago. And there was yellow egg on his chin. He wiped at it with his gloved hand. All round his bristly lips he was filthy. He needed to wash, he needed a bath and a shave, he needed  there was no end to the list of what he needed, and it was no use thinking about it. He dragged himself back into the pilot-house and sank down on to his stool, once more commanding his tired body not to tremble. Next? He still had to go on. The sonar was still pinging; the Atlantic was still full of enemies.

Mr Nystrom, take the conn.

Aye aye, sir.

Take station to patrol ahead of the convoy.

Aye aye, sir.

Petty giving his damage report. Watching Pettys face as he spoke, concentrating his attention. This was the first time Petty had been tested in action, and it was not fair to judge him finally; and he must put in a word of admonition, but carefully phrased as it would be in the hearing of all in the pilot-house.

Thank you, Mr Petty. Now that youve had the opportunity of seeing your arrangements in action you will know what steps to take to improve them.

Yes, sir.

Very well, Mr Petty.

Fippler made his gunnery report on the battle circuit. He had counted seven distinct hits in the fifty-odd rounds fired.

I should have thought it was more, said Krause.

It may have been, sir. May have been plenty we didnt see.

But it was good shooting, Mr Fippler. Well done.

Thank you, sir. And number four gun still has a round in the breech. Request permission to unload through the muzzle.

That was one way of asking permission to fire the gun off. A round left in the heated gun was too dangerous to unload in the ordinary way, and as a result of the chemical changes caused by the heat it would be unreliable in action. Krause looked round him. A sudden unexpected gun going off might puzzle the convoy but could hardly alarm them further than they had been alarmed already.

Permission granted, Mr Fippler. Think of everything; keep the mind concentrated so as to miss no detail. Send someone first to warn the ship over the loudspeaker about what youre going to do.

Aye aye, sir. Thank you, sir.

It might alarm the convoy, but the sudden unexpected crash of a gun might well disturb the ship; false alarms were to be avoided if possible for fear of blunting the edge of the mens attention.

Now he could get down to the head. He did not know how many hours it was since he had thought he should do that as a precautionary measure; now it was something of the most urgent and pressing importance. He heard Fipplers warning being given over the loudspeaker as he went down the ladder, but it did not register because he was now having to grapple with the problem of whether or not to break radio silence and inform London of the growing helplessness of his command. That was a problem calling for so much thought that he had no attention to spare for anything else, with the result that he forgot all about his recent conversation with Fippler and while still in the head he was taken completely by surprise by the crash of number four gun going off. The sudden galvanization into tension, the reaction from it when he remembered the actual state of affairs, and his annoyance with himself  his shock that he could have forgotten so quickly  left him shaken again. But he deliberately took two more minutes away from the bridge, and washed his face and hands, soaping and rubbing vigorously. That made him feel considerably better. He actually remembered to pick up his hood and gloves before setting himself to make the weary climb back up the ladders to the bridge.



Thursday. Dog Watches-1600-2000



The watch was changing as he began the ascent with painful feet and aching legs; the ladders were crowded with men climbing up and men coming down. They were chattering and talking animatedly to each other, like schoolboys between classes; perhaps the recent exciting events had keyed them up, but they showed no sign of weariness.

Did you hear the Kraut? asked one young seaman loudly. He said

Someone else caught sight of Krause on the ladder and nudged the speaker into silence as they made way for their captain.

Thank you, said Krause, pushing past them.

He had been nearly sure before this that on the lower deck he was known as the Kraut. Now he knew. It was inevitable that he should have that nickname. It was only among the officers that he was known by his Annapolis nickname as Squarehead Krause.

In the pilot-house two men turned to salute him; Charlie Cole of course and Temme the doctor.

You got him all right, sir, said Cole.

Yes, we did, didnt we? said Krause.

Reporting casualties, sir, said Temme, and then, glancing down at the scrap of paper he held. Three killed. Gunners Mate Third Class Pisani, Seaman Second Class Marx, Mess Attendant Second Class White. All of them badly mutilated. Two wounded. Seaman Second Class Bonnor, Storekeeper Third Class Meyer. Both of them hospital cases. Meyer has it badly in both thighs.

Very well, Doctor. Krause turned to receive Nystroms salute and statement that Harbutt now had the deck. Very well, Mr Nystrom.



Ive prescribed something for you, Capn, said Cole, in consultation with Doc.

Krause looked at him a little stupidly.

Something on a tray, sir, said Cole.

Thank you, said Krause in all gratitude, the thought of coffee rising in his mind like sunrise. But Cole obviously had more to say and the doctor was obviously waiting to support him in what he had to say.

About the funerals, sir, said Cole.

Certainly the thought of burying the dead had not crossed Krauses mind.

Doc here thinks said Cole, with a gesture he brought Temme into the conversation.

The sooner theyre buried the better, sir, said Temme. Ive no room for corpses down below. Ive four other bed cases, you know, sir, the survivors from the burning ship.

We may be in action again any time, sir, said Cole.

Both statements were perfectly true. A destroyer, as full of men as an egg is of meat, had no space to spare for mutilated bodies. Temme had to consider the likely possibility of having dozens more casualties on his hands.

Commander tells me it may be three days or more before we reach port, sir, said Temme.

Quite right, said Krause.

On the table, there, messenger, said Cole.

The something on a tray that they had prescribed had arrived. The three of them moved over to the table. A quick gesture by Cole sent the quartermaster and the messenger away out of earshot. Krause lifted the napkin; there was a full meal there. Besides the pot of coffee was a plate of cold cuts painstakingly arranged, bread already buttered, potato salad, a dish of ice-cream. Krause looked at it all not entirely comprehendingly  at everything except the coffee.

Please, sir, said Cole, eat it while youve time. Please, sir.

Krause poured himself coffee and drank, and then mechanically picked up the knife and fork and began to eat.

May I arrange about the burials, sir? asked Cole.

The burials. Krause had heard about the deaths of Pisani and Marx and White without emotion, too involved at that time with other problems and too encompassed by distractions for those deaths to affect him. Now he found himself eating with this discussion going on. Pisani had been young and dark and handsome and vital; he remembered him perfectly well. But the convoy had to go through.

Weve nearly two hours more of daylight, sir, said Cole. And I can get it all set in ten minutes while youre eating your dinner. We might not have another chance.

Krause rolled an eye on him while chewing a mouthful of cold meat. Before he became captain of his own ship, while still head of a department, he had done his share of prodding or luring a dilatory captain into giving necessary orders. That was what was happening to him at this moment. The discovery, in his present condition, affected him more than the thought of the dead men. It stiffened him.

I shall have to take the service, he said, coldly.

Yes, of course, sir, agreed Cole.

It would never do for the captain to be lounging on his stool in the pilot-house while someone else buried the ships dead. The profoundest respect must be paid to the poor relics of the men who had given their lives for their country.

Very well, then, Commander, said Krause. Those were official words, and with them he took a fresh grip on the reins which Cole may have thought were lying loosely in his hands. You may give the necessary orders. Thank you, Doctor.

Aye aye, sir.

Knife and fork in hand he could not return the salutes; he gave a sideways nod of his head. The food was very important to him at this moment. He was desperately hungry. He finished the cold meat, the bread, the salad, and he had begun on the ice-cream as Coles voice made itself heard over the loudspeaker, announcing that the dead would be committed to the deep from the main-deck aft, detailing who should be present from each mans division, and adding a few really well-chosen words about the rest of the ships company marking the solemnity of the occasion by remaining at their posts of duty. Krause thought about another pot of coffee. The men were dead; the first men who had died under his command. In war men died and ships sank.

Actually Krause was both too weary and too harassed with other problems to feel any emotion about men meeting the fate that he was ready to meet himself. But in a moment of horrible clarity he thought of himself as cold and indifferent, and there was a lightning stab of pain when he thought of how his coldness and indifference must have hurt warm-hearted Evelyn.

All set, sir, said Cole, saluting.

Thank you, Charlie. Stay here while Im down on the main-deck.

Down the ladders again, forcing himself to forget Evelyn, forcing himself to forget how his feet hurt him, forcing his mind to abandon for the moment the problem of breaking radio silence and to apply itself to arranging the necessary sentences in his mind. The three stretchers at the ships side; the flags over them; and, with the waning day, a thin gleam of pale sunshine breaking through from the western horizon. The sonar pinging on monotonously as he spoke. The realization that Cole had done an excellent job of organization as the men bent to lift the inboard ends of the stretchers and as the beat of the propellers ceased for a few seconds when the stretchers were tilted and the bundled-up shapes slid out from under the flags  Cole must have been watching from the bridge to give the signal at the right time. The wind blowing through his cropped hair as he stood bare-headed and three men stepped forward with rifles at Silvestrinis command to fire three small volleys over the boundless sea. Then back again, up the heart-breaking ladders with feet that had to feel for the rungs, dragging himself up to the pilot-house.

Thank you, Charlie. Well done.

Lifting his binoculars immediately to his eyes to look round him and take note of the condition of his command. What he had been doing was undoubtedly in the line of duty, but he felt uneasily that he might have been better employed although he could not say how. He swept the horizon aft of the ship with his glasses; visibility was improving steadily. The convoy appeared to him in fair order, although the commodore had the eternal signal flying Make less smoke. Dodge and James were up to station, leading on either flank. Somewhere astern of the convoy, Viktor; with the convoy interposed he could not be sure he saw her, but he fancied he could at times see that odd foremast against the pale sunset. The weather forecasts had been really accurate; here was the wind down to force three, south-westerly. That would be of considerable importance with regard to the corvettes urgent need of fuel. To-morrow with luck he could expect air cover, and with the ceiling as high as this the cover would be really effective. He hoped London would appreciate his need.

Night was taking much longer to fall than it had done yesterday, thanks to the thinness of the cloud cover, and daylight would come appreciably earlier to-morrow morning, he hoped. At even thou shalt say Would God it were morning. Those two faint lights against the western sky were not stars. They were...

Rockets in the convoy! shouted the after look-out. Two white rockets right astern!

Krause stiffened out of the easy mood into which he was nearly falling. Rockets meant trouble; two white rockets meant a torpedoing, unless it was a false alarm, set off by some panicky captain. There was a long moment during which Krause hoped it was a false alarm. Viktor was somewhere close to where the trouble was. He had to decide whether he should turn about and go to her help; there was no question of sending either corvette with their limited fuel supply.

Commodore signals general alarm, sir, said the signal-bridge down to him.

Very well.

There were powerful arguments against turning back. Night would be falling before he reached there. He would be astern of the convoy again, with all the prolonged delay before he could rejoin it, especially if the convoy were to get into serious disorder. Whatever mischief a U-boat might do had by now been already done; he could not remedy that. Nor could he hope to avenge it with his small remainder of depth-charges. He might pick up survivors  but Cadena and Viktor were on the spot and he would not be there for half an hour. But what would the men on board the convoy think of him if they saw him placidly steaming along ahead of them while their comrades died astern? He went to the T.B.S. Dodge and James answered promptly enough; they were aware of trouble in the convoy and asked for orders; he could only tell them to stay on station. But he could not raise Viktor on the circuit at all. He said, George to Eagle. George to Eagle. Do you hear me? and received no reply. Viktor was ten miles away  possibly more by now  and it was quite possible that she could not hear. It was faintly possible that her hands were so full she had no time to reply, but it was hardly likely. Krause stood holding the hand-set, yearning inexpressibly to hear one single word even from that nonchalant English voice. The Commodore was blinking away, his light directed straight at Keeling; it must be a message for him. And it must be urgent, for it was almost too dark for Morse messages to be safe. The Commodore was taking a chance transmitting in these conditions, and the Commodore was not the sort of man to take chances.

Someone came dashing down from the signal-bridge with the pad.

COMCONVOY TO COMESCORT. CADENA REPORTS VIK- TOR HIT.

Very well.

No more indecision.

Ill take the conn, Mr Harbutt.

Aye aye, sir.

Whats your heading?

Zero-nine-three, sir.

Right full rudder. Steer course two-seven-three. Mr Harbutt, the Commodore tells me Viktor has been hit; shes somewhere astern of the convoy. Im going back to her.

Steady on course two-seven-three, sir.



Very well. All engines ahead flank speed.

All engines ahead flank speed. Engine-room answers All engines ahead flank speed, sir.

Very well.

Just time to get to the T.B.S. and tell Dodge and James what he was doing.

Youll have to cover the front as well as the flanks, he added. Go easy with the fuel.

Aye aye, sir.

Convoy and Keeling were rushing at each other. There was still light enough in the western sky to silhouette the ships against it; but aft the sky was already dark and it was quite possible they would not see Keeling approaching. And they were in disorder. Ships were out of station; there were no safe lanes through the convoy. And the ships would be moving unpredictably, avoiding danger or trying to regain station. But he must go on. Viktor was hit. He felt overwhelming sorrow at the thought, even while he stood, poised and ready and keyed up. The sorrow would only endure for a few seconds before it was thrust aside by the urgencies of the moment. Napoleon long ago in the heat of battle had heard of the death of a favourite soldier and had said, Why have I not time to weep for him? Krause had fifteen seconds in which to feel sorrow. Then...

Right rudder. Meet her. Left rudder. Meet her.

Keeling was plunging for the gap beside the Commodore. She had to snake past her. The gap was widening.

Right full rudder!

The ship behind was sheering across. A rapid calculation of the distance of the dark shape beyond. Keeling leaned over as she turned.

Meet her! Steady as you go! Left rudder, handsomely. Meet her. Left rudder. Meet her.

Keeling sped across the bows of one ship and across the stern of another, and then down alongside a dark shape. They were through.

All engines ahead standard speed.

All engines ahead standard speed. Engine-room answers All engines ahead standard speed, sir.

Very well.

Minutes were precious, but he must have Keeling going-slow enough now for the sonar to be effective.

Resume sonar search.

Object on the starboard bow! Close!

Object? Periscope? Krause sprang out with his glasses to his eyes. There was still the faintest twilight. The object was a fragment of a ships lifeboat, just three or four feet of the shattered bows, almost awash. A man was lying there, face upturned, arms outspread, but alive; Krause could see him trying to lift his head to see what was approaching. Next second Keeling s bow wave struck it, washing high over the face. Krause saw it again as it passed down the side of the ship. Waves washed over it again. That dim shape out there must be Cadena. Forget that just visible face with the waves flowing over it.

Eagle on the T.B.S., sir, said Harbutt.

Eagle? Viktor on T.B.S.? A thrill of hope; Krause picked up the hand-set.

George to Eagle. Go ahead.

Weve got it in the engine-room, sir, said the lackadaisical English voice. Cadena s standing by. Shes taking us in tow.

I have Cadena in sight, said Krause.

Well, were just beside her, sir. Engine-rooms flooded and all power lost. Weve just rigged this jury battery circuit for the radio-telephone.

One moment. Mr Harbutt! Thats Cadena there taking Viktor in tow. Circle them at half a mile.

Aye aye, sir.

Back to the T.B.S.

I am patrolling round you at half a mile.

Thank you, sir. Were doing our best to save her.

I am sure you are.

The bulkheads are standing up to it pretty well, sir, and were shoring them up. Trouble is there are plenty of leaks in the other compartments too. Were dealing with them as well.

Yes.

Cadenas got our surplus men. Weve put a hundred ratings on board her. We lost thirty in the engine-room.

Yes.

Weve a five degree list to starboard and were down by the stern, sir, but well tow all right.

Yes. Is Cadena passing that tow line satisfactorily?

Yes, sir. Another fifteen minutes, I should say, and well be under way.

Good.

We can use the hand steering, sir, and well be under control to a certain extent.

Good.

Captain asks me to report to you, sir, that Kong Gustav took it just before we did. He thinks she was hit by three fish at short intervals. It must have been a spread fired at close range.

It sounds like it.

She sank in less than five minutes. Cadena picked up her captain and some of the crew, sir.

Yes.

We got ours while she was sinking, sir. Asdic didnt hear the shots. There was a lot of interference.

Yes.

We had only one depth-charge left, sir. We set it on safety and dropped it.

Good.

The explosion of depth-charges in sinking ships had killed many swimmers who might otherwise have been saved.

The captain asks me to thank you, sir, for all youve done. He says those were fine hunts we had.

I wish I could have done more, said Krause.

This was like a conversation with a voice from the grave.

And the captain asks me to say good-bye, sir, in case he doesnt see you again.

Very well. Never had that Navy phrase been of more use than at this moment. But even so it was insufficient  it was only a stop-gap. Tell him Im looking forward to seeing him in Londonderry.

Aye aye, sir. The towing hawsers going out now. Theyll be taking the strain soon.

Very well. Report results. Over.

All the light had faded from the sky now. It was dark, but not solidly dark. It was possible to see, on the starboard beam, the two dark shapes that were Cadena and Viktor. Keeling was circling about them, her sonar searching the depths, her radar scanning the surface. Krauses brain took up mathematics again. A circle a mile in diameter was over three miles in circumference; it would take Keeling twenty minutes to complete the circle. A U-boat two miles distant from her, well out of range of her sonar, would need twenty minutes at six knots to creep in those two miles to launch a killing spread at half a miles range before Keeling came round again. He was covering those two ships as effectively as was possible. And it was most necessary that he should. Destroyers were precious.

If he could possibly bring Viktor into port he meant to do so. She would be ready for sea again in one-tenth of the time it took to build a new one, and with all her valuable, irreplaceable equipment. And Cadena was full of men. She had saved many lives on this voyage; and big oceangoing tugs of her type were scarce and almost as valuable as destroyers. There could be no doubt that his duty lay in covering Viktor and Cadena, and in leaving the rest of the convoy to the two corvettes. There was some cold comfort to be found in the thought that in this matter he was not confronted by a dilemma calling for painstaking weighing of chances. The T.B.S. demanded his attention again.

Were making way now, sir. Were making three knots and were going to work up to five, but the captains worried about the bulkheads if we do. Shes steering  shes steering after a fashion, sir.

Very well. Course zero-eight-five.

Oh-eight-five. Aye aye, sir.



Thursday. First Watch  2000-2400



Harbutt saluting in the darkness.

Report having been relieved, sir. The rest of the formula. Mr Carling has the deck, sir.

Very well, Mr Harbutt. Good night.

The T.B.S.

Four knots is the best we can do, sir. The list gets worse if we make any speed. I fancy theres a flap of plating sticking out from the hole, and it scoops the sea in and its bad for the after bulkhead.

I understand.

Were learning how to steer her, sir.

I understand.

Here in Keeling all was as still as the grave. Over there in that patch of blackness men were working with desperate haste. They were shoring up bulkheads, working in pitch darkness relieved only by the faint light of flashlights. They were trying to patch up leaks, with the deadly gurgle  gurgle  gurgle of water bubbling in around them. They were trying to steer, passing helm orders back from the bridge through a chain of men, struggling with a hand-steering gear while the ship surged unpredictably to port and to starboard, threatening at any moment to part the towing hawser.

Mr Carling!

Sir!

A careful explanation of the situation, of Cadenas course and speed, of the necessity to maintain a constant sonar guard around her. Keeling must describe a series of ellipses round her as she struggled on at four knots, each ellipse a trifle  an almost inconsiderable trifle  nearer safety. It would be a neat but easy problem to work out how to handle Keeling at twelve knots circling round Cadena at four.

There were other problems not so easy. With every hour that passed the convoy would be four or five miles farther ahead. It would be long days before Viktor could be brought into port. The question of Keelings fuel supply would become urgent before long. He would have to appeal to London for help; he would have to break radio silence. He could take that bitter decision. He would have to do it. But... There were the German direction-finding stations; there were German submarines at sea. Doenitz would by this time be fully aware of the position, course, and even the composition of the convoy; that information would be relayed to him by the subs.

At that rate there would seem to be no serious objection to breaking radio silence. But there was. The moment the German monitoring system informed Doenitz that the convoy had sent out a message he would ask himself the reason, and there could be only one reason  that the convoy was in such bad straits that it needed help urgently. It would be enough to prompt Doenitz to turn every available sub against the convoy. It would tell the captain who had fired on Viktor that his torpedo had hit home and that Viktor need no longer be reckoned with. If the convoy went ploughing along in silence Doenitz and the sub captains could not be sure that it was not still in a condition to hit back. It was a very important point.

Yet with the convoy practically unguarded and Viktor so far from home, help was essential. It was very doubtful whether Dodge and James had sufficient oil to enable them to reach Londonderry. Keeling herself could do practically nothing to beat off a determined attack on Viktor and Cadena. He had to call for help; he had to swallow his pride; he had to take the risk. His pride did not matter, but it was possible to reduce the risk to a minimum. If he were to send the message now Doenitz could employ the whole night in directing his subs, to the attack. There were seven or eight hours of darkness still ahead, and during those hours there would be little that London could do to help him. It would be better to get the message off later, at one or two in the morning. That would still allow plenty of time for the Admiralty to get air cover over him at dawn, and it would cut down the interval as far as possible during which Doenitz could concentrate against him. Two in the morning would be early enough; his message would go straight through to the highest authority, he knew. Half an hour for that; half an hour for the Admiralty orders to go out; an hour for preparation. Two hours flight; he would have air cover at dawn. He would send the message at two in the morning  perhaps at one-thirty.

Krause had reached that decision, standing in the pilothouse with Carling directing the ship as she patrolled round Cadena and Viktor. He was standing because he knew that if he sat down he would go to sleep. He had already caught himself once actually swaying on his feet. Krause had heard of the Mexican bandit who during the 1917 troubles had kept his district terrorized by his method of executing his enemies. He had hoisted them up nearly to the top of roadside telephone poles, one to each. There with their hands bound behind them they were stood with their feet on the climbing supports and ropes round their necks attached to the tops of the poles. Each man stood there, and as long as he stood he lived. When he tired, when his foot slipped, the noose strangled him. Some of them would stand for days, an example to the whole neighbourhood. Krause was in like case. If he sat down he went to sleep, and if he stood  if he stood, as he was doing now, it was unbearable. Feet and muscles and joints all cried out with agony. Unbearable? He had to bear it. There was nothing else to be said about the matter. They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.

He must not go to sleep, and so he went on standing, and while he stood he forced his mind to think about the wording of the message he was going to send. A signal should convey all necessary information; then he should tell about Viktors helpless state, the unguarded condition of the convoy, the fact that he was dropping far astern, the need for fuel  nonsense; it would take all night to tell all his troubles. All he need say was something like Help urgently needed. They would know in London that he would not send any message otherwise; with all their experience they could guess his troubles. Then there was no need for the urgently. If it was not urgent he would not be asking. Then why say needed? The one word help, the mere fact that it was sent, would tell the whole story. And there was the faintest possible chance that a single word sent like that might slip unnoticed past Doenitzs monitoring system. No. That was too wild a hope to be reckoned with, but the brevity of the message would be a serious handicap to the German experts trying to break the code. No, he had forgotten  he must be growing stupid. By cryptographic regulations all short messages must be padded with indifferent material up to a minimum length, which Dawson would know about. That was the decision of the cryptographic experts, and he could not contravene it. Yet the main conclusion he was reaching was sound enough. He must appeal for help; at zero-one-forty-five to-morrow he would send out the message with the one word help and leave the padding to Dawson.

Having reached that decision, and ceasing to concentrate his mind on the matter, Krause found himself swaying on his feet again. This was quite absurd; he had been awake for less than forty-eight hours, and he had had two or even three hours of good sleep the night before last. He was a weak and beggarly element. He must not merely keep standing but he must keep thinking, or he was lost. Strange that he found himself longing for more action, for more need for quick thinking and rapid decision, to key himself up again. But any further action could only be disaster. His command could face nothing further. He made himself stump up and down on his weary legs in the cramped pilot-house. It occurred to him to send for more coffee, and he told himself he would not be indulging in a slavish habit but taking necessary action to keep himself awake. But first he must go to the head; he put on the red spectacles and went down the ladders. He stumbled over the coamings like a farmer at sea, and it seemed to him as if he would never be able to drag his dead-weight body up those ladders again, and yet he did. He simply must not allow this lassitude to overcome him. When he reached the pilot-house he walked again; head up, chin in, chest out, shoulders back as he had done on parade at Annapolis. Until he had braced himself up he would not allow himself more coffee.

It was really something of a relief to be summoned to the T.B.S. again.

Eagle to George. Do you hear me?

George to Eagle. I hear you. Go ahead.

Submit that we abandon ship, sir. The cynical English voice was not cynical. It was grave; there was a little break in it before it went on. Very sorry, sir.

You have no choice? asked Krause.

The collision mats werent large enough, sir. Nor was the hand-billy pump. The waters been gaining on us steadily  we couldnt keep it under and it came in faster all the time.

So it would; the lower the helpless hull sank the greater would be the number of holes below the surface and the greater would be the pressure forcing in the water.

Weve fifteen degrees of list now and the main-decks under water abaft the bridge, sir.

Im sure youve done all you can. Permission granted to abandon ship, said Krause. Tell your captain I have no doubt he has done all in his power to save his ship. And tell him I am sorry about his bad luck.

The tired brain was being driven to work normally, to choose carefully the right words to employ towards an ally.

Aye aye, sir, said the English voice, and then the old nonchalance came back into it. Well, good-bye for now, sir, and thank you for a nice party.

Krause turned away from the T.B.S. unhappily. When he had first heard that voice he had never dreamed for a moment that he would come to feel something of affection for its owner.



Friday. Middle Watch  2400-0400



It was just light enough in the pilot-house to be aware of the change of watch, talkers handing over head-phones, the wheel being relieved, Carling saluting.

Mr Nystrom has the deck, sir.

Very well, Mr Carling.

Good night, sir.

Good night, Mr Carling. Ill take the conn, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir.

With a couple of helm orders he edged Keeling up closer towards the dark patch that was Cadena coming alongside Viktor. At one moment they distinctly heard a few words coming down wind and over the sea  someone was using a speaking-trumpet and it had traversed in their direction.

Sonar reports loud breaking up noises, sir, said a talker.

Very well.

That was the requiem of a brave ship. It was two and a half years since Viktor had got away from Gdynia in defiance of all the power of the Luftwaffe, and had escaped from the Baltic in the teeth of the Nazi Navy. For two and a half years she had fought a desperate fight; she had been the only home left to her exiled crew, and now she was gone.

Four blasts from Cadenas siren, startlingly loud in the night. F for Fox  rescue completed.

Come right handsomely. Still right. Meet her. Steady.

He took Keeling carefully up to within hailing distance of Cadena  watching like a hawk as she turned  and then stepped out to the bull-horn.

Cadena! Comescort.

The speaking trumpet hailed back.

Have you saved everyone? asked Krause.

Yes. Weve got em all.

That was a great relief. Krause had had a momentary mental picture of the British liaison officer with all his insouciance falling between the two grinding hulls with his bones snapping as the water leaped at him.

Course zero-eight-seven, hailed Krause.

Eighty-seven, said the speaking trumpet.

Make your best speed to rejoin the convoy.

Twelve knots if I can, said the speaking trumpet.

Ill screen you ahead, said Krause. Use the modified zig plan. Number Seven.

Modified zig? But

Thats an order, said Krause. Modified zig. Number Seven. This is zero minute.

O.K. then, said the speaking trumpet grudgingly.

It was remarkable how nearly every merchant captain resented zig-zagging. The almost universal feeling was that it was safer to get through the dangerous zone as quickly as possible; yet five minutes spent with a manoeuvring board and a pair of parallel rulers working out an approach problem would convince anyone that zig-zagging made the attacking submarines task considerably harder and postponed the moment when a shot might be got in. And an unpredicted change of course at the moment of firing usually meant a clean miss. Zigzagging lessened very appreciably the chances of a hit; it did not even need Krauses experience at antisubmarine school of a few minutes in a sub.s conning tower planning an approach to convince a thinking man of that.

You heard that conversation, Mr Nystrom?

Yes, sir.

Take the conn, then. Screening position ahead of Cadena at five hundred yards distance.

Aye aye, sir.

Messenger! Bring me a pot of coffee.

Now that Viktor had sunk it was necessary to think again regarding his decision to appeal for help. At dawn he and Cadena would be close up to the convoy, so that the situation was greatly modified. And yet there was still the question of Jamess oil fuel and the general helplessness of the escort. Despite the fact that Viktor would cause no further delay to-morrow would be a long day; air cover might make a great deal of difference  all the difference. But London would be endeavouring to provide it in any case. Was it worth while now to break radio silence, to incur the incidental risks which he had already debated, for the sake of the difference between certainty and likelihood? Was it? Krause tried to plod about the pilot-house. He had almost to repress a mutiny in his aching legs and feet as he did so. His mind was not mutinous; it was merely unwilling. He drove himself into weighing the pros and cons. The coffee would undoubtedly help.

On the table, messenger.

There was not enough light for him to see what he was doing, but he was practised in pouring coffee into a cup in the dark. As always, that first cup tasted like nectar, and the last of the first cup tasted possibly even better than the first sip because of the delightful knowledge that there was a second cup to follow. He drank the last of the second cup lingeringly, like a lover reluctant to part from his mistress. Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow  for within the next hour he had to reach a decision.



Take that tray back to the wardroom, messenger, he said.

The personal factor must be entirely disregarded. How Washington and London would be affected in their opinion of him must not influence him at all. It was his duty to think only about the convoy, about fighting the war. He must not spend a moment worrying lest he be thought of as an officer who went crying for help without sufficient justification. A good name is rather to be chosen than great riches; his good name, like his life, was at the service of his country. Promotion cometh neither from the east nor the west  what did he care about promotion? There is no discharge in that war. The Bible texts bobbed up in his mind as he tried to think. He could not ignore them.

Again, was it merely his personal weakness that was inclining him to call for help? Was he subconsciously trying to relieve himself of responsibility? Head up, shoulders back. Krause grudgingly gave himself a passing grade after a short but merciless self-examination. At the same time and equally grudgingly he acquitted himself of the other charge, that he was unwilling to break radio silence because of the possible effect on his own career. Fitted and retained. Those words were as painful as the memory of Evelyn, but, for all their damning negation, he would not allow them to influence his decision.

The bell rang at the voice-tube, and Krause forgot feet and legs and the problem of breaking radio silence as he sprang to answer it.

Captain.

Capn, sir, there are pips ahead of us.

Pips?

Pips or a pip, sir. This screens getting fuzzier all the time. And the range units acting up.

But what is it you see?

Just something, sir. Thought it was two pips, but now Im not sure. But its right ahead of us, bearing around zero-eight-four  zero-eight-eight sometimes.

Its not the convoy?

No, sir. Thats out of range. This pips about at the limit.

Very well.

Not so well, of course. A pip. Something on the surface right ahead. A U-boat, going full out to overtake the convoy? Very possibly. A straggler from the convoy? Likely enough. It was something that must be dealt with. Ill take the conn, Mr Nystrom.

Aye aye, sir. Cadenas making all of twelve knots, sir.

Thank you. Right standard rudder. Steer course two-four-zero.

Right standard rudder. Steer course two-four-zero, sir, said the helmsman in the quiet of the pilot-house. A pause while Keeling turned; long enough for Krause to work out on which leg of the zig Cadena would be in three minutes time. Steady on course two-four-zero, sir.

Very well. He had to go out on the starboard wing of the bridge to see the dark form of Cadena. Right rudder, handsomely.

Cadenas next zig was due now. As Keeling drew up to her his straining eyes detected her change of silhouette as she put her rudder over. Meet her. Left rudder. Meet her. Steady as you go.

To come alongside a zig-zagging ship within hailing distance in the darkness called for the most careful handling. The two ships came closer and closer together. Over there a light flashed momentarily. They were growing nervous, unable to guess what Keeling was trying to do. Someone had switched on a flashlight and pointed it at her.

Port look-out reports a light from Cadena, sir, said a talker.

Very well. Right rudder. Meet her.

He reached the bull-horn just as the speaking-trumpet voiced an anxious appeal.

Keeling!

Comescort. Im going on ahead of you. Theres something suspicious several miles ahead bearing about zero-eight-six true.

What is it?

I dont know and Im going to find out. Maintain your present base course and keep a good look-out ahead. A few more seconds for thought. Ill warn you if theres danger. If you see me fire a gun make a radical change of base course, to zero-four-two true.

O.K.

Maintain that course for half an hour and then return to zero-eight-seven if youve heard nothing from me.

O.K.

He hoped Cadena had understood, and then he remembered that on board her, probably on her bridge at that moment, were the Polish captain and the British liaison officer. They had heard him and would keep Cadena s captain in line.

Good-bye. Right full rudder. Steer course zero-eight-six. All engines ahead flank speed.

Krauses orders were quietly repeated. Up here in the pilot-house everyone was aware of what was going on. Down below in the engine-room they would be ignorant. They would be conscious of Keeling having circled; they would not be able to guess what new crisis demanded the increase in speed. Their troubles were minor ones. All they had to do was to obey orders. Krause allowed the engine-room staff to disappear from his mind  a passing twinge of envy was left there like the passing swirl left by a sinking ship. These next few free minutes, while heading towards the unknown danger, he must think once more about breaking radio silence.

Permission to change the clocks, sir? said Nystrom, looming up beside him.

Change the clocks? Krause held himself back from a stupid repetition of the words. It was something he had forgotten all about, and yet something he should have remembered. They had just passed from one time zone to the next; they were an hour further forward into the day.

Mr Watsons orders? he asked.

Yes, sir.

Watson, as navigating officer, had been charged by Krause to alter the ships time at the most convenient moment.

Permission granted, said Krause.

Nystrom could not know that he had broken into an important chain of thought in his captains mind. Yet Nystroms request had a powerful bearing on the subject of Krauses thoughts. Now the deadline he had once set himself for appealing for help was long past. He had been a fool not to think of that; even though it was only a nominal change and not an actual change  dawn was no nearer to them in actual minutes than it would have been if the time had not changed  the moral effect was profound. Besides, Krause was now reminded that the night was considerably shorter on an easterly course, heading for the sunrise. In any case, they were heading not only for the sunrise but towards a suspicious object, and at flank speed. He addressed himself to the voice-tube again.

What do you make of that pip now? he asked.

Its still there, sir.

Is it big, or little? Cant you guess?

Id say it was big, sir. Perhaps its two pips like I said, sir. And I think its moving, sir. Keeping on the same course as us.

But were overtaking it?

Near as I can tell, yes, sir.

He would have to identify the thing before he took any further action; not so easy in the darkness. Ten to one it was only a straggler from the convoy. He tried to raise Dodge and James on the voice circuit, but had to abandon the attempt in exasperated disappointment. They were out of T.B.S. range, unless  unless  that was a horrible thought. He could put it aside in any case. They could not both have been sunk without the look-outs observing some kind of explosion reflected from the high cloud in the darkness of the night.

Can you estimate the range of that pip now? he asked.

Well, no, sir. Cant say that I can.

Another voice came up the tube immediately after that unsatisfactory reply. It was Charlie Cole. Krause could not believe he had been asleep; probably he had been prowling round the ship inspecting.

The bearings constant, sir, said Cole. And Id say there are two pips for certain.

Thank you, Charlie.

And Id say were overtaking them fast.

Very well.

Two pips being rapidly overtaken could only mean stragglers. There was no urgent anxiety, then. Krause reached that comforting conclusion and a second afterwards caught himself from swaying forward unconscious. Sleep was waiting like some half-tamed beast of prey ready to spring the moment he relaxed his vigilance. He was nearing the end of his second day without any sleep at all; two days of almost constant tension and strain. Two days spent almost entirely on his feet, too; there was no possible chance of forgetting that. Krause was glad when the bell pinged again.

I got it tuned for a second just then, sir. Two pips for certain. And range four miles  that might be pretty accurate. Bearing zero-eight-six.

Very well.

Better not to close too fast. Better to have the sonar working. Wait five minutes.

All engines ahead standard speed. Resume sonar search.

Engine-room answers All engines ahead standard speed, sir.

The abrupt diminution of vibration, the reduction in the sound of Keelings passage through the water, told their own story, as did the resumption in the steady pinging of the sonar.

Sonar reports indications confused, sir.

That would right itself as soon as Keelings speed fell to twelve knots.

Forward look-out reports objects dead ahead, sir.

Very well.

That would be three miles ahead, if Coles estimate of range had been accurate. The look-out was doing his work well to sight the objects at that distance on a night like this.

Captain to forward look-out. Continue to report what you see.



Friday. Morning Watch  0400-0800



He himself was standing, staring forward. At present he could see nothing there in the darkness. Nystrom was beside him, also gazing forward, and Krause became aware out of the tail of his eye that another figure was standing beside Nystrom  young Harbutt. The watch was changing.

Forward look-out reports objects appear to be two ships, sir.

Very well.

Ships for sure, sir, said Harbutt.

Now Krause could see them, something more than solid nuclei in the darkness. They were just ships, stragglers from the convoy. He felt considerable exasperation at having been subjected to his recent tension merely on their account.

Forward look-out reports two merchant ships dead ahead, about two miles, close together, sir.

Very well. Captain to forward look-out. We have those ships in sight from the bridge.

Reporting having been relieved, sir, said Nystrom, and went on through the time-honoured formula.

Very well, Mr Nystrom.

Sir, said Harbutt. Have you any orders about general quarters this morning?


Something else he had forgotten all about. In a hour, unless he countermanded his standing orders as he had done yesterday, general quarters would be sounded and the whole ship would be roused. The reasons that motivated his cancellation yesterday still held good. His men were doing four on and four off; they might as well have all the rest they could. He ought to have remembered it.

No general quarters this morning unless its the real thing, he said. Put it on the loudspeaker.

Aye aye, sir.

As they approached the dark ships he heard the announcement made.

Now hear this. Therell be no

One of Uncle Sams ships had acquired the nickname a few years ago of the beno ship, because of the numerous announcements over her loudspeaker beginning that way; but those announcements had given warning that there would be no liberty that afternoon, and similar unpleasant news. This was different.

They were close up to the nearer ship now; he could see her churning wake.

Left rudder. Meet her. Steady as you go.

Now he could recognize her; a tanker with bridge and engines aft. That was Hendrikson. They were hailing already from her bridge by megaphone. Krause stepped out to the bull horn; on his way he collided violently with a figure who had suddenly appeared at his elbow.

Admiralty message, sir, said the figure. It was Dawsons voice.

One minute, said Krause, although the words brought a surge of life and excitement back into his numb body. He bellowed into the bull-horn. Comescort. What are you doing back here?

Ve touched that bastard over dere, said a voice in reply. Buckled our bow plates. Yust saved ourselves. He will hear from my owners.

You dont seem to be much hurt. What did you do to him?

Hope I did plenty.

Can you maintain course and speed?

Yes.

Keeling was fast drawing past Hendrikson; they were almost out of hailing distance.

Maintain your course with modified zig. Plan Number Seven. Look out for Cadena coming up astern.

O.K.

Mr Harbutt, take the conn. Hail that fellow over there and find out what his damage is. If hes all right get him into column astern of the tanker and screen them both.

Aye aye, sir.

Now, Mr Dawson.

Dawson had his clip-board; he had taken the dim red flashlight from the chart-table and shone it on the message. Krause took both clip-board and flashlight from him.

Some of its badly scrambled, sir, apologized Dawson. Ive done the best I can with it.

Some of the words were only jumbles of letters. The others stood out with startling effect as Krause read them in the faint red light.

REINFORCEMENT DESPATCHED. A muddle of letters. ESCORT GROUP CAPTAIN EARL OF BANFF SNO. More muddles, EXPECT AIRCRAFT OF ORD 278-42 APPENDIX HYPO. More muddles.

Im sure of that, sir, said Dawson, stabbing a finger at OF ORD. Here it is.

Attached to the clip board in addition to the message was the reference  HIS CHALLENGE uw YOUR ANSWER BD.

Just as well, said Krause. Messenger!

Yes, sir.

Ask the exec, to come to the bridge. He had hesitated before speaking. The sentence he had framed in his mind My compliments to the executive officer and I would be glad if he were to come to the bridge  had been ridiculously pompous, an echo of the old battleship days in peacetime, and he had had to reframe it to suit wartime conditions in a destroyer.

He studied the message again. It was nearly twelve hours old, having taken much longer to come through than the previous Admiralty message, which had been given priority. The channels were congested but the Admiralty must have worked out that this would reach him in time for him to take the necessary action. But it was wonderful news that reinforcements were on their way. SNO meant senior naval officer in accordance with British usage, not one of those odd collections of letters like DSO or MBE which merely meant a decoration. And the SNO was a captain, That meant that he would be superseded in the command. His responsibility for the convoy would be ended. Krause found himself madly regretting that  regret without any alloy of relief. He would have liked to finish the job himself. His woolly fatigue was stirred into a resentment.

I didnt dare guess at those scrambles, sir, said Dawson. There were some numerals

Very well, Mr Dawson.

It was a little odd  strangely British  that the Admiralty should go to the trouble of informing him that Captain Earl, who was going to take over command, came from Banff. Krause thought of the Canadian Rockies and Lake Louise; but there might be a Banff in Britain, the same as there was a Boston and a Newport. But in that case why mention it? It could only be of importance if Earl was a Canadian. The explanation suddenly shot up in Krauses mind, adding a trifle of amusement to temper his irritation and resentment. This must be one of those English lords  Captain the Earl of Banff. And with the British aircraft was the usual and not the unusual way of saying plane.

Yes, Capn? said Cole, arriving.

Read this, said Krause, handing over clip board and flashlight.

Cole bent to read, the flashlight held within two inches of the paper. It was Krauses bounden duty to inform his second in command of news as important as this.

Thats fine, sir, said Cole. Youll be able to take a rest.

He could not in the darkness see the expression on Krauses face, or he might have used other words.

Yes, said Krause, harshly.

Sent at eighteen hundred G.C.T., commented Cole. And it says the relief has already been despatched. Wont be long before we meet them. Theyll do a high-speed run without zigging. Well, they cant arrive too early.

No, said Krause.

Do you know this Captain Earl, sir? asked Cole.

Thats not his name, said Krause, and for the life of him he could not help feeling superior. Hes a lord. The Earl of Banff.

An earl? But you havent ever spoken to him, sir?

No, said Krause. Not to remember. I mean I am sure I havent.

The last sentence was jerked out of him by conscience to make up for the one before it. Krause had met many British naval officers, but he would certainly have remembered meeting the Earl of Banff, and it was dishonest to imply that he was capable of forgetting it.

You cant risk a guess about these cipher groups, Dawson? asked Cole.

No, sir. I was saying so to the captain. There are numerals in them, which makes it hard.

No doubt about the numerals, commented Cole. Time of meeting not stated. Position not stated. But that plane will be here within an hour of sunrise, sir. You can be sure of that.

I think so, said Krause.

I never heard better news in my life, sir, said Cole. Thank you for letting me in on it.

It was quite obvious that Cole had not the least notion that Krause could feel any bitterness regarding his supersession.

Capn, sir, said Harbutt.

During this last conversation they had been aware of Harbutt carrying on a bellowed conversation through the loud-hailer, giving orders to the wheel, and occasionally swearing to himself.

Yes, Mr Harbutt?

The other freighters Southland, sir. Shes pretty well caved in on the starboard quarter, they tell me. But most of the damage is above water-line and they can cope with the leaks. Hendrikson s damage is all above water-line. Ive got em into column, Southland leading. She says she can make ten and a half knots, and Hendriksons good for eleven. And heres Cadena coming up astern, sir.

How far aheads the convoy?

Four miles is what radar guesses, sir. Cant see em yet.

Very well, Mr Harbutt. Get Cadena into column as well and patrol ahead of them.

Aye aye, sir.

Cole addressed himself to Dawson as Harbutt withdrew.

Youre sure of this challenge and reply? he asked.

As sure as I am of anything, sir, said Dawson.

It was necessary to size up Dawsons capabilities and mentality. He had not spoken overboldly or pathetically.

Just as well, said Cole, repeating Krauses very words. We might have him here in two hours.

How do you make that out, Charlie? asked Krause. In the nick of time he had repressed an exclamation of surprise.

Were on G.C.T. now, sir, replied Cole. Sunrise this morning here will be zero-six-thirty-five. Its zero-five-twenty now. You can see its getting light already, sir.

So it was. Undoubtedly it was. Coles and Dawsons figures were not black shadows; a hint of their white faces was perceptible. Two hours! It was fantastically unbelievable.

Were well on schedule, said Krause.

Ahead of where theyll expect us to be, sir, supplemented Cole.

The Admiralty could have no certainty about the position of the convoy. In view of their recommendation of two days ago  two days? It seemed more like two weeks  of a radical change of course, and in view of the numerous D.F. bearings on U-boats that they must have had, they might guess that the convoy was far behind schedule. But it had ploughed steadily on with almost no delay.

Dodge and James have to know about this, said Krause, tapping the clip-board with his gloved hand. Ill tell em. I couldnt raise them last night. They were too far.

Id better stand by, sir, volunteered Dawson, with a queer hint of apology in his voice. Perhaps

What Dawson was saying trailed off into significant incoherence as Krause went to the T.B.S. Dawson knew something about the ways of communications officers, and about the ways of commanding officers, too; and so did Krause. The Admiralty message was addressed to Comescort, but Dodge and James were likely to have taken it in. And they were likely to have decoded it as well, even though to do so would be a mild infraction of orders, ft would be hard for discipline to withstand the assaults of curiosity at this moment and in these circumstances.

When Krause began speaking to the two ships the replies he received echoed Dawsons apologetic tone comically, despite the way that the T.B.S. took most of the expression out of the voices.

Yes, sir, said Dicky; and after a moments hesitation. We took that signal in too.

I guessed so, said Krause. You have the challenge and reply?

Yes, sir.

Did you unscramble those numerals?

It wasnt a numeral, sir, answered Dicky. It was point T. We made that bit out to be Anticipate point of contact point T.

Were nearly up to point T now, said Krause.

Yes, sir.

Help, then, was very close at hand. And he had not appealed for it.

And we got another bit, sir, said Harry. Report position if north of fifty-seven.

They were well to the south of fifty-seven degrees North Latitude.

Thank you, said Krause. He would not take official notice of the venial sin. And in any case if he had been killed in the night action they would have had to have decoded that message. They could not be sure. That started another train of thought. It was hard to keep everything in mind, even the unpleasant thing he was thinking about.

Did you know, he asked, that Viktor was lost last night?

No! said a shocked voice over the T.B.S.

Yes, said Krause. She was hit just at dusk and went down at midnight.

Anyone saved, sir? asked the T.B.S., subdued.

Everyone, I think, except those killed in the explosion.

Is old Tubby all right, sir?

The British liaison officer?

Yes, sir.

I think so.

Im glad, sir, said one voice, and the other said, It would take more than that to drown old Tubby.

Krause had imagined the owner of that lackadaisical voice to be tall and lean; apparently he was nothing of the sort.

Well, you fellows, said Krause; the tired mind had to pick its words carefully again, for a formal moment was approaching and he was dealing with allies. It wont be long now.

No, sir.

I wont be in command much longer. He had to say that steadily and with every appearance of indifference. The T.B.S. waited in sympathetic silence, and he went on, I have to thank you both for everything youve done.

Thank you, sir, said one voice.

Yes, said the other, its us that have to thank you, sir.

Youre very welcome, said Krause, banally and idiotically. But thats all I have to say. Except good-bye for now.

Good-bye, sir. Good-bye.

He came away from the T.B.S. feeling sad.

Now about you, sir, said Cole. When did you eat last?

Krause was taken completely by surprise by the question. At some time or other he had eaten cold cuts and salad, but to pin-point the time in his memory was absolutely beyond him. Watch had succeeded watch with, in retrospect, a rapidity that left him bewildered.

I had some coffee, he said, lamely.

Nothing else since I ordered dinner for you, sir?

No, said Krause. And he had no intention whatever of allowing his private life to be supervised by his executive officer, even though that officer was his lifetime friend. Im not hungry.

Fourteen hours since you ate last, sir, said Cole.

What I want to do, said Krause asserting his independence, is to get down to the head. I dont want to eat.

He formed an irritating mental picture of himself as a fretful child and Charlie Cole as an imperturbable nurse. He had used a childs excuse.

Thats fine, sir. Ill get breakfast ordered for you while youre gone. I suppose theres no chance of your taking a rest until that plane shows up, sir?

Of course not, said Krause.

This was Krauses first campaign; at least it would teach him the necessity of snatching every available minute later on in the war. But his indignant negative had salved his dignity.

I was afraid not, sir, said Cole. Messenger!

Cole applied himself to giving orders for finding a mess attendant and having bacon and eggs prepared for the captain. And Krause found himself in the position of a man whose casual remark turns out to be true. Now that he had announced that he wanted to go to the head he was in a state of overwhelming anxiety to do so. It was shockingly urgent. He could not wait another minute. He found it was very difficult, nevertheless, to drag himself over to the ladder and start the descent. With his foot on the rung he remembered the red spectacles, and with relief decided they would not be necessary now that the light was increasing topside. He went on painfully down the ladder, into the cold light and bleak silence of the ship. His head was swimming and his whole body ached. There was a dull but distressing pain in the back of his head, and it was agony to transfer his weight from one foot to the other. He shambled into the head; he had no eyes for anything about him, and he shambled out again. The bridge seemed unbearably far away, until his tired mind recalled that before long touch would be gained with the mainland. The thought of it brought a little life back into his body. He actually mounted the ladder with a certain amount of verve. Cole saluted him as he came into the pilot-house.

Im going to take a look at the gun crews and lookouts, sir, he said.

Very well, Charlie. Thank you.

He had to sit down. He simply had to sit. He made his way over to his stool and sank down on it. The relief, what with sitting and what with having been to the head, was considerable. All but his feet. They seemed to be red-hot with agony. A wicked thought came rising up into his mind; he had discarded it once, long before, but now it returned, repulsive and yet insistent, like an insufficiently weighted corpse rising with corruption from the depths. He could take off his shoes. He could defy convention. He could be bold. Important it might be for his crew always to see their captain correctly dressed, but it could not be at this moment more important than the misery of his feet. Nothing could be more important. He was being tortured like an Indian captive. He had to  he simply must. It might be the first step down the slippery path of complete moral disintegration, yet even so he could not hold back. He reached painfully down and undid a shoe-string. He loosened it in its eyelets. He took the mental plunge, and, hand on heel, tried to thrust off the shoe. It resisted stubbornly for a moment and then  and then  the blend of agony and paradise as it came off was something indescribable; only just for a moment did it remind him of Evelyn with whom he had experienced something similar. He forgot Evelyn at once as he worked his toes about, stretched out his foot, felt the returning life creeping back within the thick arctic sock. The necessary seconds to take off the other shoe were hardly bearable. Both feet were free now; all ten toes were squirming with joy. To put the freed soles down on the icy steel deck and feel the chill penetrate the thick socks was a sensuous pleasure so intense that Krause actually forgot to be suspicious of it. He stretched his legs and felt the relieved circulation welling through his muscles. He stretched luxuriously, and caught himself at that moment  or several moments later; he did not know how many  falling forward from the waist sound asleep. He would have been on his nose on the deck in another second.

It was the end of bliss. He was back in a world of war, a world of steel, swaying on a slate-grey sea; and this steel ship of his might at any moment be torn open in thunder and flame with that grey sea flooding in through the holes, exploding boilers and drowning the dazed survivors. There was the pinging of the sonar to remind him of the sleepless watch that was being maintained against the enemies deep below the surface. Far ahead of him he could see a row of dim shapes on the horizon which were the helpless ships he had to guard; he had only to turn on his stool to see behind him the three others he was trying to lead to safety.

T.B.S., sir, said Harbutt. Harry.

He had already forgotten about taking his shoes off; it was a surprise to find himself walking in his stockinged feet. But there was nothing he could do about that at present.

George to Harry. Go ahead.

The careful precise tones of Lieutenant-Commander Rode spoke into his ear.

We have an aircraft approaching on our screen, sir. Range sixty miles, bearing oh-nine-oh.

Thank you, Captain. It may be the plane we have to look out for.

It may be, sir. The tone suggested that Rode had been bombed so often from the air that he took nothing for granted, and the next words went on to confirm the impression. Ive seen Condors as far out as here, sir. But well know soon enough.

I dont doubt it.

Ill report again as soon as Im sure, sir.

Very well, Captain, thank you.

Krauses heart was beating perceptibly faster as he put down the hand-set. Friend or enemy, the report meant that he had achieved touch with the far side of the ocean.

Capn, sir, yo breffus.

There was the tray with its white napkin cover raised into peaks by what lay under it. He eyed it without interest. If the plane were sixty miles from James it would be seventy-five miles from Keeling. In a quarter of an hour it would be in sight; in half an hour it might be overhead. Commonsense dictated that he should eat while he had time, and while the food was hot. But between fatigue and excitement he had no appetite.

Oh, very well. Put it on the chart-table.

He had forgotten again about being in his stockinged feet. And there were his shoes, lying disgracefully on the deck. He paid ten times over in that minute for the ecstasy he had felt when he had taken them off.

Messenger! Take those shoes of mine to my cabin and bring me the slippers youll find there.

Aye aye, sir.

The messenger evinced no concern at being ordered on such a menial duty; it was Krause who felt the concern. He tasted all the bitterness of the pill he had to swallow; he was sensitive about the dignity of the men who served under him; and was quite unnecessarily worried about the messengers feelings. He could order the messenger into mortal danger more easily than he could order him to pick up his shoes. Already, forgetting the agony that had forced him into taking off his shoes, he was taking a mental vow never to indulge himself in that fashion again. It lessened his appetite for food even farther. But he plodded over to the desk and lifted the covers indifferently. Fried eggs, golden and white, looked up at him; from strips of bacon a pleasant odour rose to his nostrils. And coffee! Coffee! The scent of that as he poured it was utterly enticing. He drank; he began to eat.

Your slippers, sir, said the messenger, putting them on the deck beside him.

Thank you, replied Krause with his mouth full.

Charlie Cole was just entering the pilot-house when he was called again to the T.B.S.

Catalina in sight, sir, said Harry.

Good, answered Krause. It was only then that he knew he had been worrying in case it had been a Condor. Is her challenge correct?

Yes, sir. And I have made reply.

Plane in sight! Plane dead ahead!

Keeling s look-outs were shouting wildly.

Very well, thank you, Captain, said Krause.

PBY, sir, said Cole, his binoculars to his eyes, looking at the bright eastern horizon, and then, loudly, Very well, you men. Its one of ours.

The 20 mm gun crews had already started training their weapons forward and upward. It was a black dot over the convoy, approaching fast. It was winking at him feverishly. Dot dot dash dot dash dash.

Plane signals U W, sir, from the signal-bridge.

Very well. Reply BD.

U W U W  that pilot had been shot at by so many friendly ships he wanted to make quite sure he was recognized. Now the plane was visible in detail, with all the clumsy comforting elephantine outlines of a PBY.

One of ours, not British, sir, commented Cole.

The stars were plain on the wings. It roared on overhead; at the 40 mm guns the men raised a cheer and waved their arms. It passed on astern; Krause and Cole turned to watch it as it went nearly out of sight. Then they saw it swing leftwards, to the south.

Checking up on how far were scattered, said Krause. I guess so, sir. It looks like that. And hell scare down any sub within thirty miles, too, sir.

So he would. In this clear daylight no sub would venture to remain on the surface with a plane circling overhead. And below the surface a sub would be half-blind and slow, no danger to the convoy unless fortunately right in the convoys path. The PBY swung on round, and settled on an easterly course back past the right flank of the convoy. They watched it steadily dwindling in size.

Isnt he going to cover us, sir? asked Cole.

I know what hes doing, said Krause. Hes homing the escort group on us.

A bird of the air shall carry the voice, and that which hath wings shall tell the matter. The Earl of Banff and his escort group were already far out at sea, and the PBY was going to inform them of the bearing of the convoy.

His course is not much south of east, sir, said Cole, binoculars to his eyes. They must be nearly dead ahead of us.

Nearly dead ahead, and probably making fourteen knots. Relief and convoy were heading towards each other at a combined speed of twenty-three knots at least. In an hour or two they would be in sight of each other. Less than that, perhaps. Krause looked forward; the rear line of the convoy was now hull-up; Keeling had brought the lost sheep back to the flock.

Out of sight, sir, said Cole taking the glasses from his eyes.

Now there was no knowing how much farther the PBY would be going.

What about your breakfast, sir? asked Cole.

Krause would not admit that he could not remember in what condition he had left his tray. He walked over to it. The large plate bore a cold egg and strips of congealed bacon.

Ill send for some more, sir, said Cole.

No, thank you, replied Krause. Ive had all I want.

Surely you could use some coffee, sir. This is cold.

Well

Messenger! Bring the captain another pot of coffee.

Thank you, said Krause.

Watch is just going to change, sir. Ill get down to the plot.

Very well, Charlie.

When Cole had gone Krause looked down again at the tray. Automatically his hand went out and he picked up a piece of toast and started to eat it. It was cold and leathery, but it disappeared with remarkable rapidity. Krause spread the other piece thick with butter and jelly and ate that. Then he found himself picking up the strips of cold bacon and eating them too.

Friday. Forenoon Watch  0800-1200

Harbutt saluted and reported his relief.

Very well, Mr Harbutt. Mr Carling! I want a fuel report from the engine-room.

Aye aye, sir.

Krause looked again at the convoy and back at the three ships aft. Was it sentimental to want to be at the head of his command when the reinforcements arrived?

Pardon me, sir, said the messenger, putting hot coffee on the tray in front of him.

Get me a signal-pad and pencil, said Krause.

He wrote out the message.

COMESCORT TO SHIPS ASTERN. RESUME STATIONS IN CONVOY.

Signal bridge, he ordered. And tell them to send slowly.

Aye aye, sir.

The T.B.S., sir, said Carling.

It was James.

The Catalinas crossing our course at thirty-five miles, sir. Looks as if the escort group isnt far ahead. Thought youd like to know, sir.

I sure would. Thanks a lot, said Krause.

He was on the way back to his coffee when the messenger saluted him.

Ships astern acknowledge message, sir.

Very well.

Lieutenant-Commander Ipsen up from the engine-room with his written fuel report. Enough for fifty-seven hours steaming at economical speeds. Enough.

Thank you, Chief. Very well.

Thank you, sir.

Ahead of him the convoy was practically in good order. He could go ahead up a lane in safety.

Ill take the conn, Mr Carling.

Aye aye, sir.

Keeling drew away from the ships astern and entered the lane. Ships all round him. Battered ships and nearly new ships, with every colour of paintwork and every style of build. There had been thirty-seven ships when he had taken over escort duty. Now there were thirty; seven had been lost. Heavy losses, no doubt, but convoys had known even heavier than that. He had brought thirty ships through. Out of his escort force he had lost a destroyer; a very grave loss indeed. But he had sunk two probables and a possible. Thou art weighed in the balance  in the balance  he came to himself with a start. While having the conn, while actually in charge of the ship, he had gone to sleep on his feet, here in a convoy lane with danger all round. While I was musing the fire burned. He had never before known such fatigue.

Coffee might help. It was only then that he remembered the pot that had been brought him. It was nearly cold, but he drank it, draining the second cup as they emerged ahead of the convoy.

Mr Carling! Take the conn.

Aye aye, sir.

Take station three miles ahead of the commodore.

Aye aye, sir.

Forward look-out reports plane dead ahead, sir.

It was the PBY back again. Krause watched it alter course patrolling in long leisurely zig-zags far out on either side of the convoys course. Oh, that I had wings like a dove. Visibility was excellent, the sea moderate.

Forward look-out reports object dead ahead, sir.

Krause raised his binoculars. There was nothing in view. Nothing? Nothing? The tiniest speck on the distant horizon.

Forward look-out reports object is a ship.

This was the moment. Wink-wink. Wink-wink-wink. Already a light was flashing there. Overhead he heard the clank of Keelings lamp answering. Wink-wink-wink. He could not keep his heart from beating fast. He could not keep his hands from trembling a little.

Well, weve made it, sir, said Cole beside him.

We have, answered Krause. He was aware of a dryness of the throat that affected his voice.

The messenger came running.

SNO TO COMESCORT. WELCOME. KINDLY MAKE VERBAL REPORT TO DIAMOND.

There followed a wave frequency. Krause handed the message pad to Cole and walked over to the T.B.S. It was not easy to walk so far.

George to Diamond. Do you hear me?

Diamond to George. I hear you. Another of those English voices. Afraid youve had a rough time.

Not so rough, sir. Weve lost seven ships out of the convoy and two slightly damaged.

Only seven?

Yes, sir. Kings Langley, Henrietta

It doesnt matter about the names at present.

It was a relief to hear that; it was only with an effort that he could recollect them.

Weve lost Eagle, too, sir.

Eagle? Thats bad luck.

Yes, sir. She was hit in the engine-room last night. Last night? It was almost impossible to believe it was only then. Krause steadied his reeling mind. And she sank at midnight. Everything was done to save her.

I dont doubt it, Captain. And what is the condition of your command?

In this ship we have fuel for fifty-six hours steaming at economical speed, sir. We had one slight hit from a four-inch on our main-deck aft with unimportant damage. Three killed and two wounded, sir.

A four-inch?

A sub fought it out on the surface, sir. We got him. I think we got two more. The conduct of the other ships of the escort was excellent, sir.

Three subs.? Well done! I dont expect youve a depth-charge left.

We have two, sir.

Mm. It was a vague meditative remark over the T.B.S. And your other two ships? What are their code names?

Harry and Dicky, sir.

Ill ask them to report to me direct.

Krause heard them reporting. Dodge with her gun out of action, with no depth-charges, serious damage forward, adequately patched, and fuel for thirty-seven hours.

James with three depth-charges and fuel for thirty-one hours.

Itll be a tight squeeze for you to make it to Derry, commented Diamond, who must be Captain the Earl of Banff.

Might just do it, sir, said James.

Not too sure, said Diamond.

Krause heard him say it while a wave of sleep broke over him again; like the waves of a rising tide the need for sleep was reaching higher and higher and submerging his faculties longer on each occasion. He steadied himself. The new force was hull up over the horizon now, four ships in rigid column, Diamonds destroyer in the lead, three escort vessels astern of her.

Im going to detach you three, said Diamond. You can make the best of your way to Derry.

Sir, said Krause, goading his mind to think of the right words. This is George. Submit I stay with the convoy. Ive fuel to spare.

No, Im afraid not, said Diamond. I want you to see these two boys get home all right. Theyre not fit to be out by themselves.

It was said lightly, but there was a positive quality about the words; Krause felt it in the same way as, when his blade slipped along an opponents foil, his wrist would feel the transition from foible to forte.

Aye aye, sir, he said.

Form on the left flank of the convoy, said Diamond. Ill come in on the right.

Aye aye, sir.

Youve done the hell of a good job, Captain, said Diamond. We were all worried about you.

Thank you, sir, said Krause.

Good-bye and good luck, said Diamond.

Thank you, sir, said Krause. Good-bye. George to Harry. George to Dicky. Form column astern of me. Speed thirteen knots. Course zero-eight-seven.

Along with his fatigue the blackest depression was settling on him. Something was over, finished. Those last heartening words of Diamonds might be very gratifying. It was obvious that by bringing his charge within touch of England, and handing it over to the relieving force, he had completed the duty entrusted to him. I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course. Could he say that? Perhaps. Yet this unutterable sadness possessed him, even while he mechanically gave the orders that carried him away from the ships he had guarded so long. He looked back at them. There was a long, long war ahead of him, he knew. He would fight, he would know agony and danger, but even if he lived he would be unlikely ever to set eyes on those ships again. He had a last duty to fulfil, a final step to take for the sake of international accord.

Messenger! Signal-pad and pencil.

He hesitated over the first word. But he would use it once more during these last seconds, COMESCORT TO COM-

CONVOY. GOOD-BYE. MOST GRATEFUL THANKS FOR YOUR SPLENDID CO-OPERATION. GOD SPEED AND GOOD LUCK.

Signal bridge, he said. Come right to course zero-eight-seven, Mr Carling.

He heard the quartermaster repeat Carlings order.

Right rudder to course zero-eight-seven, sir. Steady on course zero-eight-seven.

Overhead the shutters of the lamp were clattering as his message went out. James and Dodge were wheeling round to take station astern of him. The relieving force was moving into screening positions, the White Ensign flying. Terrible as an army with banners. He was swaying again on his feet. The Canadian Ensign and the White Ensign were following along behind the Stars and Stripes, but there was no Polish Ensign. The Commodore was winking back at him now. He fought back his fatigue again and waited.

The messenger brought the signal pad. COMCONVOY TO

COMESCORT. IT IS FOR US TO THANK YOU FOR YOUR MAGNIFICENT WORK. DEEPEST GRATITUDE FROM US ALL. HEARTIEST GOOD WISHES.

That was all for now. It was finished.

Very well, he said to the messenger. Mr Carling, Ill be in the sea-cabin if you want me.

Aye aye, sir.

Charlie Cole was standing, eyeing him closely, but he had not the strength even to exchange a word with him. A little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to sleep. Blindly he found his way to the cabin.


CHAPTER 3
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IT WAS SWAYING round him. He fumbled at the hood which had hung unbuttoned for so long round his face, and a lucky tug dragged it off. He put his hands to the buttons of the sheepskin coat but he did not succeed in unfastening them. He wanted to sleep. He dropped to his knees by the bunk and put his hands before his face.

Dear Jesus.

It was the attitude and the words he had used when he was a child, when the beloved mother so shadowy in his memory had told him about the gentle Christ-child, to whom a little boy could take his troubles. The sunshine of his childhood was round him. The sun had always shone when he was little. He had been enfolded in love. When the sweet mother had faded from his life the dear father had loved him enough for two, the father whose desolate mouth could always smile for him. The dear father; the sun had shone when they went fishing together  the sun had brightened their happiness and their excitement as they took the train to Carquinez Straits to fish for bass and on the very few, the memorable occasions when they had taken the ferry across the bay and had places in a boat through the Golden Gate out on to the tossing ocean under the golden sun. He had learned his texts, he had read his Bible for that, because when he knew his texts they could go fishing, and only then; the father was sad when he did not know them.

Krause forgot the sunshine; his knees were uncomfortable on the steel deck and his face was buried in his hands on the bunk. In a second of returning consciousness he squirmed forward and upward on to the bunk, lying breast downward on it with his face turned to one side. He lay spreadeagled, the sprouting beard disfiguring his dirty face, his mouth a little open, as heavily asleep as if he were dead.

He had learned texts at home while he learned mathematics at high school. He had learned about duty and honour, too, the two inseparables. He had learned about charity, about being kind, to think well of everybody but impartially about himself even while the sun shone on him. The sunshine ceased when his father died, leaving him an orphan just graduating from high school when America was entering into a war. The Senator had nominated the much-loved pastors orphan son to Annapolis, a nomination strange for those days as it brought no political benefit, strengthened no political alliance, even though the nomination was old-fashioned enough in that no attempt was made to select the most academically suitable candidate.

Three hundred dollars; that was the estate his father left him when he died, when his books and furniture had been sold. It paid Krauses fare to Annapolis; he could have managed without the balance, living on his pay as midshipman; the class of 1922 graduated in 1921 in the aftermath of war, and Krause graduated with it, half-way up the list, not specially noted for anything except for the above average skill in fencing which he unexpectedly discovered. He had learned something of discipline and subordination and self-control to supplement his childhood training. The Senators nomination had directed a considerable potential into a channel that Krause would never have selected for himself. It was one of those freaks of chance that may change the fate of nations. Without his Annapolis training Krause would have grown up into a very similar man, but perhaps without the unrelenting realism that stiffened his humanity. Severe and logical discipline, grained into him, produced an odd effect when reinforcing an undeviating Christian spirit that already knew little of compromise.

The United States Navy was his home and he knew no other for so many years. He had no family, not a relation in the world, and when the chances of service brought him back to the scenes of his childhood the changes that had taken place there cut him off from that past as if with a knife. Oakland was noisy and different, and the Berkeley hills were built over. Carquinez Straits with so many happy memories were now crossed by a vast and terrible bridge of steel jammed with squawking traffic, and soon the ferries on the Bay were replaced by other bridges over which the traffic hurtled with a pitiless single-mindedness so unlike what he remembered. The sun did not shine as warmly; the kindness and the kindliness seemed to have disappeared.

The transition was abrupt; it seemed as if he had never lived here. Some other little boy, about whom he had heard in much detail, had lived here, had trotted to the grocery store holding his mothers hand, had sat enchanted at the circus, had walked to school round those corners which were now so different. It was not he; he had no past, no roots. What he knew as home was enclosed between four steel bulkheads; what he knew as family life went on in the wardroom and at captains mast. Promotion came, to lieutenant junior grade, to lieutenant, to lieutenant-commander, responsibility expanding with his experience. For seventeen years, from eighteen to thirty-five, he lived for nothing but his duty; that was why those hateful words fitted and retained hit him so hard, even though he knew that in the service of which he was a part there could only be one commander for every ten lieutenant-commanders.

But that came after he had met Evelyn, which made it all the harder. He had loved her as only a single-minded man can love a woman; the first love of a man of thirty-five, and she was in her early twenties and both brilliant and beautiful  he thought so, which was all that mattered  but for all her brilliance she had failed to appreciate the tragic implications of fitted and retained. He could not believe her to be unsympathetic, and still less could he believe her to be stupid, and so the deductions to be made regarding himself cut still more deeply. He had loved her so madly, so frantically. He had known an intoxication, an active happiness, quite unlike any other experience, and it had been so overwhelming that it had stilled completely the doubts he might have felt regarding his unworthiness of so much happiness and his uneasy feeling that no man should be so deficient in self-control. It had been a supreme moment. There was the house in Coronado; during those weeks roots began to sprout; Southern California with its sun-baked beaches and its barren hills began to be home.

And then fitted and retained. Evelyns inability to understand. The unworthy, hideous suspicion that the idol had feet of clay; the suspicion strengthened by Evelyns lack of sympathy towards his determination to do his duty  and that determination strengthened, contrariwise, by the services opinion of him expressed in fitted and retained. The quarrels had begun, the bitter, bitter quarrels, when everything combined to goad him into insane rages, and the rages were followed by black remorse that he could have ever said such things to Evelyn, that he could have said such things to any woman at all, and further that he could have lost his self-control to such a frightening extent, just as he had forgotten his self-control when he was in bed  uneasy thought.

Yet all this did little or nothing to lessen the pain when Evelyn told him about the black-haired lawyer. That was pain such that he did not know could ever be suffered by anyone. The dreadful pain when she told him; unrelieved unhappiness; not even pride could help him. The pain persisted as he went through the necessary formalities, rising to fresh peaks sometimes as he went on with them, when he was confronted afresh by the inability to retrace a single step  not to halt the legal proceedings, but to undo deeds that had been done, and to unsay words that had been said. Then there was the culminating peak of pain on the wedding day, and the wedding night.

There was still duty to be done and life to be lived; and it did not clash with duty to ask BuPers for assignment to the Atlantic seaboard, away from Southern California and the house in Coronado; to tear off the fragile roots that had begun to sprout; to face the rest of life with duty as his sole companion. Chance  the chance that elevated a paranoiac to supreme power in Germany and a military clique to power in Japan  dictated that when it was too late he should receive the coveted promotion to commander, if it can be called chance. Chance had made him an orphan; chance had brought about the Senators nomination. Chance had put him in command of the convoy escort. Chance had made him the man he was and had given that man the duty he had to carry out.

Now he was asleep. He could be called happy now, lying spreadeagled and face downward on his bunk, utterly unconscious.


GLOSSARY
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BEDSPRING: THE RADAR antenna.

BuPers: Bureau of Naval Personnel, which issues orders to assign all U.S. Navy personnel.

Code names: George  the destroyer Keeling, under Krauses command.

Eagle  the Polish destroyer Viktor.

Harry  the corvette H.M.S. James.

Dicky  the Canadian corvette Dodge.

Comconvoy: Commander of the convoy.

Comescort: Commander of ships protecting the convoy.

Condition Two: Readiness condition short of general quarters (see below) with ships guns partly manned.

Doppler: Dopplers Effect, in physics, is the change in frequency of sound-waves emitted by an approaching and, subsequently, a receding object. The phenomenon may be observed in the continuously higher note of the whistle of an approaching express train and the lower note heard after the train has passed the observer. In the application of this principle to submarine detection the term Up Doppler can imply the approach of a submerged U-boat to the searching destroyer.

Fitted and retained: An officer so evaluated by a promotion board is retained on active duty in his present grade but is not promoted.

General quarters: Everyone at action stations.

Head, the: Lavatory aboard ship.

Huff-Duff: High-frequency direction-finding apparatus.

O.D., O.O.D.: Officer of the deck.

PBY: U.S. designation of Catalina aircraft.

Pelorus: A device for taking bearings.

Pillenwerfer: U-boats defensive device producing large bubbles which, floating to the surface, might deceive sonar (see below). (The Royal Navy called them S.B.T.s  Submarine Bubble Targets.)

Pitometer or pit: Ships speedometer.

Secure from general quarters: Stand down from action stations.

Sonar: Electronic means of underwater detection.

Take the conn: Take over responsibility for ships course, speed, etc.

T.B.S.: The radio-telephone talk between ships.
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During World War II, Forester worked in Washington D.C. for the British Information Service, writing propaganda to encourage the US to join the Allies.
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Gold from Crete
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THE OFFICERS OF H.M.S. Apache were sizing up the Captain D. at the same time that he was doing the same to them. A Captain D. - captain commanding destroyers - was a horrible nuisance on board if, as in this case, the ship in which he elected - or was compelled by circumstances - to hoist his distinguishing pendant was not fitted as a flotilla leader. The captain needed cabin space himself, and he brought with him a quartet of staff officers who also needed cabin space. Physically, that meant that four out of the seven officers already on board the Apache would be more uncomfortable than usual, and in a destroyer that meant a great deal. More than that; morally, the effect was still more profound. It meant that with a captain on board, even if he tried not to interfere with the working of the ship, the commander and the other officers, and the lower deck ratings as well, for the matter of that, felt themselves under the scrutiny of higher authority. The captains presence would introduce something of the atmosphere of a big ship, and it would undoubtedly cut short the commanders pleasure in his independent command.

So Commander Hammett and his officers eyed Captain Crowe and his staff, when they met on the scorching iron deck of the Apache in Alexandria Harbour, without any appearance of hospitality. They saw a big man, tall and a little inclined to bulk, who moved with a freedom and ease that hinted at a concealed athleticism. His face was tanned so deeply that it was impossible to guess at his complexion, but under the thick black brows there were a pair of grey eyes that twinkled irrepressibly. They knew his record, of course - much of it was to be read in the rows of coloured ribbon on his chest. There was the D.S.O. he had won as a midshipman at Zeebrugge in 1918-before Sub-lieutenant Chesterfield had been born - and they knew that they had only to look up the official account of that action to find exactly what Crowe had done there; but everyone knew that midshipmen do not receive D.S.O.s for nothing. The spot of silver that twinkled on the red-and-blue ribbon told of the bar he had received for the part he had played at Narvik last year - not to many men is it given to be decorated for distinguished services twenty-two years apart and still to be hardly entering on middle age. There was the red ribbon that one or two of them recognized as the Bath, and a string of other gay colours that ended in the Victory and General Service ribbons of the last war.

The introductions were brief - most of the officers had at least a nodding acquaintance with one another already. Commander Hammett presented his first lieutenant, Garland, and the other officers down to Sub-lieutenants Chesterfield and Lord Edward Mortimer, R.N.V.R. - this last was a fattish and untidy man in the late thirties whose yachting experience had miraculously brought him out of Mayfair drawing rooms and dropped him on the hard steel deck of the Apache - and Crowe indicated his flotilla gunnery officer and navigating officer and signals officer and secretary.

We will proceed as soon as convenient, Commander, said Crowe, issuing his first order.

Aye aye, sir, said Hammett, as twenty generations of seamen had answered before him. But at least the age of consideration given to omens had passed; it did not occur to Hammett to ponder on the significance of the fact that Crowes first order had been one of action.

Get yourselves below and sort yourselves out, said Crowe to his staff, and as they disappeared he walked forward and ran lightly up to the bridge.

Hammett gave his orders - Crowe was glad to note that he did so without even a side glance out of the tail of his eye at the captain at the end of the bridge - and the ship broke into activity. In response to one order, the yeoman of signals on the bridge bellowed an incomprehensible string of words down to the signal bridge. It passed through Crowes mind that yeomen of signals were always as incomprehensible as railway porters calling out the names of stations in England, but the signal rating below understood what was said to him, which was all that mattered. A string of coloured flags ran up the halyards, and a moment later yeoman of signals was bellowing the replies received. The flagship gave permission to proceed; the fussy tug out there by the anti-submarine net began to pull open the gate. The bow was pulled in, the warps cast off. The telegraph rang, the propeller began to turn, and the Apache trembled a little as she moved away. Everything was done as competently as possible; the simple operation was a faint indication that Crowe would not have to worry about the Apache in action, but could confine his attention to the handling of his whole flotilla of twelve destroyers, if and when he should ever succeed in gathering them all together.

A movement just below him caught his attention. The antiaircraft lookouts were being relieved. At the.50-calibre gun here on the starboard side a burly seaman was taking over the earphones and the glasses. He was a huge man, but all Crowe could see of him, besides his huge bulk and the top of his cap, was his cropped red hair and a wide expanse of neck and ear, burned a solid brick-red from the Mediterranean sun. Then there were a pair of thick wrists covered with dense red hair, and two vast hands that held the glasses as they swept back and forth, back and forth, over the sky from horizon to zenith in ceaseless search for hostile planes. At that moment there were six seamen employed on that task in different parts of the deck, and so exacting was the work that a quarter of an hour every hour was all that could be asked of any man.

Commander Hammett turned at that moment and caught the captains eye.

Sorry to intrude on you like this, Hammett, said Crowe.

No intrusion at all, sir. Glad to have you, of course.

Hammett could hardly say anything else, poor devil, thought Crowe, before he went on: Must be a devilish nuisance being turned out of your cabin, all the same.

Not nearly as much nuisance as to the other officers, sir, said Hammett. When were at sea I never get aft to my sleeping cabin at all. Turn in always in my sea cabin.

Perfectly true, thought Crowe. No destroyer captain would think of ever going more than one jump from the bridge at sea.

Nice of you to spare my feelings, said Crowe, with a grin. It had to be said in just the right way - Crowe could guess perfectly well at Hammetts resentment at his presence.

Not at all, sir, said Hammett briefly.

Sub-lieutenant Chesterfield gave a fresh course to the quartermaster at this moment and changed the conversation.

They were clear of the minefields now and almost out of sight of the low shore. The myriad Levantine spies would have a hard time to guess whither they were bound.

Well be in visual touch with the flotilla at dawn, sir, said Hammett.

Thank you. Ill let you know if theres any change of plan, replied Crowe.

He ran down the naked steel ladder to the deck, and walked aft, past the quadruple torpedo tubes and the two pairs of 4.7s towering above him. On the blast screen a monkey sat and gibbered at him, gesticulating with withered little hands. Crowe hated monkeys; he liked dogs and could tolerate cats; he had been shipmates with pets of all species from goats to baby hippopotamuses, but monkeys were his abomination. He hated the filthy little things, their manners and their habits. He ignored this one stolidly as he walked past it to the accompaniment of screamed monkey obscenities. If he were in command of this destroyer he would have seen to it that the little beast did not remain long on board to plague him; as it was, he thought ruefully to himself, as he was in the immeasurably higher position of commanding a flotilla, he would have to endure its presence for fear of hurting the feelings of those under his command.

Down below, Paymaster-Lieutenant Scroggs, his secretary, was waiting for him in the day cabin. Scroggs was looking through a mass of message forms - intercepted wireless messages which gave, when pieced together, a vague and shadowy picture of the progress of the fighting in Crete.

I dont like the looks of it at all, sir, said Scroggs.

Neither did Crowe, but he could see no possible good in saying so. His hearty and sanguine temperament could act on bad news, but refused to dwell on it. He had digested the contents of those messages long ago, and he had no desire to worry himself with them again.

Well know more about it when we get there, he said cheerfully. I shant want you for a bit, Scroggs.

Scroggs acted on the hint and left the cabin, while Crowe sat himself at the table and drew the notepaper to him and began his Thursday letter:



My dear Miriam, There has been little enough happening this week  



On Thursdays he wrote to Miriam; on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays he wrote respectively to Jane and Susan and Dorothy. On Fridays he wrote to old friends of his own sex, and he kept Saturdays to clear off arrears of official correspondence, and he hoped on Sundays never to take a pen in hand.

He often thought about using a typewriter and doing four copies at once, but Miriam and Dorothy and Jane and Susan were not fools - he would never have bothered about them in the first place if they were - and they could spot a carbon copy anywhere. There was nothing for it but to write toilsomely to each one by hand, although it did not matter if he repeated the phraseology; not one of those girls knew any of the others, thank God, and if they did, they wouldnt compare notes about him, seeing what a delicate affair each affair was.

Scroggs re-entered the room abruptly. Message just arrived, sir, he said, passing over the decoded note.

It was for Captain D. from the vice-admiral, Alexandria, and was marked Priority. It ran:



MUCH GREEK GOLD AWAITING SHIPMENT MERKA BAY. REMOVE IF POSSIBLE. END.



Not acknowledged, of course? said Crowe.

No, sir, said Scroggs.

Any acknowledgment would violate standing orders for wireless silence.

All right, Scroggs. Ill call you when I want you.

Crowe sat and thought about this new development. Much Greek gold. A thousand pounds? A million pounds? The Greek government gold reserves must amount to a good deal more than a million pounds. If Crete was going to be lost - and it looked very much as if it was going to be - it would be highly desirable to keep that much gold from falling into the hands of the Germans. But it was the if possible that complicated the question. Actually it was a compliment - it gave him discretion. It was for him to decide whether to stake the Apache against the gold, but it was the devil of a decision to make. The ordinary naval problem was easy by comparison, for the value of the Apache could be easily computed against other standards. It would always be worthwhile, for instance, to risk the Apache in exchange for a chance to destroy a light cruiser. But in exchange for gold? When she was built, the Apache cost less than half a million sterling, but that was in peacetime. In time of war, destroyers might be considered to be worth their weight in gold - or was that strictly true?

There was the question of the odds too. If he took the Apache into Merka Bay tomorrow at dawn and risked the Stukas, what would be the chances of getting her out again? Obviously, if he were quite sure of it, he should try for the gold; and on the other hand, if he were sure that she would be destroyed, it would not be worth making the attempt, not for all the gold in the Americas. The actual odds lay somewhere between the one extreme and the other - two to one against success, say. Was it a profitable gamble to risk the Apache on a two-to-one chance, in the hope of gaining an indefinite number of millions?

He had only to raise his voice to summon the staff that a thoughtful government had provided. Three brilliant young officers, all graduates of the Naval Staff College, and the main reason for their presence on board was to advise. Crowe thought about his staff and grinned to himself. They would tell him, solemnly, the very things he had just been thinking out for himself, and, after all that, the ultimate decision would still lie with him alone. There could be no shifting of that responsibility - and Crowe suddenly realised that he did not want to shift it. Responsibility was the air he breathed. He sat making up his mind, while the Apache rose and fell gently on the Mediterranean swell and the propellers throbbed steadily; he still held the message in idle fingers, and looked at it with unseeing eyes. When at last he rose, he had reached his decision, and it remained only to communicate it to his staff to tell them that he intended to go into Merka Bay to fetch away some gold, and to look over the chart with them and settle the details.

That was what he did, and the flotilla gunnery officer and the signals officer and the navigating officer listened to him attentively. It was only a matter of a few minutes to decide on everything. Rowles, the navigating officer, measured off the distance on his dividers, while the others asked questions that Crowe could not answer. Crowe had not the least idea how much gold there was in Crete. Nor could he say offhand how much a million sterling in gold should weigh. Nickleby, the gunner, came to a conclusion about that, after a brief glance at his tables of specific gravities and a minute with his slide rule. About ten tons, there or thereabouts, he announced.

This is troy weight, twelve ounces to the pound, you know, cautioned Holby, the signals officer.

Yes, I allowed for that, said Nickleby triumphantly.

But what about inflation? demanded Rowles, looking up from the map. I heard you say something about an ounce being worth four pounds - you know what I mean, four sovereigns. But thats a long time ago, when people used to buy gold. Now its all locked up and its doubled in value, pretty nearly. So a million would weigh twenty tons.

Five tons, you mean, stupid, said Holby. That started another argument as to whether inflation would increase or diminish the weight of a million sterling.

Crowe listened to them for a moment and then left them to it. There was still a little while left before dinner, and he had to finish that letter. As the Apache turned her bows towards Merka Bay, Crowe took up his pen again:



.. but it is most infernally hot and I suppose it will get hotter as the year grows older. I have thought about you a great deal, of course  



That damned monkey was chattering at him through the scuttle. It was bad enough to have to grind out this weekly letter to Miriam, without having monkeys to irritate one. The monkey was far more in Crowes thoughts than the Stukas he would be facing at any moment. The Stukas were something to which he had devoted all the consideration the situation demanded; it would do him no good to think about them further. But that monkey would not let Crowe stop thinking about him. Crowe cursed again.



 especially that dinner we had at the Berkeley, when we had to keep back behind the palms so that old Lady Crewkerne shouldnt see us. I wonder what the poor old thing is doing now.



That was half a page, anyway, in Crowes large handwriting. He had only to finish the page and make some appearance of a wholehearted attempt on the second. He scribbled on steadily, half his mind on the letter and the other half divided between the monkey, the approach of dinner-time, Hammetts attitude and the heat. He was not aware of the way in which somewhere inside him his mental digestion was still at work on the data for the approaching operation. With a sigh of relief he wrote:



Always yours, George

and added at the foot, for the benefit of the censor:



From Captain George Crowe, 



C.B., D.S.O., R.N.

The worst business of the day was over and he could dine with a clear conscience, untroubled until morning.



The dark hours that followed midnight found the Apache in Merka Bay. She had glided silently in and had dropped anchor unobserved by anyone, apparently, while all around her in the distance were the signs and thunder of war. Overhead in the darkness had passed droning death, not once or twice but many times, passing by on mysterious and unknown errands. Crowe, on the bridge beside Hammett, had heard the queer bumbling of German bombers, the more incisive note of fighter planes. Out on the distant horizon along the coast they had seen the great flashes of the nightmare battle that was being fought out there, sometimes the pyrotechnic sparkle of anti-aircraft fire, and they had heard the murmur of the firing. Now Nickleby had slipped ashore in the dinghy to make contact with the Greeks.

Hes the devil of a long time, sir, grumbled Rowles. Well never get away before daylight, at this rate.

I never expected to, said Crowe soothingly. He felt immeasurably older than Rowles as he spoke, immeasurably wiser. Rowles was still young enough to have illusions, to expect everything to go off without delay or friction, something in the manner of a staff exercise on paper. If Rowles was still so incorrigibly optimistic after a year and a half of war, he could not be expected ever to improve in this respect.

The bombersll find us, though, sir, said Rowles. Just listen to that one going over!

Quite likely, said Crowe. He had already weighed the possible loss of the Apache and her company against the chances of saving the gold, and he had no intention of working through the pros and cons again.

Here he comes now, said Hammett suddenly; his quick ear had caught the splash of oars before anyone else.

Nickleby swung himself aboard and groped his way through the utter darkness to the bridge to make his report.

Its all right, he said. The golds there. Its in lorries hidden in a gully half a mile away and theyve sent for it. The jetty heres usable, thank God. Twelve feet of water at the end - took the soundings myself.

Right, said Crowe. Stand by to help Commander Hammett con the ship up to the jetty.

Merka Bay is a tiny crack in the difficult southern shore of Crete. It is an exposed anchorage giving no more than fifteen feet of water, but it serves a small fleet of fishing craft in peacetime, which explains the existence of the jetty, and from the village there runs an obscure mountain track, winding its way through the mountains of the interior, over which, apparently, the lorries with the gold had been brought when the fighting in the island began to take a serious turn. Crowe blessed the forethought of the Greeks while Hammett, with infinite care in the utter blackness, edged the Apache up the bay to the little pier, the propellers turning ever so gently and the lead going constantly.

They caught the loom of the pier and brought the Apache alongside. Two seamen jumped with warps, and as they dropped clove hitches over the bollards, Crowe suddenly realised that they had not had to fumble for the bollards. The utter pitchy blackness had changed into something substantially less; when he looked up, the stars were not so vividly distinct. It was the first faint beginning of dawn.

There was a chattering group on the pierhead - four women and a couple of soldiers in ragged khaki uniforms. They exchanged voluble conversation with the interpreter on the main deck.

The golds coming, sir, reported that individual to Crowe.

How much of it?

Forty-two tons, they say, sir.

Metric tons, thatll be, said Holby to Nickleby. How much dyou make that to be?

Metric tons are as near as dammit to our ton, said Nickleby irritably.

The difference in terms of gold ought to amount to something, though, persisted Holby, drawing Nickleby deftly with the ease of long practice. Lets have a rough estimate, anyway.

Millions and millions, said Nickleby crossly. Ten million pounds - twenty million pounds - thirty million - dont ask me.

The knight of the slide rule doesnt bother himself about trifles like an odd ten million pounds, said Holby.

Shut up! broke in Rowles. Here it comes.

In the grey dawn they could see a long procession of shabby old trucks bumping and lurching over the stony lane down to the jetty. All except one halted at the far end; the first one came creeping towards them along the pier.

An elderly officer scrambled down from the cab and saluted in the direction of the bridge.

We got the bar gold in the first eight trucks, sir, he called in the accent of Chicago. Coins in the other ones.

He sounds just like an American, said Rowles.

Returned immigrant, probably, said Holby. Lots of em here. Made their little pile and retired to their native island to live like dukes on twopence a week, until this schemozzle started.

Poor devils, said Rowles.

Sub-lieutenant Lord Edward Mortimer was supervising a working party engaged in bringing the gold on board the Apache.

Where do you propose to put the stuff? said Crowe to Hammett.

Its heavy enough, God knows, was the reply. Its got to be low and in the centre line. Do you mind if I put it in your day cabin?

Not at all. I think thats the best place at the moment.

Certainly it was heavy; gold is about ten times as heavy as the same bulk of coal.

The seamen who were receiving the naked bars from the Greeks in the lorry were deceived by their smallness, and more than once let them drop as the weight came upon them. A couple of the bars, each a mere foot long and three inches wide and high, made a load a man could only just stagger under. It gave the hurrying seamen a ludicrous appearance, as if they were soldiering on the job, to see them labouring with so much difficulty under such absurdly small loads. The men were grinning and excited at carrying these enormous fortunes.

Hardly decent to see that gold all naked, said Rowles.

Dont see any sign of receipts or bookkeeping, said Nickleby. Old Scroggsll break a blood vessel.

No time for that, said Holby, glancing up to the sky. The action recalled to them all the danger in which they lay; each of them wondered how long it would be before the Stukas found them out.

The first lorry was unloaded by now, and driven away, its place being taken by the second. An unending stream of gold bars was being carried into the Apache. The second lorry was replaced by the third, and the third by the fourth. And then they heard the sound of dread - the high incisive note of a fighting plane. It came from the direction of the sea, but it was not a British plane. Swiftly it came, with the monstrous unnatural speed of its kind, not more than five hundred feet above the water. They could see plainly enough the swastika marking on the tail and the crosses on the wings.

Open fire, said Hammett into the voice tube.

Crowe was glad to see that there was no trace of hurry or excitement in his voice.

All through the night the gun crews had been ready for instant action. The long noses of the 4.7s rose with their usual appearance of uncanny intelligence under the direction of Garland at the central control. Then they bellowed out, and along with their bellowing came the raving clamour of the pom-poms and the heavy machine guns. The plane swerved and circled. The 50- calibre gun under the end of the bridge beside Crowe followed it round, its din deafening Crowe. He looked down and noticed the grim concentration on the face of the red-haired seaman at the handles.

But that plane was moving at three hundred and more miles an hour; it had come and gone in the same breath, apparently unhit. It seemed to skim the steep hills that fringed the bay and vanished beyond them.

Its calling the bombers this very minute, said Holby, savagely glaring after it. How much longer have we got to stay here?

Crowe heard the remark; naval thought had not changed in this respect at least, that the first idea of a naval officer should be now, as it had been in Nelsons day, to get his precious ship away from the dangerous and inhospitable shore and out to sea, where he could find freedom of manoeuvre, whether it was battle or storm that threatened him.

Thats the last of the bars, sir, called the English-speaking Greek officer. Heres the coin acoming.

Coins in sacks, coins in leather bags, coins in wooden boxes - sovereigns, louis dor, double eagles, napoleons, Turkish pounds, twenty-mark pieces, dinars - the gold of every country in the world, drained out of every country in the Balkans, got away by a miracle before the fall of Athens and now being got out of Crete. The bags and sacks were just as deceptively heavy as the bars had been, and the naval ratings grinned and joked as they heaved them into the ship.

The first lorry full of coin had been emptied, and the second was driving onto the jetty when the first bombers arrived. They came from inland, over the hills, and were almost upon the ship, in consequence, before they were sighted. The guns blazed out furiously while each silver shape in turn swept into position, like the figures in some three-dimensional country dance, and then put down their noses and came racing down the air, engines screaming. Crowe had been through this before, and he did not like it. It called for nerve to stand and look death in the eye as it came tearing down at him. He had seen men dive for shelter, instinctively and futilely, behind the compass or even the canvas dodger, and he did not blame them in the least. He would do the same himself if he were not so determined that the mind of George Crowe should be as well exercised as his body. To watch like this called for as much effort as to put in a strong finish after a twenty-mile run, and he leaned back against the rail and kept his eyes on the swooping death.

At the last possible second the hurtling plane levelled off and let go its bomb. Crowe saw the ugly black blob detach itself from the silver fabric at the same second as the note of the planes engine changed from a scream to a snarl. The bomb fell and burst in the shallows a few yards from the Apaches bows and an equal distance from the pier. A colossal geyser of black mud followed along with the terrific roar of the explosion. Mud and water rained down on the Apache, drenching everyone on deck, while the little ship leaped frantically in the wave. Crowe heard and felt the forward warp that held her to the jetty snap with the jerk. He could never be quite sure afterwards whether he had seen, or merely imagined, the sea bottom revealed in a wide ring where the force of the explosion swept the water momentarily away. But he certainly noted, as a matter of importance, that bombs dropped in shallows of a few feet did not have nearly the damaging effect of a near miss in deeper water.

The second planes nose was already down and pointing at them as the Apache swung to her single warp - Mortimer was busy replacing the broken one. Crowe forced himself again to look up, and he saw the thing that followed. A shell from one of the forward guns hit the plane straight on the nose; Crowe, almost directly behind the gun, saw - or afterwards thought he had seen - the tiny black streak of not a hundredth of a seconds duration, that marked the passage of the shell up to the target. One moment the plane was there, sharp and clear against the pale blue of sky; the next moment there was nothing at all. The huge bomb had exploded in its rack - at a height of two thousand feet the sound of the explosion was negligible, or else Crowe missed it in his excitement. The plane disappeared, and after that the eye became conscious of a wide circular smudge widening against the blue sky, fringed with tiny black fragments making a seemingly leisurely descent downward to the sea. And more than that; the third bomber had been affected by the explosion - the pilot must have been killed or the controls jammed. Crowe saw it wheel across his line of vision, skating through the air like a flipped playing card, the black crosses clearly visible. Nose first, it hit the sea close into the shore, vanished into a smother of foam, and then the tail reappeared, protruding above the surface while the nose remained fixed in the bottom.

It was a moment or two before Crowe was able to realise that the Apache was temporarily safe; one bomber had missed and the other two were destroyed. He became conscious that he was leaning back against the rail with a rigidity that was positively painful - his shoulder joints were hurting him. A little sheepishly he made himself relax; he grinned at his staff and took a turn or two along the bridge.

Down on the main deck Mortimer had made fast again. But somehow one of the containers of gold coins had broken in the excitement. The deck was running with gold; the scuppers were awash with sovereigns.

Leave that as it is for now! bellowed Hammett, standing shoulder to shoulder with Crowe as he leaned over the rail of the Apache. Get the rest of the stuff on board!

Crowe turned and met Hammetts eye. It looks to me, said Crowe, with a jerk of his thumb at the heaped gold on the Apaches, deck, as if this would be the best time in the world to ask the Admiralty for a rise in pay.

Yes, said Hammett shortly, with so little appreciation of the neatness of the jest that Crowe made a mental note that money was apparently a sacred subject to Hammett and had better not in future be made a target for levity - presumably Hammett had an expensive family at home, or something. But Hammett was looking at him with a stranger expression than even that assumption warranted. Crowe raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Theres mud on your face, sir, said Hammett. Lots of it.

Crowe suddenly remembered the black torrent that had drenched him when the bomb burst in the shallows. He looked down; his coat and his white trousers were thinly coated with grey mud, and it dawned upon him that his skin was wet inside his clothes. He put his hand to his face and felt the mud upon it; the damp handkerchief that he brought from his pocket came away smeared with the stuff; he must be a comic-looking sight. He tried to wipe his face clean, and found that his day-old beard hindered the process decidedly.

Thats the lot, sir! called the Greek officer.

Thank you, replied Hammett. Cast off, Mortimer, if you please.

Hammett strode hastily back to the engine-room voice tube, and Crowe was left still wiping vainly at the mud. He guessed it had probably got streaky by now. He must be a sight for the gods.

Those idiots on his staff had let him grin at them and walk up and down the bridge without telling him how he looked.

The Apache vibrated sharply with one propeller going astern and another forward, and she swung away from the pier.

Good luck, sir! called the Greek officer.

Same to you, and thank you, sir! shouted Crowe in return.

The poor devilsll need all the luck thats going if Jerry lays his hands on them, commented Nickleby. Wish you could take em with us.

No orders for evacuation yet, said Holby.

The Apache had got up speed by now and was heading briskly out to sea, the long v of her wash breaking white upon the beaches. Hammett was as anxious as anyone to get where he had sea room to manoeuvre before the next inevitable attack should come. Soon she was trembling to her full thirty-six knots, and the green steep hills of Crete were beginning to lose their clarity.

Here they come! exclaimed Nickleby.

Out of the mountains of Crete they came, three of them once more, tearing after the Apache with nearly ten times her speed.

Hammett turned and watched them as the guns began to speak, and Crowe watched Hammett, ready to take over the command the instant he should feel it necessary. But Hammett was steady enough, looking up with puckered eyes, the grey stubble on his cheeks catching the light.

The bombers wasted no time in reconnoitring. Straight through the shell bursts they came, steadied on the Apaches course, and then the leader put down its nose and screamed down in its dive.

Hard-a-starboard! said Hammett to the quartermaster.

The Apache heeled and groaned under extreme helm applied at full speed, and she swung sharply round. Once a dive bomber commits itself to its dive, it is hard for it to change its course along with its targets. Crowes mathematical brain plunged into lightning calculations. The bomber started at about fifteen thousand feet or more - call it three miles; three hundred miles an hour. The hundredth of an hour; thirty-six seconds, but thats not allowing for acceleration. Twenty-five seconds would be more like it - say twenty before the ship began to answer her helm. The Apache was doing thirty-six knots. In twenty seconds that would be  lets see - almost exactly one fifth of a mile, but that did not mean to say that she would be one fifth of a mile off her course, because she would be following a curved path. A hundred and fifty yards, say, and the bomber would be able to compensate for some of that. A likely miss would be between fifty and a hundred yards.

Crowes quick brain did its job just in time. The bomber levelled off as it let go its bomb, the thing clearly silhouetted against the sky.

Midships! ordered Hammett to the quartermaster. The bomb hit the water and exploded seventy-five yards from the Apaches port quarter, raising a vast fountain of grey water, far higher than the Apaches stumpy mainmast.

Well done, Hammett! called Crowe, but softly, so as not to distract the man as he stood gauging the direction of the second bombers attack.

The Apache was coming out of her heel as she steadied on her new course.

Hard-a-port! said Hammett, and she began to snake round in the other direction.

The crescendo scream was repeated, but this time the pilot had tried to out-think the captain of the destroyer. The bomb fell directly in the Apaches wake and not more than forty yards astern. She leaped madly at the blow, flinging everyone on the bridge against the rail. And the pilot, as he tore over the ship, turned loose his machine guns; Crowe heard the bullets flick past him, through all the din of the gunfire.

The Apache was coming round so fast that soon she would be crossing her own wake. The third bomber was evidently so confused that he lost his head, and the bomb fell farther away than the first one did. Now all three were heading northward again, pursued vainly for a second or two by the Apaches fire.

So they were safe now. They had taken the gold and had paid nothing for it.

Crowe looked aft to where a sailor began to sweep the remaining gold coins into a little heap with a squeegee, and he wondered whether any destroyers scuppers had ever before run with gold.

Then he looked forward, and then down at the crew of the.50-calibre gun. It was with a shock that he saw that the red-haired sailor was dead; the limp corpse, capless, lay neglected, face in arms, on the steel plating, while the other two hands were still at work inserting a new belt. He had been thinking that the Apache had escaped scot-free, and now he saw that she had paid in blood for that gold. A wave of reaction overtook him. Not all the gold in the world was worth a life. He felt a little sick.

The first-aid detachment had come up now, and were turning the body over. A heavy hand fell to the deck with a thump; Crowe saw the reddish hair on the wrist that he had noticed earlier. And then his sickness passed. Forty-two tons of gold; millions and millions sterling. Hitler was starving for gold. Gold would buy the allegiance of Arab tribesmen or neutral statesmen, might buy from Turkey the chrome that he needed so desperately, or from Spain the alliance for which he thirsted. That gold might have cost England a million other lives. Through his decision England had given one life for the gold. It was a bargain well worth it.


Dawn Attack
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CAPTAIN GEORGE CROWE sat at the head of a crowded table in a cabin which it would be an understatement merely to call crowded. For the first time since his appointment as Captain D. commanding the Twentieth Destroyer Flotilla he had the opportunity of a personal conference with the greater part of his destroyer captains. Safely back in Alexandria from the fighting round Crete, he could look round at the grouped figures. There were one or two grey heads, of men older than himself, whom he had passed in the race for promotion, but mostly they were young, eager faces; men desperately proud of their commands and eagerly awaiting the opportunity of further distinction.

In Crowes hands was a chart, and copies of it were being studied by his subordinates - a chart with a curious history, as was only to be expected, seeing that it contained all the details of the harbour defences of the Italian port of Crotona. There was nothing romantic about the history of that chart; no beautiful woman spy had inveigled it out of the possession of an Italian officer, but it was the product of some weeks of patient work. Every reconnaissance plane which had flown over Crotona had taken photographs of the place and the approaches to it, and, naturally, in a high proportion of the photographs there had appeared pictures of vessels entering or leaving. Correlating these pictures, the naval staff had been able to map out the areas in which ships appeared and the areas in which ships never appeared, and thus had been able to make out a pretty clear picture of the extent of the minefields guarding the port; moreover, by joining on the map the successive positions of the ships photographed entering and leaving, the fairway between the minefields could be accurately plotted.

The photographs of the town itself, diligently compared one with the other, revealed the places of importance sufficient to merit the attention of the Twentieth Flotilla in the operation which Crowe had in mind. The British navy was hitting back; the Battle Fleet was going into the bombardment of Genoa while the Twentieth Flotilla was to take advantage of the protection it afforded to raid Crotona and clean up that pestilential nest of shallow-draft raiders.

Nickleby, the flotilla gunnery officer and the model of all staff virtues, was explaining the various targets to the destroyer captains.

Ive marked the positions each ship is to assume, he said. Also the various aiming points. The MAS depot is at the base of the white cliff at the east end of the town. Potawatomill clean that up. Shoshonell have the wireless masts in clear view, so shell be able to deal with those. Now, the oil tanks are below a crest - you can see them marked in square G Nine. Cheyenne and Navaho, in the stations assigned to them, will be able to hit them. Nine degrees to starboard of the line connecting the church steeple and the factory chimney - thats one of their bearings - and range four two double-o will do the business nicely. Seminole

Nickleby droned on endlessly, outlining the perfect paper scheme in the stuffy heat of the cabin, while Crowe moved restlessly in his chair and studied the earnest serious faces. He felt suddenly incredibly wise and, by deduction from that, incredibly old. Nickleby seemed to him much like some young man describing to his grandfather the Utopian world that ought to be established. Something ideally enchanting, but which made no allowance for the inconsistencies of human nature or for unexpected contingencies. Operations of war never did go the way they were planned. Not even at Zeebrugge, one of the best-planned operations in history, had the attack been able to proceed mechanically; if it had, he would never have had the opportunity of winning the blue-and-red ribbon which he wore. And, of all operations of war, a surprise at dawn was the trickiest of the lot. When Nickleby brought his beautiful paper scheme to him for his approval, he had permitted himself to smile, and the smile had nettled Nickleby, just the way the grandfathers smile of toleration would nettle the Utopian young man. But he had let him go on with it; it was just as well for his officers to familiarise themselves with the problems and the objectives of this particular operation, and this was as good a way as any other, as long as their minds remained flexible enough to deal with the inevitable emergencies when they arose.

Nickleby had finished his explanations now and everyone was looking to Crowe for further remarks. He fumbled for his pipe to give himself time to arrange in his mind what he was going to say, and he grinned benevolently at these young men as he filled it and lit it, and he punctuated his opening words with puffs of smoke, paying close attention to pressing down the burning tobacco. He could remember his own father making just the same gestures. It was queer being forty-two; when he was by himself he felt just the same as he did when he was twenty, but put him with all these young people who treated him as if he were sixty and for the life of him he could not prevent himself from acting like it. It was partly due to his rank, of course; this enforced senility was the penalty he had to pay for the four gold stripes on his arm.

Nothing - puff - is sure - puff - in a sea fight beyond all others, but - puff - no captain can do very wrong - puff - if he places his ship alongside that of an enemy - puff. Who wrote that, Rowles?

Nelson, sir, said Rowles promptly, and Crowe found himself feeling like a schoolmaster now, instead of a father.

It says exactly what I want to say, said Crowe, and better than I can say it for myself. Everyone quite clear on what he has to do? Very good, then, gentlemen, I think that will do.

There was no need for any claptrap appeal to sentiment, fine phrases or historic utterances. Not with those men.

The summer Mediterranean produced a summer storm that night while the Twentieth Flotilla was making its way towards Crotona, and, as is the way with the summer Mediterranean, it took only a short blow to raise a nasty lumpy sea. Crowe, eating his dinner with his staff, noticed the increased motion immediately. The fiddles were already on the tables to prevent the crockery from sliding clean off, and the tablecloth had already been damped to provide enough friction to keep the things more or less in their places, but these precautions were already insufficient.

Holby hurriedly excused himself and left the cabin - the poor fellow was already as sick as a dog in any kind of sea. Crowe cocked an inquiring eyebrow at Rowles.

Glass is dropping fast, sir, said Rowles. This is going to be a lot worse before it gets better.

It might have let us finish our dinner in peace, grumbled Crowe, and regretted the speech a moment later. He realised that there was at least one profound difference between himself at forty-two and himself at twenty; dinner was much more important nowadays, and he had lost the lighthearted acceptance of the picnic meals served perforce in a destroyer in a heavy sea.

An eighteen-hundred-ton destroyer making thirty knots in rough water behaves in a way to be expected of a ship of her design. The proportion of her length to her breadth is very like the proportions of a lead pencil, and one has only to float a lead pencil in a bathtub and then agitate the water to form a good idea of the antics a destroyer performs in a storm. The higher a gun is mounted above the waters edge, the more efficiently can it be served, so that a destroyers guns are mounted just as high as is consistent with stability; and on her deck are mounted four ponderous torpedo tubes; and the fire-control system also demands the loftiest position possible. So that a destroyer is liable to roll just as far as is consistent with the limits of safety; she differs from the pencil in that the pencil rolls completely over and over, while the destroyer only very nearly does. Crowe thought of the pencil analogy several times while that storm persisted and the Apache churned her way doggedly through the short steep Mediterranean waves. The seas breaking over the decks made them practically impassable; first she rolled, and then she corkscrewed, and then she pitched, as the wind steadily backed round. The waves hitting her square in the bows sent continual shudders through her, as though some harsh invisible brake had just been applied, liable to tear the unwary from any careless handhold. The miracle was that the flotilla was able to keep together at all. Crowe blessed the fact that he had learned to sleep in a hammock; he had one slung for him and slept stolidly in it, flung about as madly as though in a swing; lying in a berth under those conditions was as tiring as not going to bed at all.

During the day the wind died down, although the sky still remained a sombre grey, but the storm, in its passage down the Mediterranean ahead of them, still flogged the sea into wicked waves, each one of which sent its corresponding shudder through the frail fabric of the Apache.

They did more than that. The modern art of navigation with its precise instruments and accurate measurements is still not quite efficient in the face of Nature at its wildest. Subtle calculations could tell Rowles just how far every turn of the screw had thrust the Apache through the water, and accurate meters, more than human in their unsleeping watchfulness, could tell him just how many turns the screws had made. But they could not tell him-nor could any instrument on earth-just how many inches each one of those waves had held her back. The marvellous gyrocompass could tell Rowles just what course the Apache was steering, but it could not tell him how far she was drifting off to leeward with the force of the wind sideways upon her upper works. Directional wireless could help him to fix his position, but in wartime, with the flotilla maintaining the strictest wireless silence, it was not so easy, especially as the farther the Apache proceeded on her course, the more acute became the angle she made with the British stations on land and the greater the possibility of error.

Rowles was a brilliant navigator - in no other way could he have become flotilla navigating officer - but the most brilliant navigator in the world, with a lifetime of experience behind him, could not, in wartime, conduct a flotilla through a prolonged storm and at the end of it be sure within ten miles of where he was. In peacetime, as long as one acknowledged the possibility of that error to oneself and was ready to allow for it, ten miles was unimportant, but in time of war, with a surprise at dawn in contemplation, ten miles might mean the difference between success and failure and between life and death.

They all knew that when they clustered on the bridge together an hour before dawn. Holby was still pale with his seasickness, but Rowles was pale with nervous tension. He was attempting to check back in his mind the elaborate calculations he had employed-a quite impossible feat. Nickleby was nervous, too, thinking of the elaborate allocation of targets which he had made, and wondering if, supposing he found at this moment that he had made some error, there would be a chance of rectifying it. It was a moment like those grim seconds before entering an examination room or going onto the field before an important game. Crowe looked at their tense faces; it was an object lesson to him in human nature that these gallant young men, about to plunge into an enterprise of the utmost physical danger, were so much worried at the thought of making fools of themselves that the thought of sudden death did not occur to them at all. It made him smile momentarily, but he checked himself sternly. At too many gloomy wardroom breakfasts could he remember the hostility aroused by the smiling optimist who comes in beaming.

The light was steadily increasing, and the sea had been moderating all through the night. It was no longer necessary to hold on with both hands to preserve ones foothold on the bridge; there was a hand to spare to hold the glasses to ones eyes in a desperate attempt to catch the earliest possible sight of the still invisible land ahead.

Sub-lieutenant Lord Edward Mortimer, R.N.R., was nervous as well. He knew this bit of coast intimately, and he was standing by, ready for his local knowledge to be called into service. He knew it in peacetime; he had anchored his yacht often in Crotona itself, and many had been the brief cruises he had made from there; he had a store of memories of sun-baked beaches and sunburned bodies stretched on golden sands, of beautiful women in lovely clothes, of exquisite ruins on the grey-green hilltops overlooking the blue sea.

Is that land? demanded Holby sharply; perhaps seasickness had, as it often does, sharpened his senses.

They all peered through the greyness; little by little what Holby had first seen took form and solidity.

Thats not Crotona, said Rowles, and there was heartbreak in his voice.

Do you recognise it, Mortimer? demanded Crowe.

Its not Crotona, agreed Lord Edward, Its Lord Edward ranged back through his memories. It was that Viennese girl - he couldnt remember her name now-away back in those impossibly peaceful years. They had gone picnicking with a couple of mules. A cold chicken and a bottle of wine, and some of that sheeps-milk cheese. He could remember the smell of the macchia in the sunshine.

Were seven miles north, said Lord Edward, eight, perhaps.

It had been pleasant riding back on that shambling old mule over those eight miles.

Youre sure of that? said Crowe.

Yes, said Lord Edward. He was sure, although he could not remember the girls name.

Crowes staff looked at one another and at Crowe.

Theyll have sighted us already, said Holby.

No chance of surprise, supplemented Rowles, turning the iron in his own wound.

Crowe said nothing, for his mind was too active for speech.

We can adopt the other plan, said Nickleby, the one we first thought of and discarded. Stay outside the minefield and fire across the neck of the peninsula.

Probably thats the best thing we can do, agreed Rowles.

Mortimers right, interrupted Holby. Theres the Greek amphitheatre on that hillside.

Lord Edward remembered that amphitheatre; he had last seen it by moonlight, and he had not been alone.

Signal follow me, said Crowe to the chief yeoman of signals, and then to Hammett, Four points to port, please.

The Twentieth Flotilla wheeled southward like a flight of gulls.

Weve still got a chance of doing damage, said Nickleby. We can signal the other captains to lay on the targets already assigned to them from the new positions. Theyll have the sense to know what were after, and firing over the peninsula might be fairly effective.

The staff was ready to extemporise, and to make the best of a bad job, and not to admit failure.

If we strike at once we can still take advantage of surprise, said Holby. Running in his mind was a whole series of quotations from Napoleons sayings which had been drummed into him when he underwent his staff training: Strike hard and strike quickly.

The moral is to the physical as three to one.

Victory will go to the side which suddenly produces an imposing force of guns.

Were going in through the minefield, said Crowe, like a bolt from the clear sky. Take us in, Rowles.

His staff stared at him. It had not crossed their minds for a moment that, having given the enemy twenty minutes warning of their approach, Crowe would still continue to act upon the original daring plan. With a tremendous effort Rowles exchanged his astonished expression for one of a proper imperturbability. Aye aye, sir, he said, and turned to give the orders to the quartermaster.

The flotilla moved down the sleeping shore and wheeled again at the entrance to the channel.

The rhythm of the throbbing engines beneath their feet changed as Rowles rang down for reduced speed to enable the Apache to take the tricky turns. His nerves were steady enough; Crowe was glad to note that, despite the need for haste, Rowles refused to be rattled into a rash handling of the ship. The flotilla followed behind like beads on a string, winding its way along the channel with invisible death on either hand.

Make the signal for Commence firing, said Crowe, and he glanced at Nickleby, who nodded back in return.

Nickleby would give the word for the signal to come down; most of the signals of the British navy, including this one, become operative at the moment when they are hauled down. Everyone on the bridge stood tense, waiting for the shore to break out into a thunder of gunfire. Still no shot was fired; the town of Crotona grew steadily more and more distinct as they neared it, the individual houses standing out like cubes of sugar scattered over the hillside.

They could see the cathedral now, and the steeple of Saint Eufemia, the wireless masts and the gasworks - all the aiming points which were to direct the flotillas guns - and still there was no sign of activity on the shore.

Safely through the channel, the second division of the flotilla diverged from the wake of the leading one and deployed for action. The long 4.7s were training round, and as the signal came down they burst into a fury of fire. The nine destroyers carried seventy-two 4.7s, and each one fired a fifty-pound shell every four seconds. Crowe stood on the bridge with the ear-splitting din echoing round him and grimly surveyed the ruin he was causing. He saw first one wireless mast and then the other totter and fall. There was a solid satisfaction in seeing the shells bursting in the clustered mass of MAS - the motor torpedo boats on which the Italians had always prided themselves. The factory chimney swayed over to one side and disappeared in a solid block, like a felled tree, and then over the ridge came the satisfactory sign of volumes of thick black smoke; the mixture of high explosives and incendiaries which Cheyenne and Navaho had been firing had done their business.

A naval bombardment was a much more satisfactory affair than anything that could be attempted from the air; planes might drop bigger bombs, but not with one-tenth of the accuracy of a naval gun, and with none of the chance of correcting the aim which a gun permitted. The Apaches guns ceased fire for a moment and trained round on a fresh target, and then the cargo ships against the quay began to fly into pieces under the tremendous blows dealt them.

But it was in that interval of silence that Crowe heard the rumble of shells passing overhead. The shore batteries had opened fire at last, but they had never been intended for use against ships within the minefield. The startled Italian gunners either could not or would not depress their guns far enough to hit.

Make the signal for Second division discontinue the action, said Crowe. When he heard the harshness of his own voice - the involuntary harshness - he realised the tenseness to which he had been screwed up, and he wondered vaguely for a moment what his blood pressure was.

But this was no time for mental digressions. The second division was heading back through the minefield, and the first division was following them, with the Apache covering the rear.

It was more nervous work going out round the turns of the channel even than coming in, for now they were under the fire of the shore batteries. The silence, now that the Apaches guns had ceased firing, was almost oppressive, but Crowe looked with pride round the ship and saw the anti-aircraft guns crews motionless at their posts, the lookouts sweeping the skies with their glasses, and Rowles quiet voice giving orders to the quartermaster. The shells rumbled overhead, and enormous jets of water were springing up from the sea, first on this side of the flotilla and then on that. One shell, as it pitched, called up a tremendous upheaval of water, which rocked the Apache, an echoing explosion, and a pillar of black smoke.

Shell touched off a mine, said Crowe to Nickleby. Interesting, that.

Extremely interesting, for the mine must have been near the surface for the shell to have exploded it-near enough to the surface to damage a shallow-draft destroyer as well as a deep-draft battleship. Crowe had suspected that possibility.

They were through the labyrinth of mines now and the Apaches pulses were beating quicker as Rowles called for full speed to take them out of danger. The bursting of a shell in their wake close astern told them how the sudden acceleration had saved them once again. And then it happened, the shell that struck right between the aftermost pair of guns and burst there. The wounded Apache reeled at the rending crash of the explosion, so that Crowe retained his footing with difficulty.

He walked to the end of the bridge and looked aft, but the funnels were between him and the point where the shell had struck, and there was no obvious damage to be seen; only the first-aid and emergency parties doubling aft, the hoses being unrolled and the trail of heavy black smoke which the Apache was now leaving behind her. But the beat of the screws had not changed, so that the ships motive power was uninjured.

He felt the Apache heel as Hammett began zigzagging to throw off the aim of the Italian gunlayers. A whole cluster of jets of water sprang up from the point they had just left - some of the spray even splashed round him on the bridge - and the Apache heeled again under full helm on a fresh zigzag; it was nervous work waiting for the next salvo, and the next, and the next, while the reports were coming to the bridge of the damage - the aftermost guns completely out of action, the ammunition hoist wrecked, along with the after fire-control station.

It was the price of victory, and a cheap enough price at that. It was not merely the damage done to the Italians - the blazing oil whose thick smoke was making a wide smudge over the now-distant shore, or the shattered MAS, or the wrecked wireless station. The success of the raid meant that in hundreds of little places up and down their coast the Italians would have to redouble their precautions, mount guns and sow minefields, station troops and maintain a constant guard, everything draining fresh strength from an already exhausted country.

Thank you, gentlemen, said Crowe, as his staff turned to him when the last salvo had fallen far astern. They were a good lot of fellows who knew their jobs thoroughly. A little academic, perhaps, but that was a fault on the right side. Perhaps in the end they would master the finer points of their profession and acquire the art of putting themselves in the enemys position and thinking like him.

At that appalling moment when they had found themselves some ten miles from where they expected to be, they had only thought about the enemy academically. They had not realised that surprise was likely to last for many minutes after the initial shock; that the lofty shore which they perceived had been something they were expecting, whereas a sleepy Italian lookout on land had no expectation at all, when he rubbed his eyes and peered through the dawn, of seeing a British flotilla on the horizon, nor had his officers put themselves in the position of the astonished Italians watching the flotilla steam through the minefield, knowing every turn and twist of the channel. In other words, his staff had yet to develop a sympathetic outlook.

Crowes thought began to stray. Today it was the turn for a letter to Susan. A dear girl was Susan; it was a pity he would have to confine himself in his letter to inanities and not be able to give the interesting details of todays work. Susan was of the type that would have appreciated and understood them.

What Crowe did not realise was that it was the same telepathic sympathy, the same instinctive estimate of the others feelings, which made him a success with women and a success in war at the same time.


Depth Charge!
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CAPTAIN GEORGE CROWE, C.B., D.S.O., R.N., stood on the bridge of H.M.S. Apache experiencing his first New York heat wave and looking at the skyline of New York from the Brooklyn Navy Yard. The skyline was amazing, just as amazing as the fact that here he stood on the bridge of a British destroyer which was about to be repaired by the United States Government. Commander Hammett came across and stood beside him.

Its every bit as good as the pictures, isnt it, Hammett? said Crowe.

Its the first scenery Ive ever seen that was, said Hammett.

Side by side they surveyed the landscape. Across the East River was downtown New York, while all round them the United States was preparing a navy for war. The din of automatic riveters echoed in their ears, and only a short way off a colossal crane was swinging a huge naval gun into the ship that was to bear it. The Apache had made her first contact with American soil; the British ropes were hitched round American bollards and close astern of her towered the bows of the U.S.S. Coulterville, a cruiser. Eight thousand tons she was, brand-new, with her fresh paint in striking contrast to the battered and dingy little British destroyer whose white ensign almost brushed her cutwater. On the destroyers deck little groups of British seamen stared curiously at this fresh country and this fresh navy.

Well, were here, said Crowe. It was a banal sort of thing to say, but there had been times when he had thought he would never be able to say it; when the poor battered Apache had struggled with Atlantic storms and had fought against raiding cruisers.

It had been a long, long journey, and one in which incessant vigilance had been demanded. Even when they had come beyond the radius of action of the Condors, anti-aircraft lookouts had had to be maintained, lest some surface raider with a catapult plane should be on the high seas; all through the thousands of miles there had been the continual anti-submarine watch.

Well, our troubles are over for a time, at any rate, said Hammett.

Lets hope so, said Crowe. He remembered the very serious talks which he had given to officers and ratings of the Apache on the necessity for their good behaviour in America. They were ambassadors of good relations, and they were expected to behave as such.

At the gangway stood a very elegant gentleman. He was wearing a beautifully pressed white suit and a Panama hat; he carried a pair of yellow gloves, and he bore himself, in the studied lack of hurry of his movements, like a typical Englishman in a hot country. It was this deliberation of movement, combined with the perfection of the cut of his clothes, which gave him the advantage of appearing lean instead of merely lanky, and his straight back and erect carriage belied the whiteness of his moustache and hair. Crowe looked down at this morsel of coolness in the sweltering heat.

I fancy that means trouble, all the same, he said.

Crowe was right. The visitor introduced himself as Mr Cockburn-Crossley, from the Embassy.

T have made arrangements for you to pay your formal call upon the admiral commanding, explained Mr Cockburn-Crossley. Can you be ready in half an hour, Captain?

The watch that Mr Cockburn-Crossley consulted was just like Mr Cockburn-Crossley, very slim and very elegant and very polished.

I can, said Crowe, conscious of the fleeting glance which Mr Cockburn-Crossley had passed over his slightly grubby whites. It was still hardly more than two hours since he had been in the open Atlantic, with the possibility every second of being torpedoed.

I will expect you, then, in half an hour, Captain Crowe, said Mr Cockburn-Crossley.

Ever since the heat of New York struck him, Crowe had been thinking about a cold bath, and he retired gratefully into this one; he had yet to learn that in a heat wave in New York one emerges from one cold bath thinking longingly about the next. He dressed himself carefully in his blues. In wartime the glories of full dress and cocked hat and lightning-conductor trousers were discarded. There was not even a sword on board - what they would do if ever a court-martial became necessary, Crowe could not imagine. The mere effort of dressing made him sweat afresh; the tiny cabin under the naked iron deck in the blazing sun was like a furnace, and yet there seemed to be no relief when he stepped out into the open air.

Exactly coincident with his arrival on deck there was a loud splash from astern, an unusual enough noise to attract his attention. What he saw aft, when he directed his gaze there, shocked him inexpressibly. That infernal monkey whom he had detested throughout the long and arduous campaign was standing there gibbering triumphantly and waving in his paw a small glittering object. Crowe raced up to him, but he arrived there no sooner than did Hammett and a perspiring chief petty officer and a couple of ratings.

Little beggar, said the chief petty officer. Es done it proper this time.

What the monkey had done was to release one of the depth charges that lay ready on the deck for action against submarines.

Look at im wiv the key in is and, said one of the ratings.

Es only done what es seen us do often enough, said the other.

It was withdrawal of the key that actuated the detonating mechanism of the depth charge; the naval rating whose business it was to release the charge would always produce the key to show that he had not forgotten the most important detail of the operation.

What are those things set for? demanded Crowe of Hammett.

Two hundred feet. Its twenty-seven here; and the safety device wont allow the detonator to operate before thirty feet, replied Hammett, and then, as another series of thoughts struck him, But its a soft bottom. The thing will go on sinking. And the tides rising.

And not just that, said Crowe, delving back in his mind to recover the memory of the mechanism of a depth-charge detonator. There was a little hole through which water was admitted; regulating the size of the hole regulated the speed at which the water entered, and that controlled the depth at which the charge, slowly sinking from the surface, eventually exploded. But even if, as it soon would be in the present case, the charge lay at thirty feet, the water would still slowly penetrate, and when the detonator was full it would explode, whatever the depth was.

Crowe looked up at the towering bows of the Coulterville; the depth charge was under those bows as well as under the Apaches stern, and when the thing should go off, it would do terrible damage to the American ship as well as to the British ship. He did not expect that the Coulterville had any steam up to enable her to move; he doubted if even the Apache had now. And the explanations which would have to be made before he could get the Coulterville to move from her dangerous berth would consume certainly several minutes. He knew that if he were captain of a new cruiser and an apparently insane foreign officer came rushing up to him in port and asked him to move, he would ask a good many questions before he decided to consent. And what would happen to Anglo-American relations if the first British destroyer to visit Brooklyn were to signalize her arrival by blowing the bows off a brand-new American cruiser was something he did not like to think about.

The seconds were ticking by, although even now probably not more than ten had elapsed since the splash.

Well have to send a diver down, said Crowe. As he uttered the words he visualised the job that had to be done. If that depth charge were to go off while the diver was in the water, the man would be blown to pieces.

Jones was killed at Crotona, said Hammett, and we left Higgs at Alex. They were the only two divers we had.

Ill go myself, said Crowe. He knew a momentary relief as he said it; the hardest task a leader can ever have is to order some other man into a danger he does not himself share.

Let me go, sir, said Hammett.

No, said Crowe. I took the course myself once; Im the best qualified. Get the pump and suit out quick, and have some slings rigged over the stern.

It was twenty years since he had last worn a diving suit and since he had made the three dives which comprised the sketchy course taken by a fair sprinkling of naval officers. He felt the heavy shoes clank over the steel deck as he made his difficult way to the side of the ship. Through the little glass window he could still see the skyline of New York across the East River. The speed with which the gear had been got out and made ready was a credit to Hammett and his first lieutenant; the intense orderliness of a ship of war - even a poor battered old thing like the Apache - was justified by this event. No one could ever know when any piece of equipment would be desperately needed immediately. Who ever would have guessed, when they made fast to the shore, that in ten minutes the diving suit would be called for in such a frantic hurry?

The air pump whispered steadily in his ear as he trailed pipe and lines behind him. Everything was satisfactory as far as he could see, except that in this appalling climate the sweat was already running in rivers down him and making him itch in a most unpleasant fashion at the same time as the suit prevented him from scratching. He felt his way down the short ladder and then let himself drop down through the muddy, turbulent water. The light faded rapidly from his glass window as he sank, and it was entirely dark by the time he felt his feet sinking into the soft ooze of the bottom. He felt a momentary distaste as he found himself thigh-deep in the filthy stuff. He took a few difficult steps to his left, and then a few forward, and he felt nothing solid. He knew a brief panic, and he swallowed hard. The swallowing seemed to clear his ears and his brain at the same time. He turned to his right and fumbled forward in the darkness with laboured six-inch strides. Then his heavy boot felt and struck it, jarring against something solid, and as he ascertained its shape with his feet he confirmed his first hope. That barrelshaped thing could only be a depth charge.

He spoke into the telephone. Ive got it, he said. Send the slings down.

Aye aye, sir, replied a strained voice in the telephone.

He had to wait a second or two for the slings to come down, long enough to feel a gust of savage irritation at the delay, until he remembered that in the increased air pressure of a diving suit every emotion, whether of anger or exhilaration, was proportionately heightened. Then something rapped against his helmet and his eyes took hold of the reassuring slings. He squatted slowly down on his heels, holding the two loops of rope, for he knew the danger of bending forward while wearing a diving suit - at anything more than a slight inclination from the vertical, the protecting air would bubble out, the water rush in, and at that pressure he would be drowned in a flash. Still squatting, and working in the slime, he prepared to guide the loops of the slings over the ends of the depth charge. He had to keep his head clear and make quite sure that the slings were securely round the thing. The depth charge was not lying quite horizontal, and he put one loop round the lower end and called through the telephone for a pull to be taken on that sling. He felt the rope tighten and the depth charge lurch in the darkness and settle itself horizontally. That was better. He was able to complete his preparations; this was a plain seamanship job, a matter of ropes and weights, to make sure that the depth charge would hang securely in the slings as it was hoisted. If it came loose and dropped again, he could not answer for the consequences. Well, his education in seamanship had begun thirty years ago. His fumbling hands made their last precautionary exploration, then he stood up with a grunt.

Hoist away, he said into the telephone.

There was just enough light down here, despite the thickness of the water, to see a faint black shadow rise upward in front of his window. It was a shadow lifted in more than one sense, and he felt his spirits rise with every passing second. He wanted to sing now; he even felt like dancing in his leaden boots and breastplate, in the glutinous ooze - high atmospheric pressure certainly played strange tricks with ones feelings.

The seconds passed and there was no sign of the depth charge redescending.

Weve got it, sir, said an eager voice into the telephone. You coming up, sir?

Yes. Hoist away, said Crowe.

He realised now how deliciously cool it was down here in thirty feet of water, and he grinned to himself at the thought that the best way to get cool in a New York heat wave was to put on a diving suit and go down to the bottom of the East River.

His lines tightened and he was dragged out of the clinging mud, slowly upwards, while the light brightened before his window, increasing steadily until, blinding like a flash of lightning, the direct sunlight struck in through the glass. He felt the ladder in his grasp and started to climb to the deck with the assistance of a dozen willing hands. They busied themselves about him, whipping off his helmet, and he stood there blinking; even the humid New York air tasted much more pleasant when it had not previously been forced through an air pump. On the deck beside him lay the great barrel of the depth charge, filthy slime dripping off it onto the deck - that was the sort of stuff he had just been wallowing in. The torpedo gunner was hurriedly detaching the detonator.

Id say you ad about five seconds to spare, sir, said the torpedo gunner, squinting with a calculating eye at the amount of water that had entered; maybe ten.

A miss is as good as a mile, said Crowe. It was a cliché, but he did not feel capable of producing any original thought at that moment. Behind him the monkey suddenly chattered from his perch on the ruins of the after gunhouse.

Damn that monkey! said Crowe.

Thats the last mischief hell get up to in this ship, said Hammett.

Ill wring the little beggars neck, shall I, sir? said the torpedo gunner eagerly.

Oh, let the little devil live, replied Crowe wearily. It was not easy to condemn even a monkey to death in cold blood.

Wonder if theyve got a zoo here? said the torpedo gunner. Praps theyd take him.

Maybe so, said Crowe. Then he suddenly remembered his appointment with Mr Cockburn-Crossley. Here, get these things off me!

Even the best clothes that Gieves can supply look rumpled after being compressed into a diving suit. Crowe went below and shouted for fresh clothes to be got out for him; he took another bath and dressed himself as rapidly as the heat permitted, and with all the care the occasion demanded. Then he slung his gold-peaked cap onto his head and hurried over the brow into the clattering din of the navy yard. Mr Cockburn-Crossley was waiting with every sign of impatience consistent with his customary elegant nonchalance. He was putting his watch back into his pocket as Crowe hurried up.

Youre late, Captain Crowe, he said. It is most unfortunate. I wish you could have been more punctual; punctuality is a virtue anyone can cultivate, and it is most important that you should be punctual at this time when we have Anglo-American relations to consider.

Crowe looked at Mr Cockburn-Crossley for a second or two before he replied, and he swallowed hard too.

Im sorry, sir, he said. I was detained by business in the ship that could not possibly wait.

He felt there was nothing else he could say to Mr Cockburn-Crossley.


Night Stalk
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THERE ARENT ANY WHALES in the Mediterranean, said Nickleby, the flotilla gunnery officer, in tones of deep satisfaction.

There are big tunny fish, though, that go in shoals, said Rowles, the navigating officer.

What about cold currents? asked Captain Crowe. This discussion dealt with the sort of technical point the solution of which was the task of those highly trained staff officers specifically assigned to him for the purpose; but he knew enough of the subject to take part in the argument.

Nothing here worth mentioning, sir, said Rowles. Of course, there may be a casual freak.

Wrecks? asked Holby.

Plenty of those, admitted Rowles.

The flotilla was creeping through the night, guided by the most minute physical influences imaginable - too minute really for the human imagination to grasp, thought Crowe; the merest echoes of something already beyond human senses. They were trailing a submarine. Somewhere inside H.M.S. Apache a skilled rating was sending out sound waves into the sea with an apparatus that had never been thought of before Crowe became captain. It was all very difficult, for these sound waves were not the sort that one could hear; they were too high-pitched for that. Crowe could remember being shown a dog whistle once which blew a note too high for the human ear, but which yet could be heard by a dog. The sounds being sent out through the water were the same kind of noiseless sounds - what an absurd expression! - but even higher in pitch.

The principle was that when these radiating waves struck a solid body in the water, a minute proportion of them bounced back and could be picked up in the ship by an apparatus even more novel than the one which sent them out.

The fantastic sensitiveness of the whole affair could lead sometimes to curious results - shoals of pilchards off the Cornish coast had been depth-charged more than once; and the dividing wall between a cold current and a warm current could reflect enough of the waves as well as refracting the rest to produce a positive indication in the receiver, so that the ship might find itself launching an attack upon nothing at all, like a blindfolded fighter assaulting a whiff of cigarette smoke.

It was like some deadly game of blindmans buff, or like two men stalking each other with revolvers in a completely dark room, for the submarine was by no means helpless; as she crept about underwater her own instruments could tell her, roughly, the bearing of her enemy, and when she was pressed too hard she could endeavour to relieve herself of her enemys attentions by a salvo of torpedoes loosed off in the general direction of the pursuing ship.

The little chartroom was hot with the heat of the Mediterranean summer night and the stuffiness which comes with the inevitable interference with ventilation caused by the complete darkening of the ship. Rowles was bent over a large sheet of squared paper on which, with the aid of protractor and dividers, he was plotting the moves of the deadly game.

Cheyenne signals, Three-four-O, came the voice of the chief yeoman of signals down the voice pipe from the bridge.

Three-forty degrees! exclaimed Rowles eagerly. That gives us a fix.

Cheyenne was in the second division of destroyers out to port and she was giving the bearing of the unseen submarine as deduced from her instruments. Crowe could picture the transmission of the signal, the tiny flashes of the signalling lamp, screened and hooded, so that only the Apache, and no possible enemy, could pick them up. Rowles drew another line on his squared paper and made a cabalistic sign at the end of it. Mmm, he said, dont think it can be a cold current. And it seems to have moved, so its not a wreck. Too many propellers going for the hydrophones to help us out.

Twenty years ago the hydrophone had been the only instrument which could be used for tracking a submarine; it actually listened to the beat of the submarines propeller, and all the efforts of all the scientists had not yet succeeded in improving it to the point where it could pick up and follow the sound of a submarines propeller through the noise of those of a whole flotilla.

The message tube buzzed, and Holby snatched the little brass cylinder from it, took out the message and tossed it across to Rowles, who read it eagerly. He ruled another line on his squared paper; the diagram he was drawing there was beginning to take some kind of shape, for the lines all had a general trend, and the little ringed numbers made a series which, though wavering, still had definition.

Id like to alter course, sir, if you please, said Rowles, and Crowe nodded.

Rowles spoke first into one voice tube and then into another. It was only an alteration of five degrees, but, with the flotilla fanned out on a wide front in pitch-darkness and with signals restricted to the barest minimum, it was not such a simple matter to wheel the line round as might at first be supposed. A moment later Rowles asked for an increase in speed, and the officers sitting in the silent little cabin were conscious for a brief space of a change in the tempo of the throbbing of the propellers; at the end of that time they were accustomed to the new rhythm and the throbbing passed unnoticed again. Then came fresh information, messages from the sonic apparatus below and from other destroyers in the flotilla.

Hes altered course, said Rowles.

The captain of the hunted submarine was receiving indications as well, and was turning his boat in a desperate effort to get out of the path of his enemies. But submerged as he was he could only creep along at six knots, while the destroyers were charging down on him at twenty-five. If only they could maintain contact with him, his end was certain. Rowles wheeled the flotilla farther round to intercept him.

Another voice tube in the little chartroom squeaked a warning, and Holby answered it.

Torpedoes fired, he announced. The hydrophone apparatus had picked up the heavy underwater concussion. The Italian was trying to rid himself of pursuit by launching his torpedoes into the midst of his pursuers. Firing under water and aiming only on the strength of the data supplied him by his sound apparatus, he could not hope for very accurate aim; the deployed destroyers made a wide target, but one with a good many gaps in it.

One hundred and sixty seconds, I should say, said Holby, and all eyes turned involuntarily on the stopwatch ticking away on the chartroom table. With torpedoes and destroyers approaching one another at eighty knots, each little jump of the hand brought potential death forty yards nearer. Crowe took his attention from the watch and turned it upon Rowles diagram. The destroyers were headed straight for the submarine, meeting the torpedoes head-on, therefore. That was the best way to receive a torpedo attack - a destroyer is ten times as long as she is wide, and, consequently, the chances of a blind shot missing were ten times as great. There was nothing to be done except wait.

The messages were still coming in, even during that two and a half minutes.

Gone to ground, said Rowles, on the bottom. Its his best chance, I suppose.

Lying absolutely silent and still on the bottom, the submarine would give no indication of its position to the hydrophone listeners and precious little to the sonic apparatus. And the Italian captain had taken this action while there was still plenty of time, while the English still were not absolutely sure of his position, and while there was a chance that the arrival of his torpedoes might distract his enemies, throw them off their course and upset their calculations. If he pinned much hope on this, however, he did not know the grim little group that was sitting round the chartroom table plotting his doom. The stopwatch hand was creeping inexorably round. Suddenly the Apache stopped as if she had run into a brick wall, throwing them all across the chartroom, and then she reared and then she plunged, standing almost up on her stem and then crashing down again, with the lights flickering spasmodically, while the memory of a tremendous crash of sound echoed in their ears. Crowe had been flung against the bulkhead and the breath driven from his body; it was pure instinct that carried him out onto the bridge; as his eyes were accustoming themselves to the darkness he could feel the Apache heeling and turning sharply. A black ghost of a ship whisked past their stem, missing them by a hairsbreadth - that was Navaho, which had been following them. The officers and ratings on the bridge, flung down by the explosion, were only now picking themselves up.

Hard-a-starboard there! roared Hammett.

She wont answer, sir! came the helmsmans reply. Wheels right over!

The Apache was turning sharply in defiance of her helm.

Bows a bit twisted, I should say, said Crowe, peering forward into the darkness, alongside Hammett: he could feel now that the bows were canted sharply downward as well, but in the utter darkness he could form no estimate at all of the amount of damage. The only thing that was certain was that the Apache was not on fire; a destroyer full of oil fuel, hit by a torpedo, can sometimes in a few seconds be changed into a blazing volcano.

Midships! said Hammett to the quartermaster, and then busied himself with the engine-room telegraph before explaining to Crowe, I thought Id let her complete the turn, sir.

Go astern with the starboard engine as she comes round, said Crowe, and was promptly annoyed with himself for interfering with Hammett when the latter was doing perfectly well.

There were voices to be heard forward now as the stunned members of the crew picked themselves up and the emergency-party reached the seat of the damage. The Apache was completing her turn, having lost a good deal of her way.

Hard-a-starboard! said Hammett again to the helmsman, and the ship trembled with the vibration of the starboard propeller going astern.

From forward there came a tremendous crackling as rivets sheared; the bows of the ship rose perceptibly, she lost her list and drifted on her original course as Hammett stopped the engines.

Weve broken something off, said Crowe, and a moment later the reports began to come in from for ard, confirming his suggestion. The torpedo seemed to have hit almost squarely on the bows of the ship and had blown the first ten feet of the ship round at right angles to the rest. It was that which had forced the ship into the turn and which had now broken off. Number I bulkhead was holding, however, and the water which was pouring in was no more than the pumps could deal with adequately.

Get that bulkhead shored up, Mr Garland, said Hammett.

Aye aye, sir, said a voice from the darkness.

Go ahead with all the speed that the bulkhead will stand, said Crowe, before he went back into the chartroom.

His staff was still at the table planning the attack on the submarine; Rowles was a little white, and conscious of a stabbing pain every time he breathed, but it was not till sometime later that Crowe knew that his navigating officer had broken a couple of ribs when the explosion flung him against the table.

Well stay afloat for some time yet, announced Crowe, and well make three or four knots, I hope.

Splendid, sir, said Rowles, addressing himself to his squared paper. I didnt want the little beggar to get away.

It is even harder to pick up the trail of a hostile submarine than it is to dispose of her, once she is detected; nothing must be allowed to interfere with the hunt when it is in full cry. While the emergency party faced sudden death shoring up the bulkhead, another signal winked from the battered flagship to the rest of the flotilla, gathering in for the kill. Out on the bridge again, Crowe looked forward through the darkness. He could not see them, but he knew that his other destroyers were arranging themselves in a neat pattern while the poor old Apache was panting up after them.

A fresh signal flashed from the Apaches masthead, and it was answered by a sound like a roll of thunder as the depth charges exploded. Only that signal was necessary; Crowe knew that his well-drilled flotilla was weaving round in the darkness as though taking part in an elaborate dance, and every few seconds a fresh roll of thunder announced the completion of a new figure as they systematically depth-charged every possible spot where a submarine might be lying. The sonic apparatus had given them the submarines position within half a mile; a depth charge bursting within a hundred yards would do grave damage, and it was the business of the flotilla to see that at least one charge burst within a hundred yards. The Apache crept slowly over the sea towards the distant thunder; soon she was pitching and tossing perceptibly as the tremendous ripples of the explosions met her. They continued long after the explosions had ceased.

We ought to be coming up to them now, sir, said Hammett, gazing into the darkness.

Whats that? exclaimed Crowe, pointing suddenly.

It was a ghostly white triangle sticking out above the surface of the sea, thirty feet of it or so.

The words were hardly out of Crowes mouth when one of the forward guns went off with a crash and a blinding flash. That triangle was the bows of a submarine protruding above the surface as she hung nearly vertically between wind and water, helpless and shattered; but a guns crew, tense and eager for a target, will fire at the first sight of an enemy, and a submarine, once seen, must always be destroyed beyond all chance of escape and repair. The firing ceased, leaving everyone temporarily helpless in the darkness, but, blink their dazzled eyes as they might, Crowe and Hammett could see nothing of that pale triangle.

Shes gone, said Hammett.

Crowe sniffed the night air, trying to sort out the various smells which reached his nostrils. Thats her oil I can smell, isnt it? he said.

Hammett sniffed as well. Must be, he agreed, there was no smell of our own oil before this happened.

The pungent, bitter smell was unmistakable; as they leaned over the rail at the end of the bridge it rose more penetratingly to their nostrils; they could picture the enormous pool of oil which was spreading round them, invisible in the night. And, as they leaned and looked, a vast bubble burst close alongside of the Apache as some fresh bulkhead gave way in the rent hull of the submarine sinking down to the bottom, and the enclosed air came bursting upward. They heard the sound and, faint in the darkness, they saw a white fragment whirl on the seas surface.

Theres a bit of wreckage, said Crowe to Hammett. Better get it for identification.

Wreckage indeed it was, for it was the dead body of a man. They carried it into the captains day cabin as the nearest lighted place and laid it on the deck. Water ran from the soiled overalls which it wore, forming a little pool, which washed backwards and forwards with the motion of the ship. The stars of gold on the shoulder straps indicated lieutenant-commanders rank; the distorted face was young for a man of that seniority. The arms were clasped across his breast, and there was what looked like a red stain beneath them. Blood? Crowe stooped closer and then took hold of the cold hands and tried to pry the rigid arms upwards; they were clasping to the lieutenant-commanders breast a flat red book, and it was only with difficulty that they worked it loose, so fierce was the grip the corpse was maintaining upon it.

Send for Mortimer! snapped Crowe. He speaks Italian!

Most of the Italian that Lord Edward had spoken had been pretty little sentences asking, When can we meet again? and things like that. But he had a good academic knowledge of the language and it took no more than a glance for him to see the importance of what he was looking at.

Its his orders, sir, he said, turning the wet pages with care and peering at the smudged handwriting and the typewritten orders that were clipped to the wet sheets.

What does all this mean? demanded Crowe. Here a latitude and longitude - I can see that for myself. Translate the Italian.

Hes three days out from Taranto, sir, said Mortimer, and - by George, sir, this looks like a rendezvous! It is, by jingo! And heres the recognition signal.

As Mortimer translated the typewritten material Crowe looked back at the dead man lying in the puddle on the deck. He thought of the hunted submarine struggling desperately to throw off pursuit, and the final refuge taken at the bottom of the sea, of the rain of depth charges that had brought her up again, shattered and helpless; there would be the rush to destroy the secret documents, and before that could be effected came the shells from the Apache, blowing the shattered hull above and giving the captain his death-blow, even while the invading water whirled him to the surface.

Its authentic all right, commented Nickleby, peering over Mortimers shoulder.

Yes, said Crowe; lets hear it over again... Go on, Mortimer.

The sunken submarine had an appointment with another, in two days time, so that the one newly come from port could exchange information with the one returning - there was a day, a time and a position. Above all, there was the underwater recognition signal, the sequence of dots and dashes which, sent out in sound waves through the water, would be picked up by the other vessel as a signal for them both to rise to the surface at dawn to effect the exchange.

I think somebody ought to keep that appointment, said Crowe, looking quizzically at his assistants.

Theres a bit of difference in pitch between the sound of our underwater signal and theirs, demurred Holby.

Not enough to matter, said Crowe. If they get the signal theyre expecting, the right signal, at the right time and place, they wont stop to think about a trifling difference in pitch. Put yourself in their place, man.

The staff nodded. There was something fascinating and magnetic about their captains determination to do the enemy all possible harm. But it was their duty to look at all sides of a question.

What about surface propeller noises? said Rowles, but Crowe shook his head.

There wont be any, he explained. Well send one ship - theres no sense in taking the whole flotilla - and shell get there early in the dark, so she can drift. Whos got the steadiest nerves?

Marion? suggested Nickleby, and as Crowe looked round at the others they nodded an agreement.

Right! said Crowe. Get the orders out for him now.

That was how H.M.S. Cheyenne, Lieutenant-Commander Edward Marion, D.S.C., came to detach herself from the Twentieth Flotilla at the end of that day to undertake an independent operation while the rest of the flotilla shepherded the wounded Apache back to port. It explains how an Italian submarine happened to rise to the surface close alongside her to find herself, much to her astonishment, swept by a torrent of fire from the waiting guns. The official British communiqué, issued sometime later, describing the capture, whole, of an Italian submarine, puzzled most of the people who read it. And yet the explanation is not a very complex one.


Intelligence
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THE CAR SWUNG out of the airport and headed for the bridge while Crowe blinked round him. It was a good deal of a contrast - two days before he had been with his flotilla, refuelling in a home port; then had come the summons to the Admiralty, a fleeting glimpse of wartime London, and now here he was in the District of Columbia, United States of America, with the chances of sudden death infinitely removed, shops plentifully stocked, motorcars still swarming, and the city of Washington spread out before him.

Crowe stirred a little uneasily. He hoped he had not been brought to this land of plenty unnecessarily; he regretted already having left his flotilla and the eternal hunt after U-boats.

The car stopped and Harley sprang out and held the door open for him. There were guards in naval uniform round the door, revolvers sagging at their thighs; a desk at which they paused for a space.

No exceptions, smiled Harley, apologising for the fact that not even the uniform of a British naval captain would let them into the holy of holies for which they were headed. There were two men in the room to which Harley led him.

Good morning, said the admiral.

Good morning, sir, said Crowe.

Sorry to hurry you like this, the admiral said gruffly. But its urgent. Meet Lieutenant Brand.

Brand was in plain clothes - seedy plainclothes. Crowe puzzled over them. Those clothes were the sort of suit that a middle-class Frenchman, not too well off, and the father of a family, would wear. And Brands face was marked with weariness and anxiety.

Brand left Lisbon about the same time you left London, said the admiral. His eyes twinkled - no, twinkled was too gentle a word - they glittered under thick black eyebrows. No man who looked into those eyes even for a moment would want to be the admirals enemy. Now he shot a direct glance at Crowe, twisted his thin lips and shot a question.

Supposing, he asked, you had the chance to give orders to a U-boat captain, what orders would you give?

Crowe kept his face expressionless. That would depend, he said cautiously, on who the U-boat captain was.

In this case it is Korvettenkapitân Lothar Wolfgang von und zu Loewenstein.

Captain Crowe repressed a start. I know him, he said.

Thats why youre here. The admiral grinned. Didnt they tell you in London? Youre here because few people on our side of the ocean know Loewenstein better than you.

Crowe considered. Yes, he decided, the admirals statement was right. He knew Loewenstein. In the years before 1939, the German had made quite a reputation for himself by his bold handling of his yacht in English regattas - Loewenstein and his helmsman. Burke? Of course not. Bruch - Burch - something like that. Good man, that helmsman.

Crowe had met Loewenstein repeatedly on several formal occasions when the British navy had met detachments of the German navy while visiting. And since 1939 their paths had crossed more than once - Crowe on the surface in his destroyer, and Loewenstein two hundred feet below in his submarine.

Loewenstein, the admiral was saying, left Bordeaux on the thirteenth - thats four days ago - with orders to operate on the Atlantic Coast. We know he has four other U-boats with him. Five in all.

The shaggy-browed admiral leaned over the desk. And Loewenstein, he added, is out to get the Queen Anne.

Captain Crowe blinked again.

The Queen Anne, pursued the American admiral ruthlessly, that is due to clear very shortly with men for the Middle East and India. Men we cant afford to lose. Not to mention the ship herself.

Whats the source of your information, sir? Captain Crowe asked.

Brand here, said the admiral, also left Bordeaux on the thirteenth.

That piece of news stiffened Crowe in his chair and he stared more closely at the lieutenant in plain clothes. The news explained a lot - the seedy French suit, the hollow cheeks and the haggard expression. A man who had been acting as a spy in Bordeaux for the last six months would naturally look haggard.

Brand spoke for the first time and his pleasant Texan drawl carried even more than the hint that he had not only been speaking French but thinking in French for a long time.

This is what I brought from Bordeaux, he said, taking an untidy bundle of papers from the admirals desk. Its the code the German agents in this country use for communications with the U-boats.

Crowe took the bundle from his hand and gave it a cursory glance. This was not the time to give it prolonged study, complicated as it was, and half the columns were in German, which he did not understand. The other half were in English, and were composed of a curiously arbitrary sequence of words. Crowe caught sight of galvanised iron buckets and canned lobster and ripe avocados. Farther down the column there were figures instead of words - apparently every value in American money from a cent to five dollars had a German equivalent, and the words pounds and dozens and even the hours of the day could convey certain meanings when put in their proper context.

With that code, explained Brand, you can give time, courses, latitude and longitude - anything you want.

Crowe braved a question he half suspected he should not have asked. Where did you get this?

Its not the original, interposed the admiral. The Nazis dont know weve got this. Theres no missing original to give them the tip to change their code.

A French girl got it for me, Brand explained.

There was a silence and then the admiral said, Well, Captain, theres the setup. What have you got to suggest?

Captain Crowe looked down at the floor and then up at the admiral.

Of course the Queen Anne will be secured by convoy, he said. I know youre not thinking of letting her make her regular transport runs without escort. If Loewenstein is waiting for her with five submarines, her speed wont do her any good. And if the Germans know the course and time out of your ports now, theres no guaranteeing they wont know any change in course or time you might give the Queen Anne.

The admiral made a sudden gesture. We can send the Queen out with half the fleet, he said. But once were at - map, please, Lieutenant!

Young Harley spread a map in front of the admiral. Captain Crowe hunched over it, following the line pointed by the top-stripers finger.

Once there, said the admiral, well have to let the Queen go on her own. We cant go past that point without neglecting our coastal duties. And Loewenstein is bound to trail along until the escort leaves. Then hell hit. Unless he can be drawn off.

Yes, echoed Crowe absently. Unless we can draw him off.

Can we? the admiral demanded. Or - Im sorry - thats an unfair question, thrown at you all at once, Captain. Think it over and tomorrow morning at - he glanced at his wristwatch - ten well talk it over.

It wouldnt break my heart, said the naval-intelligence agent, Brand, suddenly, if something drastic happened to Loewenstein. Ive seen some of the pictures hes taken with his little camera from conning towers. Close-ups of drowning men - and one thats the pride of his collection, a woman and a kid off the Athenia.

Something drastic is going to happen to Loewenstein, said the admiral. He looked at Crowe, and the captain blinked.

Right-o, said Captain Crowe.

He found himself outside the office without clearly realising how he got there. He wanted to walk; he was urgently anxious to walk, partly because long hours in planes had cramped his legs - legs accustomed to miles of deck marching - and partly because he wanted to think - had to think - and he thought best on his feet.

He had to draw Loewenstein off. But what could draw a sub commander off a prize like the Queen Anne? To sink the Queen would give any U-boat skipper the Pour le Mérite with oak leaves or whatever brand of decoration Hitler was giving out now. A man would have to be mad to forsake a prize like that. Mad or - but Loewenstein had been half mad that day he had seized the wheel from his helmsman at that Copenhagen regatta and had tried to ram the boat that had overhauled him and blanketed him, stealing the race at the last moment. That Danish club had disbarred Loewenstein for that. But the helmsman had been exonerated. Good man, that helmsman, Crowe thought. Braucht - it was something that started with a B. Broening. Yes, that was it - Broening.

Crowe looked around him, squinted at the sun, tucked his chin in his limp white collar and set off boldly in the direction of the British Embassy. He was remembering all he could about Korvettenkapitân von und zu Loewenstein. He called up the slightly pug nose, the cold blue eyes, the colourless hair slicked back from the forehead - he remembered all these. Then there was the ruthless boldness with which he would jockey for position at the start of a yacht race. He would bear down on another boat, keeping his course while the helmsman - Broening - yelled a warning until the other boat fell off. The protest flags fluttered on many occasions when Loewenstein sailed. And after the races, it always was Loewenstein and some beautiful harpy at their table, alone, except for the miserable helmsman, Broening. Now, Loewenstein was the boldest of all U-boat captains.

Crowe knew his lips were not moving, but his mind was speaking. Draw Loewenstein off, it said. But how? Loewenstein is a believer in the guns, as shown by his record. He conserves his torpedoes to the last. The ideal method of attack, according to Loewenstein, is to rise to the surface at night, preferably when there is just enough moon, or shore-light glare, to give a good silhouette of the target. He times his rise so that the convoy is almost upon him. Then he uses his guns furiously, pumping shells into every hull he can see; his whole pack of U-boats firing together. Then, before the escort comes up, even before the deck guns of the freighters can go into action, his sub flotilla submerges and scatters on divergent courses that confuse surface listening posts so that the escort destroyers dont know the exact spot over which to make their run. Damned clever - except he thinks the Americans dont know how he works. And I - God help me - have been brought over here to show Loewenstein he guessed wrong. But what is it about Broening thats so important? Why do I keep thinking about him?

It would be eight or nine days before Loewenstein and his pack could be expected off the American coast. In that time the moon would be past its full. Three-quarters, rising about eleven. So that it might be best to  

Crowe forgot the sweat that dripped down his face - everything except the problem at hand. It was something that even in his wide experience he had not encountered before, this opportunity of sending orders to an enemy in the sure and certain knowledge that they would be received and acted upon.

Broening, he told himself. Last I heard of him was that hed become a Johnny come lately in the Nazi Party and Von Ribbentrop had sent him to some little Latin American country as a consul. Loewenstein must have loved that. Always hated the man, Loewenstein did, even though he won races for him. Now, despite all Loewensteins Junker background, it seems that Broening is outstripping him in the race for prestige. Ill wager Loewenstein would like nothing better than to -I believe I have it.

The shower bath offered him by a friend in need at the Embassy was something for which he would have given a months pay. He stepped under the cold rain and pranced about solemnly while the healing water washed away the heat and his irritation. A plan to deal with Loewenstein was forming in his mind, and as he cooled down, his spirits rose and he nearly began to sing, until he remembered that he was on the dignified premises of the British Embassy. But he still grew happier and happier until he was struck by a fresh realisation. Then his spirits fell abruptly. He had not written either to Susan or Dorothy this week, thanks to the hours spent travelling from England. And today was nearly over, and tomorrow he would have to write to Miriam - three letters pressing on him, to say nothing of the official report he would have to write. Crowe groaned and stayed under the shower a minute longer than he need have done in order to postpone the evil moment when he would have to come out and face a world in which letters had to be written, and when he did he was cursing himself for a soft-hearted fool for not cutting off the correspondence and saving himself a great deal of trouble.

But outside, the assistant naval attaché welcomed him with a smile.

Heres Miss Haycraft, he said. I thought youd like her assistance in writing your report. You neednt worry about her - she knows more secrets than the Admiralty itself.

Miss Haycraft was a pleasant little fair-haired thing with an unobtrusive air of complete efficiency. She sat down with her notebook in just the right way to start Crowe off pouring out his report of his interview with the admiral and Lieutenant Brand.

Half-way through his discourse, Captain Crowe stopped. I wonder if the Embassy has any records on a man named Broening? he asked. Nazi fellow. Believe he was consul or minister or something in a Central American state. I

Yes, Captain, said Miss Haycraft crisply. Herr Broening is in New York, waiting to take passage on the diplomatic-exchange ship, Frottingholm.

Ah? asked Crowe. And when does the Frottingholm sail?

Its not definite, the girl answered. Theres some trouble getting Berlin to assure safe passage.

Umm, said Captain Crowe.

In another ten minutes the report was done. Crowe looked at Miss Haycraft and felt temptation - not temptation with regard to Miss Haycraft, however; she was not the girl to offer it.

Was the A. N. A. really speaking the truth when he said you could be trusted with a secret? he asked.

Yes, said Miss Haycraft, and her manner implied that there was no need at all to enlarge on the subject.

All right then, said Crowe, taking the plunge. Take this letter - Dear Susan: As you will see, I have got hold of a typewriter and I am trying my hand at it. Please forgive me this week for being so impersonal, but I have had a good deal to do. I wish you could guess where I am now; all I can say is I wish you were here with me because

The letter to Susan ran off as smoothly as oil; it was even more impressive than the writing of the report. When it was finished, Crowe looked at Miss Haycraft once more. Well, he might as well be hanged for sheep as for lamb.

Id like you, he said, to do that letter over three times - no, you might as well make it four. Begin em Dear Susan, Dear Dorothy, Dear Miriam and Dear Jane - no, not Dear Jane. Youd better say Dearest Jane. Have you got that right?

Yes, Captain Crowe, said Miss Haycraft, and she did not even smile.

This was marvellous; his conscience was clear for a week, and Crowe felt more like singing than ever, but he had to restrain himself. He did not mind letting Miss Haycraft into the secret of his epistolary amours, but singing in front of her was another matter. Perhaps it was the mounting internal pressure arising from the suppression of his desire that led to the rapid evolution in his mind of the plan to discomfit Loewenstein.

All I need, he told himself, is an old hulk with a loose propeller shaft, a quick job of maritime face-lifting, and some co-operation from the newspaper and wireless Johnnies. Ive a feeling the admiral ought to be able to get those things for me.

What can I do for you, Mr OConnor? asked the manager of the broadcasting station, after he had offered his unknown visitor a chair.

Mr OConnor displayed a badge held in the palm of his hand and passed an unsealed envelope across the desk to the manager.

Very glad to do anything I can, said the head of the broadcasting station, when he read the enclosed letter.

Mr OConnor produced a couple of typewritten sheets of paper.

That goes on the air, he said, at eleven oclock tomorrow morning, at Reitzs usual time.

The manager looked at the sheets. It was the usual kind of broadcast for which Mr Reitz paid twice a week, advertising the goods for sale in his store  galvanised buckets at sixty-nine cents. Grade A canned peaches at thirty-nine cents, and so on. The turns of phrase, the arrangement of the wording bore the closest possible resemblance to Mr Reitzs usual style.

T suppose Ill have to do it, said the station manager. Glad to do anything to help, as I said. But what is Reitz going to say when he hears it?

He may hear it, said OConnor dryly, but he wont be in a position to object. Hell be in a safe place, and I dont expect itll be long before hes in a safer place still.

I see, said the station manager.

There was nothing more to be said on the subject of Mr Reitzs objections; it had all been said in those few words and in the glance of Mr OConnors hard eyes.

All the same, supplemented the FBI agent, I would prefer it if you did not discuss Reitz with anyone else.

Of course not, said the man across the desk. And this will go on the air at eleven tomorrow morning.

Thank you very much, said OConnor, reaching for his hat.

It will be a clear night, Captain, said the admiral, coming up to the tiny bridge. Thats the latest forecast.

I wouldnt object to a bit of haze myself, sir, said Crowe.

If you were in heaven, chuckled the admiral, Ill bet youd say your crown didnt fit and your harp was out of tune. But you must admit everythings come off slicker than an eel in a barrel of grease. Theres the old Peter Wilkes, God bless her leaking hull, all dressed up in a coat of white paint and a big sign, DIPLOMAT, on her side, lighted up like a Coney Island excursion boat, wallowing along ahead of us with that fake second funnel threatening to blow off any minute. And her loose screw is kicking up such a fuss that our listeners are going deaf. And here we are, seven of us, coasting along behind that makeshift Frottingholm, blacked out and with our men at battle stations. I only hope your hunch is right, Captain. Id hate to lose that skeleton crew aboard the Wilkes. And Id hate to have this whole expedition turn out to be a howler.

It wont, said Crowe, with an assurance he did not feel. Loewenstein hates Broening - always has. He knows if his former helmsman gets back to Berlin safely, Raeder is due to give him a naval command that would put him over Loewenstein. And Germany wants to break up Pan-American solidarity if she can. What better way than to have a U-boat sink a diplomatic ship and claim it was done by you Americans or we British? Loewenstein thinks he can kill two birds with one stone - getting rid of a personal enemy and staging a cause célèbre at the same time. And he wont torpedo that ship. Hes been told its without escort, so hell surface and shell - and machine-gun the lifeboats later, at his convenience.

And the loose screw of the Wilkes, observed the admiral, will prevent his listeners from knowing were in the neighbourhood.

Right, sir.

Crowe turned and looked back over the rigid line following behind him. He felt very happy at the imminent prospect of action. He was about to sing, when he remembered the presence of the admiral beside him. Admirals cramped ones style in a manner especially noticeable to a captain whose rank usually made him monarch of all he surveyed.

Lord Jeffrey Amherst was a soldier of the King, sang the admiral, as if he were doing it just to rub in the difference in rank. Then he broke off.

Youve no business here at all, you know.

None, sir, agreed Crowe. But Im not the only one like that on board.

Perhaps not, grinned the admiral.

The sun was down now and the darkness was increasing rapidly. The false-faced Frotlingholm lurched and staggered in the rising seas, a boldly lighted figure on a darkening seascape. The destroyer which Crowe rode rose and fell to the long Atlantic rollers. The men were at the guns. Down below, there were men with earphones clamped over their heads, trying to pick out the sound of submarine engines beneath the howl of the Wilkes clattering screw. The ship, the whole little squadron, was keyed up, ready to explode into action. Somewhere in the darkness ahead was Loewenstein, rereading, perhaps, the information that had come to him that morning regarding the sailing of the Frottingholm with one August Broening aboard, the course and speed and destination of the diplomatic-exchange ship. No one could be quite sure of how Loewenstein would act on that information, but everything that Crowe knew about him led the captain to believe he would attack on the surface, about midnight, with his prey silhouetted against a nearly level moon. And, Crowe hoped, Loewenstein would use his deck guns to carry away the radio antenna first, so that no radio operator could tell the world that a ship carrying Nazi diplomats was being sunk by a German sub.

As always in the navy on active service, action would be preceded by a long and tedious wait. Crowe had learned to wait - years and years of waiting had taught him how.

A bell rang at length, sharply, in the chartroom behind him.

The admiral was inside on the instant, and Crowe overheard a low-voiced dialogue between him and the ensign within. Then the white uniform of the admiral showed up again, ghostly in the dark.

Theyre onto something, said the admiral. Cant get a bearing because of the ungodly noise that dressed-up hulk ahead is making. But I think your friend is in the neighbourhood.

I hope he is, said Crowe. He was not merely hardened to waiting; he was hardened to disappointment by now.

Yes, said the admiral. Crowe was making himself stand still, and was snobbishly proud of the fact that the admiral did not seem able to do the same. Faint through the darkness Crowe could hear him humming, under his breath, Lord Jeffrey Amherst was a soldier of the King.

Funny thing for an American admiral to be singing, Crowe told himself. Lord Jeffrey Amherst, he had never heard of him.

The bell rang again and yet again, and the information brought each time was more defined. Something on the port bow was moving steadily to intercept the Wilkes. And behind them rose the moon.

There was no chance at all of the squadron being surprised, but no one could tell just at which second the shock would come.

Somebody shouted. The gongs sounded. Crowe caught a fleeting glimpse of a long black shape breaching just off the side of the gaily lighted white hulk ahead. Then the guns broke into a roar, each report following the preceding one so closely as to make an almost continuous din. The flashes lit every part of the ship, dazzling the officers on the bridge. The destroyer was turning under full helm; not half a mile away there came a couple of answering flashes, lighting the sullen sea between. Then, as quickly as they had begun, the din and the flashes ceased. The little ship was leaping through the water now, the propeller turning at maximum speed, now that there was no need to deceive listeners at the instruments in the submarines. The squadron was spreading out fanwise in accordance with the drill so painfully learned during preceding years. Someone shouted another order, and the depth charges began to rain into the sea.

Then the destroyers wove together again and the last depth charges searched out the areas that had escaped the teeth of the comb in the first sweep. Reports were coming up from below in a steady stream. The little ships consorts were sending messages as well.

We hit two, said the admiral. I saw the bursts.

Crowe had seen them, too, but submarines have been known to survive direct hits from big shells. But if Loewenstein had been where he might have been expected to be, out watching the effect of his guns and the behaviour of his subordinates, there was every chance that one of the shells had killed him.

Only negative from down below, said the admiral.

The instruments probed the ocean depths unhampered, now that the Wilkes had cut her engines and was drifting. Reports said there was no trace of the solid bodies the instruments previously had contacted below the surface. Presumably, every submarine, torn open and rent asunder, had already sunk down into the freezing depths.

Crowe took the first full breath he had enjoyed since the admiral had flung his poser at him in the Navy Department office, days before. Now, he knew, the Queen Anne could make her run with relative security. Now he knew his hunch had been right: his hunch that Loewenstein would try to murder his helmsman, Broening.

The bell rang and some fresh information came up.

Some indication of something on the surface. These things are too sensitive, if thats possible, said the admiral. They tell you if a man spits over the side. Thisll be wreckage, I guess... Listen! he said suddenly. There was a voice hailing them from the surface. A survivor. One of the guns crew blown into the sea when our shells hit them.

Survivors sometimes can give even better information than wreckage. They searched carefully in the faint light of the moon to find the man who was hailing them. And when they found him and hauled him on board, Crowe recognised the pug nose and the shape of the head even through the mask of oil. It was Korvettenkapitân Lothar Wolfgang von und zu Loewenstein.


Eagle Squadron
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MR AUSTIN BREWER unlocked his post-office box and ran hastily through his mail. Only the shortest glance was necessary, for there were three of the letters he was looking for, each of them easily identifiable by the big black-lettered labels gummed to them: Opened by Examiner No. 4378. There was no need to read the superscription or look at the foreign stamps; in a year Mr Brewer had grown accustomed to receiving these letters. He did indeed glance at the backs of them, but even that was unnecessary, for he knew the handwriting so well. One letter was from Pilot Officer J. Brewer, 143rd Squadron, RAF, and the other two were from Pilot Officer H. Brewer of the same address. Jim and Harry wrote alternate weeks, and it was three weeks since the last mail had come.

Mr Brewer handled the letters a little longingly, and legally he was quite entitled to open them, for they were addressed to Mr and Mrs Austin Brewer, but he had more regard for Isabelles feelings than to open them; as soon as he reached home they would open them and read them together. At the thought of that he hurried back to his car.

The way home along the highway and the turning off onto the dirt road to the farm were familiar enough to him to think while he was driving. Three weeks was a long time to wait for letters from ones sons; it was waits like this that rubbed it in about the difficulties caused by the German submarines. Mr Brewer knew well that he was indebted to the fact that his sons had joined the RAF for most of his knowledge of Europe and of the military situation there; otherwise he would never have expended so much diligent care on the reading of the communiqués and the war correspondents accounts. It was to this reading, far more than to his sons letters, that he owed his knowledge.

Jim wrote better letters than Harry, but even Jims letters did not tell a great deal. Mr Brewer knew that the boys could say little about what they were doing, because they were engaged upon such important work that any description of it would involve revealing military secrets. But it was not only that; Mr Brewer was conscious of a more unsatisfactory deficiency - the boys had gradually come to take it for granted that he and Isabelle knew as much about England as they did, and that, of course, was by no means the case. Queer foreign expressions had begun to creep into their letters. Isabelle had comforted him by saying that they were only old-fashioned folk, just like a couple of hens who had hatched out ducklings, and had been surprised by their childrens new activities.

Mr Brewer sighed as he stopped the car outside the farm. Isabelle was there, the sun bright on her grey hair, and Mr Brewer climbed out as quickly as his rheumatism permitted.

Therere three letters, he said, the moment he was in earshot, and he saw the look on her face. The boys letters might indeed be unsatisfactory, but he knew (and he did not let Isabelle guess that he knew) that she lived only for the arrival of them.

Pilot Officer James Brewer, sitting in the Dispersal Room on standby duty, was conscious of the difficulty of writing a satisfactory letter to his parents. He got as far as Dear Mother and Dad. Then he sat drumming on his teeth with the end of his pen. Most of the things which interested him extremely either would not interest the old folks or could not be told.

The thing that occupied most of his thoughts at the moment, for instance, was that the squadron had just been equipped with the new Spitfires. Planes that embodied the lessons of a year and a half of life and death warfare, planes on which the safety of millions depended, planes which would affect the history and happiness of children to be born a century from now. Improved Spitfires were just beginning to come off the assembly lines, and the squadron was the first in the air force to be equipped with them.

It was something to be proud of, something he wanted to tell the world about; and he knew it was something that Jerry would be very glad to have positive information about. He would like to tell the old folks how the squadron had been trying the new planes out in formation flying, and how satisfactory the results had been - but there again was something Jerry would give a lot to know. He had been thinking about the new German plane that rumour said was in course of production, the Messerschmitt which would presumably be as great an improvement on the old as the new Spitfire was. The happiness of millions depended on the performance of the new Messerschmitt; he realised that the old folks would be more interested in it because his own life, and Harrys life, might easily depend on it. But that only made a double reason why he could not write about it to them. And seeing that the new Spitfire and the prospect of the new Messerschmitt were all he had thought about for days now, it was terribly hard for him to find suitable topics for this letter he had to write. He looked round the room in a desperate search for inspiration.

Harry was larking with Johnny Coe. Lucky devils, for Harry had written last weeks letter and Johnny never wrote letters; apparently he had left behind in his native California not a single friend worth troubling about. Johnny with his red hair and freckles was the most carefree person Jim Brewer had ever known, as well as the most brilliant fighter pilot. Jim did not know whether the two qualities bore any relationship to each other. What mattered was that with Johnny on the tail of his section Brewer knew he had no need for anxiety. The three of them had flown in the same section for months now, and Brewer was solidly conscious that his section displayed perhaps the best teamwork in the squadron, which presumably meant in the world.

When he put the deduction aside as petty he wondered, a little grimly, whether that was because he was a member of the RAP or because the English habit of self-depreciation had begun to get a hold on him.

Meanwhile it would be as well if he should display something of the English habit of ploughing steadily on in the face of difficulties. There were two pages to be written after the Dear Mother and Dad, Brewer began stolidly with the only opening that occurred to him:

The weather is a lot better now but all the same we havent been as busy as usual. Mother need not worry about sending us things to eat, as we have plenty, the way I have always told you. Harry is full of beans and sends his love to you both. He has gotten himself a new girl friend, who is a nice piece of work. Marjorie Dalziel is her name, which you dont pronounce the way it is written, like a lot of these British names, but dont you worry about that because shes as nice a girl as you could find anywhere. She is a WAAF officer employed near here.

Brewers thoughts went off into a technical daydream at that. Mother and Dad would be very interested to hear about the work that Miss Dalziel was doing, but that was quite impossible. He shook himself back into a mental attitude more suitable for the writing of commonplaces, and stared out of the window in search of further inspiration. It was a relief when the telephone bell rang and the sergeant who answered it announced in his usual measured tones, Squadron scramble for 15,000 feet, Area P23.

Brewer dropped his pen on the unfinished letter and raced out of the Dispersal Room along with the others. That madman Harry was still laughing at the top of his voice over his joke with Johnny Coe, but all the rest were silent, reserving their breath as they tore across the field. The crews of four were standing by the machines to see that everything was ready while the roar of the starting engines arose deafeningly on every hand. Brewer hauled on his parachute and flung himself into his machine. Automatic ally he ran through the routine of making ready for the air, turning on oxygen and radio, fastening the harness and checking the fuel gauges. Then in a flash they were off, flight following flight, the new Spitfires with their unbelievable rate of climb and incredible speed.

England fell away below them. The familiar landscape, over which so many epic battles had been fought, fell into the accustomed pattern, changing steadily with each new increase in height. Brewer knew it so well that he could give a pretty close estimate of the height by the appearances below him. Almost right ahead, the silver line of the Channel appeared, and beyond it the grey line of the Belgian coast; on the one hand were the forty million who fought for freedom and on the other were the two hundred million who only hoped for it. Brewers reaction to the sight was not nearly so romantic. To see the Belgian coast from P23 meant that they must be nearly at 15,000 feet; store enough that was what the altimeter said, and the squadron leader was levelling off. The rate of climb of these new Spitfires was unbelievable. Brewer wondered about the new Messerschmitts.

The radio-telephone suddenly started. Hullo, Cocoa Leader, it said. Hullo, hullo, Cocoa Leader.

The voice was a full, rich contralto. Brewer remembered how when he had first been introduced to Section Leader Marjorie Dalziel, WAAF, something familiar about her had puzzled him. It was Harry who had identified her voice as that with which the Operations Room on the ground controlled the movements of the squadron. Harry was on the best of terms with her now; Brewer thought they were in love with each other, for that matter. This was a war in which men and women fought shoulder to shoulder as nearly as might be, but there could not be many cases where the woman said the actual words that sent the man she loved into action. If only he could tell Mother and Dad about it they would be very interested; also, it would solve for a whole fortnight the recurrent problem of what to say in his letters.

Hullo, April, said the squadron leaders voice over the radio telephone. April was the code name of the Operations Room for today, just as the best-equipped squadron of the Royal Air Force, for today, called itself by the unheroic name of Cocoa. And even so, heroism was not dead, but more alive than ever. Hullo, April. Receiving you loud and clear. Any information?

Bandits at 15,000 feet over P25, said April.

Jim Brewers glances, like those of every fighting man in the air, had been cast in every direction; now they were addressed more especially straight ahead to the eastward, even though - like every man who wished to live - he still continued to pay attention to either side and to the air above him, and particularly to the starboard side, where the sun lay. Then suddenly he switched the radio-telephone over to send.

Bandits at one oclock, he said.

Half a dozen voices said the same thing at almost the same instant. There they were like silver beads on a thread, heading northwards along the Belgian coast, a little to the right of straight ahead - at the one oclock of the imaginary clock of which the squadron was the centre. Marjorie, down below, could hear her Harry announce the sighting of the enemy.

The squadron leader swung round a trifle to intercept them. Jim Brewers plane was in his propeller wash for one moment, but the next he had led his section into station again on the new course. Brewer switched on his gunsight, adjusted it, and took the safety catch off the firing test. Oxygen and the sudden excitement of getting into the air had accelerated his heartbeat despite himself, despite the familiarity of all that he had just done; but with these new decisive actions he steadied down, for Brewer had the invaluable attribute of calming in the face of danger. Harry and Johnny Coe, behind him, had the odd habit of growing more hilarious - he could hear them on his radio-telephone shouting nonsense at each other until the squadron leader told them to be quiet.

Hullo, Cocoa Leader, came Marjories voice over the telephone, are you receiving me?

Receiving you loud and clear, said the squadron leader.

You will continue to patrol P23, said Marjorie.

They were practically over the edge of the imaginary square already, decided Brewer, looking down at the sea below him. Sure enough, the squadron leaders reaction to the order was an abrupt alteration of course which would keep the squadron within the limits set.

What in hell? came the voice of the irrepressible Harry over the telephone.

Say, came the voice of Johnny Coe, the bandits have altered course too. And it looks like theyre the new Messerschmitts.

The chain of silver beads in the distance had doubled upon itself and then straightened itself out, flying solemnly parallel once more to the Spitfires. Brewer, staring at them as tensely as he could, was inclined to agree with Johnny Coe. They were not nos, anyway.

Any further orders, April? asked the squadron leader. His voice had the lackadaisical ring which is noticeable when the typical Englishman tries to pretend he is not being emotionally stirred.

No, said Marjorie. Continue to patrol P23.

Her voice, with the beautiful overtones, was clearly pitched in the same way, to make it as unemotional as possible. She was doing her duty; she was not supposed to be inspiring the men she spoke to. Brewer knew that she knew that the order she had just transmitted would keep the man who was dear to her out of battle for a while longer; but her voice was still unemotional.

The squadron leader turned his command about once more, countermarching them along the very outside limits of the area to which he had been restricted. The Messerschmitts circled away from them and then returned.

Say, said Harry, what is this, anyway. A regatta?

A whoop and gurgle in Brewers radio-telephone told him that Jerry was transmitting too; was in fact carrying on an animated conversation - occasionally he could hear scraps of real German speech. Presumably the situation was not clear to the German commander, either; it was strange for each side to be challenging battle like this and yet refusing to take the first step. Brewers explanation of it to himself was that the higher command on each side was laying some deep trap of which the other side was suspicious.

The notion set him looking about him even more keenly, alert to spot the first sign of the springing of the trap. But there was no sign of anything of the sort in the blue heavens about him nor in the sea below which parted the two immensities of suffering.

There was simply nothing happening at all, and no promise of anything for the future.

Hullo, April, said the squadron leader.

Hullo, Cocoa Leader.

Were coming in. Any objections?

Brewer guessed that the squadron leader did not want Jerry to get even a rough idea of the petrol endurance of the new Spitfire; if they came in now, before there was any question of fuel running short, Jerry would be kept guessing a while longer.

Wait, Cocoa Leader, said Marjorie. They could hear her talking to Lemons and to Soda Water - apparently the staff mind that devised code names was running strongly on drinks today - while she arranged for a force to cover the squadron from a surprise attack during the dangerous moments of approaching the ground.

All right, Cocoa Leader, come on in, said Marjorie.

Down on the ground the ground crews threw themselves on the Spitfires, like the crews in the pits working on a racing motorcar. But today there was not so much to do; only the oil to check and the refuelling to be carried out. The armourer who attended to the guns, and the rigger and the fitter who examined the plane for damage, stood by with nothing to do. The natural discipline of the RAF prevented them from expressing any disappointment that these marvellous machines had once more ascended and descended without any opportunity to prove their worth. But there was disappointment in the atmosphere, all the same, to be sensed like the effects of a distant thunderstorm. Warfare grows more and more mechanised, and the machines grow more and more marvellous, but the men who man them, and the men who service them, are still just as much human beings as those men who handled the guns at Waterloo or drew bows at Agincourt.

And the squadron leader felt the same when he sat down to write the inevitable report on the doings of the day. He allowed a tiny trace of acidity to creep into his style - the dry official style inculcated at Cranwell-as he told about the enemy aircraft, believed to be the new Messerschmitts, which he had sighted and which had refused battle, but which he could have brought to action if he had not been restrained by the orders transmitted from the Operations Room.

And the wing commander to whom the report was addressed felt much the same when it reached him. He read it carefully, frowned a little at the peevish note which the squadron leader had allowed to creep in, and wrote his endorsement of the facts, if not of the sentiments; his knowledge of the facts was a good deal wider than was that of the squadron leader, because through the Operations Room he had been following a much wider slice of the war that day.

When the report reached the group captain, other papers were put aside immediately so it could be studied without distraction. And after it had been read, the group captain referred back to other reports which had come in, compared them, and made his own deductions from the comparison. His deductions he embodied in a report to the Air Staff; the group captains view of the war was much wider than the wing commanders; half a dozen operations rooms contributed to its breadth.

And the Air Staff correlated the group captains report with those of the other group captains, and air commodores made their contribution too, all of them working coolly and rapidly in their effort to gather together all the essentials for presentation before midnight to the air marshal. Along all the various channels, perhaps a hundred thousand facts had come in, and from these the unessentials had to be stripped and the essentials displayed in their proper proportions. But the fruitless encounter between the new Spitfires and the new Messerschmitts had had its place in the final result; the air marshal had already given orders to that effect.

And those wing commanders and group captains and air vicemarshals were links in one chain which ended in the air marshal. The little air raid warden, stubbornly doing his duty in a London back street, was the final link in another chain which ran through the Air Raid Precaution Centre and the Regional Centre and the Ministry of Home Security and the Cabinet Secretariat and the Air Ministry and terminated with the air marshal. And the shelter marshals, the devoted people who knew best what was the condition of the people bombed and homeless, whose reports told how the unnamed millions were standing the strain which none had ever dreamed, in the years before, that they would be able to stand at all, were the final links in another chain - a shelter marshal at one end, and the air marshal at the other.

And there were still other chains; the pitiful reports of bombings and burnings were, essentially, matters of defence, fantastic as the term may seem at first sight. There were reports of offensive matters as well. There were the opinions of the factory inspectors, with their information about present production and forecasts of the future. The Ministry of Shipping had its tale to tell about the flow of help from the United States. The Intelligence had reports to make, from facts gathered by patient decoding of German messages, from news sent in by diplomatic officials, from information - one did not dwell on the hangings and shootings which paid for it - acquired by devoted men and women of every nationality from North Cape round to Athens and sent in by routes too obscure for description. The Admiralty came with its contributions regarding the Atlantic bombers and presented its demands for the bombing of German battleships. The War Office had facts to tell and demands to make for air power to assist land forces; even the Foreign Office played its part with its warning of danger developing in new zones and requests for counter-moves.

Along these numerous chains, the facts and the demands poured in to the air marshal; the staff and the Big Five could only sort them. And back again from the air marshal went the decisions - the order for this and the refusal of that. The staff and the Big Five could advise, but it was the air marshal who had to bear the responsibility. He bore the responsibility in the eyes of the public and before the bar of history, but that sat lightly on his shoulders compared with the responsibility of doing his job well before his own conscience.

A million men obeyed his orders; the peace and happiness of thousands of millions unborn, through countless generations to come, depended directly on his decisions. A mistake made now might mean that miserable peasants a hundred years from now would still be slaves; unthinkably it might mean that Britain herself might lapse into slavery. On the other hand, the right plan resolutely carried through, the ingenious device hit upon by good fortune, might shortly spell freedom for millions and the ending of the grim nightmare which encompassed the world.

And despite all this the air marshal was a human being, like the air vice-marshals and the group captains and the wing commanders and Harry Brewer, pettishly snatching off his helmet. The air marshal was a man of flesh and blood - five feet ten of it - only a little bulkier than in his lean youth. There was some grey in the black hair, and wrinkles round the corners of the prominent grey eyes; the wrinkles told only the same story as the rows of bright ribbon on his chest. The healthy pink of his cheeks made him look younger than he was, and for a man of his age he was remarkably agile and lithe, but he was a human being, for all that. He had his good days, and, sometimes, he had his bad; and as his wife called him Sam, which was not his name, one could guess that somewhere in the past there was a human story in that connection.

Today he looked at the report of the fighter command and narrowed his eyes as he followed up its implications in his mind. Those were the new Messerschmitts, without a doubt, that the 143rd Squadron had seen. The air marshal had a slight personal acquaintance with the squadron leader (although the squadron leader would be amazed to hear that the air marshal remembered it) and knew just how much reliance to place in his judgment; he knew more about the group captains who confirmed what the squadron leader suggested. And there was a message from a Belgian peasant, too, who had seen the new planes on their field, and weeks back there had come a message from a discontented German who worked in a factory, which had given him a good idea of what to expect. The new Messersclimitts were beginning to come off the assembly lines, just as were the new Spitfires which would contend with them.

The air marshal yearned for more knowledge of those Messerschmitts. He wanted to know all about them: their speed and their rate of climb and their fuel endurance and their manoeuvrability; how they behaved in battle and what were their weak spots; especially he wanted to know how they compared with the new Spitfires. Even though the assembly lines were in full swing, even though the machines were coming off them at the rate of over a hundred a week, and some of the arrangements for production, for the manufacture of dyes and the supply of special metals, dated back over a year, there was still the chance that any defect might be made good immediately; and if not, the sooner the business was taken in hand the better. He wanted one of those new Messerschmitts to be gone over carefully by his experts. He would give a good deal of his private fortune - all of it - for the chance to fly one himself.

And he knew, too, that in Germany at that very moment there was someone who was thinking just the same about the new Spitfires. Those Messerschmitts had been displayed over the Belgian coast for the express purpose of challenging battle with the new Spitfires - battle over German territory, where any Messerschmitt that might be brought down would be safe from prying English eyes, and any Spitfire that suffered the same fate could be examined (what was left of it) with painstaking German thoroughness.

No more painstaking than English thoroughness, mused the air marshal. His orders had sent up the new Spitfires to challenge battle over English soil in just the same way, and his orders had kept them from accepting the German challenge. Marjorie Dalziel was one of the people fighting for England whom he did not know at all, but it was through her lips that he had spoken, as if she were some ancient sibyl, the mouthpiece of an Olympic god. It was time the mouthpiece spoke again. The air marshal walked twice up and down his room before he pressed a button on his dictograph and spoke to the air vice-marshal who was his deputy.

Youve seen the report from the 143rd? asked the air marshal.

Yes. The air vice-marshal was a man of few words.

Tell em to try again. You know the conditions?

Of course. The air vice-marshal was really a little hurt at that, until he suddenly guessed that his impish superior was teasing him, in the hope, this time realised, that he would induce him to use two words where one would have done.

Right. See you later, said the air marshal, still chuckling as he switched off.

The brain had started an impulse down one of the nerves that radiated from it; at that impulse the mouth would speak and the limb would strike. From the air vice-marshal the impulse travelled to the Air Staff, and from the Air Staff through the group captain, down, down, to the Operations Room and then to the squadron leader, who had the duty of explaining to his pilots what was expected of them.

You all understand? said the squadron leader, looking round at his subordinates. We want a Messerschmitt, one of those new ones. Dead or alive, but the more alive the better. Weve got to bring it down over England. And on no account are we to lose one of our planes over Jerrys country. Anyone can see why.

They all could, of course; they nodded to show him that they did. Jim Brewer thought what an interesting letter he could write home about all this if it were permissible.

Ive got my own ideas about how it should be done, said the squadron leader, briefly, but Id like to hear what you blokes have to say.

He looked round at the young English faces, the Belgian and the two Poles, with the names of their countries sewn on the shoulders of their RAF uniforms; the three Yanks sitting together and so far without any indication of their nationality save for the self-evident one of their intonation.

If we came down at them out of the sun began Evans, and then stopped as the squadron leader shook his head.

Theyve thought of that too, said the squadron leader. Theyre only up in the mornings. To get between them and the sun means going too far east, right over Belgium. And thats out of bounds for us. Wed only be playing their game for em if we did that.

If we fought them, began Dombrowski the Pole, struggling hard with the difficulties of expressing himself in a foreign language, just on the edge of the sea, we might have a chance to get one of them, to - to

To cut one of them out, you mean? Force him over this way and then bring him down?

Dombrowski nodded. But when the squadron leader looked round at the others they shook their heads.

Too risky, said the squadron leader. We could try it with anyone else, but not with those blokes.

There was evident agreement among the others who remembered epic battles.

We want a decoy, said Jim Brewer.

Say, listen, said Johnny Coe simultaneously.

The squadron leader turned to them.

Jims got the same idea as me, said Johnny Coe.

A decoys the only way, I think, said the squadron leader. Something thatll get them to forget their orders for a moment.

A couple of bombers! said Brown.

The squadron leader shook his head again.

Theres only one thing thatll make those fellows forget their orders. Theres only one temptation big enough. And thats one of our Spitfires.

Thats right, said Johnny Coe, those guys are pretty cagey.

The squadron leader looked round the ring of faces again. His mind was already made up, but he was only human, and wasted a second looking round, as a man going to be hanged looks up at the blue sky. The jealous tradition of the RAF is that no task is so dangerous as to call for volunteers. Everyone is prepared to do what he is told and conversely everyone in a position of authority must be prepared to do the telling. He had to select the man who would do the job best; only that. No other consideration could enter into the decision. He wanted the most daring and ingenious flier, the man whose actions would be most likely to deceive Jerry, the man whose quick-calculating mind would be able to draw the proper distinction, in the heat of battle, between daring and folly. Nor was his task of selection made any easier by the wide choice that the enormous talent of the 143rd Squadron offered him. He turned to Harry Brewer.

Youll be the lame duck, he said.

Okay, said Harry. Ill be the lame duck. Or the goat, or what have you. Lets hear some more.

T was thinking about trying it this way, said the squadron leader. He turned to the blackboard behind him with a gesture queerly like that of a schoolmaster lecturing to a class. But there was the difference that in this case the pupils had valuable contributions to make to the debate that followed.

Down in the underground Operations Room things were quiet at present, in this hush before the dawn. There was not a single buzz from the dozens of telephones that brought in the messages from all over the area, from the observers lying back in their armchairs, from the AA batteries, from the aerodromes hidden away in the folds of the earth. The sergeants sat still on their stools; while a battle was in progress they had small enough chance of that. The group captain sat isolated in front of the frosted glass screen, like some minor deity. To Marjorie the simile was a close one, since she knew what thunders he could unleash at a nod of his head. All this elaborate organisation, all these telephones and these flashing lights, all these ministering sergeants and section leaders, were designed to enable the group captain to fight his share of the Battle of England, and to implement in his section the will of the major deity in the underground Central Control Room seventy miles away.

Marjorie saw to it that her radio-telephone mouthpiece was clear. She ran through in her mind the new list of code names so that she could use any one of them without hesitation, and settled herself securely in her chair. Try as she would, she could not keep her heart from pumping furiously when her period of duty began, and she knew by experience that she would be bathed in sweat at the end of her four hours, even though she would not have moved from her chair. The yellow light in the ruled square in the upper right-hand corner of the frosted screen meant that German aircraft were manoeuvring again in the P row, as they had done each morning for days past - the Messerschmitts upon which so much attention was riveted.

Now the group captain gave the order that tensed her still more; she heard the sergeant muttering the words into his mouthpiece; she knew that Harry and the other pilots of the 143rd Fighter Squadron were now running across the field to get their planes into the air. With her mental ear she could hear the roar of the engines revving up; she could hear that sound from her billet when she was off duty, and had heard it so often. A phone bell rang and a red light appeared on the screen. Marjorie switched in.

Hullo, Embankment Leader. Are you receiving me?

Loud and clear, said the squadron leaders voice. He was Embankment today when yesterday he had been Cocoa. She was Card today instead of April.

Bandits in P25, said Marjorie.

Buzzers were sounding in several places in the room now, and the group captain was issuing rapid orders. More lights were appearing on the screen as he played his chess game of death.

Bandits in P26, at 15,000 feet, said Marjorie, watching the screen. Hullo, Embankment Leader. Somerset at 20,000 in O19.

Message received, said the squadron leader dryly.

The group captain growled an order.

Hullo, Embankment Leader, said Marjorie, Carry out operation previously ordered.

What that meant she had no idea. Now that the battle was really beginning she had steeled herself, and had forced her voice into calm. But this morning duty, with its cold-blooded moves, was far more trying than the whirl and excitement of night duty on the nights when Jerry was raiding, when red, yellow and green lights moved incessantly on the screen, and the white bars of anti-aircraft barrages flashed on and off, and the earth, even down where they were, shook to the fall of bombs and the vibration of artillery.

Bandits at twelve oclock.

That was Harrys voice. It sounded as if he were keyed up a little more than usual. She had thought the same last night when they met for their evening walk, but of course she had asked no questions.

Bandits at twelve oclock!

Half the pilots in the formation must have switched over their RTs to send to get the news off at once; but Harry had been the first. Marjorie watched the red light move across the screen towards where the yellow light of the Messerschmitts wavered on the boundary of P25 and P26.

Hullo, Card, said the squadron leaders voice, Embankment beginning action.

Red and yellow lights were alongside each other now. Over her receiver Marjorie could hear confused sounds as the din of a myriad engines and propellers crept in. Twice, loud and sharp, she heard the sound of machine guns as pilots switched over to send with urgent messages to their fellows.

Watch those wise guys astern! That was Johnny Coes voice.

Bandits below!

Keep station, George, damn you.

It was like hearing football players calling to one another without being able to see the game, but this was a game of life and death. Marjorie had little idea of what was going on. Right at the back of her mind was a recollection of something Harry had told her; that when a Messerschmitt loosed off its cannons it was like the momentary winking of two dull red eyes, visible even in the sunshine of the upper air. Through it all came the staccato orders of the squadron leader; Marjories mental fog cleared a trifle and she began to form a hazy picture of a formal battle, fought at long range with nothing risked and no decision likely. Yet that was not like the squadron leader, nor like the 143rd Fighter Squadron.

All right, Harry. That was the squadron leader again. You ready to do your stuff?

All set, said Harrys voice. Say when.

Marjorie stiffened despite herself.

Wait for it, said the squadron leader. Jim, keep clear. Let her go, Harry.

Then there was not a sound for a whole lifetime - for several seconds. Then Harrys voice again.

All right, Jim. There was the hint of mirth in Harrys voice that told Marjorie that he was as keyed up as it was possible for him to be. Keep off my tail. Give Jerry a chance.

Then someone elses voice, high-pitched: Oh, God, Harry, look out for yourself.

Through her receiver Marjorie could hear not merely the rattle of machine guns but the bang of cannons as well.

Line ahead and follow me, said the squadron leader with the restrained calm that told its own story. Dont cut it too fine, Harry.

I wont, said Harrys voice. And then, immediately afterwards, These guys behind me seem annoyed about something.

That was Harry trying to copy the eternal British characteristic of habitual understatement. He was still speaking, Sorry, Skipper. Youll have to write off this plane. It was a good

The words ended with a bang and a kind of gulp. Marjorie sat shaking in her chair, waiting for the next words but everything was silent for a few moments.

Hullo, Card, said the squadron leader, Operation unsuccessful. Send the rescue launches out.

Marjorie found her nails were hurting her palms, and she unclenched her hands with difficulty. But, that done, she rallied. She plugged in and sent the message. She passed the news on automatically to the group captain. She realised she had been breaking the first rule of the radio-telephone operator, which is never to grow interested in the messages she sends and hears. A light came on in the screen.

Hullo, Embankment. Bandits at M26. Are you receiving me?

Loud and clear.

Somerset at 20,000 in O22.

The group captain growled again, the way he usually did.

Hullo, Embankment, said Marjorie, relaying the order. Come on in now.

Message received, said the squadron leader.

The group captain was bringing Somerset and David over into the sector. Marjorie was busy enough transmitting his orders. Even so, she might have found time to think about Harry and wonder whether his voice had stopped because of a hit on his radio-telephone or because - because of something else. She could have wondered whether or not the rescue launches would arrive in time, but she would not allow herself to do so. She finished her four hours of duty still speaking in the calm, disinterested tones which she had so carefully cultivated.

And long before those four hours were over, when the air marshal had hardly returned from his early session of the Big Five, the air vice-marshal addressed him through his dictograph.

Its a washout this time, sir, said the air vice-marshal. They wouldnt be drawn. Someone over theres being very standoffish about those Messerschmitts. From the squadron leaders report I should say he did all he could. He lost a plane.

Where did it fall? There was sharp anxiety in the air marshals voice.

The pilot did the right thing. He crashed it in the sea, five miles off the Foreland.

Thats all right, then, said the air marshal.

The rescue launches picked him up. Slight wound in the leg.

All right. In the grim arithmetic of war a good pilot was worth more than two fighter planes; more than two, but not quite as much as three, in the eyes of a female radio-telephone operator or of an Ohio farmer and his wife.

Nobody can trace the causes of events to their ultimate source, just as it is impossible to trace their effects to their final termination. The air marshal had had a fine fresh egg for breakfast that morning, at a time when fresh eggs were lamentably short in England. It may have been that egg which started it; it may have been some look in the eyes of the air marshals wife the night before, when he had been able to make enough time to dine with her. It may be foolish to start an investigation into the cause of things as near at hand as that; it might lie much farther back, in some incident in the air marshals boyhood. But the fresh egg may serve as a basis for discussion; we can at least try to follow up cause and effect from the air marshals breakfast egg to the receipt of a letter by an Ohio farmer.

The memory of that egg still lingered on the air marshals palate. He savoured it reminiscently as he listened to the air vice-marshal. It stimulated his robust optimism as well as his imagination. It set his busy mind at work long before the air vicemarshal had finished telling about the rescue launches. He wanted one of the new Messerschmitts more than a miser wants gold, more than a lover longs for his beloved.

Itll have to be a pinprick raid, then, said the air marshal.

Umm, said the air vice-marshal doubtfully.

Yes, said the air marshal with decision. The air vice-marshal had his uses as an advocatus diaboli, as a congenital pessimist, as an envisager of difficulties. But this was not the time for him to function; the breakfast egg told the air marshal so definitely. The orders must go out to those parachute agents immediately. And the War Officell have to be told at once; get me the Director of Military Operations. And the Admiralty. Duffys the man there; I know hes only the deputy assistant, but thisll be his pigeon. No time to lose.

The air marshal had forgotten the very existence of the breakfast egg as he switched off the dictograph and busied his mind with other details. He had even forgotten the lost Spitfire and the wounded pilot and the recent failure. If it had been a British habit to abandon an enterprise after an initial failure the history of the world would have been different; certainly it would not have been an English-speaking farmer who cultivated that Ohio farm.

Something to the same effect was running through Jim Brewers mind that evening as he talked to Marjorie in the black night of a Kentish lane, where no single distant light twinkled through the blackout. He had told her of his dash over to the hospital, and how he had found Harry as perky as usual, with four holes in his right leg and none of them serious, according to Harry.

Marjorie had received the news with sober quiet. These people stood up to punishment all right. It was the example of the fortitude of the little citizens in their bombed streets, the stolid public courage in the face of unprecedented disaster, the national doggedness that did not flinch before the prospect of limitless difficulties, which had converted Brewer into something of a crusader. His motives in coming to fight in the RAF would at first have been hard to analyse; they had included a passion for flying, a vague desire for adventure, possibly a yearning for personal distinction. Now he was a crusader; and the British example had so affected him that he could not possibly say so.

He thought of England as a boxer, hard-hit and still fighting back. England was defending herself with the classic straight left of sea power, with the heavy right hand of an air offensive awaiting its chance. The straight left and pretty footwork were giving her a chance to breathe and regain her strength; a boxer of poorer spirit would have fallen before the terrific battering long before, would have lain down and taken the count.

To continue the analogy, at that rate the Air Staff-Brewer had heard the air marshals name, but never thought of him as a personality - was a pinch of grey matter inside the boxers skull. And Harry? Harry was nothing more than a fragment of skin which had just been chipped off the boxers right knuckle. It was the spirit that counted.

It was hard for those unacquainted with England to realise the quiet heroism which kept her still fighting, and it was quite beyond him to describe it in words; that was why he felt so dissatisfied with his letters home.

The silent night was suddenly filled with the sound of aeroplanes.

Ours, said Marjorie, after listening for an instant. Long-nosed Blenheims. After the invasion ports again.

T suppose so, said Brewer.

He had other ideas, but he was not saying so; not even to Marjorie. Tomorrows stunt was most strictly secret. Brewer fancied that the Blenheims had another mission besides dropping bombs. So that Jerry would suspect nothing they would probably drop some, though, while the devoted parachutists sank through the darkness, ready for their mission of preparing the attack. The thought started him thinking again about his own part in tomorrows attack; he and Johnny Coe would be the only members of the 143rd Squadron taking part in it.

He tried to analyse the motives of the squadron leader, who had allotted them the duty. Probably he and Johnny were - he had to shake off a growing English habit of self-depreciation  the best stunt fliers left, now that Harry was wounded. On a mission where five hundred lives were going to be risked, it would be quite mad to imperil the final success by choosing inferior fliers for the crowning part of it. But there was more to it than that. With Harry wounded, his section was broken up; it would take time to accustom a new pilot to flying with him and Johnny. The most economical course would be to risk the rest of the section, and in the event of failure to train an entirely new section into the ways of the squadron. Better that than to have two or three sections each with a new pilot in it engaged on the sort of duty that fell to the 143rd.

You dont talk nearly as much as Harry, said Marjorie. Is that because youre the elder brother?

I expect so, agreed Brewer.

The horizon was suddenly torn with a brilliant display of coloured lights. There were white flashes reaching up to the sky, and there were sullen red glares that illuminated the faint mist in the distance. Their ears could just catch the jerky rumble of the anti-aircraft guns that were firing at the English bombers.

It looks as if they mean business tonight, all right, said Marjorie. Of course they always do.

The last words were added hastily, and it occurred to Brewer that perhaps Marjorie knew something about tomorrows stunt. It was very likely that she did, but she certainly would not say a word about it even to him, because for one thing she would not know that he was going to participate in it. To him there was a touch of drama in the situation; that two people as close to each other as he and Marjorie, with a desperate venture before them tomorrow, should not dream of allowing a hint about it to each other, but should confine themselves to discussing trivialities. Air raids, from this point of view, were only trivialities.

I suppose Jerry will be coming back at us tonight, said Marjorie. Im going to bed before he does.

That sounds like a good idea, he said, and they began to direct their steps down the lane again.

I was thinking of going to visit Harry tomorrow evening, said Marjorie. I was hoping that you could come with me.

Id like to, but Ive got a date.

It was not for him to say what kind of date it was; Marjorie could think what she liked.

All right, said Marjorie, and she said nothing else. Brewer began to make up his mind that he was going to be fortunate in his sister-in-law.

They had reached the door of her billet now, and Marjorie came to a halt.

Good night, said Brewer, taking her hand. Dont worry about Harry. Hell be all right.

He walked on through the village to his quarters, yawning as he did so. The necessity for being up early for patrol had already grained into him the habit of going to bed at an hour which even in Ohio would be deemed early.

Johnny Coe was already in bed and three-quarters asleep in the room they shared. Brewer was careful only to switch on the bed lamp, so as to rouse him as little as possible. Even so, Johnny turned over restlessly, the freckles on his cheek showing in the faint light. Brewer was hardly into his pyjamas before the bedhead light went out abruptly; someone had pulled the master switch and plunged the station into darkness, which meant German bombers in the vicinity.

He got into bed and pulled the covers over himself just as the first roar of a bomb reached his ears, and he composed himself to sleep while the bombers bumbled overhead and the guns opened up. England was in her nightly uproar. Usually at such times he thought of the things he had seen on his visits to London; the burnt-out streets, the craters in the roads, the mothers in the airraid shelters, the firemen grappling with their tasks, the guns setting the earth ashake. But tonight, despite the current raid, his thoughts were otherwise directed. There was this business of tomorrow to think about. Somewhere there were plans being made and orders being issued; even a pinprick raid called for the most elaborate timing and co-operation between the services. Already there were parachutists seeking out hiding places in Belgium from which they could emerge on the morrow, and he could picture the other arrangements which were being made.

The old analogy of the boxer occurred to him. From the brain the messages were already coursing down an infinity of nerves, tensing the muscles for a feint with the right, ready for a quick blow with the left. The hard-hit boxer was about to hit back; the soldiers and the sailors, the minesweepers and the anti-aircraft, the night fighters and the bombers - if one could only know all that was involved in tomorrows raid, one would have a complete view of the Battle of Britain. And the ramifications were so numerous that, just like counting sheep, thinking about them one fell asleep. At least Brewer did - to awake clearheaded in the morning and to turn over with the delicious knowledge that there was no early patrol for him this morning. At this moment of waking that fact bulked larger in his mind than the fact that in the evening he would be in deadly peril.

It was when night fell that the little port woke into sudden activity; until then there had been nothing happening that might be guessed at by a stray German reconnaissance machine. But with the coming of darkness it was different. The lackadaisical major in command put out his cigarette and got to his feet.

Time for us to go, he said.

Brewer and Johnny Coe rose with him; theirs were the only RAF uniforms among the khaki and the blue. It was only a step from the hotel bar down to the jetty, and they walked slowly, accustoming their eyes to the sudden transition from the lights within to the darkness without. Down the steep street beside them there wound a strange procession. One could not call it ghostly, because it made far more noise than any ghosts could make - the united muffled roar of a thousand motorcycle engines. Yet there was almost nothing to see, for those motorcyclists had been trained to find their way along any road in formation, and yet in darkness, without collision.

Brewer, you come with me in the Magpie. Coell go with Captain Brown in the Thrush, said the major.

The shadowy forms of the two armoured barges could now be seen against the jetty. There was a broad gangplank leading into each barge, and over each was pouring a steady river of motorcyclists, up one ramp, down another, and then round and over the flat bottoms of the barges, to come to a halt, tight-packed and yet in order, so that each barge was jammed with silent men sitting on silent machines.

Brewer could guess at the amount of drill and rehearsal necessary to achieve such a result without confusion. The major took him over a narrower gangplank in the bows. Here the darkness was even more complete; Brewer pulled to a standstill just in time to save himself from bumping his nose against a square mass that loomed before him.

Ill get in first, if youll excuse me, said the major. He opened a door in the armoured car and climbed up with Brewer following him.

Sit down, please, said the major. If you sit still you wont bump yourself.

Brewer found that out immediately by experience. As he settled himself he became abruptly conscious of something like a machine-gun butt at his shoulder; the roof was only just over his head.

Damn you, Owen, snapped the major. Ive told you before that youre not to eat either onions or oranges when were going on a stunt.

Brewer felt the force of the complaint; there were two hard-breathing privates just at his back, and as far as he could tell, one had been eating the one and the other had been eating the other.

Sorry, sir, said Owen, but we didnt know we was.

Something in that, I suppose, said the major. He bent his head to peer at the luminous dial of his watch. Twenty-fifteen. Ah!

Cast off, there, came a voice from farther forward which Brewer recognised as that of the lieutenant-commander to whom he had been introduced in the hotel.

The barge trembled to the tremendous vibration of the engines, and almost immediately the bows lifted to a wave. They were at sea.

Escorts outside, said the major. Not that well see anything of em.

Sitting in an armoured car in the bowels of an armoured barge on a pitch-dark night, Brewer did not expect to see anything at all.

We ought to make the run in an hour and twenty-two minutes, went on the major. Bit longer than youre used to.

A bit, said Brewer. His time for crossing the Channel was under four minutes.

These damn tides are a hellish nuisance when it comes to operation orders timed to the second, went on the major. You cant ever be sure of anything at sea. Fogs and tides and subs. You always have to leave a margin and when you have to observe complete wireless silence the way we have to, tisnt always easy.

What about mines? asked Brewer. He would far rather be fighting a Messerschmitt at twenty thousand feet than sitting here in such an unfamiliar - to say nothing of such an oniony - atmosphere.

Were too shallow for most of em, said the major, For contact mines, that is to say. If we came across any of the other kinds itd be just too bad, I expect.

T expect so, said Brewer.

But you wont be coming back this way, please God, said the major. Not after all the trouble weve been to about you.

Lets hope not, anyway, said Brewer.

Were more likely to bring it off than not, said the major. Its better than a fifty-fifty chance.

Do or die, said Brewer. Thats the motto of everyone in this country.

It isnt, said the major with more animation than he had displayed up to now.

You all think it, if you dont say it.

We dont think anything of the sort, said the major heatedly. We just go on and do what there is to do.

Brewer decided that it was not the best subject for an argument. But he made a mental note of that we just go on phrase. It sounded duller than do or die and meant the same thing.

The barge was rolling and pounding a little in ungainly fashion. Outside could be heard the sound of the waves.

We cant help rolling like this, said the major. These damn barges are built for quick landings, and theyre not very seaworthy in consequence. Still, you cant have everything.

That was a safe point to agree upon, thought Brewer.

Hullo, Fantastic, said Marjories voice almost in Brewers lap making him jump before he realised that it was the radiotelephone speaking. Getaway calling.

G-E-T-A-W-A-Y, said the major counting on his fingers. Seven minutes to go. He peered at his watch again. Cant answer em, of course, he said. Operations code names Zacharias tonight. The other things useful so as not to tip Jerry off.

Hullo, Fantastic, went on Marjories voice. Carlo at 15,000.

That means five thousand tonight, explained the major. This is where the balloon goes up, he went on a moment later, looking at his watch without remission.

Brewer heard the roar of bombers overhead as he spoke; directly afterwards he heard the explosion of bombs right ahead, and even the dark interior of the barge was faintly lit by the reflection from the sky of the flashes of bombs and anti-aircraft guns. The bombers were doing their work of distracting the observers on the shore.

Stand by! came the loud voice of the lieutenant-commander. The majors hands were swiftly at work, as he started his engine and ran it up. From behind came a combined roar as the motorcycle engines joined in. The bows of the barge seemed to fall away. A moment later the car was moving forward. It lurched up and then down as it climbed a slight ramp and descended a steep one; water boiled, foaming white, around it for a space, and then Brewer was pressed back into his seat with the tremendous acceleration of the vehicle as they ran up the beach.

Thats the hard part over, said the major. You can never be quite sure whats waiting for you in the shallows.

The car leaped and bumped about as it tore forwards and upwards. It was climbing the ruined ramp of the sea wall. The major spun the wheel and slipped into high gear. They were on a road so dark, except for the flash of the artillery, that Brewer could see almost nothing, but the major seemed to have no doubts as they raced along. He suddenly stooped a little more over his wheel and pressed the accelerator farther down. There was a crash, a fantastic leap, and they were through whatever it was that had barred the way.

Umph, said the major in a tone of satisfaction unusual to him.

They swung right-handed here, and Brewer had hardly recovered his balance when the roadsides suddenly blazed out into flame, the long flashes of the machine guns lighting up everything. Behind him the guns of the car opened up as Owen and his colleagues traversed their guns in a wide circle. But it was only the briefest time that the fight endured; directly afterwards all was dark again and as quiet as it could be in a car going at that speed.

Hullo, Fantastic, came Marjories voice. Getaway calling.

Seven minutes again, said the major. He managed to look at his watch while travelling at that speed.

The air seemed to be full of the sound of planes. Brewer knew the note of the engines - German night fighters. This corner of Belgium was in a pretty turmoil. He wondered if the parachutists dropped the night before had done their work of cutting the telephone wires. A dozen wires selectively cut, or a hundred haphazard, would play old Harry with the German communications for the few minutes that were necessary. Yet it was not of vital importance. The German command could not yet guess the objective of the raid, even if it was possible to circulate the news that one had landed.

On their left front the sky was suddenly lit like day as parachute flares slowly descended.

Thats the place, said the major.

The incredibly long flashes of the anti-aircraft guns darted up towards the sky, which was dotted with the bursting shells like popcorn in the light of the flares. Then there came the white bursts of the bombs; even at the rate at which he was travelling Brewer could make out that they were being methodically dropped in a ring round the objective. The whole affair was deliriously exciting. The medieval border forays of armoured men jogging along on horses were nowhere near as dramatic as this raid of cars and motorcyclists tearing into a hostile country at sixty miles an hour.

The major spun the wheel to the left so that the car was now heading straight for the volcanic display of the raid on the airfield. They leaped and bumped. Guns spurted fire beside them, and bullets spanged on their armour.

Give em the stop signal behind, Owen, snapped the major.

The car was drawing to a halt.

Now the rocket, said the major, as they stopped. Other cars were stopping beside them; roaring motorcycles were dying away into silence on either flank, and Brewers dazzled eyes were faintly conscious of shadowy forms running forward under burdens. One or two whistles blew signals. Four sudden pillars of white fire lit up everything ahead, and four stunning explosions shook the earth.

That fellows a minute behind schedule, grumbled the major.

He reached across Brewer and swung open the door for him. Heres your guide, he said. Remember Coell be a hundred hards to your right. Good luck.

An enormously burly sergeant loomed up beside Brewer as he dismounted; half a dozen shadowy forms were apparent behind him.

This way, sir, said the sergeant.

They scrambled through a ditch and started over the rough ground. Brewer remembered the maps which he had so carefully studied during the day. Ahead of them, to right and to left, there came a sudden burst of firing from machine guns and rifles. It was not until some seconds later that a searchlight suddenly blazed out into the sky, descended slowly and started to sweep the ground. The delay confirmed Brewer in his suspicion that the attack on the airport was completely a surprise; that the Germans guarding the place had no knowledge up to that moment that there was any British force on the mainland. The parachutists of yesterday had done a good job.

A trench mortar banged off with a jet of fire, followed by a burst of flame close beside the base of the searchlight; another and another followed it and the searchlight went out abruptly. Machine guns began to rave, and were answered not only by British machine guns but by the half-dozen trench mortars. The German airport had been fortified (as had been plain from the photographs) against aerial bombardment, and against a possible attack by a small body of disorganised troops; this well-planned attack by trained men who knew exactly what they had to do was a very different story. The trench mortars were steadily knocking out the emplaced German machine guns in the fashion that their lofty trajectory exactly enabled them to do.

They came to a bomb crater; in the darkness it was impossible to guess what the bomb had hit, but it was very plain indeed that it had hit something; there were things that had been men in that crater. Beyond the farther lip they were on the smoother turf of the airfield, hurrying along, stooping close to the ground. Every advantage was with the British - the advantage of surprise over an enemy dazed by a tremendous bombing, the advantage of preparation, the advantage of a known objective. There was no question of capturing the airfield, but the Germans did not know that. All the British wanted was to push a small body of men unobserved inside the ring for a few minutes, and that objective was practically gained before the battle had really begun.

Brewer kept his head clear and called up before his mind the maps that Intelligence had constructed from the photographs. Over here on the right the map had marked a hangar that camouflage had not managed to conceal from the lens. Coes objective was another on the other side. They crept towards it; Brewer suddenly felt the sergeants hand grip his arm and hold him back. The sergeants eyes were more acute in the dark than were his; it was not until then that he saw the shadowy figures grouped about the door of the hangar. But they were not looking into the field; all their attention was taken up by the heavy firing on the other side. The sergeant thrust Brewer back and crept forward with his men to the little group. There was a sudden cry, not very loud; the muffled sound of blows, some gasps and some groans.

Come on, sir, said the sergeant.

When Brewer approached, stepping over the things that lay on the ground, the men were already rolling back the doors of the hangar. No one had dreamed of locking hangar doors within a ring fence of machine guns. There was a sudden subdued glow inside the hangar as the sergeant switched on his torch, carefully shaded.

This what were after, sir? said the sergeant.

Yes. This is it, said Brewer. He could not help a long sigh escaping him as he made out the outlines of the new Messerschmitt. He clamped down on his nerves with the stolidity that he owed partly to a childhood on an Ohio farm and partly to a long association with the British. Roll her out, he said.

There was a faint breath of wind, more from ahead than across. Over there the machine guns still spoke and the trench mortars still called up their fountains of flame. Brewer climbed in, his torch in his hand; the controls were much the same as in the earlier models he had studied.

Okay, he called to the waiting men.

The shattering roar of the engine sounded loud even through the din of the fighting, but Brewer forced himself to sit still and let the engine warm up for as long as he dared take the chance. Then from across the field he suddenly saw the flashes of firing, points of flame stabbing the night. Coe had not been as lucky as he had, and it was time to go. Further delay would be dangerous.

He pushed open the throttle, and the little machine began to hurl itself over the field, bumping madly on the unevennesses of the turf. He pulled back, and the Messerschmitt left the ground, climbing like an express lift. As he banked and turned he saw under his elbow the red stars of the signal from the sergeants pistol which would call off the attack and send the expedition dashing for the coast again. He himself was over the coast before the stars had burned themselves out. He twirled ineffectively at the unfamiliar radio-telephone, imagining the orders which Marjorie would be issuing from the Operations Room which would allow a Messerschmitt to descend, uninterfered with, on a British field.

Mr Austin Brewer laid down Jims letter and looked at his wife. He doesnt have much to say, does he? he said, although even then he was careful not to show any bitterness before Isabelle.

Lets see what Harry has to say, said Isabelle, with the brightness that was part of her.

They opened the letter and read it between them.

Dear Mom and Dad:

The big news this week is that old Jim has been ganged for the DFC.

Gonged? said Isabelle, with sudden fright in her eyes.

Austin was shaken too, before his memory came to his rescue. The DFC is the Distinguished Flying Cross, he said. Harry must mean that Jims been recommended for it.

Of course were all pleased as hell about it in the squadron, although old Jims just what youd expect and keeps his hand over the ribbon half the time.

Maybe Isabelle had a mothers instinct that there was further important news in the letter, and she skimmed over the next line or two, until something else held her attention.

Poor Johnny Coe, the boy from Fresno that Ive often mentioned, is a prisoner and wounded, we dont know how badly yet.

Isabelles eyes met her husbands again; she was thinking of some other mother to whom that news would mean so much more. Then she read on.

Theyre going to put all us boys from America together in an Eagle Squadron. Old Jim will be flight-lieutenant. But your letters will go on finding us, although our address will be changed.

That meant something to Austin, but nothing to Isabelle, who gave the item of news the attention it merited from a mother. She turned the page.

And Ive been wounded. You mustnt worry about me, because its not serious, honest its not. Just a bullet or two in my right leg. I wouldnt let them cable the news to you because I knew youd worry until my letter came. Honest, its not bad. Im going to be married to a nice girl who does war work round here as soon as they let me out, so you can see Im not bad.

Love from Harry Wounded! said Isabelle as she finished reading.

He says its not bad, said Austin with a bluffness that he hardly hoped would deceive Isabelle.

You know what Harrys like, said Isabelle. She remembered Harry as a little grubby boy. He wouldnt say. Not if it was....

The tears were beginning to come now. She held the letter in her hand and bowed her head on her husbands shoulder. It is a far cry from an air marshals breakfast egg to a woman weeping in an Ohio farm, but the chain was complete; so far.


An Egg for the Major
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THE MAJOR COMMANDING the squadron of light tanks was just as uncomfortable as he had been for a number of days. For the officer commanding a light tank there is a seat provided, a sort of steel piano stool, but, in the opinion of the major, it had been designed for men of a physique that has no counterpart on earth. If one sat on it in the normal way, with that part of one which Nature provides for sitting on a stool, ones knees bumped most uncomfortably on the steel wall in front. And contrariwise, if one hitched oneself back and sat on ones thighs, not only was the circulation interfered with to an extent which led to cramps but also the back of ones head was sore with being bumped against the wall of the turret behind. Especially when the tank was rolling over the desert, lurching and bumping from ridge to ridge; on a road one could look after oneself, but it was weeks and weeks since the major had set eyes on a road.

He left off thinking about the sort of shape a man should be who has to pass his days in a light tank, and gave the order for the tank to stop. He climbed out through the steel door with his compass to take a fresh bearing. Out in the desert here an army had to navigate like a ship at sea, with the additional difficulty that inside the steel walls, with the spark coils to complicate matters, a compass was no use at all. The only thing to do was to get out of the tank, carry ones compass well away from its influence, and look over the featureless landscape and mark some patch of scrub, some minor rise in the ground, on which one could direct ones course. He walked stiffly away from the tank, laid the compass level, and stared forward. This was perhaps the five-hundredth time he had done this, and he had learned by long experience the difficulties to be anticipated. There was never anything satisfactory directly ahead on which he could direct his course. There would be fine landmarks out to the right or left where they were no use to him, but nothing straight ahead. He would have to be content with some second best, the edge of that yellow patch on the brown, and he knew very well that it would appear quite different when he got back into the tank again. Furthermore, it would appear more different still when they had travelled a little way towards it - there had been times long ago, when the desert was new to him, when he had found at a halt that he was more than ninety degrees off his course. He was far more experienced now; five months of desultory warfare and now this last tremendous march across the desert had accustomed him to the difficulties.

Experience taught him to empty his mind of the hundreds of previous landscapes which he had memorised, to concentrate on this one, to note that yellow patch whose edge would be his guiding mark for the next ten miles, and to look back and absorb the appearance of the country in that direction as well. Then he went back to the tank, decided against the piano stool, slammed the door shut, and climbed up onto the roof before giving the word to start. On the roof he could lie on the unyielding steel to the detriment of hip and elbow, anchoring himself into position by locking his toe round the muzzle of the machine gun below him. After a while his leg would go to sleep at about the same time that his hip could bear it no longer; then he would have to change over; three changes - two turns with each foot and hip - would be as much as he could stand, and then it would be time to take a fresh bearing and go back to the piano stool and the other problem of which part to sit on.

He lounged on the steel roof while the tank pitched and rolled under him; it was as well to keep that foot firmly locked below the gun muzzle to save himself from being pitched off. It had happened to him sometimes; everything had happened to him at one time or another. The wind today was from ahead, which was a mercy; a gentle following wind meant that the dust of their progress kept pace with them and suffocated him. He looked away to the left and the right, and he could see a long line of great plumes of dust keeping pace with him as the other tanks of the squadron ploughed their way across the desert. The major was an unimaginative man, but that spectacle never failed to move him. That long line of dust plumes sweeping across the desert had menace and sinister beauty about it. They were like high yellow clouds, and at the base of each a little dot, a nucleus, as it were, sometimes concealed from view by the inequalities of the ground, and every cloud indicated the presence of one of the tanks of his squadron. There were other clouds behind, when the major turned his gaze that way; they showed where the stragglers were trying to regain their places in the line after some necessary halt. The ones farthest back were the ones who had had track trouble or engine trouble. There could be no waiting for them, not in the face of the orders which the wireless brought in, insisting on the utmost speed in this dash across the desert.

Already in the majors mind the total of days already consumed in the march was a little vague. If he set his mind to it, he could have worked it out, but he felt as if he had done nothing all his life except lead this squadron across the desert. Something enormous and of vital importance was happening to the north, he knew - Sidi Barrani and Tobruk had fallen, but his command had been plucked out of that attack and sent off on this wide flanking sweep, and were already a little in the dark about the situation. These Italian maps were of no use at all. They showed things which simply did not exist - he could swear to that from bitter experience - and, in consequence, the major did not know within twenty miles where he was. But somewhere ahead of him there was the sea, across the great hump of Northern Africa which he was traversing, and beside the sea ran the great road which Mussolini had built, and he knew he had only to arrive on that road to start making things unpleasant for the Italians.

What the situation would be when he did arrive he could not imagine in the least, but the major had absorbed the philosophy of the desert, and left that problem to be solved when it arose, wasting no mental effort on hypothetical cases which probably would have no resemblance to the reality he would encounter sooner or later.

The squadron was moving on a wide front, impressive on account of the distant plumes of dust, but even so, the width of the front was nothing compared with the immensity of the desert. They had marched five hundred miles so far, and a thousand miles to the south of them the desert extended as far as the plains of the Sudan. Sometimes the major would allow his imagination to think about these distances, but more often he thought about eggs. Tinned beef and biscuits, day after day, for more days than he could count, had had their effect. Nearly every idle thought that passed through his mind was busy with food. Sometimes he thought about kippers and haddock, sometimes about the green vegetables he had refused to eat as a little boy, but mostly he thought about eggs - boiled eggs, fried eggs, scrambled eggs - mostly boiled eggs. The lucky devils who were doing the fighting in the north were in among the villages now which Mussolini had peopled with so much effort; they would have a hen or two for certain, and a hen meant an egg. A boiled egg. For a day or two, eggs had formed a staple topic of conversation when he squatted at mealtimes with the gunner and the driver, until the major had detected a certain forebearing weariness mingled with the politeness with which his crew had received his remarks about eggs. Then he had left off talking about them; in this new kind of war, majors had to be careful not to become old bores in the eyes of the privates with whom they lived. But not being able to talk about them made him think about them all the more. The major swallowed hard in the choking dust.

The sun was now right ahead of him, and low towards the horizon; the sky around it was already taking up the colours of the desert sunset, and the brassy blue overhead was miraculously blending into red and orange. To the major that only meant that the days march was drawing to a close. Sunsets came every day, and eggs came only once a year, seemingly.

When darkness came, they halted; each tank where it happened to find itself, save for the outposts pushed forward in case the Italians should, incredibly, be somewhere near and should have the hardihood to attempt operations in the dark. The driver and the gunner came crawling out of the tank, dizzy with petrol fumes and stiff with fatigue, still a little deaf with the insensate din which had assailed their ears for the whole day. The most immediate duty was to service the tank and have it all ready for prolonged action again, but before they did that they washed their mouths round with a little of the precious water taken from the can which had ridden with them in the tank all day. It was at blood heat, and it tasted of the inside of a tank - indescribable, that is to say. But it was precious, all the same. There was always the possibility that their ration of water would not come up from the rear; and if it did, there was also the chance that there had been so much loss in the radiators during the day that no water could be spared for the men.

Once, long back, there had been a heavenly time when the days ration had been a gallon a head a day. That had been marvellous, for a man could do simply anything with a gallon a day; he could shave, wash his face, sometimes even spare a little to wash off the irritating dust from his body. But the ration, now that they were so far from the base, was half a gallon, and a man, after a day in a tank, could drink half a gallon at a single draught if he were foolish enough to do so. Half a gallon meant only just enough water to keep thirst from coming to close quarters; only the most fussy among the men would spare a cupful for shaving, and the days when the radiators had been extra thirsty, so that the mens rations were cut in half, were days of torment.

The major and the gunner and the driver settled down in the desert for their supper. Long habit had blunted the surprise the major had once felt at finding himself, a field officer, squatting in the dust with a couple of privates, and, fortunately, long habit had done the same for the privates. Before this campaign opened they would have been tongue-tied and awkward at his presence. It had not been easy to reach adjustment, but they had succeeded - as witness the way in which, without saying a word, they had caused him to leave off talking about eggs. He was still sir to them, but almost the only other way in which his rank was noticeable in their personal relationships was that the two privates both suspected the major of being the guilty party in the matter of the loss of one of their three enamelled mugs. They had not ventured openly to accuse him, and he remained in ignorance of their suspicions, taking it for granted that the gunner-a scatterbrained fellow - had been at fault in the matter.

It was an infernal nuisance, being short of a mug; two mugs among three of them called for a whole lot of organisation, especially in the morning, when they had to clean their teeth, and sometimes to shave and sometimes to make tea - and the gunner liked his strong, and the driver liked his weak, and the major was the only one who did not want sugar in it. If ever the three of them were to quarrel, the major knew it would be over some difficulty arising out of the loss of the mug. Yet he did not see nowadays anything odd about a major worrying over the prospect of a disagreement with a couple of privates over an enamelled mug.

And tonight he was additionally lucky, because the rations for the day were a tinned meat and vegetable concoction that he particularly disliked. But the gunner and the driver were loud in their delight when they discovered what fate had brought them tonight. They ate noisily and appreciatively, while the major squatting beside them made only the merest pretence of eating and allowed his thoughts to stray back to memories of dinner at the Berkeley and the gargantuan lunches at Simpsons in the Strand. And also of eggs.

It was dark now, and cold - before supper was over the major had to reach out for a blanket and wrap it round his shoulders as the treacherous desert wind blew chilly. The stars were out, but there was no moon yet and the darkness was impenetrable.

There was nothing to do now except sleep. The major chose himself a spot where the scrub grew not too thickly, and where the rock did not jut entirely through the thin skin of earth which overlaid it. He spread his blankets over his fleabag and crawled in with the dexterity of long practice without disturbing the arrangement. The bit of tarpaulin stretched from the side of the tank to the earth kept off the dew, if there should be any, and the joints that had suffered on the steel piano stool and on the steel roof snuggled gratefully against the more kindly contact of the earth. And long habit was a help.

He awoke in the middle of the night with a shattering roar in his very ear. The driver had his own system of keeping his beloved motor warm enough to start. He slept only under two blankets, and when the cold awoke him he knew that it was necessary to warm up the motor. He would crawl out of bed, start it up, allow it to run for five minutes, and then switch it off. That meant that the light tank was always ready for instant action, but the major had never been able to acquire the habit of sleeping through the din of the motor. The only habit he had been able to form was that of cursing to himself at the driver, feebly, half awake, and then of turning over and completing his nights sleep. The gunner, on the other hand, slept stolidly through the whole racket, snoring away stubbornly - the major suspected him of dreaming about eggs.

Before dawn they were up and doing. Two inches of sand in the bottom of a petrol tin made an admirable wick; petrol soaked into it burned with an almost clear flame and heated the water for their tea in a flash. They had grown cunning lately and brushed their teeth after breakfast, using the remains of the tea for the purpose; that gave them an additional two swallows of water apiece to drink at the mid-morning halt for filling up. The motor started, shatteringly noisy as usual. Then they were off, the long line of tanks heaving and rolling over the desert, the familiar plumes of dust trailing behind them, the familiar weary ache beginning to grow in the joints of the major as he settled himself on the piano stool.

The majors calculation of his position was a hazy one, and through no fault of his own. Erratic compasses, ridiculous Italian maps and strict wireless silence combined, after a march hundreds of miles long, to make it very doubtful where they were. But the major was philosophic about it. British light tanks were capable of fighting almost anything in Africa, and what they could not fight they could run away from; they had learned that lesson in innumerable untold skirmishes in the old days of the beginning of the war. The major felt ready for anything that might happen, as he stared out through the slit of the conning tower across the yellowish brown plain.

Yet all the same it is doubtful if he was really ready for the sight that met his eyes. The tank came lurching and rolling up a sharp slope. It heaved itself over the crest - the note of the motor changing ever so little as the gradient altered - and a new landscape was presented to the majors eyes.

First of all he saw the sea, the blue sea, the wonderful blue sea, flecked with white. The major wriggled on the piano stool and yelled involuntarily at the top of his voice when he saw it. That marvellous horizon, that beautiful colour, that new-found sense of achievement and freedom - they were simply intoxicating. The driver and the gunner were as intoxicated as he was, screwing their necks round to grin at him, the fluffy immature beard of the gunner wagging on his chin.

And then they cleared the next curve of the crest, and the major saw the road, that long coastal road for the construction of which Mussolini had poured out so much treasure. The major had expected to see it from the moment when he had seen the sea - in fact, he was craning his neck for a sight of it. But he was not ready for the rest of what he saw. For twenty miles the road was black with the fleeing Italian army - an enormous column of men and vehicles, jamming the road from side to side, hastening westward - Bergenzolis army escaping from Benghazi and from the wrath of the English behind them. From a point nearly ahead of them away off to the right stretched that hurrying column. From his point of vantage the major could see it looping like some monstrous water snake along the curves of the road. Now he knew why his squadron had been hurled across the desert at such a frantic speed. It had been planned to cut off Bergenzolis retreat, and the object had been achieved, with no more than ten minutes to spare.

Those ten minutes were only to spare if the major did the right thing on the instant. But twenty years of training had prepared the major for that very purpose. He was still a hussar, even though his squadrons horses had long ago been replaced by light tanks. His mental reactions were instantaneous; there was no need to stop and ponder the situation. The trained tactical eye took in the lie of the land even while he was shouting into the wireless transmitter the vital information that he was ahead of the Italians. He saw the road and the ridge beside it, and the moment that the information had been acknowledged he was speaking again, quietly already, giving his orders to the squadron. The long line of tanks wheeled and swooped down upon the road.

So close was the race that they were barely in position before the head of the column was up to them. An hour later and the Italians would have been able to post a flank guard behind whose shelter most of them would have been able to slip away. As it was, the major just had time to give his orders to his two troops as the head of the Italian column came down upon them.

The tanks bucked themselves into position and the machine guns spoke out, pouring their fire into the trucks packed with infantry which were so recklessly coming down upon them. It was slaughter, the dire punishment of a harebrained attack. The major watched the trucks swerve off the road, saw the startled infantry come tumbling out while the machine-gun fire cut swaths through them. Truck piled upon truck. The poor devils in them were deserving of pity. At one moment they had thought themselves safe, rolling along a good road back to Tripoli, and then the next these grey monsters had come darting out of the desert across their path, spraying death.

With the checking of the head of the column, confusion spread up the road. The major could see movement dying away as each successive section bumped up against the one ahead; the sudden outburst of firing, taking everyone by surprise, was rousing panic among the weaker individuals. So much the better. From the majors point of view, there could not be too much panic. Somewhere up that column there were field guns and there were heavy tanks, and to neither of them could he offer any real resistance. The more confusion there was in the column, the longer would it take to extricate these, the only weapons that could clear its path. Time was of the utmost importance; he turned and looked back over his shoulder at where the sun was dipping towards the horizon and the blue sea. This time, by some curious chance, his mind was in a condition to take in the fact that the approaching sunset would be red and lurid. He was smiling grimly as he turned back to his work.

Someone over there was trying to urge the unarmoured infantry to the attack - to certain death, in other words, in the face of the two grim little groups of tanks that opposed them. Some of them came forward to the certain death too. And the sun was nearer the horizon.

Farther back down the column frantic officers were clearing a path for the artillery. There were eddies and swirls in the mass. Trucks were being heaved off the road as the guns came through. The major took his glasses from his eyes and gave another order. The tanks curvetted and wheeled, and next moment they had a ridge of solid earth between them and the guns. There was a dreary wait - the major had time for another glance at the sun sinking in a reddened sky - before the shells began to come over. Then the major could smile; they were shrieking over the crest and a good two yards above his head before they buried themselves in the ridge behind him. But there was infantry creeping forward again; there was still the chance that he might be forced sideways out of his position and have to leave a gap through which the mob might escape. He looked at the sun again, and then out to his right, the direction from which he had come, and he felt a glow of relief. The rest of the advance guard was coming - a battalion of motorised infantry with their battery of anti-tank guns. Now they had a chance. But where were the cruiser tanks, the only weapons in Africa that could stop the heavy tanks when they should be able to make their way out of the column?

It had been touch and go in the first place, when the light tanks had cut off the retreat of the column. It was touch and go now, when the light tanks and five hundred British soldiers were trying to stop the advance of fifty thousand Italians. But night was close at hand. Darkness blinded the Italian gunners and paralysed the efforts being made to clear the road for the heavy tanks. The major neatly withdrew his tanks over one more ridge, in case of a night attack - in all his extensive experience with the Italians they had never ventured a single operation in darkness - and went round his squadron to see that they were as well prepared as might be for a battle on the morrow.

The major always remembers that night as one when there was nothing he found it necessary to do. The British soldier was on the offensive. The veriest fool could see victory just ahead, victory of a crushing type, nothing less than annihilation of the enemy, if only the force of which the squadron formed a part could hold back Bergenzoli until pressure on his rear and the arrival of help to themselves should convince Bergenzoli of the hopelessness of his position. With victory depending on the proper lubrication of their tanks, on their precautions against surprise, they needed no telling, no inspection, to make them do their duty. The major was not an imaginative man, but something in his imagination was touched that night when he talked to his men. The final destruction of the Italians was what they had in mind; the fact that they would be opposed tomorrow by odds of a hundred to one, and that there was more chance of their being dead by evening than alive, did not alter their attitude in the least.

The major walked from one little group to another; the once-khaki overalls worn by everyone, even himself, had been bleached almost white by exposure, and the oil stains somehow did not darken them in a bad light, so that the men he spoke to showed up as ghostly figures in the darkness. There was laughter in the voices of the ghosts he spoke to - laughter and delight in the imminent prospect of victory. And in the stillness of the desert night they could hear, across two valleys, the din of the heavy Italian tanks roaring up to take up positions for the charge that would try to clear the way for the Italians next day. That was the lullaby the major heard as he stretched out in the desert to try to snatch a couple of hours sleep, side by side with the driver and the gunner. Only in the grave did officers and men sleep side by side until this war came.

Dawn-the first faint light that precedes dawn-showed, looming over the farthest crest, the big Italian tanks which had been somehow forced forward along the tangled column during the night. They came forward ponderously, with fifty thousand men behind them, and in front of them there was only a thread of infantry, a single battery, a squadron of light tanks whose armour was only fit to keep out rifle bullets. It was as if the picadors and the matadors in the bull ring had to fight, not a single bull but a whole herd of bulls, all charging in the madness of desperation.

There is an art in the playing of a charging bull, even in the handling of a whole herd. Through a long and weary day, that was just what the majors squadron and the rest of the British force succeeded in doing. Since time immemorial - from Alexander to Hitler - it has been the fate of advance guards to be sacrificed to gain time for the manoeuvre of the main body, to be used to pin the enemy to the ground, so that his flank can be safely assailed. Only troops of the highest discipline and training can be trusted to fulfil such a mission, however. The Italian tanks which were recklessly handled were lured into the fire of the battery; the timid ones were prevailed upon to procrastinate. The slow retreat of the British force was over ground marked with crippled tanks and littered with Italian dead; and there were British dead there, too, and knocked-out British guns, and burned-out British tanks.

It was an exhausted British force that still confronted the Italians. The line had shrunk, so that on its left flank, towards the sea, there was an open gap through which, among the sand dunes, some of the Italians were beginning to dribble on foot, creeping along the edge of the sea in the wild hope of escaping captivity. And then, at that last moment, came the decisive blow. At least to us here it seems the last moment. That can only be a guess - no one dare say that the British had reached the end of their resistance. But it was at that moment, when British riflemen were fighting hard to protect their headquarters, when two-thirds of the British guns were out of action, when the majors squadron was reduced to three tanks, that help arrived. From out of the desert there came a sweeping line of huge British cruiser tanks. They came charging down on the Italian flank, enormous, invulnerable and terrifying. It is impossible to guess at the miracle of organisation, at the prodigy of hard work, which had brought these monstrous things across sands which had scarcely even been trodden by camels.

From out of the desert they came, wreathed in dust, spouting fire, charging down upon the tangled mass of the Italian army pent back behind the thin dam of the British line. The Italian tanks wheeled to meet them, and then and there the battle was fought out, tank to tank, under the brazen sky, over the sand where the dead already lay. The dust clouds wrapped them round, dimming the bright flames - visible even in the sunshine - which streamed from the wrecked tanks, the Viking pyres of their slain crews.

When it was over, the whole battle was finished. There was no fight left in the Italians. The desert had already vomited out three fierce attacks - first the majors light tanks, then the infantry, and last the cruiser tanks, and no one could guess what next would come forth. And from the rear came the news that the pursuing British were pressing on the rear guard; at any moment the sea might bring its quota of death, should the British ships find a channel through the sandbanks which would bring their guns within range of the huddled army. Front, rear and both flanks were open to attack, and overhead the air force was about to strike. Nor was that all. Thirst was assailing them, those unhappy fifty thousand men massed without a single well within reach. There was nothing for it but surrender.

The major watched the fifty thousand men yield up their arms; he knew that he was witness to one of the great victories of history, and he was pleased about it. Through the dreadful fatigue that was overwhelming him he also was aware that he had played a vital part in the gaining of that victory, and that somewhere in the future there would be mentions in dispatches and decorations. But his eyelids were heavy and his shoulders drooping.

Then came the gunner; his faded, oil-stained overalls made more shocking than ever by the stains of the blood of the wounded driver, and that horribly fluffy yellow beard of his, like the down on a baby chick, offending the sunlight. Now that they had reached the sea, the distillation plants would supply them with a sufficiency of water and that beard could be shaved off. But the gunner was grinning all over his face, his blue eyes nearly lost in the wrinkles round them, lines carved by the blinding light of the desert. The gunner had heard a cock crowing down beside the solitary white farmhouse towards the sea on the edge of the battlefield, and he had walked there and back on stiff legs. The gunner held out a big fist before the major, and opened the fingers like a man doing a conjuring trick. In his hand was an egg.


The Dumb Dutchman
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WHEN THE GERMAN POLICE came aboard the Lek II that May morning at Düsseldorf, Jan Schuylenboeck thought that they had found out about his activities, and he set his hand to the pocket where his pencil was; concealed beneath the rubber eraser at the end of that pencil was enough poison to insure for him a death much more rapid than the Gestapo would allow him. But it turned out that there was no immediate need for the poison, because the arrival of the police was not the first step in a personal tragedy; it was part of a national tragedy, of a worldwide tragedy, for that was the morning that the Germans invaded Holland, and the police were arresting, not a spy - which Schuylenboeck had been for a long time - but an enemy alien; Schuylenboeck had been that for only a few minutes, after the German planes had dropped their first bombs on the Dutch civilian population.

The Lek II was a tugboat, almost new; since long before the war began between Germany and England, Schuylenboeck, as her owner and captain, had been taking vast tows up the Rhine to supply the German war machine. It had been a profitable contract, but the money had been no sort of compensation to the tugs captain; instead, he had found his reward in reporting to London all the numerous things that a tugboat captain can discover during voyages to the German munition towns on the Rhine.

The police officer was quite apologetic about arresting Jan Schuylenboeck; odd though it was for a Gestapo man to be apologetic about anything at all.

The purest formality, Captain, said the police officer. We are under orders to arrest every Dutchman and Belgian in the country. But I am quite sure that it was not meant to include you, because you have been known too long as a friend of the party. A pity that you did not join along with your brother-in-law, but in any case, I am sure you will soon be released. We cannot spare either you or the Lek II for long.

I am glad to hear that, said Schuylenboeck.

Years of practice had already taught him never to allow his expression to change, never to say anything that might betray him. The fact that his hated brother-in-law had for some time been a member of the Dutch Nazi Party had been of considerable use to him, even though it had not made his life any happier. Schuylenboeck kept his face expressionless while the radio poured out its tremendous news - of how the German army was pouring almost unchecked over two frontiers; of the breaking of the Belgian defence line on the Albert Canal by a panzer division from Aachen; of the descent of parachute troops everywhere, forestalling the cutting of the dykes, which might have let in the sea and saved the country; and later on, the news of the bombing of Rotterdam and the surrender of the Dutch army. Schuylenboeck could not manage to make himself appear pleased at the news that both the Netherlands and Belgium were conquered, that France was tumbling into ruin, but at the same time he managed to conceal his delight at the news that the British army had escaped at Dunkirk. Everybody knew him as a stolid, stodgy Dutchman, and violent demonstrations were not expected of him.

Even before the Dutch surrender, arrangements had already been made to continue Schuylenboeck and the Lek II in the employment of the Third Reich. Now there were huge quantities of loot to be got out of the prostrate country. For a time, until the Dutch should be reduced to utter misery, the shipments up the Rhine would be heavier than ever. Schuylenboeck nodded when he was told. He could not trust himself ever to speak, it seemed to him.

And yet, when the time came and he met that brother-in-law of his whom he had always disliked so intensely, the one who had been a Nazi for years, he nerved himself to be quite cordial to him.

Im glad to hear youve made up your mind to co-operate, Jan, said Braun.

Its the only logical thing to do, grunted Schuylenboeck.

Exactly. Look at me. Head of a whole district already. When peace comes and the New Order is fully established, I shall be the ruler of thousands, millions. And meanwhile - meanwhile I have enough to eat and plenty of money to spend. It will be the same for you.

So it seems.

The people think theyre very clever, not speaking to me. Youll find the same thing, but dont let it worry you. Ill attend to that. Old Mrs Honig - shes some relation to me, you know - didnt invite me to the party to celebrate her golden wedding. Didnt invite me, although Im her cousin, and in my official position. To tell the truth, I have an idea that she started the idea of a golden wedding party just so as to be able not to invite me. Well, much good it did her and her doddering old husband. I suppose youve heard where they spent their precious golden wedding.

Yes, Ive heard, said Schuylenboeck. He automatically fingered his beloved pencil with the dose of poison hidden under the eraser. If he were ever in danger of being sent to the same place, the poison would be useful. A pity that the old Honigs had not had such a poison in their possession when they were arrested.

Four times the Lek II and her captain took big tows of loot up the Rhine for delivery in the industrial towns. On one occasion the British bombers raided Ruhrort while Schuylenboeck was there, and one bomb burst on the quay not very far from the Lek II, and started a beautiful fire among the very stores she had brought up the river. Schuylenboeck thought to himself how glad the people to whom he used to report would have been to receive that piece of news. But Schuylenboeck had no intention at all of risking detection in order to convey what would be, after all, a very minor piece of news. He was saving himself for something more important than that; he did not know what, but he thought the opportunity would come one of these days - that is, unless he was compelled to use the dose of poison which lay concealed under the eraser in his pencil. If that bomb had hit the Lek II and killed Schuylenboeck at that time, the fading memory of him would have been merely that of one more of the few pitiful traitors who betrayed the Netherlands.

And then came a change of duties to Schuylenboeck and a change of scene for the Lek II. The long journeys up the Rhine - somehow pleasant despite the torrent of unhappy memories which they evoked - ended for good. It was not because there was no more loot to be extracted from Holland; there was still plenty, but it could be entrusted to tug masters of less ability and less reliability than Schuylenboeck.

Flushing was a scene of boiling activity. For the defensive - to guard against an English attack - there were minefields being laid and big guns being mounted and concrete blockhouses being erected. For the offensive there was a German army to be trained in embarkation and debarkation; also there was a motley flotilla of tugs and lighters and shallow-draft steamers to be trained in the same operations.

Schuylenboeck had often devoted some of his thoughts to the problem facing the Germans of invading England. To start with, there was the question of obtaining, even temporarily, the command of the sea. Schuylenboeck dismissed that from his mind; the Nazis might by some astonishing combination of circumstances be able to bypass it. But after that came the question of ferrying over a large number of men and a huge mass of material. Schuylenboeck could make calculations about that; he had spent his life dealing with questions of water transport. Before his eyes here in Flushing he could see some of the steps the Nazis were taking to solve the problem. First he scratched his head, with its thinning straw-coloured hair, and then, finding little inspiration in that, he pulled at his fat pink cheeks and stared out over the crowded harbour, narrowing his eyelids over his slightly protuberant blue eyes. He was not a handsome man, nor did he appear to be a particularly intellectual man. And certainly he did not appear to be a man who could evolve and cherish through months of intense danger a deep design.

About a hundred men to a lighter, Schuylenboeck saw that the Nazis were allowing. What would be the total force they would try to employ? Schuylenboeck had little idea, but he fixed arbitrarily upon three hundred thousand. That meant three thousand lighters. That meant - Schuylenboeck was not good at mental arithmetic, but he dared not risk putting such calculations on paper - a string of lighters one hundred and fifty miles long if in single file, taking about twenty hours to pass a given point at their best speed - doubtful when there were intricate channels through shoals and minefields to be traversed. But of course every harbour from Emden down to Cherbourg, or beyond, would be employed. Then came the question of equipment, of tanks and guns. Schuylenboeck groaned in misery at the thought of all those unknown quantities intruding themselves into his calculations. He had no idea how much space they would require. Schuylenboeck was reminded of the little boy who asked his father how much a million pennies made and, being told that it made the devil of a lot of money, got into trouble next morning in school because it was the wrong answer.

The Nazis had the devil of a problem on their hands-a problem depending on the utmost nicety of timing, on the most accurate planning, on the most careful consideration of navigational conditions of tides and wind. And he was well aware that they were doing their usual painstaking best to eliminate all the possible unknowns.

Colonel Potthoff was in charge of the embarkation arrangements in the Flushing sector. Schuylenboeck came to know him well, a man almost as bulky as Schuylenboeck himself, with a good deal of the bulk protruding over the back of his collar in naked, fleshy rolls. Potthoff used to sit at his desk in the harbourmasters office and wheeze heavily over timetables.

Six hours for the troops to file into the lighters, Major Roth! said Potthoff. That is too much. Then four more to get the lighters clear of the mole. Quite impossible... Captain Schuylenboeck, you must see to it the lighters get to sea quicker than that.

Yes, sir, said Schuylenboeck and Roth dutifully; presumably, Roths tone was sincere.

It was an intricate, difficult job to arrange for the troops, on the word being given, to march out of their barracks and take their position in order in the waiting lighters - the harbour was chock-a-block with them - and then make up the tows and get them out of the harbour through the narrowed entrance. Nor was the situation eased by the fact that half of the tug masters were Dutch and did their best unobtrusively to muddle the business; the captain of a tug with six lighters in tow can cause a quite amazing tangle if he is so inclined. There was one Dutch captain who managed to get his tow into the minefield outside the entrance and blow one lighter of troops to fragments. But the Germans shot him, even though he pleaded that it was an unavoidable accident.

Schuylenboeck approved of the blowing up of the lighter, but he never indulged in the petty obstructionism of the other captains. He was hoping, deep down in the stolid bulk of him, for larger game. His helpfulness in the matter of manoeuvring tows won him still further the confidence of his Nazi tyrants; it won him the responsibility of handling a tow of no fewer than ten lighters - the Lek IIs fullest capacity - and it won him the hatred of all those who had once been his friends. Schuylenboeck was reduced to drinking his evening beer - thin wartime stuff - in the company of his brother-in-law, Braun, eyed askance by the loyalists. There were small compensations; Braun still had a stock of the thin Sumatra cigars with a straw up the middle that Schuylenboeck loved, and he told Schuylenboeck scraps of information that Schuylenboeck stored up in his mind, ready to tell when the time should come, if he did not have to use the poison under the eraser first.

It was not only in embarkation that the Nazi troops had to be drilled. They also had to practise disembarkation. The tows, when they had crept out as far to sea as they dared, turned about and headed for shore again; there to practise, some of them, running aground in the shallows, where the troops leaped out waist deep and poured up the beaches, and some to practise running alongside the jetty in what, for the purposes of the manoeuvre, was assumed to be a captured port. There were times when the Royal Air Force came over, raining bombs, and with the fighters spouting 20-mm shells, wreaking destruction on the flotilla and killing the hapless soldiers in the lighters. Yet after each such attack, more lighters crept round from the German shipbuilding yards, more troops came to fill the gaps, and the rehearsal went steadily on. And during this dreadful August, when the RAF was fighting to preserve England from Gôerings bombers, there was not much strength to spare to harass the invasion forces.

August shifted into September. Still the bombers roared overhead on their way to raid London, and still they came limping back in diminished numbers. The days were growing shorter, the nights longer. And Schuylenboeck still waited, imperturbable, for his opportunity, whatever that opportunity might be; his gesture towards his breast pocket where lay his pencil had by now become quite habitual to him.

It was Colonel Ruckers engineer regiment, the 79th Pioneers, which was allotted to the Lek IIs tow. Colonel Rucker was one of those fierce, conscientious soldiers with an infinity of training who have helped to make the German army what it is. The Nazis have worked out a system which puts the engineer regiments in the forefront of the battle; the way to every victory is cleared by the pioneers. Rucker was the man who had first set foot in Eben Emael and struck the first blow in the campaign which was to carry the Germans from the Rhine to the Pyrenees. The lines on his face made him look older than his thirty-eight years, and if one looked closely at his shorn head one could see plenty of grey hairs, but he still carried himself with a spring and an elasticity which would have been a credit to a boy of half his years. The 79th Pioneers, hard-bitten veterans, all of them, were waiting for their chance to head the landing force that would march on London just as they had marched on Paris. In those early weeks of the war against England, left single-handed, there was no doubt in their minds that the enterprise would succeed, just as every other enterprise had succeeded up to that time; the disappointments for the German army still lay in the future.

That September day the orders came through early in the morning, and the German army came pouring out from its billets and its barracks, and marching in from the outlying suburbs with the regularity to be expected of a disciplined army after a dozen rehearsals. The motor vehicles came roaring along the quay and down the ramps laid down for them - five armoured cars and five light tanks, one for each of the ten lighters in the Lek Ils train. Simultaneously came the 79th Pioneers, marching swiftly in column of threes and taking their places in the lighters in mechanical obedience to the unhurried orders of the noncommissioned officers.

Colonel Rücker and the regimental headquarters took their places in the leading lighter; Rücker was aware that it would be more dignified for him to stand on the bridge of the tug, but the Lek II drew far more water than the lighters, and it was the lighters that would run ashore under their own impetus after the tug had cast them off. On board the Lek II there came only Krauss, the assistant signalling officer, and a couple of privates, ready to receive any communication which Colonel Rücker might see fit to make.

As the last man stepped aboard, the warps were cast off, and Schuylenboeck, with a last glance round him from the bridge, rang down for slow speed ahead. With infinite slowness, lest a sudden jerk should snap the tow ropes, the tow was under way, circled and headed for the harbour mouth; even as it moved, fresh barges were being warped into their places and fresh troops were marching down onto the quay, ready to embark. Still moving slowly, the Lek II and her lumbering train passed out into the open sea, almost glass smooth, and with a dim sun looking down upon it. Overhead at that moment there passed a vast diamond of bombers, the fighter escort so tiny as almost to be lost in the faint haze, heading for England. The war in the air was being fought out to its climax while war on land was still in rehearsal.

A nice calm day, said Lieutenant Krauss benignly. The slightest lop on the water, even such as would not prevent the unseaworthy barges from carrying out their exercises, was enough to make him seasick and miserable.

A beautiful day, agreed Schuylenboeck heartily.

He looked up at the dim sun and at the haze-shrouded horizon, and then hastily, in fear lest even that gesture should have betrayed his thoughts, at the rest of the barges jockeying their way out of the harbour. And lest he had betrayed himself, he felt in his pocket for the reassurance of his pencil. He knew much more about the Narrow Seas than did Lieutenant Krauss; he knew what kind of weather that glassy sea and indistinct horizon portended. Right ahead, for that matter, he was almost sure he could see a hint of the fogbank he was hoping for.

Despite Colonel Potthoffs complaints, it still took a most unconscionable time for the whole flotilla to get clear of the harbour mouth and the minefields beyond. The Lek II chugged slowly ahead while the rest of the flotilla emerged and took up its formation; in that formation the Lek II was still destined to be ahead for the 79th Pioneers to make the first landing. But time today was not of so much importance, for when the embarkation rehearsal was completed, the force was destined to turn leisurely about - and with that agglomerate mass of barges every tiny movement had to be leisurely  and return to the shore after nightfall to practise a night landing. Slowly the flotilla headed out to sea, until almost beyond the protection of the heavy shore batteries. Farther ahead still were to be seen the dim shapes of the light cruiser and the half-flotilla of destroyers which guarded against some unforeseen eruption of the British light forces.

Dimmer and dimmer grew those shapes; soon a little wreath of fog, twisting sluggishly over the water, came athwart the Lek Ils bows and was cut by them into halves. There was no heat to the pale sun now; within a few minutes there was no sun to be seen, and the destroyer screen on the horizon was entirely invisible.

One of the privates on the bridge beside Krauss and Schuylenboeck suddenly called attention to the tow; a signaller in the leading barge was sending a message by semaphore, and Krauss read it off with the ease of long practice. We are to go back without carrying out the night landing, said Krauss, and Schuylenboeck nodded ponderously and rang down for full speed ahead.

What are you doing that for? asked Krauss curiously, noting the quickened beat of the propeller.

It is necessary to go faster in order to lead round on the curve, explained Schuylenboeck without emotion.

Further wreaths of fog were curling past them now, and a moment later they had reached the fogbank. From the bridge of the Lek II it was impossible to see even the bows of the tug. The people in the barges would not be able to see the tug ahead or the barge behind. Schuylenboeck gave a slight alteration of course to the man at the wheel, and five minutes later a much larger one in the opposite direction. That was sufficient to put confusion into Krauss mind, and possibly into the helmsmans. They were headed for England now by the shortest route, but only Schuylenboeck was aware of it; he had no intention at all, and never had, of taking any of the crew into his confidence. When one lives under Nazi rule one takes no one into ones confidence.

The fog was clammy and chill; Krauss began to pace the little bridge to keep himself warm; after the beautiful weather of August, 1940, he was a little susceptible to cold. But Schuylenboeck stood there unmoving, his hand, in its characteristic attitude, resting over his inside breast pocket. He was aware of the importance of showing no sign of nervousness.

Then, just ahead, a slightly more solid nucleus of the grey fog flicked past the Lek Ils bows; it was come and gone in a flash, but Schuylenboeck felt the Lek II pitch a little under his feet as she met the resultant wash. That was one of the German destroyers, and they were through the screen now, with nothing hostile between them and England, unless some dreadful coincidence - Schuylenboeck felt for his pencil again - should guide them into contact with a lurking U-boat. Schuylenboeck ordered another small alteration of course, kept to it for half an hour, and then, to anticipate Krauss inevitable restlessness, he bellowed an order forward for a hand to go to work with the lead. That would look as if he were expecting to approach the shore at any moment, and the five fathoms which the leadsman got was, as he had anticipated, the tail of the Camelbank. Schuylenboeck discontinued the heaving of the lead immediately; he did not want deep water reported.

Half an hour more of this. That was the utmost limit of time he dared to allow himself. Krauss was restless by now, and far back in the fog he could guess that Colonel Rücker was also growing restless. They ought to have made the harbour mouth an hour back. It was fortunate that, having started at the head of the procession, they would return at the tail, so that there was nothing very surprising about their having seen nothing of the other tows; and Schuylenboeck, ponderously working out a psychological problem, could guess that Rücker, with his vast experience of war and of the confusion resulting even in a well-drilled army like the German at an unexpected change of conditions, would expect a certain amount of delay, and would rely, in his disciplined German fashion, on the judgment of the man on the spot.

Schuylenboeck nerved himself to speak; it was one thing to be his usual ponderous self and quite another to have to say words like an actor.

I shall have to send a radio call, he said to Krauss. Then I can pick up my bearings with the direction finder.

Very good, said Krauss. Schuylenboecks blue eyes noted the fact that Krauss was nervous, but not yet suspicious. What he was afraid of was the minefields, and the possibility of bumping into the breakwater or running down another tow. Schuylenboeck scribbled the message on the pad and handed it to Joris Hohlwerff in the little radio room beside the chartroom. He had no knowledge at all as to whether young Joris was a willing co-operator or not. Go-operator in the conquered countries has the special meaning of a man who has taken the German side. If he had been sure that Joris was not one, Schuylenboeck might have sent a very different message, but under Nazi rule one is sure of nothing. The hiss and crackle of the transmission showed that Joris was dispatching the message, and the British kept a ceaseless wireless watch, and they had direction finders as well.

A precious ten minutes passed - another mile nearer England - before Joris came out with the reply sent out by a puzzled German station.

Repeat my message, order Schuylenboeck. He met Joris eyes with a stony stare, and Joris stare was just as stony. Neither of these men knew anything at all about what was passing in the others mind. But the transmission hissed and crackled. The British navy must be picking up those waves.

Far out here in the North Sea there was a perceptible movement of the water. The Lek II was positively lively and the lighters astern must be lurching disgustingly. Schuylenboeck hoped that Rucker would be too sick to be suspicious. It was twenty minutes now since the first wireless message. Any British destroyer taking it in ten miles away could be here by now to investigate. To convey an attitude of activity, Schuylenboeck began ringing down messages to the engine room for half speed, for slow speed ahead, for half speed again. Lieutenant Krauss, beside him, marvelled at the assurance of this experienced tug master who could bring a great tow into port with such a sureness of touch in a fog that limited visibility to twenty yards. Krauss still had not the least idea that he was forty miles out in the North Sea instead of being at the entrance to Flushing.

Joris, his face as expressionless as before, brought out on the pad a most indignant message. This time it was from an admiral. He simply could not understand what had come over the Lek II, and demanded that she turn about and come home at once by the aid of directional wireless. Schuylenboeck wrote out the longest message of apology that he could think of and suggested that the cause of it all was compass failure. He would, of course, obey orders immediately. That would gain time, would continue to help the British navy in its search, and would postpone any dispatch of German destroyers in pursuit. The fastest German destroyer, leaving immediately, would not be up to them for more than an hour. Schuylenboeck quitted his hold on his poison pencil long enough to look at his watch, while Joris sent his reply, and then, at his captains order, repeated it for good measure.

Then at last it happened, the appearance of a vague shape through the mist and a bellowed challenge through a megaphone. The words spoken were English, but Schuylenboeck had schooled himself for so long to be without emotion that he felt no relief, standing still while Krauss leaped excitedly to the rail to stare at the menacing grey silhouette. The destroyer, her guns trained, rolled heavily in the swell almost on top of the Lek II.

Who the hell are you? demanded the English voice again, irritation and curiosity intermingled in its tone.

Dutch tug Lek Two! roared Schuylenboeck back.

The relative motions of the ships carried them past each other, although Schuylenboeck had rung down immediately to stop the engines. So close were they that Schuylenboeck could hear the words being spoken on the destroyers deck, and the exclamation of surprise as the English sighted the first of the lighters in tow.

From Colonel Rückers lighter there came a sudden splutter of machine-gun fire. Rücker was a quick thinker, had recognized the English destroyer for what she was, and had put his mens guns into action. But it did not last long, because the British ships guns made instant reply. Fifty-pound shells at point-blank range tore into the fragile barge, and it broke in the centre. Colonel Rücker and the leading half-company of the 79th Pioneers met their end there in the mist-shrouded water. The rest of the regiment surrendered - nine lighters, nine hundred men fully equipped for the invasion of England, five light tanks and four armoured cars.

That was a good show, said the lieutenant-commander to Schuylenboeck, as they sat down in the tiny cabin abaft the destroyers bridge.

Schuylenboeck sat down heavily. He could not throw off all in a minute the forced immobility of expression which he had added to his natural immobility. He could not even show relief; he could not even drop the old gesture of fumbling with his pencil in his breast pocket. A thought struck him; for the sake of something to do while searching for words, he took the pencil out. He would not need the poison now. With his thick fingers he pried the eraser out of its thin metal holder. The two little pills did not roll out, not even when he tapped the pencil. He peered into the holder and it was empty. For a long time now - how long he could never know - he had been clinging to the wrong pencil.

What a nerve you must have! said the lieutenant-commander admiringly. Then he looked at the Dutchmans face again, and it was as white as paper, and the big hands were trembling violently.

Thank God you came! said Schuylenboeck. His lips were trembling, too, and all his big solid face seemed as though it was melting, collapsing, and there was sweat pouring down the heavy cheeks.

Thank God you came! repeated Schuylenboeck, and the lieutenant-commander was inclined ignorantly to revise his estimate.


Non-Fiction
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Berkeley, California  Forester settled in later years in Berkeley.


Hunting the Bismarck
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OR, THE LAST NINE DAYS OF THE BISMARK AND SINK THE BISMARCK

This is a story of the most desperate chances, of the loftiest patriotism and of the highest professional skills, of a gamble for the dominion of the world in which human lives were the stakes on the green gaming table of the ocean. There was a pursuit without precedent in the history of navies; there were battles fought in which the defeated gained as much glory as the victors, and in which the most unpredictable bad luck was counterbalanced by miraculous good fortune. For six days that pursuit lasted, days of unrelenting storm, of tossing grey seas and lowering clouds, without a single gleam of sunshine to lighten the setting of the background of tragedy. Those actors in the tragedy who played their parts at sea did so to the unceasing accompaniment of shrieking wind, leaping waves, flying spray, and bitter cold.

And all this took place against a background of events of vital importance in the history of the world, when England stood alone, almost ringed in by enemies of unbelievable power and malignity. She was friendless and yet unafraid, guarded and vigilant, although the worlds newspapers were pouring from the presses with headlines telling of disasters yesterday and predicting new disasters tomorrow.

Britains last ally conquered. Greece overrun, said one headline. Attack launched on Crete, said another. Jugoslavia overwhelmed. British in full retreat in North Africa. Rommel advances. Will Hitler move into Spain next? German submarines claim huge successes in Atlantic. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau awaiting their moment in Brest. Blitz again rocks England. And each succeeding map that the daily papers carried showed how the black stain of Nazi conquest was spreading over frontier after frontier.

Now at this moment, when Britains resources and will to survive were being strained to the utmost, preparations were being made to strike another blow against her lifelines. The battleship Bismarck was making ready in Kiel harbour to proceed to sea after a prolonged period of training and working up in the Baltic. The largest, the most dangerous, the most modern ship of war yet launched. She was completing her stores, cramming herself as full as her store-rooms and her shell-rooms and her bunkers would hold. There was meat for her refrigerators and flour and vegetables for her food lockers; oil for her bunkers, fresh water for her tanks, and, above all, shells for her magazines. A fussy little steam train brought up a long train of trucks alongside the ship, each laden with the monstrous fifteen-inch shells, three-quarters of a ton each, deadly even in appearance, for the ships crane to lift and swing into the air, down, down, down, through deck after deck, into the shell-rooms far below water-line. While this was going on a new contingent came marching along the wharf to reinforce  or at least to augment  the ships company. It was a detachment of young naval officers, very young indeed, hardly more than boys. They were newly promoted cadets, proud of their new status and their new uniforms, swinging briskly and proudly in formation to the gangway leading down from the ships side; the band which had preceded them so far halted at the foot and continued to play as the young men turned with military precision to march up the gangway, saluting as they reached the quarter-deck, the senior officer saluting the officer of the watch and reporting the arrival of his party on board. A word of command brought them into formation facing the bridge at the moment when the work on the dockside was completed. The officer on the dock supervising the loading of the ammunition shouted Last one!

Last one echoed the officer on the deck, waving one finger in reply to the finger waved to him. The last fifteen-inch shell, grim and ugly, swung up in the crane to make its descent into the shell-room. The busy gangs of workers on the dockside melted away; the band, still playing, marched off towards the gate, its music dying away slowly. Admiral Lutjens, brisk, efficient, and active, came out of his sea cabin and made his way to the loudspeaker on the bridge. Only the sailors standing by the lines remained, apparently.

Gentlemen! he began his speech, as the young officers stiffened to attention to hear him, listening enthralled. The words he uttered were carried throughout the ship by the public address system. He welcomed the young officers aboard, and he explained to them that they had been expressly detailed to make this voyage by the highest authority, so that on their return they would disseminate through the Navy the details of the triumphs they had witnessed. They were in the newest and most powerful battleship afloat, and they were going to experience high adventure. There was no ship in the British Navy that could face them in single combat; there was no large ship that could escape them. Four months of harsh training in the Baltic had made it the most efficient ship in the world. British convoys covered the Atlantic  Bismarck could make short work of convoys and escorts with the aid of the Prinz Eugen, accompanying them on this voyage of honour. The Queen Elizabeth and the Queen Mary, the pride of Britain, were crossing the Atlantic over and over again without escort, relying on their speed. Bismarck was faster than them. What would the world say when the news came out of the sinking of the Queen Mary with ten thousand troops on board? One or two blows like that and England would not dare to send a merchant ship to sea. For as long as Bismarck could maintain herself in the Atlantic Englands commerce would be disrupted, and the British people, shattered and shaken already by the blitz, would starve. He had already ranged the whole length of the Atlantic in command of the battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, and then had sunk a quarter of a million tons of British shipping. A quarter of a million tons. Now they could set themselves a target to aim at of two million tons, dealing a blow from which England could never recover.

Down on the dockside one last worker was lingering over some remains of his job, half hidden by piles of stores. The sound of the speech, conveyed over the loudspeaker, just reached his ears. He heard those words about the Atlantic, about the Queen Mary. With the last words of the speech he sauntered down the dock, with every appearance of innocence. His papers were quite in order as he showed them to the police. Already sailors at the lines were singling up and then casting off. Bismarck swung herself about and headed out to sea; the dockyard workers massed at the gate watched her go, and the band played.

At a small port in Sweden a long pier ran out to sea, and on it someone in civilian clothes was quietly fishing. He was surrounded by proof of how closely Sweden guarded her neutrality, how much she feared a surprise attack  Swedish soldiers and Swedish coastguards were constantly patrolling and gazing out to sea. He sat there endlessly, leisurely eating his lunch, changing his bait and occasionally securing a fish. The sun was setting and the Northern day nearly at an end when, looking southward, he saw something silhouetted against the remaining glow of the sky. He had binoculars hanging round his neck; he whipped them to his eyes, gazed long and carefully, rested his eyes, and gazed again. There was no mistaking what he saw. Two almost identical silhouettes, one large and one small; the Bismarck and the Prinz Eugen with a crowd of merchant ships  eleven all told  accompanying them. He dismantled his fishing rod, picked up his gear, and hurried shoreward along the pier, through the Swedish guards, into the main street, past the post office.

It was into that post office a few minutes later that an elderly Englishman came striding. He filled out a telegraph form with a few rapid words and handed it over the counter; the girl there read the address and summoned a waiting Swedish policeman with her eyes. He came up and began questioning. The address was that of a London company in Cheapside; the message said pit props and battens rising. Eleven points at least  no more. What is this firm? asked the policeman.

Timber importers  everyone knows them.

What does this message say?

The Englishman satisfied his questioner, showed his papers, and a nod from the policeman allowed the message to be sent with a small apology Our country has to make sure her neutrality is not violated, you understand, sir.

In a London telegraph office the keys began to chatter as a message came through. A girl dealt with it in the ordinary routine manner, but a supervisor noticed the address.

Just a minute, she said with a hurried reference to a file, running her finger down a list.

A moment later a motor-cyclist was roaring through the blitzed streets of London. He dismounted at the Admiralty and delivered the message. It passed rapidly from hand to hand until it reached a rear-admiral. The clock showed eight oclock in the morning; the calendar showed May 21st. There it was. Pit props and battens rising. He looked at the chart of the Baltic beside him on the wall, identified the town of origin  Malmo  and flipped through a code book.

Well, he said to a colleague. Bismarcks on the move. Heading north in the Kattegat. Here.

He pointed to the chart.

Shes been exercising in the Baltic for four months, said his colleague. Its about time we heard from her.

Prince Eugens with her, said the rear-admiral still referring to his list. And eleven merchant ships.

It could be something very big indeed.

Ill take it along this minute.

An admiral was in the War-Room when the rear-admiral found him, and heard the news and began to comment on it, moving his pencil slowly from point to point over the chart.

Bismarck moving. It could have happened at a worse moment, I suppose, but not much worse. But the enemy never troubles to consult us as to what would be a convenient time for us, somehow. You know the attack on Crete has begun? Cunningham has all he can do in the Eastern Mediterranean. Somerville at Gibraltar has his hands full too. The Scharnhorst and Gneisenau are at Brest; we have to watch for their breakout at any moment. Convoys here  here  here  all over the Atlantic. Prince of Wales hasnt finished her training yet. Not by a long shot. You cant call her a fighting ship by any means. Same with Victorious. And what is Bismarck going to do if she comes out? Merchant ships with her  she may just be convoying them to Norway. But  we have to guard against every move. Theres The Faeroes. Theres Iceland. I wouldnt like an attack upon either at present  it would hurt. And supposing hes going to break out into the Atlantic? Which route? Pentland Firth? Fair Isle? East of The Faeroes? West of The Faeroes? Denmark Strait? Which? A thousand miles of water to guard, and precious few ships to do it with.
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Which route?

And not one as dangerous as the Bismarck, sir, said the rear-admiral.

Thats something I dont need reminding about. The admiral led the way into his own office. Anyway, put Coastal Command to work. I want air reconnaissance of the Norwegian coast. I want photographs. That telegrams eight hours old now. She could be  the dividers turned in a circle over the chart anywhere from Bergen southward. Photographs of anything suspicious from Bergen, Oslo Fiord, and south from there.

Ill tell Coastal Command, sir.

It was now nine oclock.

The reconnaissance Spitfires roared off on their mission, searching the whole tangled coast of southern Norway. The pilot of one of them thought he saw something in Grimstad Fiord south of Bergen, circled, made sure of what he was looking at, and photographed it. He noted the time on his wrist-watch  one-fifteen. Then he headed for home. On board the Bismarck they had seen his coming on their radar, and had turned out to man the guns, the young supernumerary officers eagerly standing to see the action, but there was only time to recognise the type Schpitfeuer  before she was gone again.

The pilot landed and climbed out of his plane. Two cruisers in Grimstad Fiord were his first words to the eager people who greeted him. They seized his camera and hastened off with it. Steady hands took out the film, developed it, and printed it, and enlarged the prints, with the hands of the clock creeping along all the time, so that after his landing at two-forty-five it was three-fifteen by the time the enlargements were in the hands of experts.

Two cruisers! said one of them. No, thats the Bismarck and the Prinz Eugen.

Telephones began to buzz.

Bismarck in Grimstad Fiord!

Someone in the Admiralty received the news; his clock showed three-forty-five.

Weve been lucky, he said. We saw her off Sweden and now weve found her in Norway. Well have bombers over her by six oclock.

Lucky! said the man he addressed. Look at this.

It was a meteorological report from the Orkneys, to the effect that mist and rain were closing in and visibility deteriorating rapidly.

By six oclock it will be all shut down. Theyll never find her. Dont you ever say were lucky again. Thats the unluckiest thing to say there ever was. Lucky!

So it was to prove. The reports began to come in as the hands of the clock turned on to midnight and beyond, as someone tore off the sheet showing May 21 on the calendar to reveal May 22.

No luck. No luck. Cloud down to 200 ft. Visibility nil. Couldnt see a thing.

Exhausted R.A.F. pilots said these things to the officers who questioned them.

Meanwhile at midnight a German naval officer came into Admiral Lutjens day cabin; the Admiral was dozing in an armchair, his head propped on his hand.

Meteorological forecast, sir, said the officer.

Lutjens was immediately awake.

Call the captain, he said after a glance at the paper, and then, on the captains arrival, Heres the forecast. Two days of thick weather at least. Nows the time. I want to be out of here in ten minutes.

Aye aye, sir, said the captain.

Bismarck was in the second degree of readiness, with the A.A. guns manned. In the hardly relieved darkness on deck there could just be seen the men at their stations, with the mist swirling round them in wreaths. Below decks half the ships company was sleeping, or trying to, when at this moment the loud-speaker began to blare, giving orders for the anchor parties to go to their stations, and all hands to their posts. There was immediate orderly bustle as the men tumbled out, the supernumerary officers in a state of great excitement. A shaded lamp was flicking a message to the Eugen and received acknowledgment. The capstans began to turn, the dripping cables came in link by link, messages passed back and forward from forecastle to bridge, the engines began to turn, the propellers turned with them, and the huge ship gradually got under way and moved ponderously along through the swirling mist.

It was at this time that through the blacked out streets of London a motor-cyclist was picking his way as hurriedly as he could manage, to deliver his message, as before, to the Admiralty, and it passed, as before, to the rear-admiral. It looked like an ordinary letter, but it was read with extreme care, and with constant reference to code books. Soon he was hastening to the admiral with his news.

Heres something that looks important, sir. About the Bismarck.

Well?

Its four days old, sir, but its from our contact in Kiel dockyard, and it had to come through Switzerland and Portugal.

I didnt know you had a contact in Kiel dockyard.

The fewer people who know that the better, sir. We dont hear from him often  he darent risk getting into touch too often, as you can guess, sir. But hes good  hes never failed us yet.

What does he say?

He says Bismarcks going to try to break out into the Atlantic, sir. He says hes quite positive about it. Got his information from the Admiral, from Lutjens himself.

Nonsense.

Id be surprised if it were, sir.

You say this fellows good?

One of the best weve got, sir. Hes never let us down so far.

Not easy to believe.

Id bet money on him, sir.

Maybe. But now youre betting your job and any credit you have in the Navy. And I might point out that its not only your job that depends on this. Its victory or defeat  the safety of this country. Now what do you say?

There was only a momentary hesitation before the reply came.

Id go ahead, sir. I think this fellows got something.

Very well. The admiral picked up the telephone. Get me the Chief of Staff, Flagship Home Fleet.

As he waited for the connection to be made his eye roamed over the chart he had been looking at earlier in the day.

Maybe your informations as good as you say. But that doesnt make it any less than a thousand miles of sea to guard  it hasnt grown any narrower since this morning.

There was a telephone wire running north from the Admiralty, running for five hundred miles overland to the extreme north of Scotland, dipping down into the stormy Pentland Firth, winding its way to Scapa Flow, climbing up to a buoy there, and extending from there to the Fleet Flagship as she rode to the buoy in the Flow. It ascended into the ship and down again to the switchboard below water. The seaman operating the switchboard there saw the glow of the light, heard who was calling ashore, and plugged in. Meanwhile the admiral had been passing the time with a comment or two.

Im not going to give orders  Im not going even to offer advice. The Commander-in-Chief knows his business as well as I do, and he knows his subordinates better. Itll be up to him. Ill give him this extra information for what its worth. I dont worry him much. Theres a direct line between him and me  leakproof, spyproof, ideal for confidential chats, and yet I dont use it  

The telephone rang sharply and he picked it up.

Chief of Staff? Heres a scrap of additional information come in from Intelligence. This Lutjens fellow in the Bismarck apparently told someone before he sailed that he was destined for the Atlantic. Yes, it sounds like it, doesnt it, but the rear-admiral swears its true. Its worth bearing in mind  Ill send you the details in writing tonight. The Commander-in-Chief can act as he thinks proper. Yes, youve just comfortable time to cover the Denmark Strait. I quite agree. Very well. Good-bye.

He put down the telephone and addressed himself to the rear-admiral again.

With the weather closed down like this Bismarckll probably move at once, to take advantage of it. If she does better than twenty-five knots Tovey will have to act this minute, or shell be through Denmark Strait and the fox will be among the chickens.

If she takes that route, sir.

Yes. The admirals pencil wandered over the chart. There are plenty of other routes and Tovey has to guard them all. Hell probably cover the other exits himself and send Hood and Prince of Wales on ahead.

An old lady and a little boy, sir, said the rear-admiral.

The old lady ought to be a fighting termagant. And the little boy may have grown up by now, lets hope. Theres nothing else to spare, anyway. Between them this ought to stop him.

A bandit with a bludgeon, said the rear-admiral.

They walked back into the War-Room, and stood among the bustle and busyness. Telephones rang and messages dropped down tubes. A WREN officer approached the chart and made an alteration to it in the neighbourhood of Scapa. The admiral looked at it.

Theyre off, he said.

In the utter misty darkness of Scapa Flow signal lamps began to flicker, calling and answering. There was a clatter of boots on still decks. A squawking of telephones in the darkness. A voice into a speaking tube.

Captain, sir, signal from the flag  

Down below on the mess decks the loud-speaker shrilled with the noise of the pipe of the bosns mate. Call the port watch. Cable party muster on the forecastle in ten minutes. Call the watch. The immense mess deck was packed full of humanity, with hammocks slung at every possible point, and out of them men began to slide sleepily.

Whats the flap about? asked someone.

Just call up the Admiral and ask him, said someone else. Ive got to go and get that anchor up.

Hope it keeps fine for you, said another. The man he was addressing was putting on sea-boots and reaching for his oilskins, among the tremendous jam of belongings packed everywhere, illustrating the extreme of crowding in which the men lived.

What are you dressing up for, Nobby? asked someone. Didnt your invite say evening dress optional?

E thinks es on the sunny Riviera, said another.

Nobby was now in sea-boots and oilskins.

Make way for a man whos got a mans work to do, he said, pushing through the crowd. He went clattering forward through the vast ship, along alleyways and up ladders, with an orderly bustle all round him. He emerged from the bright lights on to the forecastle; in the darkness there other oilskins gleamed faintly. Rain was driving across the forecastle, and a wind was persistently wailing as they went about their business of weighing anchor.

Down in a dark cabin a telephone squawked, and although a light was instantly turned on it squawked again before the tousled man in the bunk reached for it.

Commander E.

Steam in ten minutes, sir, squawked the telephone.

Right. Im coming, said the engineer commander, plunging out of bed and reaching for his uniform.

It was an exact repetition of what was going on in the Bismarck at that very moment; the clocks in the two brightly lit engine-rooms exactly coincided, at twenty minutes past midnight. The capstan turned, the cable came in link by link, the messages passed back and forth, the valves were opened to admit steam to the turbines, the propellers began to revolve in the dark water, and the ship, with signals still flashing from her shaded lamps, began slowly to move out of Scapa Flow through the outer submarine defences. It might have been the Bismarck all over again, except that the faint light illuminated her name Hood upon her stern. So at the same moment the two ships set out, Bismarck reaching far into the north to pass round Iceland, Hood, with Prince of Wales following her, ploughing along on a more southerly course to intercept her in Denmark Strait if she were heading that way. And the moment she left the sheltered waters of the Flow the storm awaited her. Up rose her bows and then down again, up and down, as the spray flew in great sheets aft to the bridge. Bismarck was meeting the same conditions, or worse; she was ploughing over mountains of icy grey water, lifting and heaving. Moreover, now she was at sea, and at sea every mans hand was against her; there was no chance of her meeting a friend, and there was every chance of her meeting an enemy. Admiral Lutjens and Captain Lindemann were discussing this very point over cigars in the captains sea cabin immediately under the bridge, which was heaving and swaying with the ships motion.

But as far as the enemy knows, sir, said Lindemann, we are still in Grimstad Fiord. They have no certain knowledge that we are at sea, and if they had they have no means of guessing what course were steering.

My dear Lindemann, look at the other side of the matter. The sea is theirs, all theirs  we are furtive trespassers. Lets face it. Thats what we are at present, even if we are destined to reverse that state of affairs in a few more months. How can you be sure that a British ship of war wont appear under our bows at any moment  now, this minute, or in five minutes time?

Our intelligence  

Our intelligence makes mistakes, and you know it, captain. Whats the visibility? Two miles? More like one mile. Our radars untried. Wed have no warning before we were under fire. We must be ready at any moment to blow any enemy out of the water before he has the chance to inflict any injury on us.

But were going to be at sea a long time, sir. After a few days the men will be worn out.

After a few days we may be able to relax. Meanwhile my order stands. Every man at his station. Half of them can sleep, but let no man leave his post.

Very well, Admiral.

So that was the situation in the Bismarck. In the crowded turrets, down in the shell-rooms and handling-rooms, in the engine-rooms and boiler-rooms, the whole ships complement was present. Half the men attended to their duty; the other half rested how and where they could. Lucky ones could lie down, often curling themselves, perforce, round projections in the decks. Others sat leaning against bulkheads, swaying with the motion of the ship, and being jerked back into wakefulness by an unexpected heave.

It is part of the price we pay for not being masters of the sea, captain, said Lutjens. We can remember that when the time comes that England asks for peace.

I understand, sir, said Lindemann. To change the subject he asked a question into a voice pipe and listened to the answer, which he relayed to Lutjens. Visibility considerably less than one mile, Admiral.

Even stronger words were being used in the Admiralty, where an officer was reporting to the admiral.

Visibility absolutely nil, sir. Not a hope of seeing anything in Grimstad Fiord.

Mm, said the admiral. She was sighted at 1 p.m. yesterday. Now its  he looked at clock and calendar twelve noon today. Twenty-three hours. Whats her farthest on?

The officer swung his dividers in a wider arc centring on Grimstad.

Thats it, sir. At twenty-five knots. Say six hundred miles. She could be anywhere within that circle.
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She could be anywhere within that circle.

Or she could still be in Grimstad while we make fools of ourselves. Ask Coastal Command to try again.

Aye aye, sir. Theres some of the Fleet Air Arm at Hatston  the officer indicated the position of the airfield near Scapa Flow with bags of experience of this sort of thing. Theyre bursting to have a go, sir.

Let em try. Fix it up with Coastal Command.

It was a Maryland bomber which took off from Hatston in the afternoon. It had a perilous flight. The clouds hung low over the sea, and yet to estimate the force of the wind on the plane the pilot had to come down within sight of the waves, within a few feet of them, in fact. They skimmed precariously over the wave-tops before rising again into the clouds. They went on and on, dangerously, until suddenly the coast of Norway was visible close ahead so that they had to turn abruptly to avoid crashing into it. Northwards they flew, along the coast, the low cloud still above them.

Grimstad, said the observer. And Grimstad Fiord was empty.

Better have a look at Bergen, said the observer. They were over Bergen in a few more seconds, close above the house-tops, with A.A. guns firing at them from every angle, and shells bursting close about them. But Bergen was empty of ships of war too. As they tore away the observer wrote out a message, Bismarck not in sight in Grimstad Fiord or in Bergen and passed it to the wireless operator, who nodded and applied himself to transmitting the message as the plane flew back homewards through the clouds. It was seven oclock by the operators watch.

It was seven-fifteen when the message reached the War-Room.

So the birds flown, said the admiral. Thirty hours since the last sighting. Whats their farthest on now?

The officer drew a much larger arc on the chart.

Seven hundred and fifty miles, sir. There it is.

Just as well Hood left last night, was the admirals comment. Bismarck might be   He drew with his pencil a series of possible courses for the Bismarck, in each case ending the line at the outer circle. She might for that matter be  here or here. He indicated a course back into the Baltic and then through the Kiel Canal. In that case well have burned up forty thousand tons of oil for nothing  forty thousand tons?  more like sixty thousand  and well have given say twenty thousand men a free trip to sea. That is, if the rest of the Home Fleet leaves Scapa, and its beginning to look as if it should.

A message clattered down one of the tubes, and a copy of it was handed to him.

Yes, he said, passing it over to his staff. Tovey thinks the same. Hes going to sea. Plenty of exits to guard against besides Denmark Strait. Hell have King George V, Repulse, Victorious. Enough to do his business for him, if Bismarck comes his way.

It was while he was speaking that the Home Fleet was making preparations to go to sea. And at the same time Lutjens and Lindemann and various staff officers were gathered in the operations-room in Bismarck; on the chart table before them lay a chart of the northern waters with Bismarcks track up to now marked upon it.

I still fail to see the need to go as far as Denmark Strait, sir, said Lindemann. The other passages are nearer and far wider. We could turn now.

Visibilitys still bad, sir, added a staff officer.

A glance outside showed that this was the truth. Almost nothing could be seen of any horizon, as Bismarck heaved and tossed upon a rough grey sea.

Therell be cruisers patrolling all of the passages, said another staff officer. Even if nothing can fly.

The U-boats last report gives the ice from Greenland stretching within sixty miles of Iceland, said another. Then there are the minefields on the other side. One cruiser can watch a twenty-mile channel even in thick weather.

A message clattered down the tube while they were speaking; a staff officer opened it and handed it to the chief of staff.

From Berlin, sir, announced the latter. A British reconnaissance plane flew over Grimstad and Bergen at 7 p.m. Visibility was temporarily good and they could undoubtedly see we had left.

All eyes looked at the clock and then at the chart. The chief of staff picked up the dividers.

They saw us yesterday in Grimstad at one. Thirty hours ago. We left at midnight. For all they know we could be here  making a spot 250 miles farther along or we might only be here  making a spot a short distance from the Norwegian coast while actually we are here.

Yes, said Lutjens nodding his head over the chart. No information about British movements?

No, sir. Hard to get information from England. And visibility has been as bad for our planes as for theirs.

I cant believe the English would move before they got this news, said Lutjens, tapping the message. Their Home Fleet was all in British waters by our last information. Theyll start moving now, perhaps. Theyll never reach Denmark Strait in time, but they could intercept us here, in the neighbourhood of The Faeroes. So it is my order that we head for Denmark Strait. We may meet a cruiser but well brush her aside.

Very well, sir.

H.M.S. Suffolk was patrolling in Denmark Strait. By the invisible sun it was late afternoon  the westerly sky was already faintly pink in the thin mist. It was an utterly dreary scene. To the west lay the ice, humped and jagged as far as the eye could see. To the east there was fog, impenetrable to the eye. A perpetual cold wind was shrieking along the deck, and the ship was rolling deeply in the heavy swell. The look-outs sat at their posts, the binoculars to their eyes, all round the bridge, sweeping steadily from side to side, and then up and down, turning back and forward in their swivel chairs. Other groups of muffled-up men stood seeking what little shelter there was beside the A.A. guns; occasional sheets of spray sweeping the decks as Suffolk put her shoulder into a wave added to their discomfort. The squeal of the pipe of the bosns mate came over the public address system.

Captain speaking. Weve had some news from home. The German battleship Bismarck is out, with the cruiser Eugen. All we know is that shes somewhere to the north of Iceland. The weathers too thick for any plane to spot her. But we can be sure shes not going to stop where she is. Shell be coming south. And more likely than not  very much more likely than not  shell be coming this way, down Denmark Strait. Shell be coming at twenty-five knots or more when she comes, too. Itll be our job to spot her and report her to the Admiralty. In case youve forgotten Ill remind you that she has fifteen-inch guns and can hit us at fifteen miles. Thats why youre at action stations and thats why the look-outs have been doubled. If any man were not to do his duty he would be imperilling the ship and the lives of all his shipmates. I know youll do your duty without that reminder.

Fifteen inchers. Keep your eyes skinned, Dusty, one of the men at the A.A. guns called to one of the look-outs.

And you can try keeping your trap shut, muttered Dusty, not hesitating for a moment in his eternal swinging back and forwards with binoculars and chair. If es there to be seen Ill see im.

The Suffolk continued to patrol in the icy wind over the heaving sea, between the ice and the fog.

There are matelots at ome, said one of the group on deck, oo ave warm billets. Just think of that. Blokes whove forgotten what its like to be cold.

In the War-Room things were comparatively quiet. Only the minimum of messages was coming through, there was no bustle or excitement. The rear-admiral was entertaining an air vice-marshal, a big beefy man with an Air Force moustache.

I dont doubt you find it the same in the Air Force, said the rear-admiral, but in the Navy were inclined to say it about our war experience in all ranks. Long periods of waiting for something to happen, and then much too much to do all of a sudden. No moderation either way.

Oh yes, yes, yes, gobbled the air vice-marshal. I suppose we can say the same.

Of course over there, said the rear-admiral pointing to another part of the room, theyre fighting a real war. Never a dull moment for them. All hell has broken loose on Crete. So theyve gone off on their own with the Eastern Mediterranean and left us to look after the Bismarck and the North Atlantic. And you can see how quiet it is at present.

Yes, yes, yes, gobbled the air vice-marshal.

If your fellows could only get into the air, said the rear-admiral with a sweep of his hand over the northern part of the chart, we might not feel the period of waiting so acutely.

Visibilitys still nil there. Whats the situation as far as you know?

Lets have a chart and Ill show you, said the rear-admiral.

The WREN officer came to make a change on the big war map.

Whats that? asked the rear-admiral sharply.

Just a convoy, sir.

Very well. The rear-admiral had a black crayon in his hand and he began making sweeping lines on the chart with it. Here are two possible courses for the Bismarck. Perhaps the most likely ones. At her highest practical speed shell be somewhere between here and here, or between here and here. Thats the best we can do about her.

Yes.

Hood and Prince of Wales sailed from Scapa two nights ago. Forty-three hours ago. Shell be somewhere here.

Cant you be sure?

No. Shes maintaining wireless silence. Sos Bismarck, as you can guess. Weve cruisers trying to watch the gaps as well as they can in thick weather. Arethusa and Manchester here between The Faeroes and Iceland, and Suffolk here in the Denmark Strait. You can see for yourself why weve been screaming for air patrols.

During this speech the rear-admiral had looked, over and over again, anxiously at the officers and ratings who were receiving messages down the tubes. Each time he had been disappointed by a shake of the head.

And what do you thinks going to happen? asked the air vice-marshal.

Im sure Bismarckll have a try for it. Maybe here, maybe there. The rear-admirals crayon drew two black lines continuing the ones he had already drawn. Then from the Hoods position he drew two more diverging lines, heading to meet the two lines for the Bismarck. Hoodll take one course or the other according to the cruiser reports. And thats where theyll meet. There or there.

[image: img81.jpg]

Hoodll take one course or the other ... And thats where theyll meet. There or there.

He indicated points east and west of Iceland.

And then the balloon goes up, what? said the air vice-marshal.

Its time we heard from those cruisers, said the rear-admiral.

Back in the Suffolk the look-outs were being relieved. One at a time the new men climbed into their chairs and settled themselves at their binoculars, beginning their eternal swaying to and fro in the cold and the wind. Dusty was one of them. Then he saw something. Looked again. Something was on the horizon, coming up fast.

Ship bearing green 140!

Even in that time what he was looking at had grown more defined. Two shapes, menacing and clear against the grey sky.

Two ships bearing green 140!

A dozen binoculars were trained instantly on the bearing. At the wheel far down below the bridge the quartermaster was standing stoically steering the ship. From the voice pipe over his head came the sharp order Hard a-port! He swung the wheel over frantically. The ship heeled with the violence of her turn. Round she came  the two objects in Dustys binoculars swung away out of his field of vision.

Signal to Admiralty, said a voice on the bridge. Most immediate, Bismarck and cruiser in sight. Enemys course South. My position  give the latitude and longitude.

As long as she doesnt hit us before we get that message off, said another voice.

Heres the fog, said another. Ah!

Suffolk dashed into the fog as though into a wall. It came swirling back from the bows, round the bridge, and enveloped the stern; in ten seconds she was completely invisible in the dripping mist, still heeling with her extreme turn, her wake boiling behind her, Dusty and the others still at their posts in disciplined stillness.

Steer one eight oh, said the voice down the voice pipe to the quartermaster.

Meanwhile the signal that had been dictated was going its way, down to the coding officer and then along to the wireless transmitter. It rattled and chattered, sending the news round the world.

In the War-Room a junior officer turned to the rear-admiral.

Most immediate message coming through, sir.

Lets have it.

Those were long seconds of waiting as the rear-admiral and the air vice-marshal fidgeted at the chart. Now it came rattling down the tube; it seemed hours as the officer fumbled it open, hours more as the rear-admiral read it.

Its all right, he said. Theyve found her. Suffolk is shadowing her in Denmark Strait. Latitude  Longitude  he referred to the message here.

Somebody gave a cheer. Every face was smiling.

So thats it, said the air vice-marshal, pointing with his stick to one of the alternative courses for Hood. This is where theyll meet, eh?

Yes, said the rear-admiral a little more gravely than the others.

Whats worrying you? asked the air vice-marshal.

Things can still go wrong. Hoods an old lady now, a very old lady. Shes twenty years older than Bismarck. Do you remember the planes of 1920, sir? How would you like to fight a new Messerschmitt in a Farman biplane?

But theres this other one  whats her name  Prince of Wales?

And shes too young, sir. No time to work up the ships company, no time to cure her teething troubles. She hasnt been completed a month. You might say shes still in the builders hands. I know shes gone to sea with the contractors workmen still on board.

Thatll be an experience for em.

Theyll be fighting a battle in their little bowler hats.

The officer receiving messages came with another.

Position course and speed, sir, he said.

The admiral was in the War-Room now. The change in atmosphere was very apparent. There was excitement, but it was (except for the rear-admiral) confident, almost pleasurable excitement. Signals were being sent off in numbers Signal for the Commander-in-Chief, King George V.

Signal for Rodney.

Signal for Ramillies.

The admiral was addressing the air vice-marshal.

Get your chaps to do all they can to cover the Strait, he said.

Yes, sir, said the air vice-marshal. Visibilitys still bad, sir.

I know. But now you can explain to them how urgent it is. Youre up to date on the situation. Somewhere here, about dawn tomorrow.

The admiral indicated a spot on the chart to the southward of Denmark Strait.

In the operations-room of the Hood the admiral and his staff were bent over a similar chart. Someone was working on it with rulers and dividers. The intercepting course is 310°, sir, said the navigating officer. You can expect contact any time after 0200.

I dont want to engage until daylight. Give me a course and speed to intercept an hour before sunrise.

Ruler and dividers went to work again. One line went to meet another.

At twenty-seven knots, sir, course 295°, well meet at dawn, here.

The pencil made a black cross  a significant mark  on the chart where the two lines met.

Very well. You can inform the ships company, captain. And  to the chief of staff pass all this news on to Prince of Wales.

At a gesture from the captain the bosns mate outside the operations-room shrilled with his pipe into the loud-speaker, and the captain began to speak.

Captain speaking  

Down in the incredibly crowded mess deck the watch below were taking their ease as well as they could.

We dont know where were going but were on our way, said someone. All the hanging garments down there were swaying rhythmically to and fro with the movement of the ship.

You always want to know where youre going, Nobby, said someone else. Cant you ever be satisfied?

I know where were not going, said someone else, and thats south. Whod like a spell of the tropics?

Its snowing outside, they tell me. Who wouldnt sell a farm and go to sea?

This was when they heard the bosns mates pipe and the captains voice.

Captain speaking. Heres the news. The Bismarck is out and has been spotted. Suffolks shadowing her and were steaming to intercept. If everything goes according to plan well be in touch with her at dawn tomorrow. I dont have to say that I hope well make short work of her, with the help of Prince of Wales. Let every man remember his duty. Youll be going to action stations soon after midnight  meanwhile I want the watch below to get all the rest they can. Now, in case I dont have another chance to speak to you, good luck to us all.

The public address system made itself heard in all parts of the ship, in the engine-rooms and magazines, in the turrets and the ward-room, galleys and store-rooms, and those final words Good luck to us all echoed in each compartment, listened to by different groups of men, resigned, exalted, indifferent, nervous  every kind of reaction according to temperament.

From the darkened bridge of the Prince of Wales came a quick word.

Signal from the flag, sir. Speed twenty-seven knots.

Very good. Call the captain. Ring down for 244 revolutions. The officer stepped to the voice pipe and spoke down to the operations-room. Increasing speed to twenty-seven knots.

In the operations-room the voice pipe came down through the deck overhead and terminated over the table on which the chart was spread. The navigating officer, bent over the chart, heard the words Increasing speed to twenty-seven knots and repeated them back before making a note of time and position. The captain and the captains secretary came in at that moment.

Theres a long signal coming in from Hood, sir, said the secretary.

Heres the first page.

While the captain read it another message dropped down the message tube, and another  the captain reading hastily as they were handed to him.

Heres what we were waiting for, he said. Suffolks shadowing Bismarck in Denmark Strait: 65° North 28° Wests where the admiral expects to make contact. Lets see.

Here, sir, said the navigating officer. He made a black cross on the chart, just like the black cross on Hoods chart.

Yes, said the captain, I hope were in a condition to fight.

On the mess deck of the Prince of Wales there were strange figures mingled with the ratings there, workmen in civilian clothes, some in overalls, others more pretentious. Heralded by a pipe, the commander came in on his nightly rounds, looking keenly about him.

You men comfortable all right? he asked of one party of workmen.

No, were not, said one of the workmen, still seated. We dont like sleeping in hammocks, and we dont like the food, and we dont like being taken away like this without our consent. What our union will say when we get home  

I expect youll get double time and danger money, said the commander.

Tisnt the union Im thinking about, sir, said another, less belligerent, its my wife. I can just guess what she thinks Im up to.

Shell be all the more pleased when she hears you havent been, said the commander.

Any idea when were likely to get home, sir?

I havent, and if I had Im afraid I wouldnt tell you. Cheer up, men, we all have duties to do in war time.

Another of the civilian workers was obviously thinking about something else.

Dyou feel that, sir? he asked. Listen! Were increasing speed. Feel that vibration? Twenty-seven knots, I should think. Maybe twenty-eight. No, twenty-seven.

You know these engines better than I do, said the commander.

I helped to build em, and Ive been helping to run em for the last three days. I ought to know em. What are we putting on speed for in the middle of the night like this?

At this moment a breathless messenger came running up to the commander, saluted, and presented a note which the commander studied and then dismissed the messenger.

I may as well tell you now, he said. It will be on the loud-speaker in a minute. Bismarcks been spotted. Shes not far ahead of us and well fight her in the morning.

Fight her, sir? But those turbines  

Youll have to help to keep em turning, said the commander.

The first speaker was on his feet, his grievances no longer apparent.

Were going to fight, are we? he said. That shell ring in Y turret. Ive never been satisfied with it, and Im not satisfied with it now. Id like to see what I can do. Can I go up there, sir?

I dont doubt youll be welcome. Good luck with it.

In the background two more civilian workers were exchanging comments.

Look at this, said one of them. Here it is in black and white. Henry J. Jones, non-combatant. Same for you. Look Non-combatant.

Thats to cover us if were taken prisoner. Then they wont shoot us as spies. Theyll put us into a civilian prison instead of a military one.

But how can they take us prisoner?

If they pick us up after this ships sunk. We might live long enough if the waters not too cold.

But they cant fight with us on board. Tisnt legal.

Ask the captain to put you ashore then, said the first speaker. Im going up to Y turret.

Any further words of his were drowned in the blare of the loud-speaker calling the men to action stations.

On the bridge of the Bismarck the admiral and captain were standing looking into the grey mist where the first light of dawn was beginning to show. The radio officer was reporting to them.

The British cruiser has been sending out messages every fifteen minutes all through the night, sir.

Can you guess what they are?

I can be quite sure, sir. They are position and course reports.

We could be sure of that in any case, said Lutjens to Lindemann. What else?

I think I can identify her by her call sign, sir. Shes the Suffolk.

Eight-inch gun cruiser. 10,000 tons. Launched 1933. Last known captain, Ellis, said one of the staff, flipping through a reference book.

Thank you, but the details hardly matter. Anything else?

The British Admiralty has been sending messages all through the night, sir. Some of them clearly addressed to ships  other ships besides the Suffolk, sir.

No indication of which ships, or where?

I regret not, sir.

Not a word from anything at sea?

Not a word, sir.

Thank you. As the radio officer saluted and turned away Lutjens addressed Lindemann.

Thats radio silence enforced as it ought to be enforced. We could wish the British werent so careful. But now we say good-bye to Denmark Strait and the Atlantic lies ahead of us. Tell me your opinion. Do you think there is anything to stop us?

Lindemann hesitated to speak. He did not want to appear too optimistic.

Tell me, captain, please, persisted Lutjens.

Unless the British moved instantly to the right place, without wasting an hour, the Atlantic should be open to us, sir.

Then well give the Suffolk the slip, and there wont be a convoy that dare move between America and England, said Lutjens triumphantly.

A telephone squawked beside them, and an officer sprang to it.

Bridge, he said, and listened to the message before announcing it loudly. Smoke on the port bow!

As everyone else swung to look he continued to relay the messages.

Ship on the port bow! Two ships on the port bow. Closing fast!

A battery of binoculars was trained in that direction.

The bellowing warning brought the whole ships company to their feet and to their stations.

Two cruisers? asked Lutjens.

Big cruisers if thats what they are, answered Lindemann.

He and his admiral were each looking through binoculars and then taking their eyes away from them to address remarks to the other. Through the binoculars the grey shapes were steadily acquiring definition as the mist thinned.

Signal Eugen to take station astern, snapped Lutjens. Captain, open fire as soon as they are in range.

Theyre coming right at us, said Lindemann. They mean to fight.

It might be better for em if they turned to give us their broadsides, answered Lutjens.

Telephones were squawking still.

All turrets manned and ready! announced the officer of the watch. Turrets training!

They could see that from the bridge, the huge guns swinging round to point over the port bow.

Remember what I said, captain? We must be ready to blow any enemy out of the water at any minute, and here we are, said Lutjens, binoculars to his eyes.

Those arent cruisers, said Lindemann. Look! Theyre coming round. Thats the Hood! The Hood! And thats a battleship with her!

His last words were cut off short by the roar of the first salvo from Bismarcks guns.

Hit her! Hit her! Keep on hitting her! said Lutjens. The gunsmoke swirled round him.

In the operations-room of the Hood the navigating officer was bent over his chart again, the one with the conspicuous black cross marked to the southward of Denmark Strait.

There we are, sir. We ought to sight them during the next five minutes. We must be closing them fast.

Not long to wait now, said the admiral.

Guns loaded, sir, said another voice.

Down in a turret the guns crews were waiting beside the guns. Nobby was there, one of the guns crews. They were standing ready.

Cant be long now, said the man beside Nobby.

Now we do our stuff, said Nobby. Now its our turn.

Enemy in sight, said the officer commanding the turret. Stand by!

Turrets training! said Nobby, feeling the turret turn while the ship still heaved and rolled on the heavy sea.

The men exchanged glances. There was plenty of men among them who had not yet experienced action, who had never heard their guns fire at an enemy, who had never before waited  as they were waiting now  for an enemys deadly shells to come winging over the waves to crash against  or through  the armour beside them. It was a nervous little interval, those few seconds when everything was ready, when drill had carried them through to this moment, without time to think until now. Thoughts could make prodigious leaps in a few seconds, back to memories of homes in England, forward to vague, almost unimaginable horrors.

Wish wed start, said somebody.

Somebody else was drumming with his fingers on the breech block in front of him.

Keep your minds on your work, snapped the gun captain.

Then the guns went off with a crash, and the long practised drill began, as the breeches swung open, the new shells came up, were rammed in, were followed by the charges, which were rammed in behind them, and the breeches slammed shut again.

Right gun ready!

Left gun ready!

Another salvo went off. The men bent to their work with frantic energy. A crash and a flash in the turret made them all stagger.

They hit us!

Who cares? said Nobby. Come on!

The next shells were rammed home as smoke came swirling into the turret.

The sea was boiling with splashes as the tall pillars of water rose up round the embattled ships. Funnel smoke and gun smoke swirled over the heavy grey surface. The eye could travel across to the Bismarck, rolling deeply in the swell, and the imagination could penetrate through her armoured side to the shell-room of the forward turrets. Here a small team of German sailors was at work, jerkily, putting the huge shells into the hoist, standing by for a moment, then sending them up and instantly addressing themselves to the next. A bearded German petty officer was standing to supervise; beside him was one of the very young supernumerary officers. The petty officer was speaking, his speech punctuated by pauses as he checked the positioning of the shells in the hoist and to the constant accompaniment of the thunder of the salvoes far overhead.

This is our turn, sir, you see, he said. Me and my men here. They can make all the plans they like in the Marineamt in Berlin. Admiral Raeder can look at his charts, and Admiral Lutjens up on the bridge can make his plans and Captain Lindemann can issue his orders, but its the guns that do the work. And if we down here dont keep the shells going up, the guns cant fire, and the Admiral might as well be back at home. You see how it is, sir.

There was a brief pause as he corrected the placing of one of the shells.

Up you go, my beauty, said the bearded petty officer. He blew a kiss to the shell as it vanished upward from sight up the hoist. It might perfectly well have been the very shell that had been sent aboard to the cry of One more! back in Kiel Harbour. Up the hoist it went; it slid on to the ring, swung round, rose up into the turret, was seized by the rammer and thrust into the breech of the gun with the sweating turrets crew grouped round. The charge followed it and then the guns went off with a crash. Lutjens on the bridge watching through his glasses said:

Thats a hit! Look! Look!

An enormous pillar of smoke arose from the Hood.

Lindemann through his glasses saw it too. First there was the silhouette of the ship, sharp and clear now that she had emerged entirely from the mist. Then from somewhere just forward of the funnel came a jet of thick grey smoke. But before this had finished its course, before it had begun to mushroom out, a dozen other jets of smoke, each larger that the first, burst from the ship, expanding so that close above the ship they united, still soaring upwards and still expanding to form a dense cloud hanging over the ship from a great height, attached to it by a vague and slender stalk. It was in that moment that Lindemann, through his excellent binoculars, believed he could see great fragments of the ship soaring upwards to the cloud, outstripped by the jets at first but reaching the smoke now that it was nearly stationary. And he was nearly sure that he saw bow and stern of the ship rise up out of the water and the waist sink, as though a wanton child had seized a bath-tub toy and snapped it across the middle.

It was only for that moment that Lindemann saw this. The broken-backed toy was instantly engulfed in further smoke, pouring from every aperture in the ship, lying low on the surface so that there was nothing to be seen except the few brief splashes as the high-tossed fragments of masts and decks and armour plating came arrowing back into the sea. And when this lower pall of smoke lifted and thinned there was nothing to be seen. Nothing.

And of Nobby and his friends in the turret there was nothing. One moment they had been hard at work, bending and heaving in the hard harsh light of the electric lamps; they were boxed up in their little room, separated from the world around them and above them by armour plate of steel a foot thick; below them the deep sea  below them the magazine and shell-room and three hundred tons of high explosive. For one moment it had been thus; the next, and the shell which Bismarck had sent hurtling towards them had crashed its way, as though endowed with a malignant intelligence, through half a dozen decks, half a dozen bulkheads, through the chink in Hoods armour, along the narrow unguarded route to the magazine below the turret, there to burst among those three hundred tons of high explosive. In that second Nobby and his friends passed, without a chance of knowing it, from existence to annihilation.

In the War-Room the tension was enormous. The rear-admiral was still entertaining the air vice-marshal.

If Hoods where we think she is theyll be making contact any moment, he said. Daylights just beginning in Denmark Strait now.

Wheres Bismarck? asked the air vice-marshal.

By Suffolks last report ten minutes ago she was here.

The rear-admiral pointed to the spot on the chart where the two courses marked in crayon intersected. He drew a black cross there.

Signal from Suffolk, sir! said a young officer at a voice pipe at the table where the messages arrived. Most immediate signal. Have sighted Hood and Prince of Wales bearing south-east, distance fifteen miles, course south-west.

Theyve done it! Theyve got em!

There was excitement and exhilaration throughout the War-Room.

Two minutes more and theyll sight the Bismarck! said the rear-admiral. Thats right.

The last words were called forth by a sight of the message already spoken down the voice pipe now delivered by pneumatic tube. The rear-admiral hardly glanced at it.

Most immediate signal from Suffolk announced the officer at the voice pipe. Hood and Bismarck opening fire. Hoods course approximately west. Bismarcks course approximately south-west.

Hoods closing in on her, said the rear-admiral. Once more he paid almost no attention to the written signal handed him.

Most immediate signal from Suffolk coming through, said the young officer. He was clearly pretending not to be excited; he was making a show of iron calm. And in that moment all his calm disappeared. He seemed to wilt. Whats that? Repeat that. He sat at the voice pipe doing nothing for a moment.

Get on with your job, man, snapped the rear-admiral. The young officer turned a face of tragedy towards him.

Hoods blown up.

What?

At this moment the written message rattled down the tube. A dozen hands reached for it and the rear-admiral tore it from the container.

Hood blown up, he said. Hood blown up.

But what  what   stammered the air vice-marshal.

The rear-admiral had only a look for him. All round were people standing as if turned to stone.

Hood! said an officer at length. My brother Dick  

An elderly commander, most polite up to that moment, collided with the WREN officer beside the chart at that moment.

Get out of my way, damn you, he snapped, and then, his tone softened, the Hoods sunk! The Hoods sunk!

The rear-admiral rallied.

Go back to your duties, he snapped. Weve more to do.

Another message was being spoken down the voice pipe, and the young officer braced himself to hear.

Most immediate signal from Suffolk, he announced, in a curious parody of his earlier tone. Hood sunk. Prince of Wales and Bismarck exchanging fire.

Perhaps Prince of Walesll do her business for her, said the air vice-marshal to an unresponsive audience.

The written message this time received careful attention.

Most immediate message from Suffolk, announced the young officer. Prince of Wales heavily hit. Prince of Wales on fire forward. Prince of Wales withdrawing from action behind smoke screen.

Prince of Wales beaten, said the rear-admiral in a voice devoid of expression. When the message was given him he stood holding it without a glance. Another officer at the table intervened at this moment.

Wireless interception speaking, sir. Powerful signals in German code, originating in Denmark Strait. Bismarck calling Berlin, sir.

Theyll be telling the world, said the rear-admiral. Oh God! Theyll be telling the world.

All through the Prince of Wales, in the engine-room where the turbines sang their high pitched song, in the magazine, in the ward-room, laid out as a hospital, in the turrets, the ships loud-speaker began an announcement, heralded by a pipe.

Men of the Prince of Wales! The captain has ordered me to let you in on whats going on out here. Captains secretary speaking from the bridge. Enemys in sight and were closing in on her. Theres Hood firing now. Our turn in a moment.

The broadcast was interrupted by the bellow of he guns heard through the loud-speaker. Down in the engine-room the civilian workman was saying, Watch that collar there. Itll run hot if you give it half a chance.

Up in Y turret another civilian saw the guns recoil, the fresh shells and charges come up, and the rammers flash into action and disappear again.

All right that time, he said. Ill get down and look at that shell ring.

Two decks down was the shell ring with shells rising on the hoist and positioning themselves upon it. The loudspeaker was still announcing.

Splashes all round the Bismarck. Were doing well. The Hood the voice stopped for several seconds anc when it resumed it was in a broken tone. The Hood  the Hood  

The loud-speaker stopped with a click.

Whats happened to the Hood? asked one of the ratings by the shell ring.

You just watch that switch there and dont worry about anything else, said the civilian.

Men of the Prince of Wales, began the loud-speaker again. The captains told me to tell you. The Hoods gone. Blown up and sunk. A brave ship and now weve seen the last of her. Now its up to us. Weve got Bismarcks measure and well see it through.

Hood gone? All those chaps? said someone by the shell ring.

On the bridge of the Prince of Wales the captain and officers were looking out through a forest of splashes. The captains secretary at the loud-speaker was saying, Now its up to us. Weve got ... etc.

Down the voice pipe the officer of the watch was saying, Course 240. In the operations-room just below the officer at the chart table heard the words through the tube and repeated them, bending over the chart.

Down by the shell ring the loud-speaker began again.

Captain says youre doing well, men. Keep on  

The words ended in a frightful crash heard deafeningly over the loud-speaker.

Theyve copped it up there, said a voice at the shell ring.

The whole bridge was a mass of flaming wreckage and heaped corpses. In the chart-room below the navigating officer saw something drip out of the voice pipe on to the chart before him.

What on earth? he put his hand out and touched it. My God, its blood! It went on dropping thickly down upon the chart.

Upon the bridge a tattered smoke-blacked figure crawled to the voice pipe and pulled aside the corpse which lay across the mouth.

Hard a-port. Steer one five oh. Hard a-port.

Hard a-port, repeated the navigating officer in the chart-room. The ship heeled violently as the helm went over so that the navigating officer had to hold on to save himself.

Far in the depths of the turret down in the traverser space the heel was felt and the men had to hold on. There was a clatter and crash and the ring slipped from its rollers and crashed over lopsided. A shell slid off and trapped the civilian worker there by the leg with its three-quarters of a ton weight. He cried out with pain. As the shell ring crew turned to help him he forced himself to speak normally.

All right, chums. Tell em up above the rings jammed. Y turret wont fire until youve cleared it. The shell moved a little on his leg. A-ah, he said in agony, and fainted.

On the bridge of the Bismarck Lutjens and Lindemann were looking through their binoculars with the guns bellowing below them. On the horizon lay the pall of smoke which marked the end of the Hood. Not far from it was the silhouette of the Prince of Wales almost masked with smoke and shell splashes.

Battleships turning away, said Lutjens. More smoke. Yes, shes making smoke. Shes running!

The guns fell suddenly silent and a staff officer at a telephone reported formally Range obscured.

Simultaneously Lutjens and Lindemann took their glasses from their eyes and faced each other.

This is victory, sir, said Lindemann. A crushing, decisive victory for which your name will always be remembered. It is my proud privilege to be the first to congratulate you.

They shook hands; the rest of the staff was standing by with exultation on their faces.

Thank you, Captain, said Lutjens. Even while his right hand was still being clasped he was gesturing to his chief of staff with his left.

Send this news to Berlin at once, he said. See that it gets off instantly.

Aye aye, sir.

In the broadcasting station in Berlin an announcer, script in hand, stood at the microphone. At a gesture from the controller behind the window a trumpeter put his instrument to his lips and blew a long triumphant fanfare.

Citizens of the Reich! began the announcer. We interrupt our programme to bring you marvellous news. Our ships in the Atlantic have won a great, a marvellous victory. Our Reich navy is triumphant at sea. The proud British battlecruiser Hood has been blown to atoms, has been sunk with all hands under the guns of our naval forces. The rest of the British Navy has turned and fled, hiding themselves behind a smoke screen from the vengeance of the Reich. Another British battleship has been hit over and over again, and by this time she has probably gone down to join the Hood in the icy waters of Denmark Strait. Ten thousand British sailors have paid the price of obedience to the warmongering Churchill and his Jewish clique. Let us all join in heart-felt congratulations to our Führer who made this possible. One people, one State, one Führer!

All over Germany the news was broadcast. It was heard with exaltation in houses and in factories, in hospitals and in cafes.

In the British Ministry of Information telephones were ringing.

Berlins got the news on the air already. Hurry up with that announcement. Better to hear it from us than from them. Hurry up with it.

Not easy to write a bulletin about defeat, answered the telephone.

Give the facts, man. Theyve got to hear about it, and they can take it.

In the factory the light music coming over the wireless ended abruptly and a calm B.B.C. voice made itself heard.

The Admiralty regrets to announce the loss with all hands of H.M.S. Hood this morning as a result of enemy action in Denmark Strait. Further action is imminent.

In the bombed-out streets of Portsmouth an elderly mother was walking with her shopping bag. She stopped when she saw a newspaper seller beginning to write up a headline on his contents bill.

H-O-O-D he began, and then went on S-U-N-K. The woman stood staring and horrified for some seconds, the tears beginning to run down her cheeks. She turned away bowed with sorrow.

You all right, ma? asked a special policeman.

She straightened up with her cheeks still wet.

Yes, Im all right.

She had not far to go with her shopping bag. Round the corner where the heap of rubble marked where two houses had once stood, along to her little house with the boards replacing its shattered windows. She entered and put down her bag. There was a framed photograph on the table, of someone in a seamans uniform, and she sat down where she could see it, dark though the room was with its boarded-up windows.

I said I was all right, she said aloud to herself.

Her old womans face was disfiguring itself, was growing shapeless with the emotions within her. Her wizened form seemed to shrink still further as she folded down upon herself.

Oh Nobby, Nobby, she said, and now her face was down upon her skinny knees and her narrow back shook with her sobs.

The New York newspapers carried vast headlines. Bismarck sinks Hood. Worlds biggest battlecruiser blown up. And in a New York building a TV news commentator was explaining to his audience what had happened, with the lights glaring on him and a pointer in his hand as he stood by a map.

The news has already reached you by our instant service, ladies and gentlemen, and at the moment there is no further bulletin to hand. Its quite obvious that the Bismarck was on her way to break out into the Atlantic, and the British tried to stop her, here. And its also obvious that the British have suffered a stunning defeat. The Hood has blown up. That means the loss of an important ship and a great many lives. The dead will number a thousand at least, perhaps two thousand. Two thousand men killed in a single moment, ladies and gentlemen. And thats not all. The German bulletin goes on to say that another British battleship was badly damaged, possibly sunk. Theres no reason to doubt the truth of this. The British have suffered a very serious disaster. And the question is, ladies and gentlemen, what happens next? The Bismarck has complete freedom of action  the British make no claim to having damaged her in the least. What will she do? We can be sure that there is no British ship within hundreds of miles of her who can fight her. She can come south into the Atlantic and smash the British convoys  no convoy escort could stand up to her for a moment. There are probably German tankers waiting for her at secret rendezvous  she may go raging round the Atlantic for months disrupting British commerce. You must remember, ladies and gentlemen, that here in Brest are two German battle-cruisers, the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. The British have to watch them all the time in case they break out too, which means they have to fight the Bismarck with one hand tied behind them. What are the chances of catching her? My information is that now that the Hoods gone there is no British battleship to compare with her in any way for speed or size or fighting power. The damage she may do is quite incalculable, even if she might be caught at last  and she may never be. And theres something else she can do, too. She can turn round and return to Germany, round Iceland either to the east or to the west. If she turns up at home safe and sound after a victory as tremendous as this Dr Goebbels will be able to make a fine story out of it, especially as there appears no reason why she should not come out at any time and repeat the exploit. Ive been a good friend to the British as you know, ladies and gentlemen, but this time they seem to be really up against it. Its not only in the Atlantic that theyre having their troubles, but over here in the Mediterranean, in Greece and in Crete and in North Africa  

Lindemann and Lutjens were looking at the chart in the Bismarck.

We could go back, sir, said Lindemann. Theyd never intercept us.

Why should we?

Weve won a great victory and if the German radio could announce that we were back again unscathed the world would  

The world would know at least that we had won a victory and had not wanted to gather the fruits of it. Risks are meant to be taken in war, captain. Think of the possibilities before us in the Atlantic. Are we going to turn back and waste them? Remember what I did with the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. Propagandas all very well, but even Dr Goebbels himself would admit that wars are won by deeds, not words.

But the British  

I doubt if the British can lift a finger against us for days to come. Forward! Well shake that British cruiser off and then well be free. Think of those convoys, captain.

I shall think about them, sir. Well, commander?

The executive officer had arrived and had saluted waiting to make a report.

We were hit by one shell, captain. At No. 46 station, port side.

Wheres that? demanded the admiral.

Forward, sir. Its over No. 2 oil fuel tank. With the tank full I cannot yet investigate the damage, except that I say for certain that its only slight, very slight indeed.

And thats all the damage? asked the admiral.

Yes, sir. But the fuel tank is leaking oil. If you would come this way, sir   He led the way to port wing of the bridge, and they looked over at the water boiling along beside the ship.

You see, sir? Were leaving a little oil behind us. The tank is being pumped out and the fuel transferred at this moment, sir.

Then we need not give it another thought, said the admiral.

No, sir, said the commander, and hesitated. Except  except that the fuel has been contaminated with sea water. We have two hundred tons less fuel than we thought we had.

I understand, said the admiral.

Theres still plenty of time to go back, sir, suggested Lindemann.

I understand that, too, said the admiral. Thank you, commander.

Lutjens and Lindemann stood staring at the map.

Two hundred tons less oil, said Lindemann, and thats a permanent loss, sir, while we stay at sea. When we meet our tankers it will be two hundred tons less that we shall be able to take on board.

Yes, said Lutjens, still thinking deeply. His forefinger was sweeping out arcs on the chart. He talked more to himself than to Lindemann. The decision I have to take  the next words I say  can change the history of the world, can decide the fate of nations, can settle the destiny of Germany and of National Socialism and of our Führer. Ten thousand  twenty thousand  fifty thousand lives can be cut short by my next order.

That is so, sir.

Forward  back. This is the last moment in which to choose. No changing of minds after this.

Ive given you my opinion, sir.

No! said Lutjens suddenly. I shall go forward. We havent fought our way out into the Atlantic just to go back again tamely. Forward! We shall have to turn aside into Brest. Two days there and the damage can be repaired. Then with the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau I shall sail out again at the head of a squadron incomparable for power and speed.

Very well, sir.

And there are British convoys which may be across our path. Our U-boats can guide us to them. Forward!

Very well, sir. Will you give me my definitive orders?

Maintain our present course for today until weve shaken off that cruiser. Then we can shape a course for Brest. I dont think the British will guess what we intend.

Very well, sir.

In the War-Room at the Admiralty a group of officers including the admiral, the rear-admiral and the air vice-marshal were standing by the chart.

Signal from Suffolk, sir, said a young officer, reading aloud. Bismarck still heading south-west speed twenty-five knots. Bismarck losing oil and leaving a broad trail of oil behind her.

She was hit, then! said the rear-admiral.

Shes still doing twenty-five knots all the same, said the admiral. Some small leak in an oil fuel tank. Whats the last weather report?

Foul as usual, said the air vice-marshal. Cloud at 1,000 feet, heavy banks of fog, wind force five, heavy swell.

Every chance of the Suffolk losing her then. Can you fellows help?

As far as we can, sir. Shes getting pretty far from Iceland, Im afraid.

An officer approached the chart to change the position of the Home Fleet on it.

Toveys there, said the admiral. If Bismarck holds her present course hell make contact tomorrow. Whats the figure for that?

Twelve noon, sir, answered an officer at a plotting board.

IF Bismarck holds her course. Every ship we have must move to cut her off. Theres Rodney. Let her leave her convoy and take up a course to intercept. Ramillies  she can leave her convoy, too. Cable to Halifax and have Revenge leave as soon as she can get up steam. Call in London and Edinburgh from their convoys and send them north as well. Now, Force H. What about Somerville?

Hes at sea, sir.

Right. Let me see how that will look at this time tomorrow.

Yes, sir. I can do it now.

On another table lay another chart of the North Atlantic, and an officer began to draw lines upon it; heavy red for the Bismarcks course, heavy black for the Home Fleet and Force H, lighter black for Rodney and Ramillies and Revenge, dotted black for the cruisers.

Heres Bismarck and Suffolk at noon tomorrow if she holds her course.

IF, said the admiral.

Home Fleet, said the officer. Rodney. Force H. Ramillies. Revenge. London. Edinburgh.

The heavy red line of the Bismarck met the heavy black line of the Home Fleet. At the same time from every direction converged the other black lines towards that point, some coming close, some ending far away, but all together making a most powerful impression upon the mind of overwhelming force.

It looks well enough on paper, said the admiral. Draft the orders at once.
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It looks well enough on paper.

The Prime Minister, sir, said another officer hurrying into the room.

Ill come, said the admiral. Lets have that with me.

He strode across into a side room and someone laid the marked chart on the table at his side for him to refer to. He pressed the switch of the talking-box.

Flag officer on duty.

From out of the box came the unmistakable tones of the Prime Ministers voice.

Your job is to sink the Bismarck, said the box. That is your overriding duty. No other considerations are to have any weight whatever.

Yes, Prime Minister.

What about Ramillies? What about Rodney?

Orders are being issued at this moment, Prime Minister.

Revenge? Force H?

They have their orders.

Youre taking every possible step to see that Bismarck is going to be sunk?

Yes, Prime Minister.

Not only the possible steps, not only the easy steps and the obvious steps but the difficult steps and the almost impossible steps, and all the quite impossible steps you can manage as well. The eyes of the whole world are upon us.

You dont have to remind me about that, Prime Minister.

Well, remember. Sink the Bismarck. Good-bye.

Most immediate signal from Suffolk, sir, said the young officer. Shes under fire from Bismarck.

In the Suffolk the scene was very similar to the earlier one before the tragedy of the Hood. She was still steaming hard over the misty water, sliding out of a fogbank for a few brief minutes before sliding into another. The look-outs were still at their stations, the exposed ones still pelted with spray, still turning steadily with their binoculars as they swept the sea all round the ship.

Ship bearing Green Five! yelled one of the forward look-outs suddenly. There was the Bismarck, bows on, heading out of the mist straight for her.

Down the voice pipe above the head of the quarter-master at the wheel came the sharp order.

Hard a-port.

Instantly the quartermaster swung the wheel round, feeling the heel of the ship as she turned, watching the compass move steadily over the card.

Down in the boiler-room the telegraph rang for full speed, and a clattering indicator said Make smoke. The manoeuvring valves were feverishly turned, as the ship heeled. A stoker opened the valve to make smoke, and, peering through the peephole, saw the white-hot flames roaring behind it become thick and black.

On the bridge Dusty at his post saw the horizon swinging round in his binoculars as he had to steady himself against the heel of the ship, and then as she straightened on the new course he saw Bismarck plain and clear. He saw the flames and smoke of the salvo she fired.

Here it comes, mates, he said. The splashes from the salvo rose up a quarter of a mile from the ships starboard quarter.

Missed us that time, he said.

Wheres that smoke? demanded a rating at the A.A. gun beside him. He looked up: a couple of preliminary puffs and then the smoke came eddying out, thick, black, and oily, pouring from the funnels and spreading in a dense pall behind them on the surface of the sea. Yet out of the very smoke, close alongside, rose the next columns of water as the second salvo hardly missed them. The water came tumbling on board to deluge the men near at hand. Dusty spluttered, wiping the water from his eyes and from his binoculars, and as he did so he heard the next salvo tear past overhead with a rumble like a train in a tunnel. He shook his fist at the Bismarck invisible through the smoke.

On the bridge of the Bismarck Lindemann and Lutjens were looking at the thick black pall of smoke lying on the surface of the sea.

Cant risk going into that, said Lutjens. Resume our former course, if you please, captain.

Aye aye, sir.

He gave the order.

Now make our last signal to Eugen, said Lutjens. Good-bye and good luck.

Far off on the horizon almost invisible in the mist a searchlight winked at them. The signal rating on the wing of the bridge read it off as the message came in.

Thank you. Good-bye. Best of  Signal obscured in mist, sir.

Thank you. We can guess the end, said Lutjens, and then, turning to Lindemann. I wonder if we can?

At any rate Eugens got away unseen, sir. Shell have a clear run for home.

The chief of staff approached with a signal form in his hand and saluted.

Signal just come through from the Marineamt in Berlin, sir, he said. Our agent in Algeciras reports that Force H, carrier Ark Royal, battlecruiser Renown, cruiser Sheffield, and six destroyers left Gibraltar at midnight, heading west out of the Mediterranean.

Very well. Lets come and see, said Lutjens.

They went into the chart-room where a navigating officer was plotting hypothetical courses.

Assuming we make our turn at midnight thats our course, sir, he said. Heres the best possible course for Force H.

Do they intercept?

Hardly, sir.

Therell be U-boats looking out for Force H. Whats the weather report for that area?

Wind force six south to south-west, sir, said the chief of staff running through a pad of messages. Visibility poor, cloud ceiling five hundred feet, heavy sea.

I think we can discount Force H, then, said Lutjens. That sea will slow down her screen, and she wont be able to get her planes into the air in any case.

Ark Royals a very experienced ship, sir, said Lindemann.

She cant read our minds though, said Lutjens. Ark Royal or no Ark Royal.

The British have done pretty well along that line so far, sir, said Lindemann.

How do you mean?

Im referring to what happened today, sir, and all that it implies.

Please be more explicit.

We left Norway in thick weather, sir. We took the best course for Denmark Strait, at our best speed. That was only one out of a dozen possible things we could have done. The British could only intercept us here, sir, by moving instantly, without wasting a moment.

Well?

And they did, sir. At dawn this morning there were two ships cutting us off. You must agree, sir, that was remarkably intelligent anticipation.

You forget, captain, that it was just as likely to be remarkable good luck. In war, captain, there is always the danger of attributing to the enemy uncanny powers and overwhelming strength. Until you meet him. As a result of their luck or their judgment the British have suffered a stunning defeat. Lets hope the Ark Royal has the same sort of luck.

It was a lively evening in Gibraltar, as Force H was in and leave had been given to one watch. The bars were full of sailors drinking beer, the streets full of sailors wandering aimlessly. The cinema was full of sailors shouting with laughter at what was going on on the screen. When the picture suddenly came to a halt and the sound to an abrupt end they attributed it to a mechanical failure and burst into catcalls, which died away into silence as a badly spelled and badly written announcement appeared, cast on the screen from a slide. All naval personnel report on board at once. The announcement was greeted by a boo or two and a groan or two, but when the lights were turned on it could be seen that every man was on his feet and pushing for the doors. The patrols were going along the street.

Get back to your ships. Leave cancelled.

They went into the bars and interrupted the drinking, hustling the men out without ceremony. All about the Rock sailors were hastening to their ships, leaning out of gharries to cheer on the drivers, running sweating along the roads, piling good-naturedly into boats. The Ark Royal was lying alongside and a steady river of men was pouring up the gangway into her. Oil fuel was being pumped into her from a tanker; miscellaneous stores were being hurried on board. Alongside her was a lighter, and the ships crane was swinging torpedoes up into the ship.

How many more of these things? hailed an officer above.

One more! shouted the dockyard charge-hand down in the lighter, waving a finger.

The crane took hold of the thing, swaying it ponderously up from the lighter, up above the flight deck, and then down, down, through the hangar deck, where a working party took charge of it to place it in the torpedo stowage.

Thats the last of these beauties, said Ginger, the torpedo gunners mate in charge. One more for Mussolini!

He slapped the thing on its flank; it seemed as malignant, as coldly menacing, as a fifteen-inch shell. Orders were already roaring through the ship for men to take their stations to prepare for sea. Signal lights were winking here and there in the Bay. On the bridge a signal rating reported:

Destroyers under way, sir.

Very good.

The orders were given quietly for getting under way.

Cast off forrard. Cast off aft. Slow ahead port engines. Stop all engines. Starboard ten. Slow ahead all engines. Wheel amidships. Stop all engines. Slow ahead all engines. Half speed all engines. Starboard fifteen.

Preceded by the destroyers Force H was heading out through the harbour defences. The lights of La Linea and Algeciras circled on the horizon as the ship turned. On the cat-walk two dark figures of Fleet Air Arm officers watched them circle.

Every Nazi agent in Algeciras and La Linea and Ceuta has his glasses trained on us at this moment, said one of them.

And look, said the other. Theyll have something to say about it this time. See how were turning?

Were going out! said the other. Not up the Mediterranean at all!

Down in the torpedo stowage a rating arrived from up above to join Gingers working party.

Were saying good-bye to the sunny Mediterranean, he announced. Out into the broad Atlantic for us boys.

No! exclaimed someone else.

Yes. Were going through the Straits this minute.

Maybe were going home, said someone hopefully.

Maybe well get some leave, added another more hopefully still.

Maybe were going to get some work done, said Ginger, recalling them to their duties. He addressed the torpedo. Come on you pig. Youre not going to tickle Mussolinis ribs this time. Hitler for you, and the German navy.

Where dyou think were going, P.O.?

My friend Winstons forgotten to give me a ring. Youll have to wait until he does before we find out.

Coo! Feel that! said a rating.

Ark Royal was meeting the first of the Atlantic swell, and raised her bows high into the air with everything not fastened down slipping and sliding and swinging, to hang poised and then plunge sideways as she corkscrewed over the sea. The destroyer screen was suffering more acutely, heaving and plunging over the confused waves as they felt their way into the Atlantic ahead of Ark Royal and Renown.

In the Bismarck the ship was heaving and plunging similarly over a rough sea. Admiral Lutjens came out of his day cabin and walked to the bridge. He had three or four small leather cases in his hand.

I wish to address the ships company, Captain, and please parade the supernumerary officers.

At a sign from Lindemann a petty officer switched on the public address system and called the crews attention to the fact that the admiral was going to speak. The supernumerary officers were already parading on the after deck. Now they looked weary and battered, not having been to bed for several nights.

Kindly send for Commander Schwartz and Lieut.-Commander Dollman, said Lutjens.

Aye aye, sir, said Lindemann as the admiral approached the loud-speaker.

Men of the Bismarck! I cannot call you from your duties while a vigilant enemy lurks over the horizon. But while you are at your stations, tending your engines and manning your guns, you can hear what I have to say, while our young officers can witness the ceremonial. Men of the Bismarck! First I have to tell you of the great honour done us. Our Führer has sent me a personal message to convey to you, to Captain Lindemann and to every single man of the ships company. Our Führer himself sends his congratulations to us all. He says  these are his very words: The news of our great victory will rock every capital in the world. The warmonger Churchill totters on his throne. He bids us go on and on, from victory to victory, until Jewry is utterly overthrown and the world can know peace again under our Swastika banner of National Socialism.

The ships political officer had been awaiting his cue, and stepped forward in front of the supernumerary officers with a gesture.

Heil Hitler! they piped, obediently. Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!

It was not a very impressive exhibition, the boys were weary and perhaps half-hearted.

The Führers message went on to command me in his name  in the name of the Führer  to make awards to officers and men in this ship who have distinguished themselves. Lieut.-Commander Dollman!

He came sheepishly forward.

In the name of the Führer I present you, the assistant gunnery officer of the Bismarck, with the Knights Cross of the Iron Cross.

At a further gesture from the political officer the young officers cheered as Lutjens put the cross on Dollman.

Commander Schwartz! As the gunnery officer of this ship you have played a principal part in the destruction of the Hood. In the name of the Führer I present you with the Knights Cross with Swords.

Again the young officers cheered.

Your Captain already proudly wears the Knights Cross. Now, Captain Lindemann, it is my honour and pleasure to present you with the Knights Cross with Swords and Diamonds!

Lindemann was about to come forward to receive it when the general alarm blared through the ship.

Air warning! Air warning! Enemy planes in sight! Planes on the port quarter!

The A.A. guns were already training round, they had begun their fire before Lutjens and Lindemann had reached their posts on the bridge again. Here came nine Swordfish, coming in intolerably slowly, wheeling to get on the Bismarcks bow and to drop their torpedoes from a good position.

Hard a-starboard! roared Lindemann.

The sky was pockmarked with the black puffs of smoke from the A.A. shells. The Bismarcks glittering wake nearly completed a circle as she turned, heeling violently.

Hard a-port! roared Lindemann, and the ship leaned over the other way as the helm was put over. Torpedoes streaked close by her sides, their wakes visible in the grey water. There was a roar and fountain of water as one torpedo exploded against her starboard bow. Then the attack was over as quickly as it was begun.

Those were Swordfish, said Lutjens to his chief of staff. How many did you count?

Seven, sir.

And you?

I thought I saw nine.

I thought there were nine as well.

Swordfish means a carriers within range, sir, said the chief of staff.

Not a very well-equipped carrier if all they can send into the attack is nine Swordfish, said Lutjens. They scored a hit, all the same, up there on the starboard bow. Whats the damage, captain?

Reports just coming through, sir. Lindemann was listening on the telephone and nodding as he answered. Very well. Damage control reports the injury done to the ship is negligible, sir. No one hurt. The pumps are already gaining on the water as it comes in. Theyll have the hole patched in less than an hour. The ships fighting ability is not impaired in the slightest, sir.

Our Bismarck hardly has to give a thought to the little torpedoes a Swordfish can carry, said Lutjens. Now lets see where theyve come from.

He led the way into the chart-room and bent over the chart.

Whats the extreme range of a Swordfish?

Mm. Hundred and twenty miles. Less than a hundred and fifty anyway.

At a sign from Lutjens the navigating officer swept the compasses round in a circle.

Somewhere inside there, said Lutjens, a large area, gentlemen.

A young wireless officer made his appearance in the chart-room.

Lieutenant Helder sent me, sir. We are taking in the wireless signals from the Swordfish.

Yes?

By direction finding their course is a little north of east  85°, sir, very approximately.

A glance at the navigating officer caused him to draw a line on that bearing from the ships position to the circumference of the circle.

A carrier. There, said Lutjens.

And Ark Royals a thousand miles away, said the chief of staff with a gesture at the other edge of the chart.

A carrier with nine little Swordfish and no more, said Lutjens. Whens sunset?

Seventeen minutes from now, sir, said the navigating officer.

An hour for them to refuel and rearm. An hour to return here. No moon and low cloud. They wont find us again tonight, sir, said the chief of staff.

Nor tomorrow if we throw off that cruiser, said Lutjens. As we will.

He went to clap one fist into the other, and discovered that he was still holding the leather case of the Iron Cross which he had intended to present to Lindemann.

Im forgetting one of my duties. Captain, in the Führers name I make this presentation to you.

Thank you, Admiral, said Lindemann.

Long may you wear this badge of such great distinction.

I hope I do, sir, said Lindemann looking down at the glittering thing.

Were entering into fog again, sir, said the chief of staff. Nows our time.

In the War-Room the admiral and the rear-admiral and the air vice-marshal with others were looking at the chart, whereon were indicated the ships involved in the pursuit of the Bismarck.

Theyre closing in on her all right, said the air vice-marshal.

Yes. It looks like it, said the admiral.

Position, course and speed from Suffolk, sir, said a young officer. Bismarcks holding her course as before.

I wonder what he has in mind? said the admiral to himself. The Home Fleet will be up to him by tomorrow noon.

He doesnt know the Home Fleets at sea, sir, said the rear-admiral.

Most immediate message from Suffolk, sir, said the young officer loudly. Have sighted nine Swordfish proceeding towards Bismarck.

Nine Swordfish! said the admiral. Thats Victorious! Thats all she carried.

If the Home Fleets where we think it is Victorious is nearly 150 miles from Bismarck, said someone doing some rapid work with dividers.

Isnt there another report yet? demanded the admiral.

Suffolk reporting. Heavy firing from Bismarck.

Theyre going into the attack, said the air vice-marshal. Why are there only nine of them?

Victorious is like the Prince of Wales, said the rear-admiral. Shes brand-new from the builders hands. Those Swordfish pilots have never risen from a carriers deck before and never landed on again, either. Theyre raw. But that was all we had when Bismarck came out.

Suffolk reporting, said the young officer. Firing ceased from Bismarck.

Attacks over one way or the other then, said the air vice-marshal.

Suffolk reporting. Have intercepted signal from aircraft to Victorious. One hit observed.

Please God thatll slow her up, said the rear-admiral. Thats what Tovey sent them off to do.

My guess is she could take half a dozen or more without too much damage, said the admiral.

Suffolk reporting position, course and speed, said the young officer.

Whats the course and speed? demanded the rear-admiral.

Course 190°, speed twenty-five knots.

No change in either. Doesnt look as if that hits had any effect, said the admiral.

Its just sunset over there, said the rear-admiral. Dark before very long. Foggy, too.

And the winds freshening all the time. Those Swordfish pilots will be flying on for the first time in their lives with a huge sea running, in the dark and the fog. Please God they make it, said the admiral.

Suffolk reporting, said the young officer. Have lost contact with Bismarck. Am making search.

Lost her? said the admiral.

Darkness and fog, said the rear-admiral. Cant believe shell find her again.

The TV commentator in New York was standing by his map again.

Well, ladies and gentlemen, he said. Its now just twenty-four hours after I told you about the Bismarck sinking the Hood. Since that first announcement there hasnt been a single word from the British Government. Its just as if the Bismarck didnt exist as far as John Bull is concerned. But weve been hearing plenty from Dr Goebbels and the Nazi government. Berlin says that yesterday evening the British attacked Bismarck with aircraft from a carrier, and they go on to say  Im telling you what Berlin says, ladies and gentlemen  that the attack was beaten off with no damage to Bismarck and heavy loss to the attackers. It may well be true, ladies and gentlemen. Id like to point out that if this attack did take place its the first time in the history of the world that planes have taken off from a carrier to attack a German battleship at sea. German battleships in harbour and Italian battleships have been attacked  remember what the British did at Taranto. But this is the first time that planes from a carrier have attacked a German battleship at sea. Moreover, that battleship is modern and well manned and full of fight, as we saw yesterday. I expect that attack was made, ladies and gentlemen, and, reluctant though I am to believe all that Dr Goebbels said, I expect that attack failed. Otherwise by now wed be hearing something from London. And the significance of it is that the Bismarck is out on the rampage, ladies and gentlemen. That Swordfish attack was a desperate attempt to slow her up. It did not do so. Will the English ever be able to catch her now? Finding one ship in the Atlantic is like finding one particular automobile in the State of Texas. And if that automobile is bigger and faster and more powerful than anything you have to chase it with  well, you can see how it is. If ever things looked gloomy for Britain, ladies and gentlemen, its today. Theres Crete, you know  

All over the world the question was being asked Where is the Bismarck? In a thousand newspapers in a hundred languages that question appeared as a front page headline.

And the Bismarck was actually labouring at her best speed across the stormy Atlantic towards St Nazaire. There was half a gale still blowing, as ever, and the sea was wild. This was her fourth successive day at sea without any relaxation for her crew save what small comfort they could derive from lying on the steel decks close to their action stations. Beards were sprouting everywhere, even on the cheeks of the young supernumerary officers. Lutjens was in his armchair overcome by the need for sleep when his chief of staff entered.

News about Scapa Flow at last, sir, he said. The Luftwaffe were able to reconnoitre this morning.

And what did they see?

Nothing, sir. Not a battleship or a carrier or a cruiser there. The British Home Fleets at sea, sir, somewhere. And it may have been at sea for it was three days ago that the last reconnaissance of Scapa Flow was made.

I think we could know the British were at sea by now without the Luftwaffe to tell us, said Lutjens.

Yes, sir.

Oh, I suppose wed better look at the chart again.

Lindemann joined them as they bent over it.

In three days the Home Fleet could have reached pretty nearly anywhere in the eastern Atlantic, said Lutjens.

Oh yes, sir, said the chief of staff a little condescendingly. At twenty knots  

He made a wide sweep of the compasses over the chart. They could be anywhere inside there, sir.

Yes, said Lutjens, tapping the chart at the cross which marked Bismarcks position. It lay comfortably within that circle. If theyre anywhere to the northward of this we can agree weve slipped past them already.

In the War-Room a smaller circle was being swept out on a chart, the new outermost of a series of concentric circles surrounding Bismarcks last known position.

Thats her farthest on now, sir, said a young officer, assuming her speed constant.

And the Home Fleets heading north-eastward? said the admiral.
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... Home Fleets heading north-eastward?

Yes, sir. Thats their track as close as we can estimate.

The black line which all day yesterday had steadily converged towards the red line of the Bismarcks track had swerved directly away from it, heading towards the eastern shore of Iceland.

Nothing from the air at all?

Nothing at all, sir. Here are the sweeps the R.A.F. are making. All negative.

A parallel series of dotted lines showed the area swept by the planes.

Then it looks as if Bismarck didnt turn north-eastward, and we guessed wrong. A pity.

Id hardly call it certain yet, sir, said the rear-admiral.

Remember the chiefs of staff agreed that the worst thing the Bismarck could do from our point of view was to get back to Germany unscathed. We had to guard against it, and we did.

Yes. It doesnt follow, though, that the enemy knows what we think would be the worst. Supposing Bismarck headed for Brest the moment Suffolk lost her, whered she be now?

A dotted red line was ruled out to the circles circumference from the centre.

There, sir.

And the Home Fleets there?

Yes, sir.

It looks as if Bismarcks given us the slip. The Home Fleet cant catch her if she once gets ahead.

Unless something happens to slow her up, sir.

Yes. Theres Ark Royal, said the admiral, tapping the chart with his forefinger.

The Swordfish pilots of the Ark Royal were sitting before the blackboard being briefed regarding the situation in the operations-room.

Now you can see how it is. The worst thing Bismarck can do, as far as we can see, is to escape back the way she came. The Home Fleets been moving to cut her off, whether she goes past Iceland to the east or to the west. Besides that she could have turned north-westwards, round the back side of Greenland  its a likely area for a rendezvous with tankers. Or she could head south-westwards, just outside the limit of air search from Canada. Revenge from Halifax may have a chance then. Or she can head directly south; she could have a rendezvous with tankers off the Azores beyond our limits of air search there. Ramillies and Edinburgh will attend to that. Or she may be heading for the Mediterranean, or a Spanish port, or a French port  Brest or St Nazaire. And thats where we come in, gentlemen. Thats our job, if she comes this way. We have to find her, and then we have to put enough torpedoes into her at least to slow her down for the other forces to finish her off. Our torpedoes, gentlemen.

Farther along on the same deck Ginger was instructing a new draft on the management and maintenance of torpedoes.

Well, now youve seen all the works, you young sprogs. Maybe if this war goes on another five years or so youll know something about the care and maintenance and lubrication of torpedoes. But theres one thing for you to get into your heads now. We, you and me, we win wars. Yes, you and me. These things  slapping a torpedo sinks ships. Theres Winston in London. He knows whats wanted. Theres the admiral, he makes plans. Theres James Somerville with his admirals flag. He commands Force H. Theres Captain Maund of this ship. You all know what he does. Theres the young officers of the Fleet Air Arm. They fly off and drop the torpedoes. But its us that really count. Us, you and me. For if those torpedoes dont run straight and maintain a proper depth, and if they dont keep that up without varying a foot either way in three miles, well, then the torpedoes miss. And in that case Winston and the admiral and James Somerville and Captain Maund and the Fleet Air Arm might just as well have stayed at home for all the good theyve done. You just keep that in mind if ever you feel like saying Thatll do. Thats good enough. Its hits that wins wars, and its us that makes the hits.

For one whole endless grey day ships were plunging across the wide Atlantic, the King George V and the Rodney, Force H and Vians destroyers, and planes flew perilously below the clouds to comb the surface, all searching for the Bismarck and Bismarck remained lost. The neutral press, the American papers, all speculated about it. Has Bismarck escaped? they asked. Even in the English papers there were headlines like Questions to be asked in the House. People in factory canteens were saying over cups of coffee, Itll be too bad if they lose her.

In the chart-room of the King George V a good many sleeves bearing plenty of gold lace were visible round a table while the fleet navigating officer demonstrated on the chart.

Heres Bismarcks last known position and heres her farthest on. Its a pretty big circle by now, Im afraid. She could be anywhere inside that, and its as big as all Europe by now. But. There have been air searches here  the navigating officer rapidly covered one area with parallel lines and here, and here.

A peculiar significance was instantly apparent. A full half of the circle was covered by the parallel lines.

Weve followed this course with a screen twenty miles wide, so this area here is accounted for, too. You can see whats left.

If he hasnt headed straight south theres only one thing he could have done. Headed for France.
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... only one thing he could have done. Headed for France.

The moment the chart was marked in that way the truth of what was being said was apparent.

And then hed be there, said another voice, and an arm with an admirals gold lace reached forward.

Im afraid so, sir.

A hundred miles ahead of us and hes faster than we are.

Im afraid thats true, too, sir. They couldnt search everywhere. Not enough planes, weather too bad, everything of that sort.

I hope at least theyre searching this area now. Wheres Ark Royal? She ought to be near enough now to search from the south.

Here she is, sir, by the Admiralty appreciation.

Ark Royal was enduring appalling weather. She was plunging over the waves so that when she turned into the wind her bows and her stern were rising and falling fifty feet at a single plunge. It was raining and bitterly cold as the Swordfish were ranged on the flying deck. It was only with the utmost difficulty that the planes were able to take the air, to fly off on their search. They vanished instantly into the greyness.

And elsewhere Catalinas had taken off from Lough Erne in Ireland to search in a south-westerly direction, flying through the night so as to be over their search area by daylight. South-westerly they flew, on parallel courses far out of sight of each other, turning as they reached the limits set for the search, flying fifty miles north-west, and then turning north-easterly to fly back, covering a wide area of the ocean with their tracks as with a gridiron  a gridiron which was being drawn upon the chart in the War-Room, a fresh bar being added, a new line being drawn, as each turn was reported by wireless. The area on the chart uncovered by air or sea search was steadily dwindling. And a Catalina was nearly at the limit of its endurance when the crew saw something below.

Whats that? demanded someone.

The weather was so thick that they were flying only five hundred feet above the tossing water. Yet even so the vessel they saw was vague and undefined. They were almost above it.

Get closer! Get round its stern, said the man in the second pilots seat.

Thats a battleship. And no destroyer screen. Thats the Bismarck!

The observer grabbed a form and began to write out a signal. Even as he did so the Catalina jolted and jerked as a shell burst close alongside. As he went on writing the pilot turned the plane frantically; the sea and the ship below wheeled in a circle as she came round, with shell bursts all round her, and climbed for cloud cover. As the mist closed round her the wireless operator began to tap out the message.

Admiral Lutjens was asleep in his armchair, his head on his hand, when the alarm blared out throughout the ship. He awoke with a start, blinked himself alert, and rushed for the bridge. All over the ship the alarm awoke sleeping figures, exhausted men lying uncomfortably on the decks or sitting against bulkheads, sleeping uneasily while the rest strove to keep themselves awake at their posts, dirty and bearded and untidy, sometimes even nodding off until the alarm blared.

Plane on the port bow! Plane on the port bow!

The A.A. guns wheeled about, pointed for a moment, and then burst into rolling thunder as the shells were hurled at the Catalina. Lutjens and Lindemann met on the bridge.

Well, captain, theyve found us at last.

Yes, sir. That was a Catalina  a shore-based plane, sir.

Yes.

They entered the chart-room.

How close to France can we expect air cover from the Luftwaffe? demanded Lutjens.

The navigator drew a circle on the chart, and shaded in the area between it and the French shore.

Thats the approximate line, sir. He swung the dividers between the marked position of the Bismarck and the edge of the circle. And we shall reach there at dawn tomorrow, sir.

Lutjens and Lindemann eyed each other.

Dawn tomorrow, said Lindemann, looking at the clock. Ten more hours of daylight today.

And then well have air cover, said Lutjens. Then nobody will dare to touch us.

The wireless officer appeared and saluted. Were taking in the British planes signals, sir, he said.

Can you read them?

Not in that code, sir. But the forms clear enough. Our position, course, and speed.

I didnt think it would be Christmas greetings, said Lutjens.

And we have picked up two other brief signals, sir.

Well?

I could not read them either, sir. But I could recognise who were transmitting. Swordfish, sir.

Swordfish? This was an exclamation from Lindemann.

Yes, sir.

Then theres a carrier somewhere near.

Yes, sir.

Thank you, lieutenant, said Lutjens.

The wireless officer withdrew and they bent over the chart.

A carrier means Force H from Gibraltar, said Lutjens. That can easily be in this area. Whats their possible position? You know when they sailed.

The navigator swept another circle, centring on Gibraltar. It passed close to Bismarcks marked position.

They can be in touch with us at any moment, sir, said the navigator.

The chief of staff flipped open a reference book of profiles.

Force H, he said showing one. Renown.

Five minutes work for our guns.

Sheffield.

She wouldnt risk a single salvo from us.

Ark Royal.

Its her Swordfish that we can hear. Weve beaten off one attack by Swordfish already. Theres nothing to frighten us in the prospect of another.

During this conversation the navigator had fallen asleep with his head resting on his hand, to be roused as his elbow slipped on the table.

Except that nobody in this ship has been to bed for six days and six nights, sir, said Lindemann.

Only one more night now, Lindemann. Only one more night.

They went out on to the bridge again and looked over the heaving sea.

A rough sea, low cloud, visibility as bad as possible. Not the conditions for an aircraft carrier, said Lutjens.

In the Ark Royal Gingers working party were busy putting a torpedo into position in a Swordfish. An officer checked it over.

Magnetic pistol, sir, said Ginger.

Very good.

They wheeled the Swordfish forward into position. Wind was blowing and spray was flying.

In the operations-room in Ark Royal it was obvious that it was a rough sea. Everything was pitching and swaying as the pilots were being finally briefed.

There it is, gentlemen, said the senior observer. You have Bismarcks position, course and speed. Our shadowers are over her. The rest of it is up to you. Your torpedoes have the new magnetic pistols, which may help. Unless you stop her, unless you slow her up, shes safe. Tomorrow morning shell be under air cover. Nine hours of daylight left. The Home Fleets a hundred miles astern of her and can never catch her in time. So you know where your duty lies, gentlemen. And good luck go with you.

In the War-Room at the Admiralty a rather depressed group of officers were standing watching the chart being brought up to date.

Ten hours more of daylight, said the rear-admiral. Big sea running and low cloud.

Coastal Commands coming through on the phone, sir, said an officer. Yes. Yes. Repeat that: 49° 30 N, 22° W, steering 150°. Yes. Catalina reports a battleship sir.

He spoke to deaf ears, for everyone was at the chart. Someone marked the place, almost in the centre of the triangle whose angles were King George V, Rodney and Ark Royal.

Must be Bismarck. Cant be anything else, said the rear-admiral. Shes been heading for France ever since we lost her.

What are those distances? snapped the admiral.

A hundred and forty miles for the King George V. A hundred and thirty for Rodney, sir.

They cant catch her then. No chance at all.

Unless Ark Royal slows her up, sir.

Yes, I know. Thats the chance, for what its worth. And theres Vians five destroyers. They can intercept after nightfall. I know.

The admirals voice was flat and without tone. But he was instantly full of energy again. See that reports sent out instantly.

Its going out now, sir, said the officer.

Ten hours of daylight. Nine and a half, said the admiral, looking at the clock.

Plenty of time for an attack by Ark Royals Swordfish, said the rear-admiral.

Winds due west. Shell have to turn out of her course to fly off and fly on.

Yes. Shell have time for one daylight attack. Shell be lucky if she has time for two before dark.

And after dark?

Not so good, Im afraid.

Theres still the destroyers, sir, said another hopeful officer.

A high sea and a battleship going twenty-seven knots. How much chance?

Well  

How much?

Not very much, Im afraid, sir. Unless shes crippled.

So we come back to the Ark Royal again.

The meeting seemed about to break up when a Captain E. came up with a paper in his hand.

Here are the fuel consumption figures for King George V and Rodney, sir, as close as I can calculate them. Theyre not too good, sir.

Fuel?

Down in the depths of King George V, Lieut.-Commander E. with a petty officer and a stoker were sounding the fuel tanks, going from one to another, hauling out the dipstick, wiping it, dropping it in again, and then hauling it out for inspection. At each sight the Lieut.-Commander E. made a non-committal noise and noted the figure on a piece of paper. On every dipstick there was only a very little oil apparent, at the very end.

That ones dry, sir, said the petty officer at one inspection.

Very well, said the Lieut.-Commander E., and went into the engine-room where the bright lights shone and the engines sang their song and the Commander E. stood watching, in his boiler suit. The Lieut.-Commander shook his head as he came up.

Not a hope, sir, he said. Heres the figures.

Commander E. took the list and nodded agreement as he looked at the total.

You know Bismarcks been found?

Where is she, sir?

Shes a hundred and forty miles right ahead of us. Going straight for France. Thats bad, isnt it?

At top speed we couldnt catch her, and shell reach Brest this time tomorrow.

Well  

And by daylight shell be within range of air cover. The whole Luftwaffe will be over her.

Yes, I suppose so.

Oh, whats the use of talking about it anyway? said the Commander E. in sudden fury. We cant steam all out for four hours, let alone twenty-four. At economical speed we can just get home, even if we can do that. Our destroyers have gone home for lack of oil, our cruisers have gone home for lack of oil, and now  ! Oh  !

On the bridge of the Bismarck Lutjens and Lindemann stood watching the ship plunge and toss in the appalling weather.

You must remember the enemy has his troubles, too, captain, said Lutjens. He must be boiling with rage at this very moment now that he knows where we are. Now that weve broken through the ring with a clear run for home.

A clear run except for the Swordfish, sir. Were picking up the shadowers reports all the time.

Round the ship could be seen men carrying food to the men at their posts. They had to shake those men who were being allowed to sleep so as to rouse them to take their food, and even then it was received without appetite and allowed to lie neglected while the ship heaved and tossed over the strong sea.

I think I had better address the ships company, said Lutjens.

He went to the loud-speaker, was announced by the petty officer there, and began.

Men of the Bismarck! Heil Hitler! I am addressing you once more, and I think it will be for the last time, for the last time until we are back in port. You know we are being shadowed by planes from the Ark Royal. We are taking in their reports. Soon we must expect an attack to be launched against us; Swordfish with torpedoes. Weve fought Swordfish before, as you remember, and weve nothing to fear from them, as long as we all do our duty, every one of us. Whatever attack they launch, we must beat off. I know you are tired, men of the Bismarck. I know you are sleepy. But I promise you that you have only this one effort more to make. Tomorrow morning we shall be within range of the Luftwaffe and no Swordfish will dare to take the air within fifty miles of us. Tomorrow night you will sleep in peace. You will sleep undisturbed. That I promise you. Until then fight on for the honour of the German navy, for the greater German State, and for our Führer. Heil Hitler!

The signals officer was waiting for him as he turned away from the loud-speaker.

Ive just picked up a curious signal, sir.

What?

From a British ship, and I think from the carrier Ark Royal, sir.

Well?

It was not in code. It was being sent very urgently in plain English.

Well, what was it, man?

It said, Look out for Sheffield. Look out for Sheffield. Over and over again, sir.

Sheffield. Thats the cruiser with Force H, said the chief of staff.

What was I just saying to you, captain? said Lutjens. The English are having their troubles too.

But  

If that message, whatever it means, was urgent enough to send in plain English it shows theyre having trouble. And I dont think were sorry, are we?

In Force H the senior observer was saying his last words to the pilots.

Bismarcks now twenty-four miles from us, bearing 183°. You cant miss her. You cant mistake her. Shes all by herself. Dont give her a moments warning  but I dont have to give you that sort of instruction. Well be turning into the wind in five minutes time.

Commander Air on the wing of the bridge looked in and reported Ready to fly off, sir. The Ark Royal turned solemnly into the wind as the order was passed down the voice pipe from the bridge, and she was held exactly in position with the indicators showing that this was so. The fifteen Swordfish flew off in accordance with the orders given on the flight deck. They formed up and dashed away.

The signal officer came running frantically to the bridge where the captain stood with the officer of the watch.

Sheffields over there too, sir. Shes in visual touch and she turned out of line on an opposite course to us when we turned into the wind.

Sheffields there? said the captain.

Yes, sir, and the Swordfish pilots have instructions to attack any ship they find alone.

Send Look out for Sheffield to them. Quick! Send in plain language  dont waste a second!

Aye aye, sir.

The first Swordfish was flying in cloud when the observer picked up a pip on the radar. He advised the pilot, who put down the nose of the plane and swept out into the clear, steadied for the aim, dropped his torpedo, and wheeled away. The second followed him and did the same, so did the third. But the pilot of the third, to his surprise, saw the first two torpedoes exploding in great fountains of water after running almost no distance. The fourth one followed him and dropped his torpedo. At that moment the gunner in the fifth one heard a signal in his earphones and scribbled a frantic message and passed it to the observer.

The observer frantically called the pilots attention to it at the moment when he was about to drop his torpedo. The pilot drew his hand back hastily and wheeled the Swordfish round. The others followed him.

The whole flight circled back to come on Ark Royal again, back on the heaving deck, where eager crews awaited them, to rearm them while the air crews gathered in the briefing-room.

Yes, it went wrong, said the Commander Air. Now weve agreed about it. We have to remember this so that it cant ever happen again, but lets forget it for today. Now we try again, the way we do in the Navy. Theres just enough time for one more daylight attack. Yes, Mr Jones?

Dont lets have any more magnetic pistols on the torpedoes, sir. They went off prematurely, the ones we dropped.

I bet Sheffields not sorry, either, said another pilot.

Thats something gained from the mess anyway, said the Commander Air. We know we cant rely on magnetic exploders. My guess is it was the rough sea that set em off. Im having contact pistols put in the torpedoes at this very moment.

That was what Ginger and his party were doing, removing a magnetic pistol from a torpedo and substituting a contact pistol.

This is where we win the war, you lads and me, said Ginger, working carefully on the job. This things got to go off when it hits the Bismarck, and not before and not after. Otherwise we might just as well invite Hitler into Buckingham Palace this evening. Thats it. Now bring the perisher along.

On the flight deck the torpedo on its trolley was hard to manage as the ship surged over the waves. But it was placed in position under the Swordfish at last, and the fifteen planes were ranged ready to take off. Commander Air reported this on the bridge and the ship turned into the wind again.

An hour of daylight left, said the Commander Air to the captain.

Those boys mean business, said the captain, and the Swordfish droned on their way.

Theres not another ship in the world, said the Commander Air, that could have flown planes off and on in these conditions.

In the Bismarck Lutjens and Lindemann were looking at the grey sky.

They should have attacked two hours ago, said Lindemann.

One of the unpredictable accidents of war I expect, said Lutjens. One more hour of daylight. Thats all.

At this moment came the yell of Plane on the starboard bow followed by the roar of the alarm. The A.A. guns turned and began to fire, but the deafening racket was pierced by further cries Plane on the port beam. Plane on the starboard quarter.

Lindemann was giving rapid helm orders, which, transmitted down the voice pipe, were translated into violent action by the helmsman at the wheel. The ship turned and twisted to leave behind her a boiling curved wake. There was a crash and a great jet of water at the bow as one torpedo exploded there, but the ship fought on without apparent damage. Then came a Swordfish swooping at the stern as she swung; the wake of her dropped torpedo was clearly visible. On the wing of the bridge Lutjens was shaking his fists at the plane.

Hard a-port. Hard a-port! shouted Lindemann, but there was not time to check the turn. The torpedo hit on her swinging stern, bursting close by the rudder in a shower of spray. A frightful vibration made itself felt throughout the ship as if the whole vast structure would shake itself to pieces, and she heeled over madly as she continued in a tight turn.

Starboard! Starboard! shouted Lindemann.

Down below the helmsman was struggling with the wheel while the compass before him still went swinging round over the card.

I cant move the wheel, sir! he said. Rudders jammed!

On the bridge the vibration still continued and the ship still circled. A telephone squawked and the officer of the watch answered it.

Engine-room, sir, he said to the captain.

Captain, said Lindemann calmly into the telephone. Yes. Yes. Very well.

The shattering vibration ceased as he hung up, and some of the speed of the ship fell away.

Port-side engines stopped, sir, he said to the admiral. Port-side propellers were thrashing against some obstruction.

Yes, said Lutjens.

Another telephone was squawking.

Damage control, sir, said the officer of the watch.

Captain, said Lindemann into the telephone. Yes. Yes. Very well, get going on that.

Then he turned to Lutjens.

Steering flat is flooded, sir. Steering engine out of action.

What about the hand steering?

Theyve just been trying it, sir, but the rudders jammed right over. Theyre trying to clear it now.

The fate of the Reich depends on getting that rudder clear, said Lutjens.

In the War-Room in London the senior officers were gathered round a chart of a different sort. This was on a scale so large that it showed mostly blank ocean, with only a hint of the coast of France and Spain on the right-hand side. But pinned upon the blank area were several tabs, marked, conspicuously, Bismarck, King George V, Rodney, Force H, Vians destroyers, and leading up to each tab were the black lines of the tracks of those ships during the last several hours. The only other feature of the map was a wide arc of a circle marking the limit of air cover from France.

A junior officer came over with a message in his hand.

Sheffield has Bismarck in sight now, sir, he said, making an adjustment to Bismarcks position. Shes reporting position, course and speed.

How long before shes under air cover now? demanded the admiral.

Someone swept with his dividers from Bismarcks position to the arc. A hundred and seventy-two miles, sir.

Less than seven hours before shes safe! said the rear-admiral.

And only an hour of daylight. What the devils Ark Royal up to?

Heres a Most Immediate signal coming through now, sir, said an officer. From Sheffield. Have sighted Swordfish attacking. Bismarck firing.

Thats Ark Royals planes, said the admiral.

Come on, men! Come on! said the air vice-marshal.

Most immediate from Sheffield again. Bismarck circling.

Thats something gained anyway, said the rear-admiral.

Not enough to matter, said the admiral.

Most immediate from Sheffield. Attack apparently completed. Swordfish returning.

The rear-admiral began to speak, but the admiral checked him as the officer was still speaking.

Bismarck still circling.

Then the attacks not over, said the rear-admiral.

Theres something odd, said the admiral.

The signals were clattering down the tubes to be opened hastily, but they were all, clearly, merely confirmations of what the young officer was announcing from his telephone.

Bismarck heading north.

Heading north? Heading north? Thats straight for Rodney, said the admiral.

Perhaps shes still avoiding a plane Sheffield cant see, said the rear-admiral.

I wonder, said the admiral.

Estimate Bismarcks speed at ten knots.

That hardly sounds likely, said the admiral.

It must be pretty well dark there now.

Another young officer at the telephones spoke at this moment.

Most immediate signal coming through from Ark Royal, sir.

Its time we heard from her.

First five aircraft returning report no hits.

The air vice-marshal struck his fist into his hand, but the message went on.

Shadowing aircraft reports Bismarck course north, speed nine knots.

Somethings happened to her for sure, said the admiral.

Aircraft reports hit on Bismarcks starboard bow.

Good! Good! said the air vice-marshal.

But that wouldnt account for it, said the rear-admiral.

Sheffield reporting, sir, said the first young officer. Bismarck course north, speed nine knots.

Theres no doubt about it, then, said the rear-admiral.

Ark Royal reporting, sir, said the second officer. Aircraft reports hit on Bismarck right aft.

Thats it, then! said the rear-admiral.

Yes, thats it. Propellers or rudder or both, said the admiral.

Bismarcks course north, speed ten knots.

Theres a heavy sea running and she cant turn her stern to it, said the admiral.

Vianll be up to her in an hour, said the rear-admiral. Hell keep her busy during the night.

And King George V and Rodney will be up to her by daylight, said the admiral. I think weve got her. I think we have.
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I think weve got her.

Hooray! said the air vice-marshal.

Sheffield reporting, sir. Have sighted Vians destroyers preparing to attack.

Hooray! said the air vice-marshal again.

Many men are going to die very soon, said the admiral.

Any orders for Captain Vian, sir?

There was only a moments pause before that question was answered.

No, said the admiral. We all know Vian, and he knows his business. He wont lose touch with her. If she stays crippled he wont have to force the pace too much  he can bring in the battleships to get her at dawn. If she manages to repair herself hell have to attack all out.

Not so easy with that sea running, said the rear-admiral. And Bismarcks got a good radar, apparently. The darkness will hamper him and wont hamper her.

That wont stop Vian from attacking, said the admiral. Bismarckll have a lively night.

All the better for our battleships tomorrow, then. Her crew must be worn out already, and another sleepless night  but Im not going to count our chickens before theyre hatched. We dont know all thats going on.

Deep down in the stern of the Bismarck all was dark except for the beams of electric handlamps. There was the sound of water washing back and forth, and the gleam of it, reflected from the lamps, came and went. The working party there was faintly visible. For a few seconds could be seen a man in emergency diving kit disappearing into the surging water. A little farther forward a seaman was stringing an emergency wire which brought light to the dark spaces, so that now the dark water was illuminated as the sea surged back and forward, roaring through the incredible confusion of twisted steel. There were pumps at work as the diver emerged, blood streaming from his lacerated shoulders. He made his report to the officer there, who went back to use the telephone against a dark bulkhead; to reach these a water-tight door was opened for him and shut behind him, although, before it closed, the water came pouring in over the coaming with the movement of the ship. A working party was labouring to shore up the bulkhead, and he had to sign to the men to cease their deafening labour before he could make himself understood at the telephone switchboard.

In the chart-room of the Bismarck the captain was receiving the message.

Yes, he said. Yes. Very well.

Then when he replaced the telephone he addressed Lutjens and the staff officers gathered there.

They dont think any repair can be effected, he went on. Furthermore, unless we keep our bows to the sea they think the bulkhead will give way, and flood the next series of compartments. So we must hold this course as best we can.

That means we go forward to meet our fate instead of trying to run away from it, said Lutjens. That is what our Führer would like.

The chief of staff came forward with a bunch of signal forms in his hand.

Berlin has just sent in a long message, a résumé of all the intelligence they can gather, he said. The King George V is some fifty miles from us now, bearing north-westerly.

The assistant chief of staff opened the reference book to display a series of pictures.

Fourteen-inch guns, speed twenty-eight knots, 35,000 tons. Completed last year. Admiral Toveys flagship, Captain Patterson.

Renown and Ark Royal  

Thats Force H, said Lutjens. We know about them.

And theres a force of destroyers, probably under Captain Vian  the man who captured the Altmark  close to us to the northward. From the position Berlin gives they ought to be in sight now.

No doubt they soon will be, said Lutjens. I was hoping we might have a quiet night before our battle tomorrow.

The men are falling asleep at their posts, as you know, sir, said Lindemann.

Yes, said Lutjens.

And theres the Rodney, went on the chief of staff. Shes in touch with the King George V, and may even have joined her by now.

The assistant chief of staff opened the reference book at another page. Sixteen-inch guns, speed twenty-four knots, 35,000 tons, completed soon after the last war. Captain Dalrymple Hamilton.

Twenty years old, said Lutjens. And I know her well. I lunched on board her in 24 at Malta when I was a young lieutenant.

It called for no effort on the part of Lutjens to conjure up the memory before his minds eye. The heat and the dazzling sunshine and the smooth water of the harbour  all so different from this bitter cold and tossing sea and grey sky  and the spotless battleship, glittering with fresh paint and polished brasswork; the white hand ropes, the white uniforms, the dazzling gold lace; the bosns mates lined up with their calls to their lips; the welcoming group of officers on the quarterdeck as Lutjens followed his captain on board; the salutes and the handshakes, the introductions and the formalities, before the English captain led the way below to a wide airy cabin, the armchairs gay with chintz, the table covered with white linen, the glassware sparkling.

That was the peacetime Navy, said Lutjens.

If he could have seen the Rodney now as she ploughed over the sea towards him he would hardly have recognised her. A British lieutenant and an American naval lieutenant were at that moment on the boat deck of the Rodney looking around them at the ship.

A battles the last thing we expected, said the Englishman.

Thats what it looks like, said the American.

His eyes travelled over the boat deck and the upper deck. They were piled with wooden cases secured in every available space.

This Lend-Lease of yours, said the Englishman. Very kind of you to refit us, I know. We couldnt do without it. But we have to bring half our refitting stores with us, the things you cant supply because of our different standards.

I know about that, said the American.

Those are pompom mountings, said the Englishman.

They look more like the Pyramids, said the American  they were eyeing at the moment two enormous wooden cases that towered up beside them on the boat deck.

Weve five hundred invalids on board for Canada, went on the Englishman. Theyll see another battle before they see Canada, anyway, and their wishes havent been consulted about it.

Me too, replied the American mildly. Im only supposed to be quietly showing you the way to Boston.

Thats the old Rodney for you, said the Englishman. She cant even start off on a quiet trip to America without crossing the bows of a German battleship. We always try to do our guests well  entertainment regardless of expense. Youll see fireworks tomorrow.

Very kind of you, said the American.

Mind you, went on the Englishman. It may not be quite as lavish as wed like. We havent had time for a refit for two years. Were old and were dingy. But well show you something good tomorrow, all the same. When those fellows talk  

He pointed down to the turrets where the main armament crews were exercising. It was a moment of indescribable menace as the sixteen-inch guns trained and elevated.

That was the same moment that Admiral Lutjens looked round at the rather depressed faces all round him, and went on Now, gentlemen, theres no need to despair. Three days ago we fought two battleships and won a tremendous victory. Now we face two battleships again. Our fighting capacity is unimpaired. We can sink this King George V and this Admiral Tovey. We can make this Rodney run away like the Prince of Wales. By noon tomorrow therell be such an assembly of U-boats around us that no one will dare to attack us. We arent fighting a battle of despair. Were fighting for victory. And for the German navy, the Reich, and the Führer!

It appeared as if his fighting words had some effect. Heads were raised higher again, and there was animation in the faces of those he addressed. Lindemann looked at the clock.

Another half hour of daylight, he said. Ill have food issued to the men while theres time before we darken ship.

Always the thoughtful officer, Lindemann, said Lutjens.

And so the last meal was served out and carried round to the men at their posts during the last minutes of daylight. There were men who went on sleeping  men of that half of the crew who were allowed to sleep after the alarm of the attack by the Swordfish had ended, who flung themselves down on the steel decks in their aching longing for sleep. There were men who took a few mouthfuls of food. There were men who ate eagerly, with appetite. And there were the men struggling with damage repair down below who had no chance either to eat or sleep.

But darkness closed down from the grey sky so abruptly that even the half hour of which Lutjens had spoken was cut short. The alarm roared through the ship. The sleepers whom even the alarm could not now rouse were shaken or kicked awake. The voice pipe spoke abruptly to the group in the chart-room.

Destroyer on the starboard bow, and directly afterwards Destroyer on the port bow.

Outside, the darkened ship was suddenly illuminated by the flash of the secondary armament. The guns bellowed. That was the beginning of a dreadful night. As the hands of the clock crept slowly round alarm followed alarm. Destroyer to port! Destroyer to starboard!

In the outer blackness Vians five destroyers  four British and one Polish  had made their way to shadowing positions encircling the Bismarck. It was not so easy to do in that howling wind and over that rough sea. The destroyers that made their way to Bismarcks port side had to head directly into the waves.

The captain and navigating officer on the bridge of the leading destroyer felt the frightful impact as the successive seas crashed upon the forecastle, and the spray that flew aft was so solid that it was impossible to see anything as they looked forward.

We cant keep it up, said the captain. Slow to eighteen knots.

At that speed the destroyer could just withstand the battering of the seas  although the plight of the men in exposed situations was horrible  and she could go heaving and plunging forward. The look-outs, straining their eyes through the darkness could see nothing, could not pick out the smallest hint of the vast bulk of the Bismarck battling the waves. The look-out peering over the starboard bow was conscious of nothing  strive as he would  except roaring darkness and hurtling spray. Yet as he watched the darkness was suddenly rent by the long vivid flashes of gunfire, pointed, as it seemed to him, directly into his eyes. Four seconds later  no more  the howl of the wind was augmented by the scream of shells overhead, the sea all about the destroyer was torn into wilder confusion still by a hail of splashes, and plainly through the lurching and staggering of the ship could be felt the sharper impact of shell fragments against the frail hull.

Port fifteen, said the captain, and the destroyer swung away abruptly. Before her turn was completed the long flashes of the Bismarcks guns appeared again in the darkness, and close under the destroyers stern the salvo plunged into the sea to raise splashes brief lived in the brisk wind.

Good shooting in the dark, said the captain.

Thats their radar.

The destroyers turn had taken her into the trough of the sea, and now she was rolling fantastically, far over, first on one side and then on the other as the steep waves heaved her over.

Well try again, said the captain. Starboard fifteen.

Another series of long flames, but longer and brighter than the preceding ones, stabbed into the darkness over there, yet no salvo splashed about them.

One of the others is getting it, remarked the navigator.

Thats their fifteen inch, said the captain. Theyre using their secondary armament for us and the main battery on the other side.

The destroyer put her nose into a sea and something much solider than spray came hurtling aft to cascade against the bridge.

We cant take that, said the captain. Turn two points to port and slow to fifteen knots.

A few seconds after the order had been given the gun flashes lit the sky to starboard again and close beside the starboard bow the salvo hit the water.

Just as well we made that turn, said the captain. Thats good shooting.

And we havent even seen her yet! marvelled the navigator.

They havent seen us either, said the captain. This is modern warfare.

It was modern warfare. Far down below decks in the Bismarck, walled in by armour plate, a group of officers and men sat at tables and switchboards. Despite the vile weather outside, despite the wind and the waves, it was almost silent in here; in addition to the quiet orders and announcements of the radar fire control team there could only be heard the low purring of the costly instruments they handled. Centred in the room was the yellow-green eye of the radar, echoing the impressions received by the aerial at the masthead a hundred feet above; the room was half dark to enable the screen to be seen clearly. And in accordance with what that screen showed dials were turned and pointers were set and reports were spoken into telephones; save for the uniforms it might have been a gathering of medieval wizards performing some secret rite  but it was not the feeble magic of trying to cause an enemy to waste away by sticking pins into his waxen image or of attempting to summon up fiends from the underworld. These incantations let loose a thousand foot tons of energy from the Bismarcks guns and hurled instant death across ten miles of raging sea. It was as a result of what that eye saw that the exhausted men of the Bismarck forced themselves into renewed activity to serve the guns, although there were actually men who fell asleep with the guns bellowing in their very ears. Now and then with a wink and then a dazzling flash star shells soared up from the destroyers and hung over the doomed battleship, lighting her up as if it were day. Sometimes there would be a shadowy glimpse of the destroyers racing to get into position, their bow-waves gleaming except when the heavy seas burst over their bows. Even Lutjens himself was overtaken by sleep as he sat in the control-room, nodding off in his chair while the guns fired and pulling himself up with a jerk. Once when he roused himself he called a staff officer to his side.

Send this to Berlin at once. We shall fight to the last shell. Long live the Führer!

In the War-Room in London the rear-admiral entered after an absence.

Vians still engaging her, explained one of the officers.

Bismarcks still transmitting, said another.

Whats the weather report?

No change, sir. Wind force eight, westerly. High sea running, low cloud, visibility poor.

King George V will sight her soon enough.

Back in the control-room of the Bismarck Lutjens was nodding off again in his chair. His head sank lower and lower and after a while he gave up the struggle and settled back into a sound sleep. It lasted very little time, however, because the chief of staff came to him and laid a hand on his shoulder.

Sunrise in half an hour, sir.

I shall go on the bridge, said Lutjens. I think a breath of fresh air will do me good.

Your overcoat, sir, said his flag lieutenant as he went out.

Do you think I shall need it? asked Lutjens, but he put it on nevertheless.

Outside the faint light was increasing. As ever, the wind was shrieking round them; the ship was rolling heavily in the waves, with the spray flying in sheets.

Good morning, admiral, said Lindemann.

Good morning, captain, said Lutjens.

Destroyers out of range on the starboard bow, sir, said Lindemann. And theres a cruiser somewhere to the northward of us. Im sure shes the Suffolk.

That was the ship that sighted us in Denmark Strait, said Lutjens. Still with us, is she?

One of the look-outs blinked himself awake and stared forward through his binoculars. Ship right ahead! Two ships right ahead!

Lutjens and Lindemann trained their glasses forward.

Battleships? asked Lutjens.

I think so, sir. Battleships.

The look-out in King George V was staring through his glasses.

Ship right ahead!

The look-out in Rodney reported.

Ship bearing green five!

Thats Bismarck! said an officer on the bridge of Rodney.

Down the voice pipe over the head of the quartermaster at the wheel of the Rodney came a quiet order.

Port ten.

Port ten, sir, repeated the quartermaster, turning his wheel.

Up in the gunnery control tower the captains voice made itself heard in the gunnery officers earphones.

We are turning to port. Open fire when your guns bear.

The gunnery officer looked down at the gun ready lights. He looked through his glasses with the pointer fixed upon the silhouette of the Bismarck.

Fire! he said.

Out on the wing of the bridge stood the American officer and the British lieutenant, glasses to their eyes. Below them, just as on the evening before, the sixteen-inch guns were training round and reaching upwards towards extreme elevation. Then came the incredible roar and concussion of the salvo. The brown cordite smoke spurted out from the muzzles to be borne rapidly away by the wind as the shells took their unseen way on their mission of death.

Short but close. Damned close, said the Englishman; the last words were drowned by the din of the second salvo, and he did not speak again during the brief time of flight. But when he spoke it was in a voice high pitched with excitement. A hit! A hit! At the second salvo! I told you the old Rodney  

Again his words were drowned by the roar of the guns and he forced himself to keep his glasses steady on the target. Next it was the American who spoke.

Another hit, he said. She doesnt stand a chance now.

Down in the radar-room of the Bismarck the same disciplined team was still at work.

Range seventeen thousand metres, said the rating at the screen.

There was a roar like thunder then, all about them, as the first salvo hit the Bismarck. The lights went out and came on, went out and came on, and the yellow-green eye of the radar screen abruptly went lifeless. The rating there reached for other switches, clicked them on and off; he tried another combination.

Radar not functioning, sir, he announced.

Youve tried the after aerial? asked the officer.

Yes, sir. No result.

No connection with gunnery control, sir, announced another rating.

No connection with   began another rating, but another rolling peal of thunder cut off his words, and again the lights flickered. No connection with the bridge, sir.

Very well.

No connection with the chart-house, sir.

Very well.

The first wisps of smoke had begun to enter the radar-room through the ventilating system. Wisp after wisp it came, seeping in thicker and thicker, swirling in, while the lights burned duller and duller. And peal after peal of thunder shook the whole structure, the shock waves causing the wreaths of smoke to eddy abruptly with each impact, and a section of panelling fell from the bulkhead with a sudden clatter. It was as if the witches Sabbath in which they had been engaged had now roused the infernal forces for their own destruction. Throughout the doomed ship the lights were burning low and smoke was creeping in thicker and thicker.

In the War-Room the young officer was repeating the messages heard on the telephone.

Most immediate from Suffolk. Rodney has opened fire. King George V has opened fire. Bismarck is returning the fire. Bismarck hit. Bismarck hit again.

It was almost possible for the men listening to him in the War-Room to visualise what was actually going on. As the Bismarck trained her guns round she was surrounded by a forest of splashes from Rodneys salvo, and before she could fire the splashes from King George Vs salvo surrounded her. Hardly had her guns spoken before a shell hit the second turret from forward and burst with a roar and a billow of smoke. The blast and the fragments swept everywhere about the bridge. The fabric was left a twisted litter of stanchions and lying huddled and contorted in it were a number of corpses, among them those of Lindemann  conspicuous by its Knights Cross with Diamonds  and of Lutjens. The voice of the officer at the telephone went on describing what was going on. Bismarck on fire aft. Bismarck hit. Bismarck hit. Bismarcks fore turret out of action.

Another officer broke in.

Ark Royal signalling, sir. All planes away.

Ark Royal? I cant believe her planes will find anything to do. But quite right to send them in.

On the flight deck of the Ark Royal the sound of the gunfire was plainly to be heard, loudly, in the intervals of the Swordfish revving up their engines and taking off. Conditions were as bad as ever as the ship heaved and plunged in the rough sea under a lowering grey sky, yet somehow the lumbering aircraft managed to get away, and circle, and get into formation, and head northwards, low over the heaving sea and close under the dripping clouds. It was only a few seconds before the leader saw what he was looking for. There was a long bank of black smoke lying on the surface of the water, spreading and expanding from the denser and narrower nucleus to the northward, and it was towards that nucleus that he headed his plane.

My God! said the leader.

The smoke was pouring from the battered, almost shapeless hull of the Bismarck, stripped of her upper works, mast, funnels, bridge and all. Yet under the smoke, plainly in the dull grey light, he could see a forest  a small grove, rather  of tall red flames roaring upward from within the hull. But it was not the smoke nor the flames that held the eye, strangely enough, but the ceaseless dance of tall jets of water all about her. Two battleships were flinging shells at her both from their main and from their secondary armaments; and from the cruisers, twenty eight-inch guns were joining in. There was never a moment when she was not ringed in by the splashes of the near misses, but when the leader forced his eye to ignore the distraction of this wild water dance he saw something else; from bow to stern along the tortured hull he could see a continual coming and going of shell bursts, volcanoes of flame and smoke. From that low height as the Swordfish closed in he could see everything. He could see the two fore-turrets useless, one of them with the roof blown clean off and the guns pointing over side at extreme elevation, the other with the guns fore and aft drooping at extreme depression. Yet the aftermost turret was still in action; even as he watched he saw one of the guns in it fling out a jet of smoke towards the shadowy form of the King George V; down there in the steel turret nestling among the flames some heroes were still contriving to load and train and fire. And he saw something else at the last moment of his approach. There were a few tiny foreshortened figures visible here and there scrambling over the wreckage incredibly alive amid the flames and the explosions, leaping down from the fiery hull into the boiling sea.

He swung the Swordfish away from the horrible sight, to lead the way back to the Ark Royal. While that bombardment was going on there was no chance of a frail plane delivering a successful torpedo attack. He had seen the climax of the manifestation of sea power, the lone challenger overwhelmed by a colossal concentration of force. He was not aware of the narrowness of the margin of time and space, of how in the British battleships the last few tons of oil fuel were being pumped towards the furnaces, of German U-boats hastening just too late from all points in the North Atlantic to try to intervene in the struggle, of German air power chafing at the bit unable to take part in a battle only a few miles beyond their maximum range.

While he was leading his squadron back to the Ark Royal the officer at the telephone in the War-Room was continuing to announce the signals coming through.

Bismarck hit again. She is only a wreck now. King George V and Rodney turning away.

In the War-Room people looked sharply at each other at that piece of news. The admiral looked at the clock.

Thats the last minute they could stay. Theyll only just have enough oil fuel to get them home. Not five minutes to spare.

Heres a signal from the flag, sir, interposed another young officer. Ships with torpedoes go in and sink her.

And heres Suffolk again, said the first young officer. Dorsetshire going in.

Bismarck lay, a shattered, burning, sinking hulk as Dorsetshire approached. At two miles she fired two torpedoes which burst on Bismarcks starboard side. At a mile and a half she fired another which burst on the port side of the wreck. She rolled over and sank, leaving the surface covered with debris and struggling men.

Bismarck sunk, said the young officer in the War-Room. Bismarck sunk.

Those words of the young officer were spoken in a hushed voice, and yet their echoes were heard all over the world. In a hundred countries radio announcers hastened to repeat those words to their audiences. In a hundred languages newspaper headlines proclaimed Bismarck Sunk to a thousand million readers. Frivolous women heard those words unhearing; unlettered peasants heard them uncomprehending, even though the destinies of all of them were changed in that moment. Stock exchange speculators revised their plans. Prime Ministers and Chiefs of State took grim note of those words. The admirals of a score of navies prepared to compose memoranda advising their governments regarding the political and technical conclusions to be drawn from them. And there were wives and mothers and children who heard those words as well, just as Nobbys mother had heard about the loss of the Hood.



This is the story as it may have happened. The speeches are composed by the writer, who has no knowledge that those words were used; but the writer has no doubt that similar speeches were made.

Except in a few places where the truth is not known or where the records are not open to the public the actual course of events has been recounted; although many of the characters here represented had no actual existence they at least had their counterparts.
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